
Article

Who Decides? Toward a Typology of Transit Governance

Lauren Ames Fischer 1,* , Rosalie Singerman Ray 2 and David A. King 3,*

����������
�������

Citation: Fischer, L.A.; Ray, R.S.;

King, D.A. Who Decides? Toward a

Typology of Transit Governance.

Urban Sci. 2021, 5, 6. https://

doi.org/10.3390/urbansci5010006

Received: 1 December 2020

Accepted: 23 December 2020

Published: 31 December 2020

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neu-

tral with regard to jurisdictional clai-

ms in published maps and institutio-

nal affiliations.

Copyright: © 2020 by the authors. Li-

censee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and con-

ditions of the Creative Commons At-

tribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

1 College of Health and Public Service, University of North Texas, Denton, TX 76201, USA
2 Department of Geography, University of Connecticut, Storrs, CT 06269, USA; rosalie.ray@uconn.edu
3 School of Geographical Sciences and Urban Planning, Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ 85287, USA
* Correspondence: lauren.fischer@unt.edu (L.A.F.); david.a.king@asu.edu (D.A.K.)

Abstract: This article describes a typology for formal governance structures of public transit in
the United States to support inquiry into how organizational structures influence policy making
processes, organizational capacity and policy outcomes. Scholarship of public transit has largely
explored outcome-based research while paying less attention to how decisions are made. Despite
some transport scholarship that shows how institutional characteristics influence financing, power
arrangements and public discourse, there has been little recent analysis of governance within public
transit systems beyond the regional role of Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs). Using
data from multiple sources, we assembled a database of governance structure of transit systems
in the largest 40 cities in the United States. We show that the structure of transit decision making
has substantial variance across and within cities, and is far from limited to MPOs. The variety of
governance models and growth of local and sub-local models suggest that local context is critical for
better understanding transit priorities and decision-making processes.

Keywords: public transport; governance; organizational structure; advisory boards

1. Introduction

The planning and provision of public transit systems is a complex and contentious
process that is governed through a variety of overlapping strategies and actors. In recent
years, new trends including the rise of Technology Network Companies (TNCs), localized
financing and global pandemics have made apparent the limits of existing governance
systems. As public transit agencies struggle to adjust to changing circumstances and
new competition, the strategies available to them are shaped considerably by the formal
governance structures that guide decision-making processes, define responsibilities and
shape organizational capacity. To date, however, scholarship on public transit has primarily
focused on the technical and operational factors rather than the decision-making processes
that support, hinder and shape implementation of these factors. One of the major con-
straints on research is the lack of information about the formal decision-making structures
of transit provider organizations. While the United States’ National Transit Database (NTD)
and the American Public Transit Associations’ Vehicle and Infrastructure databases provide
annual information on fleet types, service characteristics, system performance, ridership,
and expenses, these databases have little information about the decision-making structures
of the organizations profiled. This lack of information shapes current research by limiting
our ability to comprehensively analyze the impact of formal organizational structures on
observed practices and outcomes, essentially rendering formal governance as an invisible
variable in the study of public transit planning and policy implementation.

In the paper that follows, we discuss the development of a novel governance-oriented
database for U.S. transit, analyze general trends across the 68 providers in the database
and propose new research questions to support governance-oriented research agenda for
the field of urban transit planning. Governance of public transit is a complex process that
includes formal organizations, informal and professional networks, discourses, norms
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and a variety of institutional factors, mobilized to achieve an agreed upon goal [1–3].
The examination of how organizational structures influenced decision making has been
undertaken in other fields more than in transit planning. As existing scholarship indicates
an important role of governance, i.e., financing, discourses, power and other institutional
characteristics, in urban transit processes and outcomes, governance should be included
as an explanatory variables in the study of urban transit. Our analysis of public transit
governance in the United States begins with an examination of the formal structures of
decision making, but recognizes that this is only a single aspect of governance. In this paper
we demonstrate the variation in formal governance structures across U.S. transit providers,
and identify correlations with specific modes and geographic locations to support further
inquiry into the relationship between formal structures and observed outcomes.

1.1. State of the Research: What vs. How

A strength of urban planning is its interdisciplinarity and comprehensiveness as a
field of scholarship, but research subcultures within planning (such as transportation) vary
considerably in their embrace of diverse methodologies and acceptable lines of inquiry [4].
Scholarship on urban transport is dominated by technical “What” questions [5,6], such as
“What technologies and policies best achieve the stated goals?”; “What is the relationship
between urban transport and land use, spatial equity, private investment patterns?”; or
“What are the most effective financing strategies for incentivizing changes to travel behav-
ior?” Inquiry into these important, policy-relevant questions favors quantitative analyses
based in frameworks derived from engineering and economics [7]. In the United States
in particular, research funding that emphases engineering fields and applied solutions
reinforce the dominance of such approaches to urban transport scholarship [8]. Yet these
“What” questions offer an incomplete view of how policy is crafted.

There is an emerging recognition about the need to expand the focus of transport
scholarship [2,5,8,9] to include more “How” and “Why” questions and inquiry into the
policy creation and implementation process. By focusing primarily on ‘what’ questions and
technical issues, current transport scholarship fails to engage important practice-related
issues related to context, power, and resources [8], leaving us with a science of applied pol-
icy making that exhibits considerable distance from the realities faced by practitioners and,
thus, is less likely to make substantive improvements to practice [5]. Existing scholarship
suggests that the impediments to sustainable transport are institutional, not technical; the
primary bottleneck in our pursuit of sustainable transport is the decision to adopt, deploy
or use a particular technology or policy tool [1,3]. While technical and operational barriers
exist, most are well understood and involve fairly routine actions for implementation;
decisions to do things differently, i.e., employ alternative or emerging solutions such as
new infrastructure investment, road-space allocation, and system pricing, is challenged by
existing institutional landscapes and established governance systems [9–11].

Recent scholarship highlights some key deficits in our knowledge about transport
governance. In their review of contemporary scholarship on governance of transport,
Marsden and Reardon [5] found that only 13% of research papers from two leading trans-
portation policy journals consider specific aspects of the policy process and that two-third
of papers did not engage with real-world policy examples or policy makers but focused on
quantitative analysis alone. Focusing on the U.S. context, Lowe [8] identifies a substantial
gap in competitive National Science Foundation research funding for urban transportation
between the engineering and computer systems directorates (75 awards in 2017) versus the
social, behavioral and economics directorates (7 awards in 2017), further illustrating the
technical orientation of the field.

Scholarship on how governance influences transport planning processes and policy
outcomes, albeit relatively thin, highlights financing, discourses, power and other insti-
tutional characteristics as key factors influencing policy formation and implementation.
Flyvbjerg’s analysis of sustainable transport plans in Aalborg, Denmark [12] and his work
on megaproject planning and financing projections [13,14] illustrates the central role that
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power plays in transport policy formation and implementation. Marsden and May’s [10]
analysis of local decision making in London and Edinburgh shows how the balkanized gov-
ernance structures of urban transport impede the implementation of effective cost cutting
measures and conclude that a regional tier of government could be more effective, if given
the appropriate organizational capacity and funding support. Focusing on the Australian
case, Legacy et al. [15] conclude that organizational integration is not as important for pol-
icy cooperation as other institutional strategies such as strengthening stakeholder networks
and enforcement of regulations by current organizations. Other studies have found no
major differences between the two most common types of governance arrangements for
public transit in the United States (i.e., general purpose and special purpose governments)
and transit effectiveness and efficiency [16,17] or conclude that service area characteristics
have a larger influence on transit spending and expansion than the form of governance
employed [18].

1.2. State of the Research: Governance and Scale

Much of the debate about transport governance in the U.S. context has centered on
regional decision making and the work of Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs).
Sciara [19] provides an organizational history of MPOs since their creation by federal legisla-
tion in the 1960s while Sciara and Wachs [20] identify various MPO financing strategies and
discuss how organizational models may influence outcomes. Weinreich investigates the
challenges of using local option transportation taxes [21] in a regional context [22,23] identi-
fying how formal organizational arrangements influence local financing outcomes. A recent
analysis by Weinreich et al. [24] expanded the MPO focus to include local government
data to illustrate the fragmented nature of urban transit provision across 200 metropolitan
areas in the United States. Weinreich et al.’s unit of analysis is the local government, rather
than the transit agency, and as such, it provides an overview of fragmentation but less
insight into the variations in formal transit governance. Examining MPO governance from
an equity and justice perspective, Sanchez and Wolf [25] find that governing boards are
overwhelmingly white and male, while Lewis [26] identifies a suburban bias in MPO
decision-making structures and processes. All of these aspects are expected to influence
the planning and policy guiding transit provision.

A focus on MPOs as the primary structure of transport governance is a result of federal
policy that aims to place urban transit as a regional competency by establishing regional
bodies for funding and comprehensive planning. The challenges facing public transit,
however, are increasing decentralized and ineffectively addressed solely at the regional
level. Local land use decisions and the need for local sources of funding impede the
implementation of regional transit-oriented development [11,27] while privately-operated
TNCs and other new mobility services eschew regional service provision and planning
approaches for highly decentralized service models [28]. New service models and providers
have increased the relevance of city-level transport policy (as opposed to regional or
federal). Some of these solutions are focused on reducing the need for transport rather than
enhancing existing urban transit services, such as the 15/20/30 minute city [29,30]. Aided
by the global pandemic, the 15 minute city is gaining traction as a means to help “cities to
revive urban life safely and sustainably in the wake of COVID-19” by “reduce unnecessary
travel across cities, provide more public space, inject life into local high streets, strengthen
a sense of community, promote health and wellbeing, boost resilience to health and climate
shocks, and improve cities’ sustainability and liveability” [31] (page 1).

While contemporary events have efficiently highlighted the failure of our existing
governance arrangements to deal with exogenous shocks, they also highlight the rela-
tive lack of knowledge about the governance structures and processes currently used to
provide urban transit services in the United States. Recent experiences warrant several
important questions for public transit. How do existing governance processes support
the adoption of emerging solutions and policy concerns? How do governance structures
that were established in previous periods, under different conditions, shape contemporary
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implementation? What governance reforms would provide more equitable and sustainable
outcomes? Without a solid theoretical and empirical understanding of how transport
governance currently works in the United States, urban transport scholars and policy
makers are not well equipped to consider or adopt emerging paradigms and decentralized
solutions in a comprehensive manner.

Research on the engagement of residents and system users in the transit planning
process contributes to understanding of governance processes. Some of these studies use
techniques such as multi-criteria decision analysis to assess how stakeholder preferences
affect overall decision making for bundles of transit services, e.g., [32,33]. Stakeholders are
assigned as government, designers, developers, communities and so on. These types of
studies focus on decision-making processes about aspects of transit services that balance
various preferences for social, environmental, and economic outcomes. These studies
collectively provide deep understanding of stakeholder-oriented analysis. Where this
research differs from these approaches is that we argue that governance affects transit
outcomes as the structure, such as governing board composition, will influence preferences
within stakeholders. Board activities, such as review and development of an organization’s
mission, have been shown to affect transit priorities [34].

In the paper that follows, we develop a typology for governance structures of public
transit in the United States to support further inquiry into how organizational structures
influence policy making processes, organizational capacity and policy outcomes. Rather
than treating institutions and governance as background contexts for the investigation of
policy making, we seek to make them the direct focus of inquiry [35]. Our effort builds
upon Hanson’s 2006 call for transportation scholars to “imagine questions, methodologies,
and epistemologies beyond those bequeathed to us by economists and civil engineers” [7]
(page 232) and our desire to support improvements in the practice and processes of local
transport planning in pursuit of just outcomes.

In the sections that follow we utilize a novel database on public transit governance
to define a typology of formal governance of public transit in the United States. We first
define our methodology, assumptions, and data sources we utilized to build the transit
governance database. We then discuss the typology and describe how transit governance
strategies align with different modes and geographies. In the final section we lay out
research questions and suggest new inquiry themes for better understanding the decision-
making processes and outcomes of public transit in the United States.

2. Methodology and Transit Governance Database

To develop a typology of formal governance of the operation of transit in the United
States, we assembled a novel database on transit systems across the United States Using
transit provider websites, existing scholarship, the U.S. Federal Transit Administration’s
National Transit Database (NTD), and media articles, we assembled information about
the organizational decision-making structures of 68 total transit agencies operating across
40 cities. Our unit of analysis is individual transit agencies, as defined by the NTD, as
they are the entity responsible for the day-to-day decisions about transit provision. To
specifically orient our analysis toward local governments and sub-regional actors, we
selected only transit agencies headquartered within the most populous cities and excluded
suburban-based transit systems. The NTD contains only those agencies that receive federal
money, and excludes systems funded entirely from local sources (in the cities selected for
this database, only the Las Vegas Monorail fits this criteria). Our database also excludes
private companies that may receive federal money through a contract, namely two ferry
companies and a vanpool service; these were excluded from the database because they
do not align with our focus on public decision making. Lastly, we limit our database to
agencies providing fixed-route service, which removes demand-response services such
as paratransit. All transit agencies in the database are defined as full reporters to the
NTD, meaning they operate at least 30 vehicles or operate a fixed guideway service (e.g.,
streetcar). Restricting to full reporters provides access to a richer variety of service data
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and does not meaningfully impact our database. For the modal categorizations, agencies
that operate only bus-based modes (including commuter and rapid buses) are bus agencies,
agencies that operate only rail (streetcar, heavy rail, light rail), commuter rail, or ferries
are categorized respectively, and agencies that operate multiple modes are considered
multi-modal.

To construct the database, we reviewed websites for all 68 transit agencies to gather
information about their formal governance structures. Specifically, we checked whether the
agency was governed by a board of directors or functioned as a department of a generalist
governing entity (e.g., city, county, or state). If the agency had a board, we collected
information on board composition, including the number of board members, the share
of members appointed by the mayor or city council of the largest city, and the level of
jurisdiction with majority control (city, county, state, or partnerships thereof). The last
decision involved a considerable amount of discretion for some agencies as, recognizing
the multi-scalar nature of transportation, they included county, state, and city officials
on governing boards. In cases where the majority control was not immediately obvious,
we defaulted to looking at how statutes appointed members or votes (e.g., x members
must be from y county), such that the data may undercount the sway of some cities within
their agencies.

The map in Figure 1 shows the selected agencies (Figure 1 utilizes graphics to enhance
visual accessibility), placed on their respective cities and symbolized by the geographic scale
on which their board is composed. The number of agencies varies by city. New York City—
the most populous urban area and the region with the highest level of transit mode share
in the United States—has transit services provided by six separate agencies. The primary
provider of transit services, the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA), is actually
a composition of four agencies (one responsible for the subway and most buses, one for
select outer borough bus service, and two for the Long Island and Metro North commuter
rail systems). In addition to the MTA, there are two agencies that operate ferries: the city’s
department of transportation, and the non-profit NYC Economic Development Corporation.
In contrast to New York City, Mesa, Arizona, though one of the 40 most populous cities,
is not shown on the map because its transit service, Valley Metro, is headquartered in
neighboring Phoenix, the fifth largest city in the nation. The map illustrates the geographic
variations in transit governance (discussed below), with a greater share of state and county
led public authorities on the East Coast and more transit provided by cities or partnerships
of local governments in the Western states. Another observation is that many cities have
transit agencies operating at multiple geographic levels such as Seattle which has state-run
ferries, a light rail and commuter rail system run by a county-level partnership, a county
level bus system, and a city-ned monorail.
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3. Typology of Public Transit Governance

Public transit agencies inhabit a unique class of government in the US. Transit is
governed most frequently by single-purpose organizations whose responsibilities are often
constrained to a single transit mode, or to a set geographic region that may not correspond
with the regional transit shed. Historically, transit provision was provided by Quangos
(quasi-governmental organizations; a term more commonly used in the UK than in the
US) with substantial budget autonomy and minimal direct democratic oversight. Public
authorities, a type of Quangos, are a popular governance structure for public transit in
the United States; other common governance structures include regional or county-level
collaborations organized as intergovernmental consortia, established departments within
municipal governments, and (increasingly) sub-municipal or neighborhood level non-
profit governance arrangements. In this section, we categorize the 64 transit agencies by
their primary formal organizational structure to develop a typology of governance and
illuminate the formal institutional structures that currently govern public transit. Our
aim is not to draw clear conclusion about the influence of different governance structures
on public transit outcomes, nor to provide a history of governance trends but rather to
propose a typology for categorizing and analyzing the formal decision-making structures
for public transit to support future research into the politics and institutions of public
transit provision in the United States.

3.1. Transit Board of Directors

The majority (76%) of transit agencies have a board of directors as part of their
governance structure (Table 1). As plural-headed public bodies, the rules that govern
board activities, composition and capacity vary considerably across context. Lacking a
national model statute, state enabling statutes specify the selection methods, size, terms,
composition, compensation and functions of public boards [36]. In his analysis of a variety
of public boards, Mitchell illustrates that board members are often nominated by a chief
executive and approved by legislative bodies; include members that serve in an ex officio
capacity where their position places them automatically on boards related to their work
(i.e., NJ Commissioner of Transportation is on several state transport boards) and that
most boards are involved only with policy making, although some manage day to day
activities. More broadly, reliance on boards of director governance reflects the experimental
character of American public administration [37,38], as they are created for various reasons
and offering varying approaches to governance. The variety of approaches can provide
insight on both of the politics of governance/decision making and the formal institutional
structures shaping transit service provision in different contexts.

Across the public transit agencies shown in Table 1, board composition and size
vary greatly, with Valley Metro Rail’s four-person board the smallest and Regional Trans-
portation Authority (Nashville) the largest, at 36 members. Boards are also composed
by stakeholders operating at different geographical scales. In the federalist system of
the United States, national and state governments are given independent powers by the
constitution while counties, regional entities and local governments are ‘creatures of the
state’ and have only the powers and responsibilities delegated to them by state enabling
legislation [39]. Thus, the locus of control over public transit varies considerably across
metropolitan areas and states. Of the 51 board-controlled agencies, 20% (10) have a board
primarily controlled by the state, 22% (11) are controlled by a consortium of municipal
governments, 22% (11) by county governments or municipal actors assigned by county,
and 26% (13) by a single city. Three operate at the sub-municipal level, representing neigh-
borhoods or urban areas that fall within but are not contiguous with municipal boundaries,
and with boards intended to distribute control across levels of government. Until 2020,
only one agency, Denver’s Regional Transit District, has an elected board of directors, but
in 2018 Kansas City residents voted to create an elected board of directors for its streetcar
board. In 2020, streetcar systems in Atlanta and Kansas City changed their governance
structures, with Kansas City moving toward a directly elected board of directors and the
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Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority (MARTA) fully took control of the Atlanta
Streetcar. These changes are reflected as stripes in Figure 1 and illustrate the difficulty of
tracking transit governance over time.

3.2. Typology of Transport Governance for U.S. Systems
3.2.1. Public Authorities

Established in the mid-20th century as an organizational response to shifts in urban
transit provision and changes to federal policy, regional public transit authorities are a
common organizational vehicle for the development and implementation of transit. Table 2
shows the variation in governance by level of control and transit mode in the United States.
Through their ability to independently issue revenue bonds, and board-based decision
making, the public authority model was intended to isolate policy decisions from political
pressure by depoliticizing the decision-making process [37]. In practice, however, public
authority structures are easily captured by specific interests that may be at odds with
desired policy outcomes. In particular, the board structure can strongly influence priorities
and decision making as boards represent political boundaries, such as central cities and
suburbs, rather than population, ridership or employment centers.

The public authority model is used by state, county, and local stakeholders, and
features considerable variety in the management of public transit. State-charted public
authorities include all of New York City’s Metropolitan Transit Authorities, Portland,
Oregon’s Tri-Met and Jacksonville, Florida’s Transportation Authority. City-based public
authorities are also commonly used to provide bus and rail services across the municipality,
and even outside its jurisdiction, as with the CTA’s rail service to Evanston and Skokie,
Illinois. Interesting, our analysis showed no public authorities constituted at the county
level, with the caveats that certain municipalities in our database such as Indianapolis and
Houston have borders that are largely contiguous with the county.

3.2.2. Intergovernmental Governance

Another trend in the formal governance of public transit is the intergovernmental
approach (Table 3). These governance arrangements are defined as collaborations between
individual municipalities who can opt into public transit service but are not required
to participate. A classic example is Valley Metro Bus and Valley Metro Rail serving the
Phoenix, Arizona metropolitan region. Individual cities in the Phoenix region choose
whether to become members of the Valley Metro system; services are primarily funded
by each municipality with additional support from a regional sales tax, but operate under
a unified brand. Municipal members appoint representatives to the Valley Metro board
which oversees customer service, system management and long range planning. A similar
governance arrangement is used in the Dallas Fort Worth region where the Dallas Area
Rapid Transit System (DART) was created after 15 local municipalities voted to levy a 1%
sales tax to create the system in the 1980s. Today, the organization is governed by a board
of directors appointed by the mayors of member cities including 13 seats reserved for rep-
resentatives from Dallas. An interesting outcome of these collaborative, intergovernmental
approaches is that municipalities can also vote to withdraw from participation, as the
suburbs of Coppell and Flower Mound did in the Dallas region, or opt-in to the growing
system at later points in time, as occurred with the expansion of Seattle’s link rail to the
suburb of Tacoma. In comparison to the public authority model, then, intergovernmental
approaches to public transit provision introduce potentially more flexibility while vesting
municipal leaders with direct authority over service provision and policies.
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Table 1. Agency Board Composition and Size.

Agency City Has a Board?
Entity with Majority

Control of
Appointments

Number of
Members

Number of
Votes

Share of Votes Controlled
by City Mayor/Council

Rio Metro Regional Transit District Albuquerque Yes Local governments 22 20 0.30
City of Albuquerque Transit Department Albuquerque No

City of Atlanta, dba: Atlanta Streetcar - Department
of Public Works Atlanta Yes* None 13 13 0.23

Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority Atlanta Yes County governments 15 13 0.23
Georgia State Road and Tollway Authority Atlanta Yes State 5 5 0.00

Capital Metro Austin Yes County Governments 8 8 0.25
Maryland Transit Administration Baltimore No

City of Baltimore Baltimore No
Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority Boston Yes State 11 11 0.00

City of Charlotte North Carolina, dba: Charlotte
Area Transit System Charlotte Yes Local Governments 28 17 0.12

Chicago Transit Authority Chicago Yes City 7 7 0.57
Metra Chicago Yes County governments 11 11 0.09

City of Colorado Springs, dba: Mountain
Metropolitan Transit Colorado Springs No

Central Ohio Transit Authority Columbus Yes City 13 13 0.54
Dallas Area Rapid Transit Dallas Yes Local governments 15 15 0.50

McKinney Avenue Transit Authority Dallas Yes None 23 23 0.04
Regional Transit District Denver Yes Elected 15 15 0.00

Detroit Transportation Corporation Detroit Yes City 7 7 1.00
Suburban Mobility Authority for Regional

Transportation Detroit Yes County Governments 7 7 0.00

M-1 Rail Detroit Yes None 14 14 0.00
Detroit Department of Transportation Detroit No

Sun Metro El Paso Yes City Council 9 9 1.00
Fort Worth Transportation Authority Fort Worth Yes City 11 11 0.73

Fresno Area Express Fresno No
Metropolitan Transit Authority of Harris County,

Texas Houston Yes City 9 9 0.56

Indianapolis and Marion County Public
Transportation Indianapolis Yes City 7 7 1.00

Central Indiana Regional Transportation Authority Indianapolis Yes County Governments 17 17 0.12
Jacksonville Transportation Authority Jacksonville Yes State 7 7 0.43
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Table 1. Cont.

Agency City Has a Board?
Entity with Majority

Control of
Appointments

Number of
Members

Number of
Votes

Share of Votes Controlled
by City Mayor/Council

Kansas City Area Transportation Authority Kansas City Yes County governments 10 10 0.10
Kansas City, City of Missouri, dba: Kansas City

Streetcar Kansas City Yes None 13 13 0.00

Regional Transportation Commission of Southern
Nevada Las Vegas Yes Local governments 9 9 0.22

Southern California Regional Rail Authority Los Angeles Yes County governments 14 11 0.00
Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation

Authority Los Angeles Yes Local governments 14 13 0.31

City of LA DOT Los Angeles No
Transit Authority of River City Louisville Yes City 8 8 1.00

City of Memphis Memphis Yes City 9 9 1.00
Milwaukee County Transit System Milwaukee No

City of Milwaukee Milwaukee No
Metropolitan Transit Authority Nashville Yes City 5 5 1.00

Regional Transportation Authority of Middle
Tennessee Nashville Yes Counties 36 36 0.03

New York Economic Development Corporation New York Yes None 27 27 0.26
MTA NYCT New York Yes State 21 12 0.33

MTA Bus New York Yes State 21 12 0.33
MTA LIRR New York Yes State 21 12 0.33
MTA MNR New York Yes State 21 12 0.33

New York City Department of Transport. New York No
Central Oklahoma Transportation and Parking

Authority, dba: EMBARK Oklahoma City Yes City 8 8 1.00

Transit Authority of Omaha Omaha Yes City 5 5 1
Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority Philadelphia Yes County Governments 15 15 0.13

Valley Metro Rail Phoenix Yes Local governments 4 4 0.25
Valley Metro RPTA Phoenix Yes Local governments 18 18 0.06

City of Phoenix Public Transit Department Phoenix No

City of Portland Portland Yes* City 20 (from tax
forms) 20

Tri-County Metropolitan Transportation District of
Oregon Portland Yes State 7 7 0.00

Sacramento Regional Transit District Sacramento Yes Local governments 11 11 0.36
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Table 1. Cont.

Agency City Has a Board?
Entity with Majority

Control of
Appointments

Number of
Members

Number of
Votes

Share of Votes Controlled
by City Mayor/Council

VIA Metropolitan Transit San Antonio Yes Local governments 11 11 0.45
San Diego Metropolitan Transit System San Diego Yes Local governments 15 15 0.27

San Francisco Municipal Transportation Authority San Francisco Yes City 7 7 1.00
Golden Gate Bridge Highway and Transportation

District San Francisco Yes County Governments 19 19 0.47

Water Emergency Transportation Auth. San Francisco Yes State 5 5 0.00
Santa Clara Valley Transportation Auth. San Jose Yes Local governments 18 12 0.42

Central Puget Sound Regional Transit Auth., dba:
Sound Transit Seattle Yes County governments 18 18 0.11

City of Seattle, dba: Seattle Center Monorail Seattle No
Washington State Ferries Seattle No

King County Department of Metro Transit, dba:
King County Metro Seattle No

City of Tucson Tucson No
Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority Washington, DC Yes State 16 8 0.25

DDOT-Progressive Transportation Services
Administration Washington, DC No
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Table 2. Public Authority Governance by Level of Control and Mode.

City State

Bus

IndyGo
Sun Metro (El Paso)

MTA-Nashville
TARC-Louisville

Transit Authority of Omaha
Fort Worth Transportation

Authority
COTA

MTA Bus
Georgia State Road and

Tollway Authority

Commuter Rail MTA LIRR

Other Detroit People Mover Water Emergency
Transportation Authority (SF),

Multi-Modal

SFMTA
City of Memphis

EMBARK
CTA

Houston Metro
City of Portland (PBOT)

MTA-NYCT
MTA-MNCR

MBTA
Tri-Met

Jacksonville Transportation
Authority

The intergovernmental approach to public transit provision is found through the
United States, and across legacy and newer systems (i.e., Philadelphia, PA and Austin, TX).
It appears to be a common strategy in growing metropolitan regions in the Sun Belt, includ-
ing Phoenix, Dallas, and Las Vegas, but can also be found on the west coast (i.e., Seattle,
Los Angeles) in the Midwest (Detroit and Kansas City). Intergovernmental arrangements
are used for all modes, but are particularly common for buses and multi-modal systems.
In most cases the decision-making power of this intergovernmental collaboration is con-
centrated at the sub-state level, which is not surprising given the reliance on municipal
discretion to participate.

Table 3. Intergovernmental Governance by Level of Control and Mode.

City County State

Bus

Valley Metro Regional
Public Transportation

Authority
Regional Transportation
Commission (Las Vegas)
VIA Metropolitan Transit

(San Antonio)

Golden Gate Bridge
Highway and

Transportation District,
CIRTA

SMART-Detroit
KCATA

Rail Valley Metro Rail

Commuter Rail Metrolink
Metra

Multi-Modal

LACMTA
MTS

DART
CATS

Rio Metro Regional Transit
District

Sacramento Regional
Transit District

Santa Clara Valley
Transportation Authority

SEPTA
MARTA,

Sound Transit
Regional Transportation

Authority of Middle
Tennessee

Capital Metro

WMATA
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3.2.3. Government Department

A more recent trend, begun in the early 2000s, is city governments taking responsibility
for the success of transit operations within their borders [40]. Though few, if any, cities have
taken direct control of transit operations from authorities, a growing number are making
standalone transit plans, adding transit sections to larger transportation plans, taking
ownership of new modes like streetcars, and entering into joint funding relationships
with regional agencies to increase service. Cities are hiring transit planners to liaise with
agencies and help with street redesign projects, including tactical transit efforts [39]. City
governments are also operating circulator bus systems in parallel to regional bus systems;
examples in our database include DC, Baltimore, Los Angeles, and Phoenix. Such city
involvement can bring a welcome increase in transit priority but may deepen inequalities
within regions and disrupt regional planning efforts. Table 4 shows these arrangements
between departments, level of control and mode.

Some cities directly provide the only transit services available to their residents due to
an absence of regional providers. Tucson, Arizona; Fresno, California; Colorado Springs,
Colorado; Detroit, Michigan; and Albuquerque, New Mexico feature transit systems that
are, unlike the circulator services discussed above, the only system in each city. The
department model also operates in King County and Milwaukee County on the county
level and at Washington State Ferries and the Maryland Transit Administration on the state
level, with transit operations being subject to the oversight of elected officials charged with
general responsibility rather than transit-specific oversight. In some cases, transit-specific
oversight is provided by special committees. King County Metro, for example, had six
such advisory committees listed on their website for various planning activities and modes.
Transit within generally elected bodies can have benefits for integrated approaches to
problem-solving, but can suffer from inattention if other problems are more pressing.

Table 4. Government Department by Level of Control and Mode.

Transit Mode Primary Level of Board Control

City County State

Bus

City of Phoenix Public
Transit Department

LADOT
DDOT (Detroit)

City of Albuquerque,
Mountain Metropolitan

Transit (Colorado Springs)
Fresno Area Express

Milwaukee County
Transit System

Rail City of Milwaukee
City of Seattle (SMS)

Ferry Washington State
Ferries

Multi-Modal

NYCDOT
DDOT (DC)

City of Baltimore
City of Tucson

King County Metro Maryland Transit
Administration

3.2.4. Sub-Municipal Governance

Our final category for public transit governance captures an emerging trend toward
decision-making processes based at the neighborhood or sub-municipal level (Table 5).
Since the early 1990s, urban transport, including public transit, has been increasingly
relying on decentralized forms of financing, including local option transportation taxes [21]
and value capture [41]. This trend has coincided with an increased focus on the local
economic development benefits of public transit, as illustrated by the Federal TIGER
(Transportation Investment Generating Economic Recovery) and the popularity of modern
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streetcar projects [42]. These forms of sub-municipal financing correlate with sub-municipal
governance structures in the form of non-profit organizations and business improvement
districts, representing a hyper-localized approach that contrasts with the decades long
efforts to develop regional level structures that cross municipal boundaries.

Notably, the sub-municipal approach to public transit governance correlates highly
with capital intensive modes, namely rail and ferries, and to date has not been used to
expand buses or commuter systems. The systems in the sub-municipal category exhibit
considerable flexibility and innovation in governance: Detroit’s Q-Line is a public–private
partnership that emerged from a regional planning effort [43], Kansas City’s board of
directors recently transitioned from appointed to directly elected and the city-operated
Atlanta streetcar was (contentiously) absorbed by the regional transit authority, MARTA,
several years after starting operations. Both the McKinney Ave (M-line Trolley) in Dallas
and the KC Streetcar operate without a fare, using subsidies from the local municipality
and localized land-based financing to cover the costs of operations.

Table 5. Sub-Municipal Governance by Level of Control and Mode.

Transit Mode Primary Level of Board Control

City

Rail

McKinney Avenue Transit Authority,
QLine,

Atlanta Streetcar*
KC Streetcar*

Multi-Modal New York Economic Development Corporation

4. Discussion

The decision-making processes of public transit organizations produce a wide range of
strategies and solutions that reflect local context. The implementation of policy solutions is
enabled or hindered by institutional structures at multiple geographic levels, ranging from
sub-municipal to regional. To date, the small but robust scholarship on transit governance
in the United States has focused primarily on metropolitan or regional governance through
analysis of the form, scope and behaviors of federally mandated Metropolitan Planning
Organizations (MPOs). Recent trends in public transit toward decentralized financing
and planning demand a broader geographical perspective that capture innovations and
emerging strategies being used by municipal stakeholders outside the regional structure.
The typology provided above aims to expand inquiry about transit governance beyond the
regional and MPO focus to better align scholarship with these emerging trends.

A regional approach to understanding transit governance, while important, obscures
the variety of governance models and emerging strategies being leveraged by public
transit agencies, advocates and municipal officials at multiple geographic scales. The
devolution or decentralization of transit financing and decision making to sub-regional
and even sub-municipal levels suggests the need for a new framework and new data
sources to think about transit governance in the United States. Decentralized approaches to
transit governance introduce new priorities, values and metrics including new definitions
as to what counts as a successful transit project [43,44] and we miss important lessons
about the politics of public transit and policy implementation by focusing primarily on
technical questions about operations and regional scales of governance. Rather than impose
normative views about the appropriate level of decision making across all contexts, the
typology described in this paper aims to support inquiry into the decision-making behavior
of local and regional stakeholders to better understand the politics of goal setting, policy
adoption and implementation strategies in public transit.

Two examples are illustrative. Like many public transit agencies, New York’s MTA
is governed by a board of directors composed of both city and suburban representatives.
Tensions between city and suburban transit funding influence decision-making and fi-
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nancing outcomes in ways that cannot be understood purely by examining the regional
Metropolitan Planning Organization. A second example is found in the Kansas City and
McKinney Ave streetcar systems which, in 2019, ranked as some of the most efficient transit
systems (in terms of operating expenses / ridership) in the United States. Although neither
line serves commuters, has a large daily ridership, or charges a fare, these sub-municipal
investments have effectively leveraged land-based financing to achieve relative efficiency
and effectiveness, albeit for a small geographic region. These local innovations—that aim to
integrate transit and land use—challenge the notion that good transit is only regional and
illustrate how public transit is increasingly marked by complex sets of overlapping priori-
ties and institutional barriers to action. While transit agency behavior may look irrational
from the outside, an understanding of the local politics of transit decision making provides
insight on how to best augment existing decision-making process to achieve different
outcomes, while also providing insight into how power exerts itself in the planning and
project implementation process. Thus, in the 21st century urban transport is a multi-scalar
concern that demands both coordinated regional action and localized, contextual strategies,
as well as everything in between. Such trends warrant an explicit conversation about the
scale of transport interventions and their effectiveness at addressing multiple needs and
problems. In the context of urban transit, this also necessitates a consideration of how
governance structures can be augmented to perform efficiently, and equitably at different
scales. Scholars of urban transport are ill prepared to take up this charge, as governance
and organizational structure are largely unobserved variables. This limits our ability to
analyze and unpack decision-making processes, including identifying the goals that are
important to decision-makers and how existing structures shape their efforts to achieve
these goals. Understanding the decision-making process, power and the role of context
is increasingly important for understanding how best to achieve equitable and effective
policy solutions in this era of globalization and technological change.

5. Conclusions

The public transit governance typology outlined above illustrates the substantial vari-
ation in transit governance across and within cities. As transit finance has decentralized,
local and sub-local forms of decision making have become more prevalent but, as the
database presented illustrates, localized efforts tend to be confined to specific modes. The
variety of governance models and growth of local and sub-local models suggests that local
context is critical for better understanding transit priorities and decision-making processes,
especially in light of established associations between governance, power and other institu-
tional characteristics. The analysis provided above suggests a need for more HOW and
WHY questions in urban transport scholarship to better align academic knowledge with
local practice: Why do local policy makers select certain strategies or forefront particular
goals? How do local officials implement abstract ideas and ‘best practices’ across different
contexts? Why do planning professionals pursue particular outcomes and how are their
choices influenced by the location, history and social-cultural aspects of a location?

The typology outlined in the paper above will help advance inquiry into public transit
governance in the United States. Scholars of urban transport are not currently well posi-
tioned to answer these important practice-oriented questions, as we lack a robust literature
on the nature of transport governance. As our analysis illustrates, there is considerable
variation in formal organizational structures that guide decision making within transit
agencies. In our sample, 76% (52) of the transit providers are governed by boards of
directors whose membership and representation constitute different power arrangements
between city, county and regional stakeholders that are unexplored. City-level agencies are
more common in the western part of the country and public authority models in the east
and in the Midwest there is a pattern of city-level agencies operating concurrently with
county-level agencies. This suggests the need for caution when comparatively analyzing
systems located in different parts of the country as formal decision-making structures may
serves a unrecognized constraints on action.
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