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The 1965 battle over a contract for mass transit workers took
.place in a climate in which the transit systems of every major city
were physically ailing and fiscally broke, and when the ways in
which people now moved about in big cities had thoroughly and
perhaps irrevocably changed, and so had the racial and class
attributes of the people who rode on mass transit.

Through the Eisenhower and Kennedy years, the 'road-building
juggernaut encircled most major cities with belts of highways, but no
equally well-funded government programs aided in-city mass
transportation. In several pieces of legislation proposed by President
Johnson in 1964, fhe spirit of renewal alive .in the land focused on
the resuscitation of the cities, which were viewed as at the nexus of
the overlapping concerns of civil rights, tht:‘, war on poverty, and the
need 'to constrain the continuing suburbariization of the countryside.
Championing mass transit as an essential element in the rebuilding of
inner cities, the Johnson Administration awarded $23.4 million to

New York City to buy new subway cars. No money, however, was

1 Kheel saw this televised interview while at a dinner party with Times publisher
Orville Dryfoos, wha also watched it. When Quill repeated his charge about Raskin,
Dryfoos tumed the television off, saying “We like to write the news, not bs part of it."
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granted to subsidize the day-to-day operations of New York’s or of
any other city’s mass transit system. Federal policy was millions for
capital equipment purchases, but not one cent for operating them.

But by 1965, fﬁrebox revenues could no longer cover the New
York transit system’s operating costs, which had risen from 77
percent of operating revenues in 1945 to 95 perceat, as payroll rose
and maintenance was deferred. Moreover, because state laws
prevented the use of farebox revenues to pay off transit bonds, most
large cities with public transit systems were commingling transit
bond repayment with other debt obligations. This scrambling
befuddled the public but failed to fool knowledgeable investors, who
had begun shying away from the municipal offerings of cities known
to be paying off transit bonds. Cities and states, which needed those
municipal bond buyers, became increasingly reluctant to float
transportation issues' lest they diminish bond-bﬁyer confidence in
regular capital issues. That meant less money for rebuilding mass
transit, replacing outmoded equipment, and maintenance.

In 1949, mass transit ridershiﬁ had been at its postwar peak,
23 billion‘ trips on all the mass transit systems that year. By 1963,
countrywide ridership had slipped two-thirds, to just 8 billion trips,
and for the first time the country’s mass transit systems as a group
were in the red, collectively unable to meet their financial obligations
from fares plus revenue from other sources. New York was ahead of
this curve, its mass transit having been in the red for a decade.

The steep decline in ridership was a consequence of a complete
reversal in the way individuals, companies and governments spent

money on transportation. In 1929, 58 cents of every dollar spent on
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transport had gone to mass transit and 30 cents to automobiles. By
the mid-1960s, 70¢ of each transportation dollar was going to
automobiles and only 15¢ to mass transport. Another factor causing
the red ink to flow was the changing character of the trips taken.
When employees worked longer days and six days a week, people
took most of their mass transit trips to and from jobs. Then had
come wider use of the five-day work week and the shorter working
day; the change in character of the jobs from manufacturing to
service, which resulted in a more dispersed geographical distribution
of work sites -- a cluster of 250 jobs in a manufacturing loft building
in the garment center vanished, while 200 jobs were created at as
many sites in the city’s vast educational system; and the transfer of
jobs to the suburbs at an even faster rate than residences were
moving there. With higher incomes and more leisure timé in which
to spend them, people took more trips to shop, to visit friends or
relatives, or to attend cultural or sporting events -- and they took
them in private automobiles. So big city transit systems from Boston
to New York to Chicago were jammed during rush hours but severely
under-used at all other times of the day and night, a pattern of use
that caused these systems to be increasingly expensive to run and
steadily less capable of generating enou'gh income to pay their costs.
The result; between 1954 and 1963 two hundred privately
owned mass transport companies in medium-sized cities went out of
business, while in the bigger cities, governments took over bus,
trolley and subway lines that could no longer turn a profit but which

provided what were still considered essential services.
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Then too, the demographics of mass transit riders had changed.
- The group was no longer mostly composed of whites or of the middle
class; rather, because of the alterations produced by suburbanization
and by influx of immigrants to the cities from abroad and from the
American south, those who rode mass transit were increasingly non-
white and increasingly poor, unable to afford private automobiles.

By 1965, Kheel’s influence on public opinion in regard to mass
transit had increased beyond what it had been in 1958, when he had
issued “The Self-Sustaining Fare Is Self-Defeating.” He was a national -
figure as a mediator, frequently called upon by the White House to
use his two decades of experience dealing with transportation
matters to resolve labor disputes in that arema. Virtually alone
among non-elected public figures of the day, he had a reputation of
true public-spiritedness. This public image explains why the New
York’s media, its readers and viewers paid rapt attention when Kheel
made a novel proposal in 1965: he called for auto and truck tolls to
be doubled on the bridges and tunnels into and out of Manhattan,
and for the added revenue to be funneled into defraying the
expenses of the mass transit system, to maintain the fare at 15¢.
Pointing out that the transit fare had tripled while tolls on bridges
and tunnels had remained at the same low level since the 1930s,
Kheel called for the creation of a “transportation policy board” to
amalgamate the Triborough Bridge & Tunnel Authority, Port of New
York Authority and the Transit Authority.

Although Kheel’s proximate objective was to keep the fare low
so that ridership would not further diminish, his ultimate goal was

structural: to create an entity with the resources to act regionally and
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to shift emphasis from facilities that benefited automobile users to
those that benefited mass transit users.

Kheel’s double-the-tolls notion was front page news in every
paper in town. No one had ever suggested doing that. It was also
news because although there had been earlier pleas to use bridge
and tunnel surpluses to assist mass transit, and separate pleas to
combine the several authorities, no one had put these ideas together
in one package. Earlier proposals- for a “superauthority” had died in
the state legislature, succumbing to pressure from Robert Moses. But
in 1965, here was Kheel, the city’s most knowledgeable public citizen
and an acknowledged expert on transit, with a coherent, specific plan
tied to an idea anyone could readily grasp: combining the authorities,
charging motorists more to drive on the bridges and tunnels, and
using the extra money to maintain the 15¢ subway fare.

Aside from the inherent good sense of the proposal, there were
two reasons for optimism that this was the moment for the
introduction of regional and cross-fertilization notions in the area’s
transit picture.  Moses’ power had been considerably reduced after
he had lost battles with Governor Rockefeller; this made enabling
legislation a real possibility. Also, Lindsay and Rockefeller were both
Republicans, which conld make political endorsement of a plan more
feasible thah it had been under Democratic city regimes.

Automobile clubs objected to the plan, saying that mass transit
riders should pay for “their” system because they were its only
beneficiaries. A faulty defense, answered Kheel: the businesses that
employed these riders, and those that made money from the riders’

presence in an area, also profited; since these businesses did not
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contribute directly to the transit system, they must be made to do so
involuntarily through payment of taxes that the city would
redistribute as subsidy to the transit system. Tax support of a public
service had been axiomatic in earlier years, but in an era when every
part of a business was being pushed to be a profit center, mosf pubic
services were being told to be self-supporting, even if that was nigh
impossible. thcl knew that transit could never support itself, and
argued that because éven a substantial fare hike would not relieve
the need for subsidies, there should be no fare rise at all.

When he had backed the breaking of the nickel fare, Kheel had
disbelieved the evidence showing that fare raises were invariably
and immediately followed by drops in ridership of 3-5 percent. But
in the intervening years he learned the experts’ estimates were on
target: ridership had declined dramatically after each fare increase.
Everywhere the same pattern showed up: fare hikes brought
immediate decreases in use of the transit systems. Boston’s fares
were already at 20¢, Philadelphia’s at 25¢, Cleveland’s at 30¢ -- and
these systems were in the red; only Chicago, at 25¢, was in the black,
and New York carried more riders during a ten-minute portion of a
rush hour than Chicago did in a week. Kheel concluded that only é
~grand shift of resources could subsidize a low fare and stop the
downward spiral of lost ridership leading to decreased maintenance
that further diminished the appeal of mass transit.

Amalgamation of the authorities and doubling the tolls was a
somewhat radical idea, and it encountered instant and léud
opposition from Robert Moses of the TBTA and Austin Tobin of the
PA, as well as the Automobile Club of New York. Had a battle
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between mass transit advocates and those antagonists then been
joined, it might have served as the focus for spirited public analysis
| of the region’s transportation needs, but that didn’t happen. Instead,
Kheel’s large-scale 'notion soon submerged iﬁ the more immediate
squabble between incoming and outgoing mayoral administrations

over what to do about Mike Quill’s call for pay hikes.
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Only after the strike was concluded could Kheel’s ';zkfrlier
proposals be taken up by the decision-makers. At the behest of
Lindsay and other city officials, the state legislature considered a bill
to amalgamate the Triborough Bridge and Tunnei‘ Authority (TBTA),
the Manhattan and Bronx Surface Transit Authority (MABSTOA), and
the Transit_ Authority, and looked into the doubling of automobile
tolls on bﬁdges and tunnels, so that money from those facilities could
be used to subsidize subway. and bus lines. Within the next few
years, those authorities were merged, and money from the bridge
and tunnel tolls’ of the Triborough were applieci to subsidize mass
transit. This. change also institutibnalizéd an important principle that

Kheel had long sought to establish: that New York City -- or any other
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government entity -- was permitted to directly subsidize the mass
transit system. However, abseat from this cross-fertilization was the
Port Authority of New York and New Jersey; the continued refusal of
that agency, whose wealth from automobile tolls wés substantial, to
contribute to mass transit became a cauée to which Kheel would
devote his next ten years. More about that in later chapters.

Even with the East River crossings tolls raised and some of the
revenue diverted into the coffers of the new Metropolitan Transit
Authority, the MTA did not have enough revenues to maintain the
fare at 15{5, and shortly it rose to 20¢. To have kept the fare where
it was would have required a city income tax, from which additional
money could be allocated to subsidize the fare, and at that moment
there was no pblitical will to add such a tax. Once the 15¢ barrier
was broken, there was a sense that the fare would jump upwards at
regular intervals, and not only did three percent of the ridership
vanish in the year after the fare rise, but that rate of decline also
continued in subsequent years, even when the fare did not change
further. One of the more startling findings of rescarch was that the
previous fare had been low enough to keep a large group of people
from using private automobiles to travel to work. In the wake of the
jump from 15 to 20¢, that same portion of the riding populace came
to believe that the fare would henceforth go up at two-year
intervals, and began to switch into commuting by other means. Polls
refiected the belief that current mass transit riders 'contcmplating
the use of automobiles to commute were not fazed by the fact that
they would incur considerably higher costs by using their cars than

the additional nickel or dime per ride they’'d have to pay to continue
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using the buses and subways. The iron equation held: every time the
fare went up, ridership decreased. In later years, even increases in
gasoline, insurance, and parking lot prices, and heavier traffic that
caused delays in commuting, would not wean drivers from their cars.

The fare rise was also disastrous for the city because it came at
a time when many manufacturers were trying to decide whether to
stay in New York or relocate; a key element in these decisions was
the availability of a trained workforce, which, in turn - and to an
extent not realized at the time -- was quite dependent on low-cost
mass transit to travel to and from work. Higher fares helped push
some of these manufacturers and their blue-collar workforces out of
business, or to relocate in the suburbs or entirely out of the region.

Because the 1966 transit strike led directly to what became
regular fare increascs, it was like fuel added to a previously slow-
burning fire that then makes the fire burn out of control. Kheel had
envisioned that likely future conflagration, and had hoped to douse it
in advance by having fares permanently subsidized, in the _
expectation that this would stabilize mass transit and help revitalize
the city. His belief that massi\}e suBsidies could reverse the decline
in ridership was based on a few innovative fare-cutting and fare-
elimination programs that had begun in various cities, and whose
results were encouraging: some locales showed slight increases in
- ridership while in others, further decline was prevented.

That New York City and its environs were served by more than
a third of the mass transit facilities available in the entire country
became the basis of requests made to the federal government for

additional mass transit subsidies. But these requests came when the
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high-water mark of liberalism had already been passed, and when
the budgetary consequences of prosecuting the war in Vietnam had
turned into hollow shells the federal programs that might have
provided mass transit subsidies. The government’s monetary
resources were further reduced in purchasing power by the inflation
that that war engendered.’ When Lindsay attempted an ingenious
end run to pay for mass transit by money from the highway trust
fund, specifically from the portion earmarked for highways With'in

city boundaries, his request was brushed aside as improper.



