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Port Authority Governance Needs to Be Reformed 
 
The Port Authority (PAT) has been in a budget crisis mode for quite some time with 
revenues falling short of escalating expenses.  In the past they have been able to rely on 
the Governor to �flex� money away from highway and bridge repairs to the transit 
system.  However as that source has run dry, PAT and its defenders have resumed finger 
pointing at the state legislature for not finding a dedicated funding stream for mass 
transit.  But what is conveniently forgotten is that the state already provides PAT with 
sixty percent of its operating subsidies. Not withstanding this large contribution, the state 
is conspicuously absent from PAT�s governing board. 
 
Is it normal for a state to provide such a large subsidy and yet not be represented on the 
governing board?  Looking at the governance approaches of ten transit systems from 
around the country indicates that PAT is indeed an anomaly.  The table shows the total 
number of board members, the number and percent of state appointments to the board, as 
well as the percent of total revenues from the state.   
 
TRANSIT 
SYSTEM 

TOTAL 
NUMBER OF 
BOARD 
MEMBERS 

NUMBER OF 
STATE 
APPOINTMENTS 
TO BOARD 

PERCENTAGE 
OF STATE 
APPOINTMENTS 
TO BOARD 

PERCENT 
OF TOTAL 
REVENUE 
DERIVED 
FROM 
STATE 
SOURCES 

Boston (MBTA) 7 7 100 66.4 
Chicago (CTA) 7 3 43 25.4 
Philadelphia 
(SEPTA) 

15 5 33 27.6 

Atlanta (MARTA) 18 4 22 0 
Charlotte (CATS) 26 1 4 12.5 
Pittsburgh (PAT) 9 0 0 41.2* 
Cincinnati 
(SORTA) 

9 0 0 1.8 

Seattle (King 
County Metro) 

0 0 0 0 

Dallas (DART) 15 0 0 0 
Denver (RTD) 15 0 0 0 
 * Equals 60 percent of PAT�s operating subsidies. 
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PAT is the only transit system among the ten examined that obtains a significant amount 
of its revenues from the state without having any state appointees on its board.  In fact, 
the legislation that created that board, amended in 1999, limits the number of members to 
nine and specifies that one person be a member of Allegheny County Council.  It also 
makes the County Executive responsible for initial and replacement appointments.  There 
are no provisions for state representation. 
 
Philadelphia�s transit system has five state appointments to its board of directors�one 
each from the Governor, House majority and minority leaders, and Senate majority and 
minority leaders�even though it receives a smaller percentage of its total revenues 
(27.6) from the state than PAT.   
 
Elsewhere around the country, Chicago receives nearly the same percentage of its 
revenues from the state as Philadelphia and has three of seven board members appointed 
by the Governor.  Atlanta receives nearly all of its money from local sources, yet its 
board consists of four members appointed from state government.  Other systems that are 
largely independent of state assistance include Cincinnati, Dallas, Denver, and Seattle.  
Since these systems rely on little, if any, state assistance there is no state representation 
on their governing boards.   The transit systems of both Charlotte and Seattle are 
contained within county transportation departments who report directly to the County 
Executive and Council.  Charlotte does have an advisory board that has representation 
from the state.  
 
Boston represents an extreme case wherein the Governor of Massachusetts appoints all 
seven members to the Massachusetts Bay Transit Authority (MBTA).  By design, the 
state�s Secretary of Transportation serves as the board�s chair and two members must be 
from outside the MBTA�s service district.  The district serves 175 towns and cities which 
also pay a small annual fee for the service.  In return the MBTA receives twenty percent 
of the proceeds from the state�s five percent sales tax. 
 
In 2005, PAT received more than $116 million or 41.2 percent of its total revenues (60 
percent of operating subsidies) from the state, second in the group only to Boston�s 
MBTA.  The state directly contributed $72.1 million to operations and indirectly 
contributed another $44.2 million for the vehicle improvement program, asset 
maintenance, and safety renewal program.  Yet the Commonwealth does not have a voice 
on the board of directors and thus no direct influence over budgetary, operating, and 
planning issues. The only control is for the legislature to grant or withhold funding�not 
an effective way of influencing PAT decision making.    
 
Having board members with state taxpayers� interests in mind might have provided a 
check on the aggressive capital expansion projects that PAT has recently undertaken such 
as the South Hills parking garage, Wabash Tunnel HOV project, and possibly the North 
Shore Connector.  At the very least these members would have a say in the budgetary 
process and how state funds are being spent.  They would be relatively insulated from the 
powerful local political and union influences that in the past have prevented needed 



reorganization of routes, fare increases, outsourcing of operations and maintenance, and 
other efficiency enhancements.   
 
In lieu of having state representation on PAT�s board of directors, the state could follow 
the model used by Illinois and Chicago and create an umbrella organization to oversee 
the area�s mass transit systems.  In Chicago, the Regional Transit Authority (RTA) is 
responsible for local transportation operators in the six-county metropolitan area�CTA, 
Metra (suburban rail system), and Pace (the suburban bus system).  The RTA is set up by 
the state of Illinois to oversee all financial and budget planning as well as all regional 
transit planning responsibilities.  The state provides revenues to RTA who then disperses 
these funds to the three systems in the area.  RTA�s board of directors includes 
representation from the state, city, and member counties.   
 
One thing is certain, PAT is in dire need of change�from fare structures, to routes, to 
privatization, to governance.  And a good place to start would be with governance.  
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