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Funding Crisis? No, It�s a Spending Crisis 
 
When is enough, enough? The Port Authority (PAT) is not only asking the 
Commonwealth for more money to deal with a current budget shortfall, but also for 
dedicated funding streams to provide more funding for its operations in the future. 
However, before the Governor or the Legislature provides any additional funding, they 
should insist on that dramatic efficiency improvements and cost reductions be 
implemented at PAT. 
 
Let�s examine some history to illustrate why those changes are needed.  First of all, it is 
important to note that the use of public transit by people commuting to work has been 
declining in Allegheny County.  According to Census data, more than 133,300 people 
used public transit to get to work in 1960�representing 24 percent of the County�s 
workers.  By 2000 that number had fallen to little more than 61,000�only 10 percent of 
the County�s workers.  The movement of population to the suburbs and growing 
affordability and use of automobiles have led to a geographic distribution of jobs and the 
falling use of mass transit as a means of getting to work. 
 
Another major reason for the decline in the last few years is the drop in the number of 
people working downtown.  Kaufmann�s laid off 1,200 employees at their headquarters, 
Lord and Taylor�s and Lazarus have closed and falling occupancy rates in office 
buildings have contributed to the general erosion of the core of the downtown area.  City 
and County government payrolls have dipped and continue to diminish. These changes 
are being reflected in ridership figures of the past four years.  After rising slightly from 
1996 to 2000, bus ridership fell 12 percent to 59.5 million riders in 2004.  Given the 
current business climate in the City, there is little chance that a meaningful upturn in 
downtown jobs will occur any time soon.   
 
While bus ridership was relatively flat, the number of bus hours of operations rose 27 
percent from 1997 to 2002, before falling slightly in 2003.  As a result, passengers per 
hour of operation fell 22 percent during that time. Passenger trips per hour of bus 
operation stood 34 in 1997, but had fallen to roughly 27.5 passengers per hour in 2003�
a decrease of 19 percent.  And with ongoing ridership declines in 2004, the passenger per 
hour figure has undoubtedly slipped even lower.  
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Meanwhile, PAT bus operations costs have climbed from $151.7 million in 1996 to $224 
million in 2004 and are budgeted to jump further in 2005. Wages and benefits are the 
biggest reasons for the increased bus costs. Employee wages, which were slightly more 
than $100 million in 1996, are projected to exceed $141.5 million in 2005 while 
employee benefits have skyrocketed by 74 percent since 1996. Benefits now amount to 
an additional compensation equal to 63 percent of wages and salaries.    
 
The decrease in ridership and the increase in bus operating costs have contributed to a 
hefty jump in operating costs per passenger.  In 1996, the cost per passenger was $2.37 
and is estimated to be $4.22 in 2005, an increase of 80 percent.  Thus, the cost per 
passenger has risen at greater than twice the rate of inflation. Moreover, since 1999, this 
cost has accelerated, climbing abruptly from $2.59 to over $4. When we compared the 
Port Authority to 21 other systems around the country (Policy Brief Volume 4, Number 
44) it was noted that the rate of $2.59 in 2001 compared unfavorably to a sample average 
cost of $2.11.  Undoubtedly, the comparison is even less favorable today. 
 
Unfortunately, instead of taking measures to curb spending, the Port Authority continues 
to embark on expensive capital projects such as the East Busway extension, the light rail 
route through Overbrook, and the new passenger car tunnel through the Wabash Tunnel.  
The light rail project cost $386 million and has had a negligible effect on rail ridership.  
Meanwhile, the Wabash Tunnel cost $30 million to rehabilitate and is estimated to cost 
$1 million per year to operate: an incredible subsidy to promote automobile use, which is 
in direct competition with the Port Authority�s bus and rail operations, and at a time of 
declining ridership. This is astoundingly wrongheaded.  And they plan to misuse 
hundreds of millions more tax dollars to extend the light rail line under the river to the 
North Side at enormous cost to achieve minimal benefits.  
 
Obviously, the Port Authority is not capable of managing itself efficiently and must not 
be given additional taxpayer money until it cuts costs and produces a far more efficient 
system.  Only Harrisburg can insist on the type of discipline it will take to achieve better 
results.  
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