
 

 

By Phineas Baxandall, Senior Policy Analyst 

Eliminating fares on Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA) and Regional Transit 
Authority (RTA) buses makes sense for practical economic reasons as well as for equity and 
environmental sustainability. The resources spent collecting bus fares don’t serve any 
transportation function. Selling bus passes and tickets, verifying and collecting them, and 
enforcing fare payments do not help transport bus riders more quickly or safely to their 
destinations. On the contrary, bus fares discourage people from using the bus, and fare 
collection slows down travel while making it more stressful and inconvenient. Everything related 
to fares diverts resources that could otherwise provide more and better service.1 
 
Unlike with transit, no fees are collected to enter city parks or libraries, or to attend public K-12 
schools, ride a public elevator, use a public garbage receptacle, or report a fire. These public 
services are free, partly as a matter of public right and additionally to encourage their use as a 
public good. 
 
In fact, passengers pay fares on public buses and rail largely because several generations ago this 
was the practice on the trolleys and streetcars that had been private. Mass transit continued to 
play a vital role once auto ownership became widespread, but it has become less and less viable 
to support this service through fares. 
 
Public transit is also a public good that helps the environment, traffic congestion, and public 
health. The Commonwealth has committed to the goal of reducing emissions from the 
transportation sector, a goal which can be advanced by greater use of public transit. 

 

There are strong economic, equity, environmental, and public health reasons to encourage 
public transit ridership by eliminating bus fares. Automobiles create enormous costs that are not 
reflected in the prices faced by drivers. Emissions from the transportation sector are 
Massachusetts’ largest and fastest growing source of global warming pollution, with cars and 
trucks the major source. More driving also leads to more deaths and injuries from collisions, to 
increased asthma, polluted runoff, and other problems. Emissions and health impacts are much 
smaller per passenger mile for buses, especially when ridership is high. 
 
Enhancement to public mobility is a form of “public good” that helps people by connecting 
communities and enabling people to get where they want to go. Our economy also works more 
efficiently when customers and workers can more readily get to places of work or go shopping. 

https://massbudget.org/2021/03/24/the-dollars-sense-of-free-buses/
https://massbudget.org/2021/03/24/free-buses-advance-equity/
https://massbudget.org/2021/03/24/freeing-the-climate-environmental-benefits-of-eliminating-transit-fares
https://www.cdc.gov/policy/hst/hi5/publictransportation/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/policy/hst/hi5/publictransportation/index.html
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/publications/64-billion-massachusetts-vehicle-economy#:~:text=The%20%2464%20Billion%20Massachusetts%20Vehicle%20Economy%20%7C%20Harvard%20Kennedy%20School
https://uspirg.org/sites/pirg/files/reports/Who%20Pays%20for%20Roads%20vUS.pdf
https://uspirg.org/sites/pirg/files/reports/Who%20Pays%20for%20Roads%20vUS.pdf


 

This effect may go underappreciated because business owners rarely know about the employee 
or a customer they never had who was discouraged because they had to pay a fare. 
 
Compared to fares on trains or subways, fares on buses are generally more cumbersome to 
collect, cause greater service delays, are the most inequitable, and their revenues are relatively 
more modest.2 

 
Fare-free buses is an idea that has been catching on in current opinion and practice. During the 
early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, public buses stopped collecting fares except on the 
Nantucket and Berkshire RTAs, using automatic passenger counters to track ridership. The 
Worcester RTA Advisory Board voted to extend fare-free service through June 30, 2021.  Starting 
in 2012, buses stopped collecting fares at Logan Airport’s Silver Line stops. A successful 2017 
fare-free pilot program on another Silver Line route for two weeks resulted in faster , more 
reliable travel and greater rider satisfaction. Three major bus routes have been fare-free in 
Lawrence since 2019. Dozens of other places around the U.S., such as Kansas City and the Upper 
Valley region of Vermont and New Hampshire, have introduced fare-free service. Massachusetts’ 
U.S. Representative Ayanna Pressley and Senator Ed Markey proposed the Freedom to Move Act 
to finance improved transit service and compensate transit agencies for lost revenue when they 
eliminate fares. 
 
A recent MassINC poll found that Massachusetts voters support making buses free, by almost a 
two-to-one margin, with majority support from every group regardless of income, education 
level, race, or region. Support was even stronger among Black (67 percent) and Latinx (69 
percent) voters, women (62 percent), young people (74 percent), low-income voters (69 
percent), among Democrats (64 percent), and in less urban areas (65 percent). 

https://www.barrfoundation.org/blog/all-door-boarding-boosts-mbta-silver-line-bus
https://www.barrfoundation.org/blog/all-door-boarding-boosts-mbta-silver-line-bus
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/7389/related-bills
https://www.massincpolling.com/the-topline/state-budget-poll


 

These three short MassBudget papers explain key considerations about eliminating bus fares: 
 

• The Dollars & Sense of Eliminating Fares – How much money and time would eliminating 
fares save, how much would ridership increase, how would it stimulate local economies, 
and how much revenue would need to be replaced. 

• Free Buses Advance Equity – How transit fares increase inequality, the demographics of 
transit riders, how fares influence travel choices for low-income travelers, how 
enforcement of fare policies has been racially biased, and how the MBTA’s existing policy 
of free fares at Logan airport chiefly serves whiter, more affluent riders. 

• Freeing the Climate: Environmental Benefits of Eliminating Transit Fares – How  
eliminating fares can reduce transportation emissions, which are the largest and fastest 
growing current source of greenhouse gas emissions. 

 
Research assistance for these reports was provided in the fall of 2020 by Meghan O’Brien, a fellow with 
the Tisch Scholars program at Tufts University. Helpful review comments were provided by Noah S. Berger, 
Deputy Administrator for Policy, Planning & Innovation, Cape Cod Regional Transit Authority; Eric 
Bourassa, Transportation Director, Sarah Kurpiel Lee, Assistant Director of Transportation, Jessica 
Boulanger, Transportation Planner, and Kasia Hart, Policy Analyst, at the Metropolitan Area Planning 
Council; Tony Dutzik, Associate Director and Senior Policy Analyst with Frontier Group; Clare Higgins, 
Executive Director, Community Action; Lisa Jacobson, Senior Program Officer, Mobility, Barr Foundation; 
Mela Miles, Director of Transit-Oriented Development and the T-Riders Union for Alternatives for 
Community and Environment (ACE); Tom Quinn, Research Associate, Worcester Regional Research 
Bureau; Jeffrey Rosenblum, Research Scientist; Stacy Thompson, Executive Director, Livable Streets 
Alliance; Alexis Walls, Assistant Campaign Director, Massachusetts Public Health Association.  All potential 
errors are the sole responsibility of the author. 

 

 
1 This paper is most focused on bus fares, but most of the findings pertain – usually less strongly – to 
other forms of public transit, such as subways, commuter rail, light rail, and even ferries. 
2 On the MBTA, the exception is the surface Green Line and the Mattapan trolley. 
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