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The transportation sector, according to the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA), accounts for 
the largest share (29%) of America’s green-
house-gas emissions. More than 90% of that 
share comes from gasoline and diesel fuels.

The second factor impacting public transit was 
the COVID pandemic. Those effects continue to 
reverberate.  COVID and concerns over climate 
have been causing public transit authorities to re-
think their priorities; they are seeking novel ways 
of attracting ridership.  Let’s look a little closer at 
each.   

Total U.S. Greenhouse Gas Emissions 
by Economic Sector in 2019
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The Greenhouse 
Gas Emissions Factor
A report from the EPA on emissions per capita in 
the U.S. from 1990 to 2014 (see charts) indicated 
significant progress during most of those years, 
but progress pretty much stalled after 2012.  
((The chart also shows trends in real GDP, 
population, and emissions per dollar of real GDP. 
All data are indexed to 1990 as the base year, 
which is assigned a value of 100).

PProgress has been especially slow in reducing 
Americans’ preference for private automobiles 
and the internal combustion engine in meeting 
their mobility needs. As the New York Times 
reported in October of 2019: 
EEven as the United States has reduced carbon 
dioxide emissions from its electric grid, largely by 
switching from coal power to less-polluting 
natural gas, emissions from transportation have 
remained stubbornly high. . . . 

Some 200 million private automobiles were on 
American roads in 2021. Each one emitting about 
4.6 metric tons of carbon dioxide (CO2) per year, 
according to the EPA. In addition to CO2, auto-
mobiles produce methane (CH4) and nitrous 
oxide (N2O) from the tailpipe, and although their 
volume is very small compared to CO2, they have 
a higher global a higher global warming potential. 
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The Covid FactorAdd the emissions output from roughly 100 
million other types of vehicles (trucks, buses, 
motorcycles, etc.) and it’s easy to understand 
why a transition from fossil-fuel based transport 
systems to low-carbon or carbon-free systems is 
deemed essential.  A vehicle that operates 
exclusively on electricity will not emit any tailpipe 
emiemission, although greenhouse gases are 
emitted during the production and distribution of 
electricity.  A fuel cell vehicle operating on 
hydrogen will emit only water vapor.

Covid-19’s impact on economic activity in gen-
eral was devastating, and it was no less so for 
public transit in our cities and suburbs. 

Even prior to the pandemic, and with limited 
exceptions, ridership on metropolitan trains 
and buses was trending downward. And that 
was despite healthy growth in urban popula-
tions and employment.  (See chart)

Why? That can be answered in one word:  Com-
petition. Which is to say that the number of 
viable alternatives to buses and trains has 
grown. In addition, working habits have 
changed.  Most obviously, working from home, 
which was a modestly growing phenomenon 
prior to 2020, suddenly skyrocketed. 
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Curing Car Addiction
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After years of declines in ridership, public trans-
portation in the United States is poised for an un-
precedented comeback. So says David Scorey, 
CEO of Keolis North America. Scorey sees the op-
portunities for public transit falling into three 
broad categories, each presenting its own chal-
lenges and each involving different spheres of 
activity:

1. Making public transit the mode of choice 
among the majority of residents within transit 
service areas.
2. Capitalizing on the flood of new federal in-
vestment in infrastructure.
3. Competition among private operators that 
can help public transit agencies with innovative 
technologies and services. With respect to the 
first category, here are a few of the more interest-
ing developments internationally, beginning with 
bus rapid transit.

- Blois is a small city (46,000 population) in the 
Loire valley region of France, where Keolis is 
overhauling the bus transit network and convert-
ing the bus fleet to 100% electric. The network is 
being expanded to encompass 42 other munici-
palities in the region.

- In the northeast corner of France near the 
border with Belgium is Lille (population 233,000), 
where more than 430 public buses are all fueled 

by natural gas. Some of that is biogas, produced 
from conversion of green waste matter collected 
in the Greater Lille area. All in all, 100% of public 
transport journeys in Lille are now made using an 
alternative to diesel—that is, gas for buses and 
electricity for trams and light rail.  The light-rail 
metro system (which, by the way, is fully 
auautomated and driverless) is made up of two 
lines that together extend 45 kilometers (28 
miles) and serve 60 stations.
 
- In Stockholm, Sweden, 36% of the city’s 
buses, all operated by Keolis, run on biogas, 
which is produced from the city’s waste material. 
Since 2015, Keolis has been operating a fleet of 
hybrid electric buses (from Volvo) in the center of 
Stockholm—vehicles that produce 90% less 
pollution than comparable diesel buses.

TThe fact remains that, in advanced economies, 
cars are still the preferred means of travel. The 
Economist magazine reports that for every ten 
miles travelled, Americans use the car for eight, 
Europeans for seven, and Chinese for six. Europe 
is friendlier to public transport than either 
America or China, but even there, in 2017, only 
oneone in six miles was travelled on buses, trams, 
and coaches. 

A recent survey of American travel habits was 
done by the London-based consulting firm L.E.K. 
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It reports that individual journeys on public transit and 
ride-hailing services declined by 55-to-65% in 2020—the 
pandemic year—while trips via privately-owned cars declined 
by only 9%. 

One example concerns the busiest travel corridor in the na-
tion—that between Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Wash-
ington, D.C. In 2022, Amtrack’s Acela Express trainsets are due to 
be replaced on the corridor with new trainsets, named Avelia Lib-
erty. Together with track and signaling upgrades, they are ex-
pected to deliver significant time and speed improvements.

Wherever electric railways like Acela operate, they require huge 
amounts of energy and make stringent demands on power grids. 
Equipment supplier ABB Ltd. cautions that trains taking power 
from catenary cables require stable supply voltages. Any imbal-
ances between voltage and current need to be held to strict limits 
to avoid affecting an entire area’s power grid.

Thanks to funding in the infrastructure bill that became law in 
America in November 2021, budgets for transit projects across 
the country will be about 30% fatter on average. It may take 
some time before particular projects get off the planning boards, 
but the eventual benefits to public transit should be substantial. 
Just for starters, over 10,000 fossil-fuel-powered federal transit 
vehicles will be retired and replaced with cleaner electric or 
lolow-emission vehicles.

There is a growing awareness of the huge carbon footprint of 
commercial air travel – particularly of commuter flights that 
could potentially be replaced by train. Steeper jet-fuel prices, 
congested airports, congested highways, and tighter security 
rules have all increased the relative attractiveness of 
high-speed or inter-city travel. 

Regional/ intercity Rail

Help from the Feds
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