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This Chicago Metropolis 2020 report – Time is Money: The Economic Benefits of Transit Investment – proves 
that new funding for transit is an excellent investment.

Using quantitative models, we calculated the long-term transportation and economic benefits that would 
result from implementing the RTA Strategic Plan, Moving Beyond Congestion. We wanted to know if the 
benefits of proposed new transit spending would outweigh the costs – would the public receive a positive 
return on its investment? 

We used very conservative assumptions. We assumed that all of the region’s road projects planned to be 
completed by 2020 would actually be built by then. And we did not consider impacts on property values or 
short-term economic boosts from construction employment. 

This is what we found:

Investing in transit is worth it from a business standpoint. Even with our conservative assumptions, the 
RTA’s proposed investments to maintain the system will yield a 21 percent annual return. If investments are 
made to enhance and expand the system as the RTA proposes, the return on investment would increase to 
34percent. As business people know, these are excellent annual returns, which in the private sector would 
readily attract and justify new investment.

Better planning to connect land development and transit can yield huge economic benefits. Adopting 
transit-oriented development throughout the region, as proposed in the region’s official comprehensive 
plan, would increase the return on investment to 61 percent. If new development is designed to enable 
more people to live or work near transit, it can produce $640 million more annually in economic benefits 
without spending beyond what the RTA has proposed. 

Failure to maintain the transit system will do immediate and long-lasting harm to the region’s commuters 
and the economy. If we don’t adequately maintain transit service, it will cost the region’s businesses and 
households over $2 billion annually. By 2020, transit ridership would decline by 11 percent, a loss of 
187,000 rides every weekday. Most of those trips would shift to Chicago area roads, which already have the 
second most congested and longest (7.8 hours per day) “rush hours” in the nation. 

We urge you to consider these findings in your deliberations over transit funding and reform. The economic 
consequences of inaction will be serious; there is no time to delay.

Sincerely,

Donald G. Lubin George A. Ranney,  Jr. Frank H. Beal 
Chairman President and CEO Executive Director
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Summary

Investing in transit is a good business deal for the citizens of the Chicago region. 

For every additional dollar spent on operating and capital expenses planned by the Regional 

Transportation Authority (RTA), the Chicago area will get back an economic benefit of at least 

$1.21 and as much as $1.64.

If the public chooses to invest an additional $1.68 billion a year to effectively maintain 

the current level of transit service and keep the transit infrastructure sound, the regional 

economy will experience $2.04 billion in new annual economic benefits – yielding a 21 

percent return on investment.

If the investment is increased to $2.4 billion per year, not only to maintain the system but to 

expand service for the growing region as the RTA has proposed, the economic benefits for 

the six-county economy would increase to $3.22 billion, providing a 34 percent rate of return.  

And without spending beyond what the RTA has proposed, the benefits can jump to $3.86 

billion, for a 61 percent return on investment, if new development is designed to enable more 

people to live or work near transit service. Connecting land development to transit, proposed 

in the region’s official plan, would increase transit use and lessen traffic congestion. 

These are the conclusions of research conducted by Chicago Metropolis 2020 of the 

economic impact of proposed transit spending. The substantial economic benefits are the 

result of allowing businesses and commuters and families to avoid wasting time and money 

on traffic congestion. Time is money. 

At the same time, the research shows, continuing the current level of inadequate transit 

spending will cause the system to deteriorate so much that it will actually be a drag on the 

local economy. If we collectively pocket that $1.68 billion needed each year as a minimum 

investment in transit,  the resulting increase in traffic congestion will cost the economy more 

than $2 billion per year. Skimping on transit is a false economy, an expensive mistake, a really 

bad deal.  
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Investing in transit allows our entire transportation system, including streets and highways, 

to be more efficient. We become more mobile. We travel faster. Businesses want to locate 

and grow here. We create jobs. We save time and expand our economy, and that means more 

money for all of us.

The research, detailed in the following pages, shows that the shared transit investment by 

Chicago area taxpayers will be generously rewarded by the boost to the region’s economy. 

The investments are for the transit system, but the benefits are for the entire economy and 

everyone who lives here. Investing in transit is too good a deal for us to pass up.














