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The Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s (MTA) fiscal outlook is dire. The latest update to 
the authority’s four-year financial plan projects annual cash deficits growing from $68 million 

this year to $976 million in 2022. End-of-year reported cash reserves will be exhausted next year, 
and in 2022 the authority will have a cumulative cash shortfall of nearly $2.3 billion. (See Table 1.)
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Note: Total revenues include fare and toll increases. Total expenses include MTA Initiatives and Reestimates and the annual general reserve. Cash 
deficit and Net Cash Balance calculated by CBC staff.

Source: Metropolitan Transportation Authority, MTA 2019 Adopted Budget, February Financial Plan 2019-2022 (February 2019).

Table 1: Metropolitan Transportation Authority Statement of Operations, 2019 to 2022
(dollars in millions)

2019 2020 2021 2022

Total  revenues $16,284 $16,545 $17,045 $17,319

Total  expenses 14,023 14,370 14,763 15,161

Debt service 2,692 2,840 3,080 3,223

Expenses and debt service 16,714 17,211 17,843 18,383

Surplus/(Deficit) (430) (666) (797) (1,064)

Convers ion to Cash Bas is 363 188 (17) 88

Cash deficit (68) (478) (814) (976)

Prior Year Carryover Balance 79 11 (467) (1,281)

NET CASH BALANCE $11 ($467) ($1,281) ($2,257)
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Improving the MTA’s fiscal outlook requires a multipronged approach. With new revenue streams 
secured in the recent legislative session to support the capital program, the MTA should focus on 
controlling operating costs. Paramount in this effort is slowing the growth of labor costs, which in 
2019 are expected to surpass $10 billion, or nearly three-fifths of the MTA’s operating budget.1

Contracts governing the vast majority of the authority’s unionized workforce are scheduled to ex-
pire this year. Notably the contract with the Transport Workers Union (TWU), which represents 
approximately 38,000 subway and bus workers, expires May 15; contracts with all Long Island 
Rail Road (LIRR) workers will expire in 2019, and contracts with approximately half of all unionized 
Metro-North Railroad (Metro-North) workers also will expire in 2019.2

The MTA financial plan assumes all represented workers will receive 2 percent wage increases an-
nually upon the expiration of the current contracts.3 In light of the troublesome fiscal outlook, this 
assumption should be revised; any pay increases should be conditioned on generating offsetting 
savings. Such agreements would save an estimated $72 million in 2019 growing to almost $400 
million by 2022.(See Table 2.)

MTA Employee Pay in Context

As with other MTA stakeholders, workers have a vital interest in resolving this budget crisis. In dif-
ficult financial times it is not unusual for collective bargaining agreements to forgo raises. In the 
wake of the 2008 recession labor contracts with MTA, State, and City workers included years with-
out wage increases as the public sector coped with substantial revenue shortfalls.4

Average pay for MTA workers is already relatively high for the region. Median earnings for MTA 
workers in 2017 was $84,955.5 (See Figure 1.) This individual earnings amount is 18 percent great-
er than the median annual household income for the New York metropolitan area, $72,205.6

In addition, over the past 15 years wage growth of the MTA’s represented workforce has outpaced 
other public sector workers. Since June 2005 TWU wage rates have grown 40 percent, greater than 
the Uniformed Sanitationmen’s Association (USA) representing all New York City sanitation work-



3

ers (37.4 percent), District Council 37 (DC 37) representing blue collar, clerical, and professional 
City workers (36.8 percent), and State workers including those represented by the Civil Service Em-
ployees Association (CSEA), the New York State Public Employees Federation (PEF), and the New 
York State Police Benevolent Association representing State Troopers (29.3 percent).7 (See Figure 
1.) The only selected bargaining unit to match or surpass TWU wage rate growth over this period 
is the New York City Police Benevolent Association (PBA) representing New York City police offi-
cers, which had negotiated cumulative wage growth of 40 percent as of August 2016, and would 
have seen cumulative wage growth of 46 percent as of January 2019 if the currently expired con-
tract followed the City’s collective bargaining pattern.8

Figure 1: Median Pay for Metropolitan Transportation Authority Workers, 2017

Sources: Empire Center, SeeThroughNY Payrolls (accessed March 1, 2019); and U.S. Department of Labor, May 2017 Metropolitan and Nonmetropolitan 
Area Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates (March 2018). 

$84,955 $81,854 $82,690 
$90,345 $90,442 $90,564 

$104,146 

MTA total MTA Bus
Company

NYC Transit
Authority

Metro-North
Railroad

Headquarters Bridges
& Tunnels

Long Island
Rail Road

New York Metropolitan Area Median Household Income

30.6%

40.0%

29.3%

36.8% 37.4%

CPI-U
NYC Region

TWU PEF, CSEA, State
Troopers

DC37 USA PBA

STATE PERSONNEL CITY PERSONNEL

46.3%

Note: PBA includes estimated salary increases for 2017 and 2018 based on the established pattern for City workers for an unsettled contract that is 
being resolved before a State arbitration panel. Actual raises for the 2017-2019 period may be higher.

Sources: Transport Workers Union Local 100, Memoranda of Understanding between Transport Workers Union Local 100 and the New York City Transit 
Authority, Manhattan and Bronx Surface Transit Operating Authority, and MTA Bus Company, (various agreements 2005 to 2019); City of New York, 
Office of Labor Relations, Patrolmen's Benevolent Association (various agreements and arbitration awards, 2005 to 2017), Uniformed Sanitationmen's 
Association (various agreements 2005 to 2019), District Council 37 (various agreements 2005 to 2019); and New York State, Governor's Office of Em-
ployee Relations, Civil Service Employees Assocation (various agreements 2005 to 2019), Public Employees Federation (various agreements 2005 to 
2019), and Patrolmen's Benevolent Association (various agreements 2005 to 2019).  

Figure 2: Bargained Wage Rate Growth, Selected Public Bargaining Units and CPI-U,
June 2005 to January 2019
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 Offsetting Potential Wage Increases

Forgoing raises can save nearly $950 million over the life of the financial plan, but new contracts 
could allow for wage increases without imposing additional financial burden by offsetting the cost 
of increases with two types of savings: increased employee contributions to fringe benefit costs 
and productivity increases.

Increased Employee Contributions to Health Insurance

In 2018 the MTA spent nearly $3.4 billion on fringe benefits for workers and retirees: $1,318 mil-
lion for health insurance premium payments on behalf of employees and contributions to welfare 
benefit funds; $1,446 million for employer contributions on behalf of MTA workers enrolled in one 
of six defined benefit pension plans; and $614 million on other postemployment benefits (OPEB), 
primarily premiums on retiree health insurance.9 Benefits provided to the MTA’s represented work-
force are comparable to—or in some cases more generous than—those received by other public 
sector workers, but their contribution towards the costs is less than that of other State workers and 
nonrepresented employees at the MTA.10

Represented workers contribute 2 percent of base wages on a 40-hour workweek toward health 
insurance premiums, and the MTA, as the employer, covers remaining premium costs. Employees 
are enrolled in a variety of health insurance plans. In 2017 premiums for employees in the New 
York State Health Insurance Plan (NYSHIP) were $21,770 for dependent coverage and $8,670 for 
individual coverage.11 Contributions vary by employee; according to 2017 data Citizens Budget 
Commission (CBC) estimates New York City Transit (NYCT) employees paid between an estimated 
3 percent and 15 percent of premiums and commuter railroad employees contributed an estimat-
ed 5 percent and 12 percent of premiums.12 (See Table 3.) Nonrepresented MTA workers, like other 

Note: Assumes a “blended” premium rate of $18,538. Family coverage premium of $21,770 and individual coverage premi-
um of $8,670 for NYSHIP plan.

Source: CBC staff analysis of Empire Center, SeeThroughNY Payrolls (accessed March 1, 2019); and data provided by the 
Metropolitan Transportation Authority.

Table 3: Metropolitan Transportation Authority Represented Employee Health
Insurance Premium Contribution, 2017

New York City Transit and MTA Bus
Highest hourly rate
Lowest hourly rate
Median hourly rate

Commuter railroads
Highest hourly rate
Lowest hourly rate
Median hourly rate

Hourly Rate
Annual

Contribution
Share of
Premium

$69 $2,870 15%
15 624 3%
32 1,331 7%

$52 $2,163 12%
23 957 5%
43 1,789 10%
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New York State employees, contribute a fixed share of the total health care premium. In 2017 em-
ployees with family coverage paid approximately 19 percent of the premium ($4,100), and those 
with individual coverage paid 10 percent of premium ($867). Based on greater participation in fam-
ily coverage, the composite rate is 18 percent.13 As health insurance premiums increase, so too do 
these employees’ contributions.

Increasing employee health care contributions of represented workers to levels similar to the non-
represented workforce would defray a significant share of the authority’s $1.4 billion health and 
welfare expense. In 2017 an estimated $4 billion in payroll was subject to the 2 percent gross wage 
contributions to health care, reducing MTA health and welfare expense by $80 million.14 This repre-
sented 8.1 percent of the estimated $986 million in health insurance premiums for these workers.15 
Increasing this contribution rate to 18 percent of premium would have reduced the authority’s 
contribution an estimated $97 million.

Unlike MTA workers, employees of the City of New York do not pay health insurance premiums. 
However, in recent years the City and its labor partners have committed to savings targets through 
driving down rates from insurers and vendors, eligibility audits, lower per patient care through im-
proved care delivery, and increased worker wellness.16 As of City fiscal year 2018 the agreement 
had yielded nearly $1.3 billion in annual savings against the financial plan or 12 percent of project-
ed health costs at the time of the agreement. A subsequent health savings agreement coving fiscal 
years 2019 to 2021 builds on the first round of savings by generating another $600 million annu-
ally by fiscal year 2021.17 Reductions in MTA health costs of similar proportion to the savings from 
the City’s initial agreement would save the MTA $203 million annually by 2022.18

MTA retirees are eligible for medical benefits including premium payments for a Medicare supple-
mental plan. These benefits can be altered through collective bargaining agreements. Other State 
retirees contribute between 12 percent and 16 percent of individual coverage premiums and 27 
percent and 31 percent of dependent coverage premiums based on the retiree’s final civil service 
grade. Applying these shares to the number of MTA retirees receiving retiree benefits would save 
the MTA an estimated $136 million to $165 million in 2019.19

Changes to Pension Benefits of Prospective Employees

Pension benefits received by MTA workers vary by hire date and bargaining unit. Employees enroll 
in one of six defined benefit plans. Retirement age, vesting period, contributions, and payments 
vary by plan and tier. In aggregate the MTA contributed $1.4 billion to its six associated pension 
systems, approximately nine times the estimated aggregate contributions of members.20 (See Ta-
ble 4.)

Changes to member contribution rates and benefits cannot be made through collective bargaining. 
Rather, modifications—which only affect future employees—must be passed as State legislation and 
signed into law. Although not providing immediate budget relief, increases to new member con-
tribution rates or changes to benefit calculations can reduce MTA long-term costs. Such changes 
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could be discussed as part of the collective bargaining process where both sides agree to support 
legislation to enact such changes. In 2005 the MTA sought increased employee pension contri-
butions but the ultimate settlement yielded less substantial savings through the cost sharing on 
health insurance premiums.21

Productivity Improvements

Productivity measures the units of output per hour of work. In the case of mass transit output is 
measured in the number of hours or miles of service provided by the authority. Productivity is mea-
sured for all employees and separately for vehicle operators and maintenance employees.22

In 2017 MTA labor expenses were 42 percent for subways, 36 percent for buses, and 22 percent 
for commuter railroads. The split between operations and maintenance varies, respectively, from 
22 percent and 72 percent at subways, 70 percent and 25 percent at buses, and 36 percent and 55 
percent at the commuter railroads.23 (See Table 5.)

Source: Metropolitan Transportation Authority, Consolidated Financial Statements as of and for the Years Ended December 31, 2017 and 2016 (April 25, 
2018), pp. 45-77.

Table 4: Employer and Member Contributions to Metropolitan Transportation Authority Pension
Systems, Fiscal Years Ending 2016

(dollars in millions)

MTA Defined Benefit Plan
NYC Employees Retirement System
NY State and Local Retirement System
All  other
TOTAL

Employer
Contributions

$281
798

13
315

$1,407

Member
Contributions

$29
113

1
17

$161

Total
Contributions

$310
911

14
332

$1,567

Ratio of Employer
Contributions to

Member Contributions

10:1
7:1

15:1
18:1

9:1

Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Transit Administration, National Transit Database (2018), "2017 Annual Database Operating Ex-
penses."

Note: National Transit Database data for operating expenses related to salaries, wages, and fringe benefits of heavy rail, bus, and commuter rail ser-
vices.

Table 5: Salaries, Wages, and Fringe Benefit Operating Expenses for Selected Metropolitan
Transportation Authority Transit Services, 2017

(dollars in millions)

Subway

Buses

Commuter ra i l roads

Total

Dollars

$752

$2,080

$666

$3,498

Share of
Service

22%

70%

36%

43%

Vehicle
Operations

$2,466

$750

$1,009

$4,226

72%

25%

55%

52%

Dollars
Share of
Service

Maintenance

$195

$122

$161

$478

Dollars

6%

4%

9%

6%

Share of
Service

General
Administration

$3,413

$2,953

$1,836

$8,202

100%

100%

100%

100%

Dollars
Share of
Service

Total
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Compared to other large systems the MTA has a mixed productivity record. Total subway pro-
ductivity is above the median for selected U.S. systems, and operator productivity is the second 
highest among these selected systems; however, maintenance productivity is below the median 
for these systems. (See Table 6.) Increasing subway maintenance productivity to the median for 
selected U.S. systems would lead to a reduction in maintenance hours of 20 percent. A similar de-
crease to corresponding salaries and wages and fringe benefits would result in annual savings of 
$496 million.24

MTA bus productivity is lower relative to most other large systems in the United States.25 Total 
bus productivity is eighth lowest among 10 selected systems, only 85 percent of the median; op-
erator productivity is last among selected systems, or 88 percent of the median; and maintenance 
productivity is sixth among selected systems, 95 percent of the median. (See Table 7.) If the MTA’s 
total bus productivity matched the median, total worker hours could be reduced 15 percent, and 
a similar reduction to salaries, wages, and fringe benefits would save an estimated $444 million.26

In 2017 only five commuter railroads ran more than 200,000 vehicle revenue hours, and two of 
them were the MTA’s commuter railroads, Metro-North and the LIRR. Metro-North total produc-
tivity was the median and operator productivity was the highest; LIRR total productivity was below 
the median and operator productivity above the median. Metro-North and LIRR maintenance pro-
ductivity were both below the median. (See Table 8.) If the LIRR could match the total productivity 
of Metro-North it could have saved the MTA $86 million.27

Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Transit Administration, National Transit Database (2018), "2017 Annual Database Service" and 
"2017 Annual Database Transit Agency Employees."

Table 6: Selected Productivity Measures for U.S. Heavy Rail Systems, 2017

Hours Rank

Hours per
Employee Hour

Rail System Hours Rank

Hours per
Operator Hour

Hours Rank

Hours per
Maintainer Hour

Chicago (CTA) 0.536 (1) 1.039 (3) 1.36 (1)

Los Angeles  (Metro) 0.238 (10) 0.811 (6) 0.49 (8)

Boston (MBTA) 0.427 (2) 0.851 (5) 1.00 (3)

Atlanta (MARTA) 0.272 (8) 0.524 (10) 0.69 (6)

Miami  (Miami-Dade Transit) 0.298 (7) 1.342 (1) 0.47 (10)

MTA New York City Transit 0.380 (4) 1.248 (2) 0.58 (7)

Port Authority Trans-Hudson Corporation (PATH) 0.260 (9) 0.638 (8) 0.47 (9)

San Francisco (Muni ) 0.382 (3) 0.934 (4) 0.85 (4)

Phi ladelphia  (SEPTA) 0.322 (5) 0.633 (9) 0.76 (5)

Washington, D.C. (WMATA) 0.302 (6) 0.638 (7) 1.00 (2)

Median, selected systems 0.312 0.831 0.73
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MTA management and labor should set productivity goals and collaboratively develop an agen-
da of collective bargaining changes that would allow both sides to achieve these goals. This could 
include incentives for maintenance shops to complete more work with fewer maintainer hours. 
Maintenance shops could earn bonuses based on their performance completing certain tasks rela-
tive to other shops in the system.

Collective bargaining changes could also include changes to work rules to make scheduling more 
flexible. For example, new collective bargaining agreements could reduce “penalty payments” made 
to bus operators scheduled to work across both morning and evening peak periods and eliminate 

Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Transit Administration, National Transit Database (2018), "2017 Annual Database Ser-
vice" and "2017 Annual Database Transit Agency Employees."

Table 8: Selected Productivity Measures for U.S. Commuter Rail Systems, 2017

Rail System Hours Rank

Hours per
Employee Hour

Hours Rank

Hours per
Operator Hour

Median, selected systems 0.192 0.481

Hours Rank

Hours per
Maintainer Hour

MTA Metro-North Rai lroad (3)0.192 (1)0.567 (4)0.334

New Jersey (NJ Trans it) (2)0.220 (4)0.473 (2)0.526

MTA Long Is land Rai l  Road (4)0.174 (2)0.525 (5)0.293

Phi ladelphia  (SEPTA) (1)0.255 (3)0.481 (1)0.645

Chicago (Metra Rai l) (5)0.173 (5)0.423 (3)0.352

0.352

Bus System

Source: U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Transit Administration, National Transit Database (2018), "2017 Annual Data-
base Service" and "2017 Annual Database Transit Agency Employees."

Table 7: Selected Productivity Measures for Selected U.S. Bus Systems, 2017

Hours Rank

Hours per
Employee Hour

Hours Rank

Hours per
Operator Hour

Hours Rank

Hours per
Maintainer Hour

0.420 (8) 0.586 (10) 1.68 (6)

0.509 (4) 0.794 (4) 1.87 (5)

0.533 (3) 0.707 (5) 2.75 (1)

0.414 (9) 0.645 (7) 1.54 (9)

0.541 (2) 0.874 (1) 2.33 (4)

0.341 (10) 0.626 (9) 0.89 (10)

0.429 (7) 0.643 (8) 1.56 (8)

0.499 (5) 0.663 (6) 2.61 (2)

0.599 (1) 0.869 (2) 2.35 (3)

0.495 (6) 0.800 (3) 1.62 (7)

New York (NYCT & MTA Bus)

Los Angeles  (Metro)

Chicago (CTA)

Phi ladelphia  (SEPTA)

New Jersey (NJ Trans it)

Washington, D.C. (WMATA)

Boston (MBTA)

San Francisco (Muni )

Seattle (KCDOT)

Houston (Metro)

Median, selected systems 0.495 0.663 1.77
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allowances for time not worked. New agreements also could eliminate the restrictions on hiring 
more part-time bus operators and the restrictions on express bus scheduling that would allow to 
authority to orient service toward peak periods. Likewise allowing management to schedule split 
runs for subway train operators and conductors would allow for more efficient scheduling of those 
workers.

Conclusion

In the last year MTA stakeholders have contributed to improving the fiscal stability of the MTA. 
Riders are paying increased fares; motorists are paying increased tolls and will be charged to drive 
in the central business district starting in 2021; State and City taxpayers will contribute greater re-
sources; and MTA administration will undergo a review and restructuring to increase efficiency and 
public accountability. The TWU should also be part of the solution; its labor agreement sets the 
tone and pattern for the remainder of the authority’s collective bargaining agreements and drives 
the growth of the MTA’s workforce costs.

The last two rounds of collective bargaining at the MTA have led to cumulative wage increases 
totaling 14 percent while attaining little in additional employee benefit contributions and little in 
work rule reforms. The authority’s current fiscal plight and physical degradation make a stronger 
case for self-funded raises than at any point since the recession in 2008. An approach to collective 
bargaining that freezes total labor costs over the life of the financial plan is best suited to place the 
MTA on solid financial ground. Wage increases are not precluded, but any agreement should in-
clude savings from productivity improvements or contributions to benefit costs to offset the costs 
of wage increases. As a major authority stakeholder, the MTA’s workers should cooperate in help-
ing it achieve a viable fiscal future.
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