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Study: More people using public transportation, car travel down
Written by Ken Valenti

March 13, 2012

It may be that more people were boarding trains and buses last year because a recovering economy bred more jobs, but at the same time, people drove less.

A study released Monday by the American Public Transportation Association shows that Americans took 10.4 billion rides on public transportation last year, the second-highest annual ridership since 1957.

And those trends were seen locally, where Metro-North Railroad saw its second busiest year in its 29-year history, giving 82 million rides.

APTA concluded that the gains were spurred by an improving economy and rising gas prices. Does that mean that, as people get back to work, they’re more likely to use public transportation?

That’s difficult to determine, some said.

But Jeffrey Zupan, a senior fellow with the Regional Plan Association in Manhattan, said the stigma of riding mass transit may be continuing to fade.

“I think that there’s… a perception shift in the country, at least in some places, that transit isn’t such an awful option,” Zupan said.

The changes come as unemployment inches down. In the Hudson Valley Region, unemployment was at 6.9 percent in December, down from 7.2 percent a year before, state numbers show.

Traffic volume on the nation’s roads last year was at 2.96 billion vehicle miles, the lowest level since 2003, according to the Federal Highway Administration. It peaked in 2007 with more than 3 billion vehicle miles.

But with motorists comprising such a vast majority of commuters, even minor changes in that population can cause ripples, Zupan said.

“It only takes a small portion of them to stop driving for the transit ridership to go up,” Zupan said.

In 2010, almost 105 million commuters drove alone to work and another 13 million carpooled or van-pooled, while fewer than 7 million people commuted by mass transit, according to the American Community Survey of the U.S. Census Bureau.

APTA officials said it’s been several years that people have been abandoning their drive as gas prices rise. The average cost per regular gallon was about $3.80 nationwide on Monday, and $3.99 in New York state, according to a daily AAA survey.

“Over and over and over again, people have decided to take public transportation rather than drive a car when gas prices get high,” said APTA spokeswoman Virginia Miller. “And the interesting thing is that they stay with it.”

In another AAA survey, taken this month, 14 percent of respondents said they used public transportation more frequently to ease the crunch of higher gas prices. At the same time, 21 percent said they carpooled or vanpooled because of the recent rise in gas prices, and 16 percent said they bought or leased a more fuel-efficient vehicle.

There was overlap in the responses because the survey of 1,024 adults, conducted over four days, allowed people to give more than one answer.

New technology may also be leading more people to use transit, now that they can find out how the trains are running and when the next one is coming with just a few taps on their smartphones, Miller said. Aaron Donovan, spokesman for the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, estimated there are about 100 smartphone apps that give people real-time information on the nation’s largest transit agency, which includes New York City’s subways and buses and Metro-North Railroad.

Locally, fewer people rode buses. Westchester’s and Rockland’s bus systems saw dips in ridership last year, even as the Tappan ZEExpress service grew by several thousand passengers, with a ridership for the year of 504,159, according to the counties.

Nationwide, ridership on buses grew, but by only .4 percent. Commuter rail ridership rose 2.5 percent; subway and elevated train ridership was up 3.3 percent; and light rail — street cars and trolleys — saw a 4.9 percent gain.

Ned McCormack, a spokesman for Westchester County, said the Bee-Line bus system saw an increase in February, when ridership was 5.5 million. That was 300,000 passengers more than the previous February, McCormack said. He attributed the increase to the improving economy and mild weather.

“If the economy is good people need transportation to get to their jobs,” he said. “
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