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In the last few years, social media, streaming video, and the Black Lives Matter movement have 

brought into the national consciousness an understanding that people of color are at greater risk of 

being arrested without cause, physically harmed, or killed at the hands of police. There is a heavy 

transportation component to this phenomenon, as many of the most high-profile instances of police 

brutality have taken place during routine traffic-enforcement stops. Oftentimes as a way to confront 

and fight the implicit or explicit racial biases of police officers, reform groups propose the use of 

body cameras and improved training of officers, acts that aim to improve interactions between the 

police and the community. Left unasked is whether there might be ways to prevent hostile 

interactions between police and people of color in the first place. As aspiring transportation 

planners who acknowledge and wish to help undo the historical oppression that our profession has 

often inflicted on marginalized groups, we feel it is our duty to investigate and scrutinize the effects 

of transportation policies that increase interactions with police.  

 

Los Angeles’ public-transit system currently serves almost 1.3 million riders per weekday, with a 

bus/rail mode split of approximately 72%/28%. The city’s rail network, which has been built 

entirely since 1990, consists of 2 subway lines (the Red and Purple lines) and 4 light-rail (Blue, 

Green, Gold, and Expo, in order of construction). The Orange and Silver Line are Bus Rapid Transit 

services. In total, the rail network comprises 93 stations and 105 miles of service.1 Much of the 

city’s rail network, light rail stations in particular, operate on a “Proof of Payment” system. Rather 

than having physical barriers such as turnstiles to prevent riders who have not paid their fare from 

accessing the system, in Los Angeles riders are required to “tap” their card on a validator but are 

not physically blocked from accessing the station if they fail to do so. Random onboard checks by 

the LA County Sheriff’s Department are used to catch and fine fare evaders.2 

 

Compared to the population of Los Angeles County at large, Metro riders are disproportionately 

low-income. A 2015 rider survey conducted by the agency found that the median household income 

was $19,374 for rail riders and $14,876 for bus riders, versus $55,909 for the county as a whole.3 

This statistic sets Los Angeles apart from major U.S. cities with “legacy” transit systems, such as 

New York, Chicago, San Francisco, and Washington, D.C., where ridership is more demographically 

                                                
1 “Facts at a Glance,” Accessed November 29, 2016. https://www.metro.net/news/facts-glance/. 
2 Michael Linder, “Metro Fare Jumpers Explain Why and How They Evade Tickets in L.A.,” LA Weekly, October 
8, 2014, http://www.laweekly.com/news/metro-fare-jumpers-explain-why-and-how-they-evade-tickets-in-
la-video-5128290. 
3 Steve Hymon, “Results of Metro’s Latest Customer Survey,” August 5, 2015, 
http://thesource.metro.net/2015/08/05/results-of-metros-latest-customer-survey/. 
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and socioeconomically diverse. Using data on fare evasion and race provided by Metro, this paper 

will examine how the disproportionately low-income transit riders of Los Angeles are affected by 

an approach to fare evasion that emphasizes policing instead of prevention. We seek to discover 

whether certain racial or ethnic groups are more likely than others to be given citations for fare 

evasion by the L.A. County Sheriff’s Department, the agency currently responsible for policing 

public transit. In light of the attention police brutality has received in the last few years, we feel it is 

imperative to examine whether a punitive approach to fare evasion truly improves Metro’s finances 

and security, or whether using the police to search for and punish fare evaders simply ends up 

targeting vulnerable users who may not have the means to pay transit fares in the first place. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature about this topic tends to be fragmented; various bodies of scholarship address transit 

demographics, economics, and fare evasion, but there is little discussing the interaction of the three 

areas. What we have found falls broadly into three groups: Literature on racialized police practices 

in general; literature attempting to explain why fare evasion occurs on public transit; and literature 

on how to prevent the broader problem of fare evasion. In order to synthesize these different 

strands of literature, we will address fare evasion from a vantage point that explicitly considers the 

equity issues of a transit ridership base that is disproportionately low-income people of color. 

 

Because the literature on this topic is so diffuse, we have chosen to organize this review by topic, 

discussing each “basket” of literature one by one instead of bringing them all into conversation with 

each other. Ultimately, we hope our paper will help to bridge these analytic gaps and approach the 

fare-evasion problem with an eye to the particular socioeconomic circumstances that can be found 

in Los Angeles. 

 

1. Racialized Policing in Los Angeles and On Mass Transit 

The rise of Los Angeles’ modern law-enforcement culture is covered extensively in Mike Davis’ City 

of Quartz. According to Davis, the modern LAPD is largely the creation of Chief William Parker, who 

led the department in the 1950s and instilled two key notions that shape policing in L.A. today: 

First, that the city needed a professionalized police force physically removed from the population it 

served, so as to provide an antidote to the corrupt beat policing that was endemic to East Coast 

cities; second, that L.A.’s extensive sprawl meant the LAPD had to rely on technologically complex 

surveillance systems to do its job effectively. According to Davis, policing in L.A. has always served 
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as a way to enforce spatial segregation of the city, permitting the wealthy to avoid contact with 

demographics they deem undesirable.4 

          

In Davis’ view, one way police in L.A. exacerbate spatial and class segregation is through their 

hostility to the democratic use of public space. Most often, the people who bore the brunt of this 

hostility were communities of color. At the time of writing in 1990, Davis wrote, “the LAPD (and the 

County Sheriffs as well) continue relentlessly to restrict the space of public assembly and the 

freedom of movement of the young. … Long before the LAPD and the Sheriffs launched their famous 

anti-gang dragnets, they were operating extensive juvenile curfews in non-Anglo areas and 

barricading popular boulevards to prevent ‘cruising.’”5 More recently, the War on Drugs has led to a 

dramatic rise in the militarization of the city’s police force, which Davis claims has unjustly 

criminalized the city’s African-American and Latino youth under the pretext of gangbusting. The 

result is an across-the-board racialization of criminal justice in Los Angeles.6 

 

Beyond greater Los Angeles, Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s Golden Gulag discusses the prison system of 

California, developing a political-economy theory for why the stewards of the strongest economy 

within the U.S. embarked on the largest prison-building boom in modern history. She writes, “Since 

1984, California has completed twenty-three major new prisons, at a cost of $280-350 million 

apiece. The state had previously built only twelve prisons between 1852 and 1964.”7 Tracing the 

origins and demographics of the state’s prison population, Gilmore concludes that widespread fear 

of drug abuse contributed to over-incarceration in California, but that the primary culprit is 

deindustrialization, and the subsequent need to control a “surplus” population that no longer had 

opportunities for work. Of particular interest to Gilmore is the “Three Strikes” law, which included 

nonviolent offenses as “strikes” but did not prove to be especially successful in reducing crime.8 

Whatever the root of California’s harsh “tough on crime” culture, Gilmore writes, it is beyond 

dispute that Latinos and African-Americans have been its greatest victims. 

 

There is relatively little academic literature on which demographic groups are most targeted by 

police on public transit. However, some transit agencies have done internal monitoring of their own 

                                                
4 Davis, M. (1990). City of quartz: Excavating the future in Los Angeles. London: Verso. Pg. 251-2. 
5 Davis, City of Quartz, 258.  
6 Ibid. 286-9. 
7 Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 7. 
8 Ibid. 15. 
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policing practices. Metro Transit in the Minneapolis-St. Paul area produced a 2015 report showing 

that black adults were 1.26 times more likely to be cited than white adults for fare evasion, while 

Native American adults were 2.52 times more likely to be cited. Black adults had the highest total 

number of citations for fare evasion.9 Jason Henderson’s Street Fight: The Struggle over Urban 

Mobility in San Francisco takes a more sociological view of fare evasion, juxtaposing progressive 

notions of transit as a public service with what he calls "revanchist discourses about quality-of-life 

crimes that, if left unchecked, would lead to further criminal activity."10 According to Henderson, 

San Francisco's bus drivers have a long tradition of tolerance toward fare evasion, permitting riders 

to discreetly board through the back door if they cannot afford a fare. Criticism of this practice by 

business-minded city elites convinced the SFMTA to conduct a thorough study of fare evasion, and 

in July 2009 the agency sent inspectors onto the Geary Blvd and Mission St routes to hand out 

citations to anyone who had not paid their fare. These routes had "high percentages of low-income, 

transit-dependent African American, Latino, and Asian populations...with considerable language 

barriers and immigration issues," leading to outrage from progressives citywide.11 Anderson 

suggests universal Proof of Payment ticketing could curb police’s ability to engage in discretionary, 

often discriminatory enforcement practices. 

 

In Los Angeles, we are not aware of any academic research on the intersection between policing 

and public transit. A study done by the community transit activist TK Flory, cited in a 2014 story in 

LA Weekly, claims that youth of color are most likely to be targeted and cited for fare evasion. We 

attempted to contact Flory for a detailed breakdown of this data but were unable to reach them. 

 

2. Why Does Fare Evasion Occur? 

The extent of fare evasion on Metro is currently unknown. A 2014 Los Angeles Times report 

estimated that in April of that year, 9.2 million rode Metro’s rail system while only 7 million paid, or 

a fare evasion rate of approximately 22%. Because the regional rail system utilizes a combination of 

barrier-based ticketing (turnstiles) and Proof of Payment (“honor system”) ticketing, it is very easy 

for riders at some stations to board trains without paying their fare, and clearly many are willing to 

run the risk of being cited by sheriff’s deputies once onboard, even though a fare-evasion ticket 

costs a minimum of $75.  

                                                
9 Metro Transit (2015). Analysis of Police Incidents by Race. Minneapolis. Pg. 2-3. 
10 Jason Henderson, Street Fight: The Struggle Over Urban Mobility in San Francisco (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2013), 184. 
11 Ibid. 185. 
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The broader question of why crime, and in particular fare evasion, happens on public transit is the 

subject of significant debate among scholars. Martha Smith and Ronald Clarke note that the low-

level nature of the crime turns it into a sort of game or competition among riders, a fact that is 

reflected in slang terms such as “dodging,” “beating,” or “fiddling.” Moreover, they claim fare 

evasion “is an attractive form of fraud for passengers because, even when detected, they often 

remain anonymous if they pay immediately”.12 

  

Thinking about fare evasion as an economic transaction, with clearly defined costs, benefits, and 

risks, is a common approach. Jankowski uses a game-theory framework to predict when it is an 

agency’s interest to aggressively police fare evasion, claiming that “if information is not complete, a 

firm that fails to properly inform the public about its enforcement effort will end up incurring 

higher inspection costs without the benefit of a lower evasion rate”13. Polinsky and Shavell, in 

contrast, view fare evasion through the lens of utility maximization, theorizing that passengers take 

into account the probability and magnitude of a fine for fare-evasion and decide accordingly.14  

  

Kooreman critiques Polinsky and Shavell for their lack of empirical data and provides an updated 

utility-maximization framework based on studies from public-transit systems in Europe and 

Canada. Using the concept of a “fine to fare ratio,” Kooreman attempts to calculate the mathematical 

conditions under which it makes sense for a transit patron to ride without a farecard, and concludes 

that the data prove fare evaders are acting as utility maximizers.15 He also calculates the fare-

evasion elasticity with respect to the inspection rate as -1, concluding that regular inspections are 

the most effective way to guard against free riders. 

 

 

 

 
                                                
12 Smith, M., & Clarke, R. (2000). Crime and Public Transport. Crime and Justice, 27. Pg. 186-7. Retrieved from 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1147664 
13 JANKOWSKI, W. (1991). FARE EVASION AND NONCOMPLIANCE: A GAME THEORETICAL APPROACH. 
International Journal of Transport Economics / Rivista Internazionale Di Economia Dei Trasporti, 18(3). Pg. 
275. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/42746620 
14 Polinsky, A., & Shavell, S. (1979). The Optimal Tradeoff between the Probability and Magnitude of Fines. 
The American Economic Review, 69(5), 880-891. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/1813654 
15 Kooreman, P. (1993). Fare Evasion as a Result of Expected Utility Maximisation: Some Empirical Support. 
Journal of Transport Economics and Policy, 27(1). Pg. 72. Retrieved from 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20034978 
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3. How can fare evasion be prevented non-punitively? Findings from North America 

To provide context for the current state of fare evasion in North America we have assembled 

findings from the Transportation Research Board (TRB) - Transit Cooperative Research Program 

Synthesis published in 2012, which examines the application of proof of payment on transit 

systems in North America and internationally. 

 

An accurate analysis of fare evasion along Los Angeles Metro lines is quite difficult. In 2007 a 

consultant group, Transportation Management & Design, Inc. performed a sampling of fare 

payments on LA Metro’s rail transit lines and the Orange Line BRT. The sampling was completed by 

“plainclothes” surveyors, without citations being handed out. The results were an evasion rate that 

ranged from 3.5% to 6.9% for the transit rail lines and 5.6% on the Orange Line BRT. 16 

 

Fare enforcement throughout North America typically is the responsibility of a transit agency’s 

police or security department.17 A 2012 survey was sent to 33 transit agencies who utilize Proof of 

Payment fare collection throughout the continent. Eighty-three percent of the respondents stated 

that the fare enforcement function is within the police or security department. Fifty-nine of the 

fare-inspection forces have police powers. Typically when a fare inspector encounters a transit 

rider without valid proof of payment, there is discretion involved with issuing a warning or citation.  

 

North American transit agencies generally reduce fare evasion by increasing enforcement18. 

Seventy-six percent employ special sweeps, or enhanced fare enforcement, to demonstrate 

uniformed presence on the system in a serious way, the logic being that when such forces are 

deployed randomly it keeps fare evaders guessing when a sweep may be deployed. Thirty-five 

percent of agencies hire more inspectors and 28% obtain the assistance of local law enforcement 

agencies. Only one of the 33 responding agencies approached fare evasion by undertaking non-

punitive measures, such as adding turnstiles/gates at some stations.  

 

There is no uniform penalty for fare evasion throughout the country. On average the fine for a first 

fare evasion throughout the 33 transit agencies averages $121; and for repeat offenses, the 

maximum average is $314. Forty-one percent of transit agencies treat first-time fare evasion as a 
                                                
16 Larwin, T. F., Koprowski, Y., National Research Council (U.S.)., Transit Cooperative Research Program. 
United States., & Transit Development Corporation. (2012). Off-board fare payment using proof-of-payment 
verification. Washington, D.C: Transportation Research Board. 
17 Ibid 
18 Ibid 
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criminal offense, either an infraction or a misdemeanor. For a second offense, there was no 

ubiquitous way of dealing with it. Transit agencies use a host of strategies: penalties escalate to 

gross misdemeanor, summons to appear in court, and/or a temporary ban from using the system. 

 

Throughout the country, transit agencies are more likely to practice a “customer-oriented” 

enforcement approach, rather than policing19. Phoenix Metro advocates “Engage, Educate, and 

Enforce.” New York City Transit aims to “skillfully educate the public on proper fare payment.” San 

Francisco Muni utilizes a “soft” approach to fare evasion, aiding transit-riders to pay by escorting 

them to ticket vending machines without issuing citations. 

 

The overarching common practice towards fare evasion is uniformed officers on transit. According 

to TRB, “Enforcement practices are an essential part of the proof of payment fare collection function 

and, as such, must address the role of discretion in issuing citations for fare evasion. The regular 

presence of uniformed officers on transit vehicles is likely to be seen by riders as the best way to 

provide them with a safe feeling while riding.”20 

 

Finally, TRB suggests that there is a need for additional research regarding the relationships 

between the fare-evasion rates, rates of inspection, and penalty amounts. For example: Should 

there be higher penalties, or more inspection? Should officers be given more discretion when 

handing out fare evasion tickets? Within the entire synthesis of select North American transit 

agencies, there is never a mention of the potential for police abuse in combating fare evasion, or 

implicit racial biases that fare inspectors might hold on a system primarily used by riders of color.  

 

The literature tells us three things. First, policing in Los Angeles has historically been a method to 

perpetuate spatial segregation of the wealthy from people of color and lower-income groups. This is 

exacerbated by restricting the movement of people of color in public space and racializing criminal 

justice in Los Angeles. Second, scholars do not have a unified view on why fare evasion occurs, with 

suggestions ranging from game theory, to utility maximization. Third, it is difficult to estimate the 

extent of fare evasion on the Metro Rail System. Throughout North America the method to reduce 

fare evasion is by increasing uniformed officers.  

                                                
19 Larwin, T. F., Koprowski, Y., National Research Council (U.S.). Transit Cooperative Research Program., 
United States., & Transit Development Corporation. (2012). Off-board fare payment using proof-of-payment 
verification. Washington, D.C: Transportation Research Board. 
20 Ibid. 72. 
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Public transit is public space. When police fine and arrest a victimless crime disproportionately to 

people of color, they are perpetuating spatial segregation by restricting their movements. Although 

the literature and transit operators suggests ways to reduce fare evasion through turnstiles, and 

enforcement, there is no mention of who ends up being targeted by police on public transit. Our 

data analysis will explore this gap within the context of the Los Angeles Metro rail system, 

investigating where fare evasion happens and whether there is a significant racial bias in policing 

fare evasion. 

 

 

DATA AND FINDINGS 

Using a public records request, we received data from Metro on citations given out in 2014, 2015, 

and Jan-Oct 2016. Technically, there are 3 types of violations, Fare Evasion, Boarding Without Proof 

of Payment, and Misuse of Fare Media, but for the sake of clarity we combined all of them and in 

this paper we use the phrase “fare evasion” to refer to the total across all 3 categories. We then 

examined the distribution of citations across racial groups, lines of the Metro Rail system, and at 

individual stations. We used numbers from Calendar Year 2015, the most recent full year for which 

data is available, and supplemented Metro’s data on citations and ridership with data from the 

Census Bureau to examine broader neighborhood demographic trends. 

 

The Metro data was generally quite thorough, though there are some important caveats that must 

be stated. First, we were unable to obtain information on the age distribution of fare-evasion 

citations, which we feel would have enhanced our understanding of who precisely is being targeted 

and ticketed. Second, while we have information on the racial and ethnic composition of LA Metro’s 

ridership, we do not have data on each racial/ethnic group’s relative likelihood of using public 

transit. This would have allowed us to better understand who rides Metro overall, where they go, 

and whether the police’s choice of whom to target could be considered “fair.” Third, this data does 

not include the major system expansions that opened in 2016: the Silver Line to San Pedro, the Gold 

Line to Azusa, and the Expo Line to Santa Monica. 

 

Finally, to test whether members of certain ethnic or racial groups are being “disproportionately” 

targeted by police, we had to set a baseline to measure citation data against. We chose to draw a 

buffer of one-half mile radius around each Metro Rail stop and compare the racial demographics 



10 

within these buffers to the racial distribution of citations given out at the station itself. To calculate 

the demographics within these buffers, we used Census Tract-level data from the ACS 2014 5-year 

estimates, intersected that data with the half-mile station buffers, and proportionally calculated 

how many members of each racial group were likely to live within that buffer. 

 

This analysis rests on several assumptions. First, and most important, we assume that ridership at a 

Metro station, including citations given, matches the overall demographic profile of the surrounding 

neighborhood. In particular, we assume that if a rider is given a citation at a certain stop, they live 

near that same stop. We further assume that ridership originating from a given station matches the 

residential demographics of the surrounding neighborhood. Given the long commute distances in 

Los Angeles, high degree of job dispersion (i.e., lack of a large central business district) and high 

level of spatial segregation, one or both of these assumptions are likely to be false in many cases, 

but extensive further study would be needed to find out. 

 

The second major assumption relates to GIS analysis. In compiling data to estimate the relative 

preponderance of each racial group within a half-mile buffer, we assumed that population was 

evenly distributed throughout the Census Tracts. As a result, several station buffers appear to have 

no African-American residents located inside -- a scenario that strikes us as unlikely, but which we 

would need a more extensive GIS study to investigate further. 
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Table 1 displays the number of total citations given out on each line of the Metro rail system. The 

Blue Line light rail and Red/Purple Line subways (referred to in tables and graphs as the Red Line) 

led with approximately 10,000 citations each in Calendar Year 2015. Combined they make up 

almost ⅔ of the citations in the system. Table 1 also displays that the Blue Line and Subways carry 

the most riders in the Metro rail network, 20.4% and 38.7% respectively. The Blue Line has almost 

twice as many citations given out per rider as the subway.  

 
Table 1. Fare Evasion Citations Given Out and Total Ridership by Metro Line  

TRAIN LINE TOTAL 
CITATIONS 

%  OF ALL 
CITATIONS 

2015 TOTAL 
RIDERSHIP 

%  OF ALL 
RIDERS 

Blue Line 10,331 32.77 24,457,253 20.43 

Expo Line 1690 5.36 9,834,541 8.21 

Gold Line 3581 11.36 14,267,244 11.92 

Green Line 3642 11.55 12,058,903 10.07 

Orange Line 2307 7.32 8,422,122 7.03 

Red Line 9968 31.62 46,356,726 38.72 

Silver Line 8 0.03 4,334,742 3.62 

Grand Total 31,527 100.00 119,731,531 100.00 

 
 
 

Citations are also not given out evenly by race. African-Americans are the only racial cohort that 

receive a greater proportion of citations than the percentage of ridership they represent (they are 

53% of fare citations but constitute 21% of rail riders). Hispanics are the second-most cited racial 

or ethnic group, accounting for 31.5% of all citations but 45% of rail riders. In other words, black 

and Hispanic riders are most likely to be cited for fare evasion, but they also constitute a majority of 

rail and bus riders throughout the Metro network. All other racial and ethnic groups are ticketed 

less than they would be if citations were distributed evenly by race. 
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Table 2. Total Citations Given Out By Race, Systemwide  

Race of Rider Citations/Year Pct. Of All 
Citations 

Pct. Of All Rail 
Riders 

Pct. Of All Bus 
Riders 

Asian 1380 4.4 11 7 

Black 16,681 52.9 21 20 

Hispanic 9943 31.5 45 59 

Unspecified 252 0.8 5 4 

White 3236 10.3 18 9 

TOTAL 31,527 100 100 100 

 
Graph 1. Citation Incidence vs Metro Rail Ridership by Race, 2015 
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Graph 2 combines and disaggregates the above two tables, to provide citation data sorted by both 

racial cohort and Metro line. (The source table for this data is included in the Appendix.) Overall, 

black and Hispanic passengers are the most frequently cited along every rail line, even those (like 

the Expo Line) that run through neighborhoods with a large white or Asian population. In raw 

numbers, black riders also receive the most citations on every line other than the Gold Line. We 

suspect this is because the Gold Line runs through East Los Angeles, Boyle Heights, and other 

heavily Latino neighborhoods. The percentage of fare-evasion citations given to white riders is very 

low across all lines in the Metro rail system, though this figure may increase now that the Santa 

Monica extension of the Expo Line increases ridership in some of the whitest neighborhoods of Los 

Angeles County. However, this is speculation and this data is not yet available. 

Graph 2. Racial Distribution of Fare-Evasion Citations by Metro Line, 2015 
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To examine this data on a neighborhood scale, we then determined which stops throughout the 

Metro network have the highest number of citations given, and examined the racial demographics 

of the surrounding neighborhoods. The rail stations with the most citations tend to be transfer 

stations. The Willowbrook Station, at the intersection of the Blue and Green Line, comes up twice in 

the top three stations. Union Station, a major Southern California transportation hub, is represented 

twice in the top five. (Union Station has two separate Metro stations, the Subway and the Gold 

Line.) The Wilshire/Vermont Station, the station with the fourth-highest number of citations, is 

intersected by Metro Rapid 720 and Metro Rapid 754, respectively the first and second most used 

bus lines throughout the entire Metro network. Lastly, the 7th/Metro Station, the 6th most cited 

station, is a large Metro Rail transfer terminal that intersects the Blue, Expo, and Subway Lines. Of 

the remaining 14 stations that fill out the top 20, 8 are on the Blue Line.  

 
Table 4. Top 20 Metro Rail Stations By Total Citations Given 

Transit Station Line Total 

Willowbrook Blue 2469 

Union Station (Subway) Red/Purple 2199 

Willowbrook Green 2048 

Wilshire/ Vermont Red/Purple 1340 

Union Station (Gold) Gold 1282 

7th/ Metro Red/Purple 1132 

Pershing Square Red/Purple 1127 

Willow Blue 1102 

Florence Blue 1012 

North Hollywood Red 993 

Westlake/ MacArthur Park Red/Purple 827 

Del Amo Blue 791 

Van Nuys Orange 711 

Artesia Blue 691 

North Hollywood Orange 652 
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103rd Street Blue 651 

Transit Mall Blue 551 

Compton Blue 543 

Hollywood/ Highland Red 449 

Norwalk Green 416 

 
Finally, we took the total number of citations at the top 20 Metro stations and disaggregated this 

data by race. This allowed us to examine the racial distribution of citations given out at these stops 

(e.g., whether black riders are more likely to be given a citation at a station located in a majority-

black neighborhood). 

  
 
Table 5. Top 20 Metro Stations By Total Citations Given and by Race of Passenger 
 

Station Line 
Grand 
Total Asian 

Asian 
% Black Black % Hispanic 

Hispanic 
% 

Unspe-
cified 

Unsp 
% White White % 

Willowbrook Blue 2469 57 2.3% 1679 68.0% 606 24.5% 30 1.2% 95 3.8% 

Union Station 
Red/ 
Purple 2199 104 4.7% 1146 52.1% 621 28.2% 13 0.6% 313 14.2% 

Willowbrook Green 2048 43 2.1% 1442 70.4% 480 23.4% 23 1.1% 59 2.9% 

Wilshire/ Vermont 
Red/ 
Purple 1340 104 7.8% 554 41.3% 482 36.0% 7 0.5% 192 14.3% 

Union Station Gold 1282 105 8.2% 406 31.7% 608 47.4% 3 0.2% 159 12.4% 
7th/ Metro Red/Purple 1132 48 4.2% 541 47.8% 375 33.1% 10 0.9% 157 13.9% 
Pershing Square Red/Purple 1127 51 4.5% 591 52.4% 302 26.8% 5 0.4% 176 15.6% 
Willow Blue 1102 36 3.3% 675 61.3% 271 24.6% 15 1.4% 103 9.3% 
Florence Blue 1012 27 2.7% 494 48.8% 452 44.7% 10 1.0% 29 2.9% 
North Hollywood Red 993 39 3.9% 553 55.7% 257 25.9% 7 0.7% 136 13.7% 
Westlake/ MacArthur Red/Purple 827 41 5.0% 363 43.9% 298 36.0% 7 0.8% 114 13.8% 
Del Amo Blue 791 20 2.5% 521 65.9% 190 24.0% 5 0.6% 55 7.0% 
Van Nuys Orange 711 39 5.5% 294 41.4% 236 33.2% 7 1.0% 134 18.8% 
Artesia Blue 691 11 1.6% 457 66.1% 169 24.5% 11 1.6% 39 5.6% 
North Hollywood Orange 652 30 4.6% 323 49.5% 200 30.7% 4 0.6% 95 14.6% 
103rd Street Blue 651 13 2.0% 402 61.8% 208 32.0% 7 1.1% 21 3.2% 
Transit Mall Blue 551 24 4.4% 315 57.2% 136 24.7% 3 0.5% 73 13.2% 
Compton Blue 543 21 3.9% 345 63.5% 150 27.6% 8 1.5% 18 3.3% 
Hollywood/ Highland Red 449 31 6.9% 232 51.7% 108 24.1% 2 0.4% 75 16.7% 
Norwalk Green 416 9 2.2% 217 52.2% 146 35.1% 7 1.7% 34 8.2% 
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Graph 3. Racial Distribution of Fare-Evasion Citations at Metro Stations, 2015 

 
 
 
Finally, using data from the American Community Survey, we used ArcGIS to create demographic 
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20 Metro stops with the most citations are mostly located in communities of color, particularly 

along the Blue Line (heavily black and Hispanic) and the subway (racially mixed, but with high 

population density and high overall transit ridership). More study will be needed to examine these 

stations on a case-by-case basis and analyze whether the racial distribution of citations at each 

station is comparable to the racial demographics of their surrounding neighborhoods. 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

 

● To the maximum extent possible, police should not play a personal role in combatting 

fare evasion on Metro. 

The Black Lives Matter movement has publicized dozens of police-brutality incidents in the 

last several years. The names of the victims have entered the national consciousness, and 

many of those victims, including Sandra Bland, Walter Scott, Samuel DuBose, and Philando 

Castile, were apprehended and killed for “crimes” such as a broken brakelight or failure to 

signal a lane change. (Oscar Grant, who was killed in 2009 on a train platform in Oakland, 

CA, was the subject of the film Fruitvale Station). It is abundantly clear that even when a 

person of color in transit is committing a victimless crime or no crime at all, the 

consequences of personal contact with police can be fatal. Therefore, to avoid the chances of 

more such encounters, Metro should work on making its fare-enforcement practices as 

automated as possible. 
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The obvious technological upgrade that would bring Metro up to par with other major 

transit systems is the installation of turnstiles across the entire rail network, moving from 

Proof-Of-Payment to a system of physical barriers for riders who have not paid their fare. At 

present, about 45 stations in the Metro network are “honor-system” entry. According to 

estimates from sources including Metro staff and former County Supervisor Zev 

Yaroslavsky, the cost of installing turnstiles is approximately $1 million per station.21 

Transportation researcher Yonah Freemark estimated in 2009 that ridership in Los Angeles 

was just high enough to justify the long-term cost of turnstile installation.22 A recent Los 

Angeles Times analysis also found that at Metro stations where turnstiles were installed 

(mostly subway stations), the gap between Metro’s official ridership estimate, and the 

number of ticket scans registered per station, shrunk dramatically. 

 

If Metro feels that the cost of installing turnstiles across the system is not a good long-term 

investment, and is adamant about continuing to monitor fare evasion with live police, we 

would suggest equipping police with some sort of automated technology that reduces the 

opportunities for misunderstandings or extended face-to-face conflict. However, we are 

skeptical that this can be done for less money than the estimated $5 million Metro loses to 

fare evasion every year. 

 

● To help low-income riders afford the cost of public transit, Metro should lower the 

price of a 30-day unlimited TAP card.  

In a typical public-transit system, riders who use a 7-day or 30-day unlimited farecard pay a 

lower effective cost per trip than riders who pay as they go. The overall effect of this is that 

infrequent transit users (tourists, business travelers, etc.) subsidize regular commuters. 

However, compared to many other transit systems in the U.S., L.A. Metro’s 30-day unlimited 

TAP card is not a good deal for riders.  

 

A 30-day TAP card costs $100 and a single ride on Metro costs $1.75, meaning the card pays 

for itself after 58 swipes per month. In New York City, a 30-day unlimited MetroCard costs 

$116.50 and a single ride costs $2.75, meaning the card pays for itself after 43 swipes per 

                                                
21 Zev Yaroslavsky, “Gate Latching Hits a Roadblock,” September 26, 2013, 
http://zevyaroslavsky.org/news/gate-latching-hits-a-roadblock. 
22 Yonah Freemark, “Are Turnstiles Worth Their Cost?” The Transport Politic, August 17, 2009, 
http://www.thetransportpolitic.com/2009/08/17/are-turnstiles-worth-their-cost/. 
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month.23 Given that Los Angeles’ transit ridership is poorer than that of New York (or most 

other major U.S. cities), expecting Metro riders to front $100 at the beginning of every 

month is unrealistic. The price of a 30-day unlimited TAP card should be lowered so that it 

is a more cost-effective investment for everyday commuters, perhaps paying for itself after 

40 rides. Moreover, Metro might consider setting up a payment plan so that riders can pay 

in installments instead of needing a lump sum. 

 

As part of the ExpressLanes High-Occupancy Toll lane program, which Metro operates on I-

10 and I-110, drivers are eligible to apply for a $25 credit if they fall below a certain income 

threshold.24 Metro might consider an expansion of this program to its public-transit 

network, providing financial assistance with fare payment to those riders who have a clear 

documented need. 

 

● Safety remains an issue on Metro trains. In particular, police should receive more 

training on how to deal with and combat sexual harassment onboard. 

Unlike fare evasion, sexual assault on Metro is not a victimless crime. In an early 2015 

study, 1 in 5 riders said they had experienced “unwanted sexual behavior” or sexual 

harassment, and 1 in 14 had been fondled or groped while using the system.25 This lack of 

personal and physical safety is a far greater threat to the agency’s long-term wellbeing than 

fare evasion. 

 

● Metro should re-focus the roles of its onboard law-enforcement to fight violent 

crimes and not check for fare evasion. The ongoing debate over the future of Metro’s 

policing contract is an ideal opportunity to put this change into effect. 

A recent Metro report suggested shifting the responsibility for maintaining public safety 

onboard from the L.A. County Sheriff’s Department to the Los Angeles and Long Beach 

Police Departments. Going forward, the agency’s $527 million, five-year contract for 

policing would be split up among several law-enforcement agencies, and Metro estimates 

that involving the LAPD and LBPD would save $100 compared to the current approach 

relying solely on Sheriff’s Deputies. Since taking over policing duties in 2003, the Sheriff’s 
                                                
23 http://web.mta.info/metrocard/mcgtreng.htm#30day 
24 https://www.metroexpresslanes.net/en/about/plans_lowincome.shtml 
25 Laura J. Nelson, “One in 14 Metro riders has been groped in the past six months, survey finds,” Los Angeles 
Times, August 6, 2015, http://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-ln-metro-sexual-harassment-20150806-
story.html. 

http://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-ln-metro-sexual-harassment-20150806-story.html
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Department has generally provided subpar service; the system has seen an increase in 

violent crime and a drop in the visibility of public-safety agents, while the extent of fare 

evasion in the system remains unknown.26 

 

More recently, Metro has doubled the number of private, armed guards, and added an 

additional 77 staffers to check fares (a 75 percent increase).27 As we have discussed, this is 

precisely the area where Metro should be assigning fewer officers. Given what we have 

learned about the racial disparities in Metro’s enforcement of fare evasion, we recommend 

a Community Policing based approach to fare evasion, in which Metro would deputize 

certain community members who are familiar with the transit system to watch for and 

enforce fare evasion. This would allow nonviolent, petty offenses to be handled by unarmed 

community members, not highly paid professionals whose efforts would be better spent 

patrolling for actual crimes and unsafe situations onboard Metro. 

 

 

Mobility is a civil rights issue. Transportation provides people access to jobs, education, health care, 

culture, and other resources. When that movement is restricted for certain groups of people, they 

are inhibited from upward social and economic mobility. Furthermore, transit is seen by many as a 

public space because it provides a public service. Policing fare evasion falls in line with Mike Davis’ 

view in City of Quartz that law-enforcement forces in Los Angeles exacerbate spatial and class 

segregation through their hostility to the democratic use of public space. 

  

Enforcing fare evasion through policing is problematic from both an equity and economic 

perspective. The literature on fare evasion suggests that preventative measures such as turnstiles 

or physical barriers are more effective than trying to “catch” fare evaders in person. Indeed, there is 

strong evidence that the main goal of physical enforcement is to provide the impression of “law and 

order” for other riders, not to improve the overall functioning and finances of the transit system. 

Our findings show that when police-based enforcement occurs on the Metro Rail system, it 

disproportionately penalizes communities of color. Black and Hispanic transit riders are 

disproportionately given citations for fare evasion by the Sheriff’s Department throughout the 
                                                
26 Laura J. Nelson, “Metro says dumping deputies in favor of local police will address safety concerns in some 
areas,” November 14, 2016, http://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-ln-metro-policing-contract-
20201010-story.html. 
27 “How to Make Riders Feel Safer on L.A.’s Public Transit System,” Los Angeles Times, November 28, 2016, 
http://www.latimes.com/opinion/editorials/la-ed-metro-safety-20161123-story.html. 
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Metro Rail system. The two groups receive 84.4% of the citations but constitute only 64% of the 

ridership. Particularly startling is the number of citations given to Black rail riders, who receive 

53% of all fare evasion citations but only compose 21% of the rail riders. 

  

We recommend two broad areas for future study on this topic. First, we requested Metro data on 

the age of fare evaders, and had hoped to incorporate this data into our findings, with an eye 

towards the intersection of race and age. (Our hypothesis would have been that young people are 

disproportionately the targets of policing for fare evasion.) We did not receive this data in time to 

fully analyze it, but it would surely help place our preliminary findings in greater context. Second, it 

would be useful to see how much revenue Metro makes from issuing citations for fare evasion. 

Metro’s own estimate is that it loses $5 million per year to fare evasion. If we assume that each fare-

evasion citation issued in 2015 was for $100, and that all of them were paid in full, the agency 

would have made back $3.15 million. However, these are speculative numbers, and Metro did not 

respond to our requests for more extensive data on revenue collection. 

  

Our findings are especially troubling in the context of the academic literature and debates raging 

today about the fraught relationship between law enforcement and communities of color. The 

enthusiastic approval of Measure M at the ballot box portends great things for the future of transit 

in Los Angeles, but it would be a shame if moving forward, transit planners were to take for granted 

the demographics that have been Metro’s primary customer base for decades. We return to Mike 

Davis’ assessment about the rise of Los Angeles's modern law-enforcement culture: “The LAPD (and 

the County Sheriffs as well) continue relentlessly to restrict the space of public assembly and the 

freedom of movement of the young.” If Los Angeles is to make good on its goal of becoming a 

transit-friendly city, it cannot be a place where dedicated transit riders, already likely to be 

economically and racially vulnerable, are made to fear for their safety even more. 
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APPENDIX 
TABLE 1. 2015 Metro Rail citations by race of offender and line of system. 

Line Asian Black Hispanic Unspecified White TOTAL 

Blue Line 307 (3%) 6317 (61%) 2961 (29%) 119 (1%) 617 (6%) 10,331 

Expo Line 87 (5%) 1049 (62%) 418 (25%) 5 (0%) 131 (8%) 1690 

Gold Line 241 (7%) 1027 (29%) 1841 (51%) 10 (0%) 460 (13%) 3581 

Green Line 77 (2%) 2439 (67%) 942 (26%) 44 (1%) 136 (4%) 3642 

Orange Line 125 (5%) 965 (42%) 791 (34%) 15 (1%) 410 (18%) 2307 

Red Line 543 (5%) 4878 (49%) 2989 (30%) 59 (1%) 1481 
(15%) 

9968 

Silver Line 0 6 (75%) 1 (13%)  0  1 (13%) 8 

Grand Total 1,380 
(4.4%) 

16,681 
(52.9%) 

9,943 
(31.5%) 

252 (0.8%) 3,236 
(10.3%) 

31,527 
(100%) 

 
 
TABLE 2. Citations given at all Metro stations by race of recipient, 2015. See attached sheet. 


