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Visitors to Washington, D.C. often come away with overwhelmingly positive impressions of 

Metro, the region’s 100-mile subway system. Its stations are spacious with vaulted ceilings, 

trains are clean and quiet, it is easy to navigate, and it exudes a feeling of professionalism and 

calm that is absent from the more famous New York City Subway just 250 miles north, which is 

more efficient but also chaotic and crowded. For decades, Metro served as proof that Washington 

D.C. had come into its own as a world-class city – until suddenly, the bottom fell out. Starting 

with a 2009 train collision that killed eight people, the system suffered a string of embarrassing 

safety failures, including a smoke-filled train that killed one passenger, electrical fires on the 

tracks, a takeover by the Federal Transit Administration, and an unprecedented one-day 

shutdown in March 2016 after Metro’s General Manager decided that the network needed 

emergency repairs.1 These major system disruptions occurred on top of everyday annoyances 

such as delayed trains, mechanical failures, and indifference to rider needs. The result is that 

Metro ridership has declined by double-digit percentages, not only harming mobility in the D.C. 

region but singlehandedly causing a net decrease in rail riders across the entire United States.2 

The system is barely 40 years old. Why have so many things gone wrong so quickly? 

 

Metro, which first opened in 1976, is an exemplar of the “second wave” of U.S. rapid-transit 

systems. The first wave was largely built in the early 1900s by private operator, and includes 

systems in New York City, Boston, Philadelphia, and Chicago. As the private automobile 

became dominant, these systems began to falter in their financial performance and governments 

stepped in to bail them out, turning public transit into a public service. Second-wave systems, 

                                                
1 Laura Wagner, “D.C. Metro to Shut Down All Day Wednesday for ‘Emergency Investigation,’ NPR, March 15, 
2016, http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2016/03/15/470569936/d-c-metro-to-shut-down-all-day-wednesday-
for-emergency-investigation. 
2 “Transit Center,” March 9, 2017, https://twitter.com/TransitCenter/status/839915851964874756. 
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which include the San Francisco BART and Atlanta MARTA in addition to the D.C. Metro, were 

designed from the beginning as public systems, as a way to convince Americans to switch from 

private cars to mass transit. As a result, they are more likely to serve suburbs and center cities, 

and many of them were built to be comfortable and aesthetically pleasing (perhaps the most 

iconic aspect of the D.C. Metro is the stations’ cavernous concrete interiors). However, as recent 

troubles on BART and Metro have demonstrated, these systems are reaching the end of their 

useful life as first designed and urgently need maintenance. 

 

According to many transit planners and elected officials, Metro’s problems stem largely from the 

fact that the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (WMATA), which owns and 

operates the system, lacks a source of dedicated funding. The Federal Transit Administration 

defines dedicated funding as “a specific revenue source – such as a sales or gas tax – that is 

designated to be used for transit and is not subject to appropriations.”3 Without any independent 

authority to raise revenue, WMATA must rely on yearly budget grants from Maryland, Virginia, 

and the District of Columbia to pay its expenses. This is no one’s notion of an ideal way to run a 

transit system, and WMATA’s lack of dedicated funding is a frequently cited reason for the 

agency’s poor service and unreliability. But as I will show in this paper, there is a difference 

between WMATA being vulnerable to underfunding (which it is), and actually being 

underfunded (which it is not). The agency may have to comply with the whims of its three 

constituent jurisdictions, and there is no doubt that this has led to a number of poor transit-

planning decisions. But there is little current evidence that the agency is noticeably lacking in 

money compared to its peer agencies around the United States. As a matter of good governance, 

                                                
3 U.S. Government Accountability Office, “Issues Related to Providing Dedicated Funding for WMATA,” 
Executive Summary, May 15, 2006, http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-06-516. 
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WMATA should certainly keep pursuing the long-term goal of a dedicated funding source – but 

in all likelihood, some other factor is more central to understanding the agency’s ongoing crisis. 

 

I. THE ROOTS OF THE WMATA INTERSTATE COMPACT 

In The Great Society Subway, a comprehensive history of the Washington, D.C. Metro, Zachary 

Schrag attempts not just to document the facts of Metro’s founding, but to answer the broader 

question of why a major U.S. city decided to build an expensive, ambitious rail network during 

the automobile age. When rapid rail transit was first authorized in Washington D.C. in the mid-

1960s, the Interstate Highway System had already decimated the hearts of major U.S. cities, and 

the country had yet to experience the oil shocks of the 1970s. Resistance to urban highways was 

a growing movement that was losing some political battles but winning others. In the decision to 

build Metro, Schrag sees a broader ideological project at work: that of postwar Great Society 

liberalism. As expressed by the domestic policies of John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson, this 

ideology centered around the affirmative power of the government to build up social institutions 

and provide for public needs, regardless of whether a profit could be made. Great Society liberals 

“treasured cities for their density, diversity, and shared space … and in an extraordinary 14-year 

streak, the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon administrations pushed through legislation that 

changed the way Americans plan and build.”4 Policymakers and planners justified the 

construction of Washington, D.C.’s new rail system in part by abandoning strict economic and 

engineering criteria to focus on broader social goals, including aesthetic pride in the nation’s 

capital and the desire to build something seen as a hallmark of a “world-class” city. 

 

                                                
4 Zachary Schrag, The Great Society Subway: A History of the Washington Metro (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2006) 2. 
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WMATA’s unusual financial structure partially derives from the fact that the system serves three 

separate jurisdictions, making it one of only a few major U.S. transit agencies to cross state lines. 

But the agency’s lack of independent revenue-generating authority is rooted in a broader, 

decades-old debate over the proper role and power of the District of Columbia. Leading up to the 

creation of WMATA in 1967, two major factions fought for the right to design, build, and 

operate the Metro rail network. One, represented by the National Capital Transportation Agency 

(NCTA), viewed Washington, D.C. as a federal city, and their vision for Metro granted a great 

deal of power to professional planners and architects. The NCTA faction was mostly made up of 

Great Society liberals who passionately supported heavy federal involvement in mass transit and 

saw Washington as a city belonging to the federal government and the entire nation, not just its 

residents. Their hope was that by building heavy rail for federal workers and the city at large, 

Washington, D.C. could construct a world-class transportation system that didn’t include the 

kind of urban highways that had wrecked the social fabric of so many U.S. cities.5 Opposing the 

NCTA was the Joint Transportation Commission (JTC), a regulatory body first convened to 

address a lack of regionally coordinated bus service in the D.C. area. Because the JTC included 

representatives from Maryland, Virginia, and D.C., its members lacked the passionate anti-

highway views of the NCTA, focusing instead on regional transportation and economic growth.6 

 

The Joint Transportation Commission’s primary goal was to build up the Washington, D.C. 

region as an economic and cultural force. Because its leadership included heavy suburban 

representation and the Engineer Commissioner of Washington, D.C. (an unelected officer allied 

with the highway-building lobby), many federal policymakers viewed the JTC as interlopers in 

                                                
5 Ibid. 98-9. 
6 Ibid. 96-7. 
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what should be a matter for credentialed national experts. However, as part of the National 

Capital Transportation Act of 1960 the JTC was granted a tentative franchise to build and 

operate a rail system in the Washington region.7 There was one caveat: If JTC did not produced 

an interstate compact to govern this system by the time rail builders were ready to break ground, 

it would lose its franchise to the NCTA. Very quickly, time became the JTC’s primary 

consideration. As a result, the JTC “shed the more utopian aspects of regionalism,” abandoning 

the hope that it could create a general interstate compact covering topics such as water supply 

and road construction.8 The Commission focused instead on drafting a basic, conservative 

compact as quickly as possible, getting it approved by the three jurisdictions in the D.C. area, 

and leaving it open to being amended as needed at a future date. 

 

In short, the decision not to dedicate a specific funding source in the interstate WMATA compact 

came from the same impulse behind the JTC’s decision not to involve itself in highway fights: 

the compact needed to be approved quickly by three separate parties, and taking a side in 

regional power struggles would delay this process. The draft of the compact published in 1965, 

Schrag notes, was “distinguished by its narrowness and conservatism”: Maryland, Virginia, and 

the District of Columbia would all get an equal number of votes on the agency board, and the 

two suburban states would be empowered to choose their representatives through the creation of 

special Suburban Transit Districts. The District of Columbia far less autonomy than the two 

suburban states: It was governed by a Board of Commissioners appointed by the U.S. President, 

it “acted” like a partner jurisdiction with Maryland and Virginia but did not actually have power 

over its political or budgeting institutions, and it did not require a special transit district because 

                                                
7 Ibid. 98. 
8 Ibid. 99. 
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the entire city would fall under the purview of the newly created transit agency. Nonetheless, the 

state legislatures of Maryland and Virginia knew the Johnson administration was pushing for 

D.C. Home Rule, and thus were reluctant to sign over any power to an interstate commission that 

they feared could become dominated by city interests.9 

 

The delicate power struggles between the three jurisdictions meant that no one state or city was 

willing to take on a disproportionate share of financial or political responsibility. An early 

version of the compact had the federal government paying two-thirds of net project costs, but it 

was scrapped from the compact by D.C. representatives. However, no other source of revenue 

was identified; as a result the agency created by the JTC compact “could not levy its own tax but 

would depend on contracts with its constituent cities and counties” — a status quo that was never 

meant to be permanent, but remains in effect to this day.10 The compact then went before the 

Maryland and Virginia legislatures, the unelected D.C. Board of Commissioners, and Congress, 

and was approved on October 17, 1966. By allowing the District of Columbia to represent itself 

on a regional transit agency, the Johnson administration reached a major milestone in its efforts 

to secure Home Rule for the city. But creating the political consensus needed to approve the 

WMATA Compact meant putting off the crucial question of how the system would be funded. 

 

II. MODERN TRANSIT RIDERSHIP AND FINANCE IN WASHINGTON, D.C. 

Based on both riders carried and money spent, Washington, D.C. is one of the nation’s five 

largest regions for public transit. According to data gathered by the American Public Transit 

Association, in 2014 there were 411,323,800 unlinked passenger trips taken on the WMATA 

                                                
9 Ibid. 100-101. 
10 Ibid. 101. 
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network. This puts the agency at 4th nationwide for unlinked passenger trips, behind New York 

City Transit, the Chicago Transit Authority, and Los Angeles County MTA.11 In terms of rail 

ridership alone, WMATA ranks second nationwide, behind only the New York City Subway. 

APTA data shows that in 2014 an estimated 271,160,000 unlinked passenger trips occurred on 

the rail network, compared to 134,313,400 on the regional bus network — an approximate modal 

split of 67% rail to 33% bus.12 (Graph 1 below shows the mode splits of several other major U.S. 

transit agencies, based on the same APTA data). Moreover, the funding practices in the 

WMATA Interstate Compact were set up explicitly to finance a high-capacity heavy-rail system; 

the agency’s bus routes were largely inherited from private operators in the 1970s. It is clear, in 

other words, that heavy rail dominates Washington, D.C.’s regional transit system. 

Graph 1: Modal Split of Major U.S. Transit Agencies 

 
                                                
11 2016 Public Transportation Fact Book (Washington, D.C.: American Public Transportation Association, 2017), 
10-11. http://www.apta.com/resources/statistics/Documents/FactBook/2016-APTA-Fact-Book.pdf. 
12 Matthew Dickens, “Public Transportation Ridership Report, Fourth Quarter and End-Of-Year 2014” (Washington, 
D.C.: American Public Transportation Association, 2015), 2-8. 
http://www.apta.com/resources/statistics/Documents/Ridership/2014-q4-ridership-APTA.pdf. 
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Just as WMATA ranks fourth nationwide in terms of overall ridership, a 2004 study by Robert 

Puentes of the Brookings Institution puts it at fourth in terms of budget size (behind NYC 

Transit, New Jersey Transit, and the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority). WMATA’s 

total 2001 budget was almost $1.3 billion, of which $406 million was allocated to capital and 

$890 million was allocated to operations (a split of approximately 32% to 68%).13 By Fiscal 

Year 2017, with the total budget at $2.7 billion, the capital/operations split had shifted slightly to 

35/65.14 The federal government has long played a dominant role in providing capital funding to 

U.S. transit agencies, and WMATA is no exception. Since the passage of the TEA-21 Act in 

1998, Puentes writes, “federal law has prohibited urban areas with over 200,000 people, like 

Washington, from using these funds for operating assistance,” meaning all federal funds must go 

to capital.15 Over the years the federal government has taken an especially active role in 

providing capital funds to “the nation’s subway,” which plays an indispensable role in getting 

federal employees to work. However, when it comes to operating assistance, WMATA must rely 

on a combination of passenger fares and grants from state and local governments, budgeted 

through the yearly appropriations process. 

 

Passenger fares constitute a large portion of the agency’s revenue. According to 2002 data, 

WMATA’s rail network has a farebox-recovery ratio of 61.6 percent.16 The agency’s farebox 

ratio is so high for two major reasons. First, WMATA relies disproportionately on heavy-rail 

service, which has low operating expenses compared to buses. (WMATA’s farebox ratio for bus 

is 26.2 percent, which is roughly comparable to other major bus systems nationwide.) The 
                                                
13 Robert Puentes, “Washington’s Metro: Deficits by Design,” Series on Transportation Reform (Washington, D.C.: 
Brookings Institution, 2004), 5 
14“FY2017 Approved Budget,” Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (2016), 17. 
https://www.wmata.com/upload/FY2017-Approved-Budget-2.pdf. 
15 Puentes, “Deficits by Design,” 6. 
16 Ibid. 9. 
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second key characteristic that helps boost WMATA’s rail farebox ratio  — one it does not share 

with “first-wave” rail systems — is its lack of a flat fare. The price of a one-way Metro ride 

differs based on distance and time of day, ranging from $1.75 to $3.60 during off-peak hours and 

from $2.15 to $5.90 during peak.17 (By comparison a one-way ride is $2.75 in New York and 

$1.75 in Los Angeles.) The flexibility to charge different prices for different journeys is an 

integral part of “second-generation” rail systems such as Metro and BART.  

 

The remainder of WMATA’s yearly operating budget comes from subsidies from state and local 

governments. In theory, these yearly appropriations are supposed to come from dedicated 

sources. The National Capital Transportation Amendments Act of 1979, known as the Stark-

Harris bill, required WMATA to operate at all times with a “stable and reliable” source of 

revenue from all its constituent governments; guidance provided the same year by the U.S. 

Department of Transportation estimated that 70-75 percent of all funding should come from 

sources that could not be diverted. Puentes explains that early in the agency’s history, many in 

the federal government were justifiably fearful of being forced to cover capital cost overruns, 

and wished to shift the burden to state and local governments.18 However, as the system’s 

buildout continued throughout the 1980s and capital costs decreased, it became increasingly 

clear to D.C.-area lawmakers that Metro would remain expensive to own and operate. A system 

that had originally been sold to the public as “a publicly owned business needing only minor 

subsidy,” had instead become “a massive government program serving a diverse range of 

functions, from protecting parklands to training minority workers to placating angry 

                                                
17 “Metrorail Fares,” Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority, accessed March 16, 2017, 
https://www.wmata.com/fares/rail.cfm. 
18 Puentes, “Deficits by Design,” 3-4. 



10 
 

neighborhoods to reducing dependence on foreign oil.”19 Metro continues to operate with heavy 

subsidies, but over time the purpose of those subsidies has shifted towards operations. 

 

Without the “stable and reliable” revenue source required by the Stark-Harris Bill, subsidies to 

WMATA are now allocated according to a complex formula that takes into account factors 

including population density, quantity of service supplied to a given area, total transit ridership, 

and number of rail stations within a jurisdiction.20 These formulas grant a degree of 

predictability to the budget appropriations process, ensuring that WMATA’s constituent 

governments can estimate roughly how much they will be asked to contribute to the agency on a 

yearly basis. However, the formulas have also been the subject of controversy — for example, 

higher-density areas are asked to contribute more to WMATA, even though the marginal cost of 

a transit trip is actually much higher in the Washington region’s low-density exurbs. (In addition, 

the growth of the region means that counties that were not party to the WMATA Interstate 

Compact now house a significant number of employees who use the system.) According to 

Puentes’ data from FY 2004, the ultimate result of these formulas is that Maryland and the 

District of Columbia contribute considerably more than Virginia.21 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
19 Schrag, “Great Society Subway,” 194-5. 
20 Puentes, “Deficits by Design,” 12. 
21 Ibid. 11. 
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Table 1: 2004 Subsidies to WMATA by Jurisdiction 
 District of 

Columbia 
Montgomery 
County, MD 

Prince 
George’s 
County, MD 

Maryland 
Total 

Alexandria 
City, VA 

Subsidy, 
FY2004 

158,028,185 73,779,684 79,376,716 153,156,400 17,175,341 

Pct of Total 38.31 17.89 19.24 37.13 4.16 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
Arlington 
County, VA 

Fairfax City, 
VA 

Fairfax 
County, VA 

Falls Church 
City, VA 

Virginia 
Total 

WMATA 
Total 

28,395,924 908,445 53,638,855 1,179,095 101,297,660 412,482,24
5 

 6.88 0.22 13.00 0.29 24.56 100 

  

According to a 2006 report by the U.S. Government Accountability Office, WMATA’s finances 

are made even more complicated by the fact that each of its three constituent jurisdictions has 

methods of raising revenue that appear to be dedicated but are not. Maryland, for example, has 

created a statewide Transportation Trust Fund that is “used to pay all of Montgomery and Prince 

George’s Counties’ share of WMATA’s capital costs, and 75 percent of the counties’ share of 

operating costs and debt service.”22 Much of the money in this account comes from 

transportation-related charges including vehicle registration fees and gas taxes, with the rest 

coming from property-tax receipts. However, though these funds are theoretically dedicated to 

WMATA, they can be reallocated and therefore most scholars do not consider them to be truly 

guaranteed. WMATA’s only source of dedicated revenue comes from a 2 percent sales tax on all 
                                                
22 “Issues Related to Providing Dedicated Funding for the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority,” U.S. 
Government Accountability Office (Washington, D.C.: GAO, 2006), 14. 
http://www.gao.gov/assets/260/250094.pdf. 
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gasoline sales in Northern Virginia, but even this is deceptive — these gas-tax receipts account 

for only 4.3 percent of all state and local contributions to the agency.23 The District, meanwhile, 

simply contributes money to WMATA every year out of its general fund.24 

 

However, looking at WMATA’s operating and capital revenues over the past decade, it is clear 

that the agency has received progressively more funding from state and local sources, even as 

ridership has declined sharply in the last few years. WMATA’s annual budgets going back to 

Fiscal Year 2007 group revenues into several types, including “passenger revenues” (fares and 

parking), “federal” (capital grants from the U.S. government), and “state and local subsidies” 

(the annual appropriations from WMATA’s three constituent jurisdictions). By adding together 

the Operating and Capital revenues from this “state and local subsidy” category, we can see that 

grants to the agency trended upward, even during the years of the Great Recession (see Graph 2). 

Ridership rose during the first part of this decade, but since 2013 it has started to fall. Therefore, 

I have normalized the amount of these state and local subsidies by the metric of average weekday 

rail ridership (the y-axis on the right side of the graph measures subsidy per boarding in total 

dollars). The graph makes it clear that although Puentes and other writers frequently raise the 

specter of WMATA suddenly having its funding cut by its constituent governments, this has not 

happened in any meaningful way over the past decade. However, WMATA might still be 

relatively underfunded compared to its peer agencies. Therefore, to consider whether WMATA 

is being shortchanged by its lack of dedicated funding, we must compare its financial 

performance to that of other systems across the U.S. 

 

                                                
23 Ibid. 20. 
24 Puentes, “Deficits by Design,” 10. 
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Graph 2: Annual State and Local Subsidies to WMATA, and State/Local Subsidy per 
Weekday Boarding25,26 

 
 

III. WMATA IN A NATIONAL CONTEXT 

Few planners or transit scholars would dispute that WMATA’s lack of a dedicated funding 

mechanism makes the agency vulnerable to economic shocks or political gamesmanship. The 

agency’s extremely poor performance in recent years has led D.C.-area transit planners to 

unfavorably compare Metro’s funding system with that of other major systems nationwide. 

However, while a lack of dedicated funding certainly poses a theoretical problem for WMATA, 

the data on whether the agency is currently underfunded is inconclusive at best. In a 2006 report 

prepared at the request of Congress, the U.S. Government Accountability Office examined 

                                                
25 Metro Approved Budgets FY07-FY17, https://www.wmata.com/about/records/public-records.cfm. 
26 “2016 Historical Metrorail Ridership,” 
https://www.wmata.com/initiatives/plans/upload/2016_historical_rail_ridership.pdf. 
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Metro’s financial health and speculated on how certain new sources of dedicated revenue could 

improve or diminish the agency’s financial standing. The GAO report notes, “The Metro 

Funding Panel…reported in 2005 that WMATA, under its current revenue structure, will have 

budgetary shortfalls of $2.4 billion over 10 years, in spite of an agreement in 2003 from the 

WMATA Compact jurisdictions to provide an additional $1.5 billion for the agency’s critical 

capital needs.”27 However, in order to receive this funding, WMATA’s constituent jurisdictions 

would need to agree among themselves to establish a permanent source of dedicated funding for 

the agency — something they still have not done, 11 years after the GAO report was written. 

 

As previously discussed in Part II of this essay, the one metric where WMATA performs 

remarkably well compared to its national peers is farebox-recovery ratio; according to Puentes’ 

research it ranked second nationally in 2002 (see Graph 3 below). However, the GAO report 

from 2006 expands on Puentes’ research to conclude that while heavy rail transit’s farebox-

recovery ratio in the D.C. area is impressive, it is not enough to guarantee long-term fiscal 

health. In fact, as the graph below demonstrates, the Washington Metro’s farebox ratio is second 

nationwide among U.S. heavy-rail systems, behind only New York City. Moving beyond farebox 

ratio, WMATA starts to lose its competitive advantages and falls more into line with nationwide 

trends of transit financial performance. For example, Graph 2 in the previous section of this 

paper showed that over the last decade capital and operations subsidies from state and local 

governments to WMATA have increased, both in raw-number terms and normalized by weekday 

passenger boarding. Nationwide data from the American Public Transit Association, visualized 

below in Graph 4, shows a similar trend occurring for all U.S. transit agencies, with subsidies 

from the federal, state, and local governments all increasing since 1998. 
                                                
27 GAO, “Issues Related to Providing Dedicated Funding,” 1-2. 
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Graph 3: Farebox-Recovery Ratios of Major U.S. Heavy Rail Systems28 

 
Graph 4: Aggregate Sources of Government Funding For U.S. Transit Industry29 

 
                                                
28 Puentes, “Deficits by Design,” 9. 
29 2016 Public Transportation Fact Book, Appendix A, Table 95. 
http://www.apta.com/resources/statistics/Documents/FactBook/2016-APTA-Fact-Book-Appendix-A.pdf. 
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The same trend is visible even when we ignore capital funding and look only at operating 

revenues. As seen in Graph 5 below, the receipts from passenger fares have risen slowly over the 

last decade, but beyond that baseline we can see that operating subsidies from local, state, and 

federal governments have also increased steadily. Whatever can be said about the troubles that 

the U.S. transit industry is facing today (reliability, ridership, decades of deferred maintenance, 

etc.), it is clear that governments have not been reluctant to provide transit systems with a steady 

base of funding.  

 
Graph 5: Aggregate Sources of All Operating Funds for U.S. Transit Industry30 

 
 
 
When this data is disaggregated by transit agency, as shown in Graph 6 below, WMATA looks 

more or less similar to its peer agencies across the nation. Data from the 2015 National 

                                                
30 2016 Public Transportation Fact Book, Appendix A, Table 87. 
http://www.apta.com/resources/statistics/Documents/FactBook/2016-APTA-Fact-Book-Appendix-A.pdf. 
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Transportation Database, as interpreted and presented by APTA, shows that all major U.S. 

agencies rely on a combination of state, local, federal, and directly generated funds (in addition 

to farebox revenues). Although large transit agencies are technically barred from using federal 

funds for operating expenses, the blurry line between capital and operations means some 

agencies are able to circumvent this requirement. On the whole, however, WMATA joins 

Chicago and the San Francisco Area in striking a balance between funding sources at all three 

levels of government. This sets it apart from cities including Boston or Philadelphia, which rely 

disproportionately on state funding, or Los Angeles, which pays for transit out of local sales-tax 

proceeds. WMATA’s only major disadvantage compared to its peers is that its total “taxes and 

fees levied by transit agency” is 0 – a result of the agency’s lack of independent taxing authority. 

Graph 6: Source of Operating Funds (Excluding Fares) for U.S. Transit Agencies, 201531 

 
                                                
31 “2015 NTD Data Tables – Funding Sources,” Accessed March 17, 2017, 
http://www.apta.com/resources/statistics/Pages/NTDDataTables.aspx. 
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Finally, the distribution of operating funds among individual agencies may answer the question 

of where WMATA gets its money from, but it is not a terribly helpful metric when considered 

out of context (e.g., New York City receives far more in operating subsidies than any other U.S. 

transit agency, but it also contains far more riders). Therefore, I have normalized this data by 

dividing each major transit agency’s total operating funds by its total annual ridership, to obtain 

the metric of operations funding per unlinked passenger boarding. The ridership data is from 

APTA’s 2014 “Public Transportation Ridership Report.” As shown below in Graph 7, 

WMATA’s operations funding per boarding is below the national average of $5.17, but at $4.33, 

it is still significantly higher than the funding for systems such as the New York MTA, Los 

Angeles Metro, and Chicago CTA. With the caveat that analyzing the agency’s Capital Funding 

per Rider might yield different results that show a much higher funding imbalance, the graph 

below makes it clear that WMATA does not currently suffer from operations underfunding. 

Graph 7: Operations Funding Per Rider for Major U.S. Transit Agencies 
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IV. WHAT ARE THE SOLUTIONS? 
 
In June 2016, Metro launched the SafeTrack program, which the agency describes as “an 

accelerated track work plan to address safety recommendations and rehabilitate the Metrorail 

system,” and which placed large portions of the network out of service for extended periods of 

time.32 Few dispute the need for comprehensive maintenance on a system that is 40 years old and 

has experienced a number of embarrassing safety incidents in the last decade. However, 

SafeTrack’s effect on ridership has been calamitous: In the third quarter of 2016, trips were 

down 13 percent over the same period in 2015, and rail revenue was down 15 percent.33 For a 

system with a high farebox ratio such as Metro, this loss of passenger revenue increases the need 

for outside sources of revenue. WMATA is anticipating a $290 million budget shortfall for the 

coming fiscal year and has signaled that it may ask Virginia, Maryland, and the District 

Columbia for increased subsidies. The agency’s current General Manager Paul Wiedefeld has 

refused to endorse a regional sales tax or other form of dedicated revenue, perhaps because he 

senses that raising taxes on the Washington, D.C. metro area would be a political nonstarter as 

long as the agency continues to provide such poor service.34 However, once WMATA has 

emerged from its current crisis, local policymakers and planners are likely to turn once again to 

the question of whether and how to seek dedicated funding for Metro. 

 

The GAO report written in 2006 suggests a number of options that WMATA could pursue. The 

authors write, “An important consideration for WMATA’s financial health is that the revenues 

                                                
32 “Metro Announces SafeTrack Surge Dates For Remainder of 2016,” Washington Metropolitan Area Transit 
Authority, September 14, 2016, https://www.wmata.com/about/news/SafeTrack-schedule-update.cfm. 
33 Martin di Caro, “Metro Faces More Financial Challenges As Ridership Falls Under Safetrack,” WAMU, February 
9, 2017, http://wamu.org/story/17/02/09/metro-faces-financial-challenges-ridership-falls-safetrack/. 
34 Martin di Caro, “Metro Chief Sounds the Alarm: ‘We Cannot Be Eliminating 1000 Jobs A Year’,” WAMU, 
February 21, 2017, http://wamu.org/story/17/02/21/metro-chief-sounds-alarm-cannot-eliminating-1000-jobs-year/. 
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yielded by a dedicated source adequately keep pace with increases over time in transit 

expenditure demands.”35 This is the case for several reasons: at the time this report was written, 

before the Great Recession and WMATA’s current round of troubles, transit ridership in D.C. 

was projected to increase, requiring a steady flow of subsidy in order to match this increased 

demand (until 2013 this was indeed the case). Moreover, a reliably growing source of money 

would be necessary because of the political divides WMATA must navigate on a regular basis. 

The agency relies on the cooperation of three separate jurisdictions, and so any dedicated 

funding source would have to compensate for the different political cultures and ridership needs 

in each of these areas — effectively “picking up the slack” if one jurisdiction is unable or 

unwilling to make the payments requested of it. The GAO report calls for a flexible attitude that 

takes into account the “different revenue growth rates in the Compact area,” and recommends 

that any dedicated funding mechanism include provisions to alter the balance of payments and 

taxes if changes need to be made. 

 

In all, there are six major sources of revenue that WMATA could seek: Sales taxes, a 

payroll/income tax, a fuel tax, property taxes, access fees (i.e. land-value capture), and vehicle-

registration fees. The GAO report does not specifically recommend or discourage any of these 

sources, but instead discusses their advantages and drawbacks from a macro-level view, looking 

at revenue stability, growth potential, and equity. 

 

 

 

 
                                                
35 GAO, “Issues Related to Providing Dedicated Funding,” 32. 
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Table 2: Costs and Benefits of Potential WMATA Dedicated Revenue Sources36 

Revenue Source Revenue Source 
Stable re: 
Economic 
Fluctuations? 

Revenue growth 
likely to outpace 
overall economic 
growth? 

Relative size of 
tax/fee needed to 
collect a given 
amount of 
revenue 

Estimated tax/fee 
needed to collect 
$148 million by 
2010 

Sales Tax No No Small 25c per $100 in 
retail sales 

Payroll/Income 
Tax 

No Yes Small 16c per $100 in 
payroll 

Vehicle Fuels Tax Yes No Large 11.1c per gallon 
Property Tax No Depends on county Small 3.44c per $100 of 

assessed value 
Access Fees 
(Land-Value 
Capture) 

Yes Depends on fee 
level/development 
trends 

Large 30c per sq ft of 
commercial 
property within 0.5 
miles of a Metro 
station 

Vehicle 
Registration Fee 

Yes No Large N/A 

 
All of these funding mechanisms are commonly used to fund transit systems throughout the 

nation, most commonly the sales tax, which is an important revenue source for agencies 

including the San Francisco BART (75 percent of a 0.5 percent tax), Boston MBTA (20 percent 

of all statewide sales-tax revenues), and New York City MTA (a 0.375% regional surcharge).37 

Los Angeles County has famously voted to raise its own sales tax four times, in 1980, 1990, 

2008, and 2016, to fund the expansion of the Metro system. 

 

Sales taxes are politically effective because they spread a large burden over a large group of 

people, invoking a sense of “shared sacrifice.” In a 2005 testimony to the District of Columbia 

government, Rudolph Penner of the Urban Institute endorsed a sales tax to raise dedicated 

revenue for WMATA, stating: “The base is broad, a collection mechanism is in place, and 

visitors will bear some of the burden. We thought this appropriate because visitors benefit 

                                                
36 Ibid. 35. 
37 Ibid. 24-5.  
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directly by riding the system and indirectly from the reduction in traffic congestion that it 

provides.”38 In a 2016 policy brief on dedicated funding for Metro, two researchers from the 

Urban Institute endorse a sales tax again as a way to avoid what they call the “wrong pockets 

problem” that WMATA faces, “a variant on the tragedy of the commons in which no 

government partner has a clear incentive to increase its financing for the system because any 

benefits that would accrue to that partner would also accrue evenly across all jurisdictions while 

one partner bears the full cost.”39 And certainly, the experience of Los Angeles shows that even 

in high-tax regions like California and the Northeast, it is possible to build a broad coalition 

around the idea of a small sales-tax increase that will raise a remarkable amount of money. 

 

However, while the GAO report makes a handful of references to the desirability of making 

drivers in D.C. pay the full social cost of driving, it does not mention the most obvious tool that 

could accomplish this goal on a regional level: congestion pricing. Washington, D.C. features 

several hallmarks of a city ideally set up for a London or Singapore-style cordon charge: a 

densely populated center with a high concentration of jobs, a large daily influx of suburban 

commuters, and a well-developed rail network designed to bring commuters into the city core. 

Moreover, Washington D.C. is unique among cities in the Northeast Corridor in that it does not 

have any tolled bridges, tunnels, or major highways (a few interstate highways have recently 

implemented HOT lanes, but they are optional). Between the D.C. region’s chronic congestion 

and the fact that its solo drivers are undercharged for the externalities they impose on the public, 

                                                
38 Rudolph G. Penner, “Dedicating Revenue to the Capital Needs of WMATA,” Testimony Before the Committee 
on Public Works and Environmental Council of the District of Columbia, May 5, 2005. 
http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/52546/900805-Dedicating-Revenue-to-the-Capital-Needs-of-
WMATA.pdf. 
39 Matthew Eldridge and Rayanne Hawkins, “DC, Maryland, and Virginia: We Need to Talk About Metro,” Urban 
Institute, March 18, 2016, http://www.urban.org/urban-wire/dc-maryland-and-virginia-we-need-talk-about-metro. 
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a system of area pricing that charges for access to Downtown Washington, D.C. and allocates the 

money to public-transit improvements would seem to be both efficient and equitable. 

 

The MoveDC Report, a long-term multimodal transportation plan published in 2014 by the D.C. 

Department of Transportation, proposed implementing cordon pricing in the Downtown area and 

earmarking the revenues for operations and maintenance of the regional transportation system, 

including public transit. The political difficulties of congestion pricing in D.C. are not to be 

underestimated: An estimated two-thirds of all drivers on city streets during rush hour come from 

Maryland and Virginia, and all D.C. budgetary decisions are subject to Congressional approval.40 

Because the District of Columbia has no voting representative in Congress, the city 

government’s decisions are frequently subject to meddling by Maryland and Virginia 

representatives — especially decisions that would have a perceived adverse impact on the 

suburbs. But the positive effects of congestion pricing in cities like London are clear (a Gizmodo 

article from 2014 estimated more than $2 billion in raised revenue). The residents of the 

Washington area might be receptive to a road-pricing program if the funds were dedicated to 

upgrading and maintaining the WMATA network.41 In light of WMATA’s performance over the 

last several years, there is widespread (and justified) skepticism of the agency’s competence 

throughout the D.C. region. Therefore, any congestion-pricing plan would need to include a 

guarantee that the money raised go towards improving the existing core system, rather than 

toward new capital expansion or expanded benefits for WMATA employees. 

 

                                                
40 Martin Austermuhle, “Could Drivers Entering Downtown D.C. Be Forced to Pay A Toll? It’s On Paper,” WAMU, 
May 30, 2014, 
http://wamu.org/story/14/05/30/could_drivers_entering_downtown_dc_be_forced_to_pay_a_toll_its_on_paper/. 
41 Alissa Walker, “It’s Time to Embrace Congestion Pricing,” Gizmodo, June 5, 2014, http://gizmodo.com/its-time-
to-embrace-congestion-pricing-1585582662. 
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***** 
 
 

It is hard to think of a transit agency whose fortunes have reversed as quickly as WMATA’s; as 

recently as the 1990s Washington was winning national awards for the high quality of its public-

transit system, and nowadays every piece of transit news coming out of the region involves 

falling ridership, severe rush-hour delays, or contentious meetings where agency executives are 

called before Congress and scolded for their incompetence. At a hearing in April 2016, U.S. 

Representative John Mica responded to WMATA’s request for additional congressional 

subsidies by exclaiming, “I am not going to support bailing out the District of Columbia!”42 One 

month later, Virginia Governor Terry McAuliffe threatened to withhold the state’s annual 

funding for Metro unless he was satisfied with the agency’s progress on safety improvements.43 

(Predictably enough, the threat was made but the funding was never withheld — more evidence 

that while WMATA’s lack of dedicated funding makes it vulnerable to underfunding, the agency 

is not actually underfunded per se). Finally, earlier this year the U.S. Federal Transit 

Administration withheld 5 percent of capital funding from transit systems in Maryland, Virginia, 

and Washington, D.C. because the three jurisdictions failed to establish a Metro safety-oversight 

program by a February deadline.44 There seems to be little political appetite to increase the 

agency’s funding as long as its performance remains poor — and this dynamic, as anyone who 

has studied New York City in the 1970s knows, is the beginning of a transit death spiral. 

 

                                                
42 Benjamin Freed, “Metro Chairman Tells Congress to Chip in $300 Million Per Year. Congress Yells at Metro.,” 
Washingtonian, April 13, 2016, https://www.washingtonian.com/2016/04/13/metro-chairman-tells-congress-chip-
300-million-per-year/. 
43 “Virginia Governor Threatens to Withhold Funding From WMATA,” NBC4 Washington, May 25, 2016, 
http://www.nbcwashington.com/news/local/Va-Gov-Threatens-to-Withhold-Funding-From-WMATA-
380823311.html. 
44 Greg Rogers, “Virginia, Maryland Jurisdictions Pay Price For WMATA Woes,” Eno Center For Transportation, 
February 24, 2017, https://www.enotrans.org/article/virginia-maryland-jurisdictions-pay-price-wmata-woes/. 
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There is little doubt, as Puentes, the GAO, and other analysts have written, that a dedicated 

funding source would improve Metro’s capacity to plan for the long-term. Implementing some 

sort of regional tax or a congestion-pricing scheme should be a long-term goal for D.C-area 

transit planners and advocates, simply because the yearly process of asking three jurisdictions for 

budget appropriations is fraught with political gamesmanship and is eventually bound to 

underfund a vital regional service. But while obtaining a dedicated funding mechanism for 

WMATA is clearly an ideal long-term outcome, the agency’s recent history does not indicate 

that it currently suffers from a lack of money. Its farebox ratio remains high, and in fact is likely 

to increase in the near future once the agency finishes its SafeTrack repair program. State and 

local governments have never actually followed through on their threat to cut yearly funding, 

simply because Metro is so vital to the regional economy as a whole. And in an article for 

Politico, Schrag claims WMATA’s calls for “dedicated funding” actually gloss over deeper, 

more systemic problems with how transit is funded and operated in the U.S. “Economics is 

unpredictable, as is engineering,” he writes. “Our political culture discourages frank discussions 

on the cost of everything from health care to weapons systems,” and public transit is no 

different.45 Perhaps the only thing that can truly “save” WMATA is a back-to-basics approach 

that stresses safety, maintenance, frequency, and reliability over capital expansion. Seen in that 

light, the agency’s problems look far less unique to the Washington region, and far more like 

those experienced by almost every major transit operator in the nation. 

 

 

 

                                                
45 Zachary Schrag, “How Congress Undercut Its Own City’s Subway System,” Politico, March 16, 2016, 
http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2016/03/dc-metro-shutdown-us-congress-213738. 
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