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America on the Move

 The manner in which people move from place to place has been a part of government 

policy, influence, and action since before the Civil War.  However, it is only since the end of 

World War II that the idea of mass public transportation has truly dominated the discussion of the 

federal government’s role to preserve and improve the national, regional, and local 

infrastructures.  From the individual savings and decrease in congestion to the growth and 

development of urban areas, there are numerous reasons why public transit systems benefit the 

nation and the economy. 

The Problems

 Following World War II, the baby boom sparked a massive increase in urban populations.  

However, this increase combined with the racial tension preceding the civil rights movement led 

to white flight, a movement of affluent white families from urban centers to suburbs outside of 

the cities.  This trend dramatically changed the urban socio-economic status from the norm that 

existed prior to and during the war.  The increase in population prompted the need for public 

transportation to expand access within the urban areas, and the higher poverty rates also created a 

need for cheaper alternatives to private transportation; never before had there been a call for 
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federal assistance for public transportation initiatives. The 1950s and 1960s marked a period in 

American history where the necessity of infrastructure began to dominate American policy.

 The population boom and the effects of war machine production also drove up pollution 

in urban areas.  The creation of public transportation systems would effectively reduce 

dependence on cars and therefore not only reduce the pollution output of cities, but also reduce 

congestion and traffic within the cities, creating an overall more stable urban infrastructure.

 Some transportation initiatives had been started prior to the postwar era, specifically the 

construction of certain subway lines in Chicago and New York City under the Public Works 

Administration, part of Roosevelt’s New Deal (“Federal Transit Administration”).  However, 

these systems remained relatively sparse and disconnected for many years.  Strong federal 

assistance in the creation of public transportation systems would be necessary to help connect 

urban centers across the country and combat the budgetary restraints of the state and local 

governments.

The Goals

 By recognizing these problems created in the postwar era, the government devised 

several goals regarding public transit that would not only provide solutions to the problems, but 

would also prevent any future problems.

 According to the Federal Transit Administration, the most significant goal of mass transit 

is to provide affordable mobility to riders (“Public Transit in the United States”).  Public transit 

provides a way for people to get from place to place and saves riders from the hassle and high 

costs of having a personal automobile.  Whether the individual is too young, too old, or too poor 
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to have private means of transportation, the choice and/or need to take advantage of public transit 

is quite prevalent in urban areas (“Public Transit in the United States”).

 Since an increase in public transit ridership would mean a decrease in private 

automobiles on the road, congestion inside the urban areas would decrease with the installation 

of a strong public transit system (“Public Transit in the United States”).  Therefore, getting to 

destinations in a timely manner becomes a standard the government needs to uphold in order to 

have a legitimate public transit system.

 Another goal of public transit systems is the smart growth of urban areas.  Convenience 

and easy access to public transit in communities allows urban economies to thrive (“Public 

Transit in the United States”).  More people travel around the area, and the savings from not 

using a car can be put into the economy through different outlets, like goods and services.  In 

addition, there becomes less of a need for space for parking structures, allowing increased 

construction in commercial and residential areas.  These economic benefits are a huge reason 

why the government supports public transit.

 An additional goal of federally funded public transit programs is to help transit systems to 

grow from originally local systems to larger, regional systems.  This reduces some of the burden 

placed on state and local governments to improve infrastructure.  State and local governments, 

no longer being burdened with the upkeep of these public transportation systems, can focus their 

attention to larger social issues such as health, education, employment and other issues that 

plague large urban centers.

 A goal with recent focus, particularly with transportation experts in Congress and interest 

groups, is the creation of livable communities (Caruso).  This reshapes urban areas to ensure 
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affordable housing and public transit options for close range employment.  Although there are 

several elements of livable communities, transportation is easily the most important.  Public 

transit would be more effective in urban areas for transporting employees and would therefore 

also contribute to the decongestion of cities.

The Program

 The Federal Transit Administration operates under the U.S. Department of Transportation 

(“About FTA”).  It delegates funding to state and local governments for public transit projects.  

The funding is then used to both maintain and operate current transit systems while improving 

ideas to develop new systems (“About FTA”).  The type of transit the funds benefit include:

• Subways

• Buses

• Light rail

• Commuter rail

• Monorail

• Ferry boats

• Trolleys

• People movers

• Additional types of specialty rail lines

 Most of the money is given out through competitive grants and discretionary programs.  

According to the official website, the Federal Transit Administration (FTA) currently provides 

support to transit systems across the nation in excess of $10 billion (“About FTA”).  The FTA is 
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headed by an appointed administrator and has a headquarters in Washington, D.C. And ten 

regional offices in urban areas spread across the country.  Obama appointed Peter Rogoff to the 

administrator position.  Rogoff, former staff director of the Senate Transportation Appropriations 

Subcommittee, is a veteran of several recent transportation bills (“Obama To Nominate Rogoff 

For FTA Post”).  After distributing the federal funding through grants, the FTA is responsible for 

overseeing the grantees, confirming that mandates, regulations, and requirements established by 

the federal government are being followed.

 Aside from funding, the FTA also is responsible for checking the environmental standards 

of projects to confirm that they are following regulations under legislation like the Clean Air Act 

(“Federal Transit Administration”).  In addition to the environmental regulations, the FTA has 

made safety and security a priority.  The safety of transit projects is in check and the FTA 

performs risk assessments and designs emergency preparedness plans for the state and local 

levels (“Federal Transit Administration”).

The Politics

 The push for growth and progress in the public transit arena has been generally supported 

by both major parties in U.S. politics.  The push started with President Kennedy in the early 

1960s when he addressed Congress with a transportation message, calling for growth and 

economic efficiency in urban areas, stating that the best way to achieve this was through 

federally supported mass transit (“History”).  Congress, under Kennedy, also passed a housing 

bill that included minor funding for transportation.  However, the first major victory for public 

transit was the Urban Mass Transportation Act of 1964 under Johnson, which provided $375 

 Munson 5



million to help create public transit systems (“History”).  Nixon passed the Urban Mass 

Transportation Act of 1970, which authorized another $12 billion.  This money was specifically 

capital funds, which critics of the legislation believe led transit authorities to focus more on rail 

projects, rather than more cost-effective bus projects.  Strong lobbying from both urban areas and 

the transit industry led to yet another extension, the Urban Mass Transportation Act of 1974.  

This program changed its name in the 1990s and is now known as the Federal Transit 

Administration (“History”).  Although differences arise between parties over regulations 

enforced by the FTA, funding for public transit through the FTA has been on a general trend 

upward since its inception.

 There are several powerful lobbying/interest groups that fight for public transit growth 

and expansion of funding from the federal government.  One of the largest is the American 

Public Transportation Association (APTA), which was created over 100 years ago.  APTA’s 

strategic plan calls for increased federal funding, changes that will reduce congestion and 

pollution, job growth in the transportation field, and the creation of livable communities 

(“Strategic Plan 2005-2009”).  Obama has been avid in his support of livable communities, and 

he is backed by numerous Democrats.  Obama’s administration “launched a Partnership for 

Sustainable Communities and six "livability principles" for coordinating policy across the 

Department of Transportation, the Department of Housing and Urban Development, and the 

Environmental Protection Agency”  (Caruso).  The House Transportation and Infrastructure 

Committee recently pushed through a reauthorization bill on current surface transportation 

legislation, which points to livability as a key component in transportation reform (Caruso).  This 

inclusion helped garner support from local and national interest groups.  The bill, although 
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raising federal funding of transit and highway, consolidates and/or terminates numerous 

programs under the FTA, hoping to make the administration more effective (“The Surface 

Transportation Authorization Act of 2009”).  The bill also stated four main goals for transit 

reform:

• Bring current transit systems to good repair

• Provide specific restoration funding for rail systems

• Provide mobility and access to individuals who depend on public transit

• Plan, design, and construct new transit lines and facilities

The Senate committee with jurisdiction over transit programs, Senate Banking, Housing and 

Urban Affairs, also proposed legislation focusing on creating livable communities within a few 

months of the House bill (Caruso).  This bill advocates for coordinating regional and cross-

jurisdictional and promoting sustainable improvements for current transportation and 

infrastructure (“Livable Communities Act of 2009”).

The Impact

 Looking at major cities and even rural areas across the country, it is easy to see that the 

federal government as well as state and local governments have made significant progress in the 

development of mass transit systems.  By allowing affordable alternatives to automobiles, quality  

of life in urban areas has improved.  People are able to travel to and from work, social events, 

services like banks and hospitals, and any other desired destination, all possible on a low 

individual budget.  By reducing the amount of drivers and consequently cars, less parking 

structures are necessary to house the cars and more land and urban space is available for 
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businesses and services.  This helps improve urban economies.  The reduction in cars on the 

street also limits traffic and congestion within the city and cuts down on air and noise pollution 

caused by cars (“Impact on Public Transportation in the United States”).

 The FTA has made huge strides in helping to improve transit systems in place while 

funding the design and construction of new systems.  Transit has grown from small, disconnected 

lines to playing a huge role in the daily functioning of urban and certain rural areas.  Without 

affordable transit, many people could not get to work, and in places like Washington, D.C. where  

the Metro is the main form of transportation for a majority of workers, particularly government 

employees, the city could halt to an economic stand still.  The FTA is fulfilling the goals 

originally laid out - affordable mobility, congestion management, smart urban growth - and has 

also improved the overall economy of urban areas (“Impact on Public Transportation in the 

United States”).  Ridership is at an all time high and so are safety standards (“Impact on Public 

Transportation in the United States”).  Although some programs under the FTA are inefficient, 

and like all federally funded social programs, individuals can take advantage of the system, the 

FTA overall has played a major role in the urban, economic, and mobility development across the 

nation for the last several decades.  The Obama administration has stated support for continuing 

the growth of mass transit and strong legislation has been proposed reflecting this attitude.  The 

creation of livable communities will be a main goal of the FTA and public transportation 

advocates for years to come and will be an interesting development to follow.
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