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Introduction 
The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted many aspects of daily life in Wisconsin, and public 
transportation is no exception. Over the last year, ridership on the state’s public transit systems has 
declined dramatically as pandemic-related circumstances and restrictions eliminated thousands of 
trips. While economic conditions have now improved, continued high rates of unemployment, work-
from-home practices, and special event cancellations have continued to diminish transit ridership.  

At the same time, transit systems themselves initially were forced to limit the number of passengers 
on their vehicles and have implemented new cleaning protocols and safety measures to prevent the 
spread of the illness. Taken together, these actions have increased costs while decreasing farebox 
revenue considerably. 

The federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act brought temporary relief to 
all transit systems in Wisconsin and subsequent federal legislation (particularly the recently adopted 
American Rescue Plan Act) will offer substantial additional assistance to many. However, whether 
federal relief funds will be sufficient to allow all systems to sustain their operations as the economy 
recovers over the next few years is yet unknown and may depend on the extent to which ridership 
rebounds. Meanwhile, once federal relief is exhausted, even larger questions loom about future 
ridership trends and whether Wisconsin transit systems will need to replenish their budgets with 
much larger infusions of local dollars than was the case prior to the pandemic 

In this report, the Wisconsin Policy Forum attempts to shed light on those questions by analyzing the 
current finances and financial outlook of six Wisconsin transit systems. The six systems – which 
include large, small, and medium-sized systems from different parts of the state – serve as a proxy 
to consider the overall status of public transit in Wisconsin. We also consider four additional systems 
on a less detailed basis to provide further insight into how the pandemic and recent ridership trends 
may be impacting a broader set of systems with diverse operating frameworks.  

It is important to note that our focus is on bus service that serves the general population via regularly 
scheduled routes (also known as “fixed-route” service). However, where relevant, we also provide 
information on paratransit services for the elderly and disabled as well as shared-ride taxi services 
that are available to citizens in some communities on a more individualized basis. 

As state lawmakers continue their deliberations on the 2021-23 state budget and local officials 
struggle to manage their finances amidst precarious economic conditions, it will be important for 
both sets of policymakers to consider how the pandemic has impacted mass transit and what it 
might take to maintain desired levels of service in the future with a sustainable level of public 
investment. We hope this report will contribute to a greater understanding of the financial health of 
transit systems throughout Wisconsin and the unique fiscal challenges they are encountering. 
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Terminology 
This report makes frequent use of specialized terms and frequent references to federal and state 
policies and legislation that likely will be familiar to those who work in local government or in and 
around the field of transit, but that may require explanation for general readers. We briefly cite and 
explain several of those terms and legislative and policy references below.  

Transit Service Types 

Fixed-route bus services operate using predetermined routes, schedules, and stop locations. Routes 
typically are designed to connect residential areas with employment, shopping, education, health 
care, and other destination types and provide opportunities to transfer to other bus routes or modes 
of transportation. Passengers pay fares with cash or use smart cards or smartphone apps to pay for 
individual rides or daily, weekly, or monthly passes.  

Paratransit is a required service under the Americans with Disabilities Act, paratransit services offer 
point-to-point transportation for the elderly and people with disabilities who are unable to use fixed-
route transit options. Riders are typically asked to book trips 24 hours in advance and often share 
rides with other paratransit users. Per federal regulations, fare prices are limited to no more than 
twice the amount charged on a transit agency’s fixed-route system. Local governments often are 
partially reimbursed by Medicaid for paratransit services. 

Shared-ride taxi services are similar to paratransit services and provide point-to-point transportation 
primarily for the elderly and people with disabilities. Vehicles used for shared-ride taxi services are 
often wheelchair-accessible vans or regular cars. Some transit systems own the vehicles used for 
their shared-ride taxi services and contract for drivers, while others contract for both vehicles and 
drivers. Shared-ride taxi services sometimes provide greater scheduling flexibility for users than 
paratransit by allowing users to book rides less than 24 hours in advance. Fares are typically 
calculated based on distance traveled.  

Transit System Tiers 

The state of Wisconsin distributes mass transit aid payments to transit systems based on tiers that 
are defined by the size of the population within each transit system’s service area. The Milwaukee 
County Transit System and Madison Metro Transit each serve populations of more than 200,000 
and are designated as Tier A-1 and Tier A-2 systems, respectively. Medium-sized transit systems 
serving populations of 50,000 to 200,000 are designated as Tier B, while systems serving 
populations of fewer than 50,000 are Tier C. 

Federal Relief/Stimulus Bills 

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the federal government passed three measures in 2020 and 
2021 designed to provide fast and direct economic assistance for American citizens, small 
businesses and industries, and state, local, tribal, and territorial governments. 

The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act was signed into law in March 2020. 
The $2.2 trillion bill provided $25 billion to transit agencies. Of that, according to the state’s 
Legislative Fiscal Bureau, $208.2 million was awarded to Wisconsin. A large portion of that funding 
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was awarded directly or via the state to urbanized areas with populations over 50,000 and to tribal 
governments, while the remainder was distributed to smaller and rural transit systems as pass-
through funds administered by the Wisconsin Department of Transportation (WisDOT). Unlike typical 
federal grants, CARES funds did not require a local match. Transit systems may use CARES funds to 
meet their 20% local match requirement for state aid. No timeline was set for use of these funds, 
and they may be used for operating or capital purposes.  

The Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021 (CAA), signed into law in December 2020, provided 
$900 billion in additional relief funds while also extending and modifying parts of the CARES Act. The 
bill included $14 billion in support for transit, including approximately $80 million that was awarded 
to Wisconsin. Similar to CARES, CAA funds are awarded directly to large urbanized areas and tribal 
governments, and indirectly to smaller urban and rural systems via WisDOT. Any systems that 
received CARES monies in amounts greater than 75% of their 2018 operating budgets were 
disqualified from receiving CAA funds. CAA funds must be used for transit operations and do not yet 
have a sunset date, though one may be established in the future.  

The American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) of 2021 became law in March 2021, providing an additional 
$1.9 trillion in economic relief and stimulus funding. The law contains $30.5 billion to assist transit 
systems nationally. An estimated $151 million will be directed to Wisconsin transit systems for 
operational purposes; the funds may be used for capital expenses only if a transit system certifies 
that they have not furloughed employees.1 The Milwaukee County Transit System, Madison Metro 
Transit, and Tier B systems in Wisconsin are eligible to receive ARPA funds up to a maximum of 
132% of their 2018 operating expenses when combined with amounts received from CARES and 
CAA. WisDOT will again distribute funding to Tier C systems and expects it to amount to about 5% of 
their 2018 operating costs. ARPA funds must be used by September 30, 2024. 

VW Settlement 
The state of Wisconsin is designated to receive $67.1 million between 2018 and 2028 due to a 
lawsuit settlement from Volkswagen Group of America and related entities found to be in violation of 
the federal Clean Air Act. The state used part of its “VW Settlement” funding to establish a transit 
capital assistance grant program. Transit systems could apply for funding for bus replacements 
through a competitive process. They must provide a local match for any awarded funds, which is paid 
through a reduction in state aid over 10 years. By the end of 2020, a total of 92 buses had been 
replaced in Wisconsin using these funds. 

  

                                                      
1 The ARPA also includes funding to support post-pandemic transit planning as well as for certain qualifying capital 
projects. Milwaukee and Madison may be eligible to receive ARPA funds for their bus rapid transit projects. Dollar estimates 
for transit planning or BRT project support from the ARPA are not yet available.  



6     Wheels on the Bus | April 2021  

Transit  System Snapshots 
To gauge the stability and sustainability of transit services in Wisconsin, we analyzed ridership and 
service trends and the current finances and financial outlook of six transit systems of varying sizes 
and locations across the state. Those include the state’s two largest (Tier A1 and A2) systems: 
Milwaukee County Transit System and Madison Metro Transit; three medium-sized, Tier B systems: 
Valley Transit (Appleton), the Janesville Transit System, and Metro Ride (Wausau); and one smaller, 
Tier C system: Central Transportation in Stevens Point. We collected and analyzed data from each of 
these systems and interviewed their leaders. 

To broaden our perspective, we also interviewed the leaders of four additional transit systems that 
provide unique services or are distinct in the ways in which they are structured or governed. Those 
include three medium-sized (Tier B) urban and suburban systems: Green Bay Metro, Ozaukee County 
Transit Services, and Waukesha Metro Transit/Waukesha County Transit; and one smaller, Tier C 
system: Bay Area Rural Transit in northern Wisconsin. 

Below, we present snapshots for each of these systems, which serve as a proxy for generating 
insights about the overall state of public transit in Wisconsin.  

Milwaukee County Transit System 
Direct management and operation of the Milwaukee County Transit System (MCTS) is provided by 
Milwaukee Transport Services, Inc. (MTS), a quasi-governmental instrumentality of Milwaukee 
County that is recognized as an element of Milwaukee County by the Federal Transit Administration 
(FTA). The Director’s Office of the Milwaukee County Department of Transportation (MCDOT) provides 
oversight of MCTS. Transit employees work for MTS, a nonprofit corporation, which is responsible for 
managing day-to-day transit operations using equipment and facilities that are owned and provided 
by Milwaukee County. MCTS administers both traditional fixed-route bus services in Milwaukee 
County and paratransit services for persons with disabilities. A 9-mile bus rapid transit (BRT) route, 
which will be the first BRT service in Wisconsin, is anticipated to begin operating in fall 2022.  

Ridership, Service Levels, and Fares 

MCTS’ fixed-route ridership has been declining for several years. From 2012 to 2019, unlinked 
passenger trips on MCTS’ bus routes fell by 35.9% (16.2 million), with much of the drop-off occurring 
between 2016 and 2019 (Chart 1). In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic caused ridership to plummet 
by another 37.7% relative to 2019 levels, and transit system officials expect ridership to remain 
depressed in 2021 and potentially several subsequent years. 

Often, a reduction in ridership can be tied either to a decrease in service levels, an increase in fares, 
or both. MCTS service levels have not changed much over the last decade, however. In fact, between 
2012 and 2019, the total number of miles MCTS buses traveled while in service (vehicle revenue 
miles) actually increased by nearly 4%, from 15.5 million to 16.1 million, though a portion of that 
increase was linked to some longer-distance routes temporarily implemented with one-time revenues 
from a legal settlement involving the Zoo Interchange project. Vehicle revenue miles decreased only 
slightly in 2020, despite the pandemic. There were also no modifications to cash bus fares during 
the 2012-19 period and only minor modifications to weekly passes and special fares.  
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Chart 1: MCTS fixed-route bus ridership and service levels (bus miles), in millions 

 

Economic conditions, the rise of ride-hailing, and an inability to expand service to emerging 
employment areas because of resource limitations are among the other factors cited by MCTS 
leaders as contributing to declining ridership. As the economy recovered from the Great Recession, 
some bus riders may have switched to driving. Meanwhile, ride-hailing companies Uber and Lyft were 
introduced to the Milwaukee market in 2014; the popularity of those services may have reduced 
transit ridership somewhat as trips that would have been taken by bus were taken through one of 
those services instead. 

MCTS currently is rolling out a major bus system redesign called MCTS NEXT, which will streamline 
routing and increase frequency on the busiest bus routes without expanding the transit system’s 
budget. These changes are designed to increase ridership and are consistent with similar recent bus 
system redesign efforts in other U.S. metro areas.   

Pre-Pandemic Revenues 

MCTS’ primary revenue sources are intergovernmental revenue from the state and federal 
governments, revenue from users (also known as “farebox revenue”), Milwaukee County property tax 
levy, and a $30 vehicle registration fee (VRF) that was first implemented in 2017. 

As we will discuss below, the inclusion of more than $12 million in federal CARES dollars in the 2021 
budget makes that year an anomaly, but a review of revenue trends from 2015 to 2020 illustrates 
MCTS’ stark structural challenge. As shown in Chart 2 on the next page, the largest funding source 
for MCTS (fixed-route and paratransit services combined) from 2015 to 2020 was state revenues, 
which at $68.4 million comprised 43% of total budgeted operating revenues in 2020.2 That amount 
represents a decline of $4.6 million (6%) from the 2015 actual amount. Farebox revenues were the 
second highest revenue stream at 21% ($34.1 million) of 2020 budgeted revenues, and those 
revenues also fell by 3% from the actual amount in 2015. Actual 2020 farebox revenues were 

                                                      
2 For this and subsequent charts and analysis in this section, unless otherwise noted, actual budget figures are used for 
2015-2019 and budgeted figures are used for 2020 and 2021. 
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significantly lower than those budgeted, as MCTS did not charge fares from March 28 through May 
31 of 2020 in order to limit passenger interactions with drivers at the onset of the pandemic.  

County funds, which consist of property tax levy and VRF collections, must make up the gap when the 
two largest revenue sources decline and expenditure needs increase, even at only the rate of 
inflation. County funds totaled $28.3 million and comprised 18% of total 2020 budgeted revenues. 
That amount represents an increase of $10.2 million (56%) above the actual total of $18.1 million 
when the VRF was initiated in 2017. 

Chart 2: MCTS major operating revenues, in millions (dashed lines reflect budgeted revenues) 

 

MCTS’ increased reliance on local revenues is an important part of its fiscal story. When the VRF was 
implemented, it was viewed as a means both of supporting MCTS and reducing the system’s reliance 
on tax levy so those resources could be used for other county purposes. However, while the VRF 
initially allowed the county to reduce MCTS’ levy allocation by nearly $13 million, the decline in state 
and farebox revenues and the flat nature of collections from the VRF (which remained unchanged at 
$30) have required county leaders to increase levy amounts to avert cuts in service. In fact, the 
budgeted levy amount of $12.2 million in 2020 was just $6 million lower than the actual amount 
allocated in 2016 (the year before the VRF was implemented).  

Given the considerable competing demands for county property tax levy from other functions like 
public safety and human services, it is questionable whether MCTS will be able to continue to rely on 
sizable annual levy increases, thus creating a precarious financial outlook going forward.   

Post-Pandemic Revenues 

The good news for MCTS is that the fiscal threat described above has been delayed by a huge 
temporary influx of federal funds. As the pandemic caused farebox revenues to plummet last March, 
MCTS received $54.9 million from the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act to 
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offset the impacts. Approximately $31.5 million was used to help make the system whole in 2020 
and to replace federal capital funds previously earmarked for maintenance (known as 5307 funds), 
thus preserving those funds for future use for bus replacement or other needs.  

An additional $22.8 million is anticipated to be allocated in 2021, thus using up all of the original 
allocation.3 The availability of CARES monies in 2021 not only allows MCTS to fill its projected sharp 
drop in farebox revenue, but also allows the county to divert $4.9 million in levy from MCTS for other 
purposes. The 2021 budget estimated that farebox revenues would largely return to pre-pandemic 
levels in 2021, but as the pandemic continues that is becoming less likely. The 2021 budget’s 
projected decrease of 9% ($3 million) in farebox revenue is now expected to be substantially higher.  

Chart 3 shows how MCTS’ budgeted revenue mix has changed when comparing 2020 to 2021 due 
to the availability of CARES dollars. Federal revenue accounts for 22% of the 2021 budget (up from 
15% in 2020), while farebox revenues fell two percentage points (to 19%) and local revenues fell by 
four percentage points (to 4%).  

Chart 3: MCTS major budgeted revenues as a share of total operating revenues, 2020 vs. 2021  

 
 

The federal Consolidated Appropriations Act (CAA) adopted in December 2020 and the American 
Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) adopted in March 2021 will now provide an estimated $53 million and $78 
million respectively for MCTS. The availability of these funds will be invaluable for 2022 and beyond, 
particularly given the expected larger-than-budgeted draw in 2021 from the original CARES 
allocation. They also provide additional cushion in the event that ridership is even more depressed 
than now anticipated for the remainder of this year and if it does not rebound substantially in the 
next few years. Sizable portions also may be available (either directly or indirectly) to support bus 
purchases, thus diminishing pressure on both operating and capital budgets for several years. 

                                                      
3 The county’s 2021 adopted budget reflects an assumption that $12.8 million in CARES funds will be allocated, but MCTS 
officials now expect the actual amount to be about $10 million higher in light of continued depressed farebox revenues. 
That will leave a lesser amount available for carryover into 2022. 
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Yet, while removing the threat of major financial disruption for MCTS through at least 2024, the new 
federal relief funds do not address the system’s long-term structural deficit. Once the CARES, CAA, 
and ARPA funds are fully exhausted, MCTS could face an annual gap in the $20 to $30 million range, 
though the precise size of that gap will be influenced by factors like ridership and appropriations in 
forthcoming state budgets. What is clear is that should state aid remain stagnant and farebox 
revenues fail to increase dramatically, then MCTS will be reliant on even greater financial support 
each year from Milwaukee County to fill the gap.  

Operating Expenditures 

MCTS’ total fixed-route and paratransit operating expenditure budget of $162.0 million in 2021 
represents growth of 11% ($16 million) above the 2015 actual amount. The majority of this growth is 
attributed to salaries and benefits, which increased by $12.4 million (12%) between 2015 and 2021 
(Chart 4) and comprise 70% of the 2021 budget. It should be noted that this growth is at a slightly 
faster rate than the 11% increase in revenues over that same time period. The continued 2% annual 
salary and benefit growth projected by MCTS officials – while certainly not excessive – will be a 
challenge to accommodate if revenue trends continue.  

Chart 4: MCTS combined salary and fringe benefits, in millions (dotted bars represent budgeted 
expenditures) 

 

Fuel and maintenance expenditures also can be significant budget drivers. While MCTS buys fuel 
futures to reduce variability in fuel costs, some variability still exists. For example, actual fuel 
expenditures dropped roughly $3.3 million between 2016 and 2017, while the budget for fuel 
increased by $1 million between 2019 and 2020. Maintenance costs increased $700,000 from 
2018 to 2019, but dropped $200,000 in the 2020 budget. 

MCTS has faced challenges in the past with regard to rising fringe benefit costs, but as shown in 
Chart 4, it has largely been able to keep its overall expenditure budget under control during the past 
several years. The current contract with the bus drivers’ union expires in March 2022, which may 
have an impact on both fringe benefit and salary costs in the not-too-distant future.  

Capital Budget 

MCTS’ long-term capital budget scenario is just as troubling as its operating budget outlook. MCTS is 
maintaining a fleet of about 368 buses and needs about 290 to maintain peak service levels. 
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According to a February 2020 report 
submitted to the Milwaukee County 
Board of Supervisors, that is down from a 
peak requirement of 337 buses in 2018 
because of scheduling efficiencies and 
service changes. 

Given that the typical useful life of a bus 
is about 12 years, MCTS ideally would be 
replacing about 30 buses annually. Our 
recent series of reports on the county’s 
infrastructure challenges found that in 
light of the roughly $500,000 
replacement cost for each bus, the 
county should be devoting approximately 
$13.3 million of local funds annually to 
maintain an appropriate replacement 
program.  

The dilemma is that if the county were to 
issue bonds for annual bus replacement 
as it does for its regular capital program, 
then the investment of more than $13 
million annually would amount to nearly 
30% of its borrowing capacity each year 
and crowd out other capital needs. Also, 
while MCTS does receive a federal 
allotment of about $20 million annually 
(the 5307 funds referenced above) for 
bus replacement and other capital 
needs, those funds have been used for 
decades to support maintenance-related 
spending in the operating budget. 
Consequently, use of those funds to 
support bus purchases would be difficult 
given that their diversion would 
exacerbate the system’s already daunting 
operating budget challenges. 

Over the years, MCTS has been able to 
manage this situation because of 
unanticipated good fortune at the federal 
level. First, $36.6 million of federal 
capital dollars originally set aside for a 
Milwaukee light rail project were turned 
back to MCTS and used for bus 
replacements when the project did not 
materialize. Then, the county received a 

East-west bus rapid transit 

MCTS is currently in the advanced stages of planning 
its first bus rapid transit (BRT) service, which will run 
between downtown Milwaukee and the Milwaukee 
Regional Medical Center in Wauwatosa. Bus rapid 
transit is a relatively new mode of bus service that 
includes a number of features designed to shorten 
travel times, including less frequent stops, dedicated 
bus-only lanes, off-board fare collection, transit signal 
priority technology, level boarding at stations, and 
more. Service on the 9-mile East-West BRT route is 
expected to begin in fall 2022.  

In December 2020, MCTS announced that it had 
received a $40.9 million Small Starts grant from the 
Federal Transit Administration, which will cover 80% 
of the capital costs to develop the new service and 
stations. Most of the remaining capital costs were 
financed by Milwaukee County through its 2017-2019 
capital budgets, though the Milwaukee Regional 
Medical Center also dedicated approximately $4.5 
million to capital investments for the project. It 
appears likely that MCTS could receive additional 
capital funding support from ARPA for BRT 
construction, though the amount is yet unknown. 
MCTS will finance the cost of 15 electric buses with 
local funds at a cost of about $1.2 million each. 
Acquisition is anticipated to be completed by the 
spring of 2022.  

Annual operations of the East-West BRT are estimated 
at $4.8 million, but the net impact on MCTS’ operating 
expenditures is only expected to be an additional 
$725,000 per year. This is largely because MCTS 
plans to simultaneously discontinue its GoldLine bus 
route, which currently operates in much of the same 
corridor. Since the buses will be electric, savings also 
will come from reduced fuel costs.  

Federal funding also will be used to help pay for initial 
operations of the new service. Milwaukee County has 
secured a Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality 
(CMAQ) grant of $1.98 million for East-West BRT 
operations, which it committed to match with 
$495,000 in local funding. CMAQ grants can be used 
to pay for the operations of new transit services for up 
to three years. 

 

https://wispolicyforum.org/research/picking-up-the-pieces-what-will-it-take-to-address-local-government-infrastructure-challenges-in-metro-milwaukee/
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/picking-up-the-pace/
https://biztimes.com/milwaukee-county-brt-project-receives-federal-grant-money-construction-slated-for-spring/
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sizable appropriation for bus replacements as part of the 2009 federal stimulus bill; and it later was 
able to re-purpose federal funds intended for a scrapped Kenosha-Racine-Milwaukee commuter rail 
line for even more bus replacements. 

These developments allowed MCTS to replace a sizable share of its fleet from 2010-2014, thus 
delaying a day of reckoning when the system would need to choose between removing the 5307 
funds from the operating budget or bonding at an unaffordable and unsustainable level. In fact, 280 
buses were acquired over that period.  

Today, MCTS faces a renewal of its capital challenge. All of the buses purchased from 2010-2014 
are now nearing their useful life, creating a situation in which the county will need to budget for far 
more than 30 new buses each year to keep pace with replacement needs. As shown in Chart 5, 
MCTS anticipates the need to replace 309 buses from 2021-2028.4 It should be noted that the 
2021 purchase total is reduced from 44 to 29 buses because 15 were previously funded as part of 
an appropriation for the BRT project (see text box on the previous page). 
 

Chart 5: Potential MCTS bus purchasing plan, 2021-28 

 
 

The county’s steep challenge in financing these replacements is illustrated by its bus replacement 
expenditures over the past few years. Although it is the largest single line item in the capital budget, 
the $7 million county appropriation for bus replacements in 2021 falls far short of the $13.3 million 
target. No bus replacement funds were allocated in 2018 or 2020, while $7.2 million was spent in 
2017 and $13.2 million in 2019.5  

The challenge is exacerbated even further by the county’s goal of adding cleaner buses to its fleet. 
Its purchasing plans ideally would include a mix of diesel, electric, and hybrid buses, with the latter 

                                                      
4 Chart 5 shows one possible bus replacement approach that MCTS leaders are considering; an alternative plan also being 
considered would involve purchasing 60 buses each year from 2022-2024 and then 30 in each of the following three 
years.  
5 The county’s 2021 capital budget also includes about $5.8 million for several non-bus replacement projects, including 
$3.1 million to replace nine bus lifts and $2.6 million for a new garage fire alarm and sprinkler system. Because those 
types of capital expenditures are irregular in nature, we do not focus on them here.  
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two types costing much more than the $500,000 typically planned for diesel buses.6 In fact, the 5-
year capital plan includes a $25.5 million allocation for electric buses each year from 2022-2025. 

As in the past, an unanticipated influx of federal funds will help alleviate the immediate challenge. 
However, unlike in the 2010-2014 period, the availability of these funds to defray the cost of a 
sizable portion of MCTS’ needed bus replacements is uncertain, as the bulk may need to be used to 
plug a continued farebox revenue hole and other gaps in the operating budget. The CARES funds are 
being used both for operating purposes and to preserve some 5307 funds for future years, but the 
precise use of CAA and ARPA funds has not yet been determined.  

Summary 

MCTS has been locked in a decades-old battle to maintain current service levels in the face of an 
unsustainable revenue picture characterized by stagnant state aids and declining farebox revenues. 
While increased county funding has been a lifeline in the past, the county’s ability to devote greater 
shares of its annual property tax levy on a long-term basis is dubious, and VRF revenues will remain 
flat unless it takes the unpopular step of raising the existing $30 fee. At the same time, the system’s 
bus replacement needs are escalating and the county’s wherewithal to appropriate the necessary 
capital dollars to address those needs is similarly limited. 

The good news is that the impacts of this worsening financial outlook – at least on the operating side 
– appear to be on hold through at least 2024 because of MCTS’ vast inflow of federal relief funds. 
Once those funds are exhausted, and even if ridership returns to pre-pandemic levels, MCTS’ 
structural gap likely will be even larger than when the pandemic emerged, possibly creating the need 
for deep service cuts and/or sizable local revenue increases to fill it. However, the federal monies 
also give MCTS time to plan for that potential future and work on measures to avert it.    

Madison Metro Transit 
Metro Transit is owned and operated by the city of Madison. Fixed-route bus services and paratransit 
services are offered in Madison and its surrounding suburbs, including the cities of Middleton and 
Fitchburg and the town of Madison. Commuter bus routes also connect the cities of Sun Prairie and 
Verona with downtown Madison during peak morning and evening hours. Metro Transit plans to 
introduce its first bus rapid transit (BRT) route in 2024. The transit system is governed by the mayor 
of Madison and the city’s Transportation Commission and Transportation Planning and Policy Board. 

Ridership, Service Levels, and Fares 

Ridership on Metro Transit’s fixed-route bus system increased between 2010 and 2014 but declined 
between 2014 and 2019 (Chart 6). In 2019 (the last pre-pandemic year), total unlinked passenger 
trips were 5.4% lower than in 2010. Transit system officials noted that one cause of the recent 
decrease in ridership was that the Madison Metropolitan School District transitioned its middle 
school students from Metro Transit to yellow buses.  

                                                      
6 A diesel bus costs approximately $507,000, a hybrid bus costs approximately $700,000, and an electric bus costs 
approximately $1.2 million.  
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Madison Metro Transit’s service levels have remained essentially flat since 2014, as measured by 
total bus miles. Cash fares for single rides have stayed the same since 2010, but the price of a 31-
day bus pass increased twice during the last decade, from $55 in 2010 to $65 today.  

The COVID-19 pandemic caused ridership to plummet by 63.5% in 2020 relative to 2019. While 
most transit systems included in this study maintained service levels at or near pre-recession levels, 
Madison Metro Transit buses traveled 22% fewer total miles in 2020 than in 2019. The transit 
system also suspended all fare collections starting March 22, 2020 and resumed collecting fares on 
September 1, 2020. 

Chart 6: Metro Transit fixed-route bus ridership and service levels (bus miles), in millions 

 

Pre-Pandemic Revenues 

At $59.1 million, Metro Transit’s 2020 budgeted operating revenues were 1% ($779,000) higher 
than 2015 actual revenues. As shown in Chart 7, the transit system is heavily reliant on local funds, 
which consist of property tax levy; payments from partnering communities, organizations, and Dane 
County; and, more recently, vehicle registration fee (VRF) collections. The city of Madison adopted a 
$40 VRF in 2019 that went into effect in February 2020. 

In 2020, the $20.4 million of budgeted local revenues comprised 34% of total operating revenues 
and was 2% ($385,000) less than the 2015 actual amount. Annual variations in total local revenues 
were caused, in part, by fluctuations in farebox collections and a decrease in paratransit revenues 
caused, in part, by a shift to private subcontractors. The implementation of the $40 VRF in 2020 
allowed the city to use $5.7 million of property levy for other city purposes. 
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Chart 7: Metro Transit major operating revenues, in millions (dashed line reflects budgeted amounts)

 
 

State revenue is the transit system’s second-largest revenue stream, accounting for 30% of 2020 
budgeted revenues. Budgeted state revenues in 2020 were only 2% ($331,00) higher than 2015 
actual amounts. Federal operating revenues were similarly stagnant, growing 2% ($137,000) from 
2015 actual amounts to the 2020 budgeted amount, while farebox revenues grew 4% ($494,000) 
over the same time period. Actual 2020 farebox revenues will be significantly lower than what was 
budgeted, however, as Metro Transit did not charge passenger fares from March 22 to September 1 
of that year to limit passenger interactions with drivers during the pandemic.  

Post-Pandemic Revenues 

Metro Transit received $24.5 million in CARES funding, of which $12 million was used for 2020 
operating expenses (replacing $8 million in local levy and approximately $4 million in lost farebox 
revenues). An additional $3.1 million is budgeted in 2021, while plans for the remaining $9.4 million 
have not yet been determined.  

The city of Madison’s use of only a portion of its remaining CARES funds in 2021 is largely due to a 
decision to maintain its $8.5 million levy commitment to the transit system in light of concerns that 
using levy for other purposes might inadvertently make the levy reduction permanent. Chart 8 
compares the breakdown of major budgeted revenue sources in 2021 versus 2020 and shows that 
farebox revenues will constitute a lower share of the overall total in 2021 because of lower ridership 
levels in light of the pandemic (the pandemic had not yet occurred when the 2020 budget was 
adopted). The 2021 budget also includes a $2.7 million increase in revenues from partner 
communities and organizations to offset lost farebox revenues.  
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Chart 8: Madison Metro major budgeted revenues as a share of total operating revenues, 2020 vs. 
2021

 
 

Metro Transit anticipates receiving approximately $14.9 million in additional federal relief funding 
from CAA. While no firm plans have been made for spending those funds, transit officials say they 
may be used for capital projects, which could include upgrading the farebox system, replacing driver 
scheduling software, and incorporating more real-time bus arrival information. In addition, Metro 
Transit stands to benefit substantially from the ARPA. According to a recent state Legislative Fiscal 
Bureau (LFB) analysis of ARPA funding allocations, Metro Transit’s share will be about $30 million.7  

Looking forward, the city of Madison likely will face pressure to increase its reliance on local 
revenues to sustain Metro Transit once the remaining CARES funds and new CAA and ARPA funds 
are spent unless ridership rebounds to exceed pre-pandemic levels. However, the magnitude of 
those federal funding amounts and the ability to extend ARPA funds through September 2024 
suggests that it will be several years before that challenge re-emerges.  

Expenditures 

Metro Transit’s $62.1 million operating budget in 2021 was 12% ($6.8 milion) higher than actual 
2015 expenditures. Salaries and benefits were the primary drivers of the growth, increasing 13% 
($5.2 million) over that same time frame and comprising 71% of the total 2021 expenditure budget. 
Salaries grew 15% ($4.1 million) and benefits grew 9% ($1 million), largely due to inflationary cost 
increases, although the reduction of 10 FTEs from 2015 to 2021 slowed the growth somewhat. 
Meanwhile, fuel expenditures decreased by 27% ($1 million) and maintenance spending grew 6% 
($130,000). Both of these line items comprise small portions of the overall budget, with fuel at 5% 
and maintenance at 4%, but they merit attention as annual costs often vary widely. For example, 
actual fuel expenditures fell 9% ($357,000 ) between 2015 and 2016, but rose 29% ($627,618) 
between 2018 and 2019. 

  

                                                      
7 Legislative Fiscal Bureau memo, March 23, 2021, 
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/misc/133_american_rescue_plan_act_of_2021_3_23_21.pdf. 

30%

11%

34%

23%

29%

15%

37%

18%

State Federal Local Farebox

2020 2021



17     Wheels on the Bus | April 2021  

Bus Replacements 

Metro Transit has 214 buses in its fleet. 
Buses are typically 15 or 16 years old 
when they are retired. An ideal bus 
replacement schedule would have 15 
buses purchased every year. Metro 
Transit generally uses a mix of federal 
grant monies and G.O bonds for these 
purposes, though less debt was accrued 
in 2020 due to a $4.8 million payment 
from the VW settlement,8 which replaced 
10 buses.  

Transit officials say they began to 
purchase hybrid buses in 2007 but 
stopped doing so in 2014 because they 
are more expensive than diesel buses. 
However, three electric buses purchased 
using a federal low-emissions grant are 
anticipated to arrive in 2021, and 
Madison officials are considering the 
possibility of purchasing additional 
electric buses in the future despite their 
higher price tag. 

Other major capital expenses in recent 
years include work to create a new BRT 
service (see text box on previous page) 
and a $44 million bus storage and 
maintenance facility improvement 
project that will be largely completed by 
2023. Additional capital improvement 
purchases over the next five years 
include 35 fixed-route diesel buses from 
2025-2026 (totaling $17.3 million) and 
annual equipment and software 
enhancements (totaling $933,000 by 
2026). 

Summary 

Metro Transit has managed to sustain its commitment of local resources in recent years, with the 
recent enactment of a $40 VRF central to that effort over the past two budgets. The local revenue 
commitment has been essential in light of a modest pre-pandemic decline in ridership and flat state 
and federal aid. The system’s financial outlook is now looking much brighter for the next two to three 

                                                      
8 The state used part of its share of a lawsuit settlement with Volkswagen Group of America to establish a transit capital 
assistance grant program. A more detailed explanation is contained in the Terminology section of this report. 

Planned BRT Service in Madison 

Metro Transit is currently planning its first bus rapid 
transit (BRT) route, which could begin service as soon 
as fall 2024. The 15-mile route would run from 
Madison’s far west side to its northeast side, providing 
relatively fast and frequent service to downtown 
Madison, the University of Wisconsin-Madison 
campus, the University Research Park, and other 
major educational and shopping destinations. As 
previously mentioned, BRT services include a variety 
of features designed to speed up service and shorten 
travel times. 

The capital costs to develop Madison’s first BRT route 
are estimated at $160 million. In August 2020, Metro 
Transit’s proposed BRT project was accepted into the 
federal Small Starts (Section 5309) program. If the 
project is ultimately approved by the FTA, federal 
funding could cover up to two-thirds ($107 million) of 
the capital costs to develop the new service and 
stations. The remaining one-third ($53 million) would 
be covered with local funding sources, including 
through the city’s capital improvement budget. It 
appears likely that Madison’s BRT project could 
receive some capital funding support through ARPA 
that would not count toward the maximum federal 
financial assistance for the project, though the 
amount is yet unknown. 

Adding the BRT service is expected to increase Metro 
Transit’s annual operating budget by a net $3.5 
million. The actual cost of operating the service will be 
considerably higher than that but will be partially 
offset by eliminating some existing transit services on 
the same corridor and by utilizing electric buses, 
which will reduce fuel costs. 

https://www.cityofmadison.com/metro/routes-schedules/bus-rapid-transit
https://www.cityofmadison.com/metro/routes-schedules/bus-rapid-transit
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years at least because of the availability of three large sources of federal aid, though the longer-term 
outlook will be determined by the extent to which ridership revenues rebound. Ultimately, without an 
increase in ridership revenue and inflationary growth in state aids, Metro Transit may require even 
greater reliance on local funding or may need to consider difficult budget decisions that could impact 
service levels.  

Valley Transit (Appleton) 
Valley Transit serves the Fox Cities communities of Appleton, Buchanan, Fox Crossing, Grand Chute, 
Kaukauna, Kimberly, Little Chute, Menasha, and Neenah. Those nine municipalities stretch into 
three counties: Calumet, Outagamie, and Winnebago. Valley Transit provides fixed-route bus 
services, paratransit services, demand-based transportation for seniors in certain locations, and first 
mile/last mile microtransit9 services (VT Connector) designed to help people get to and from jobs at 
times when fixed bus routes do not operate and in areas beyond Valley Transit’s normal service area. 
The City of Appleton operates the transit system through its Fox Cities Transit Commission, which is a 
body comprised of member municipalities and counties that contribute funding for operations. 

Ridership, Service Levels, and Fares 

Similar to other transit systems included in this study, Valley Transit’s ridership had been gradually 
declining prior to the steep drop triggered by the pandemic. Chart 9 (on the next page) shows that 
from 2012-19, unlinked passenger trips taken on Valley Transit’s fixed-route bus system decreased 
14.9% (nearly 169,000 trips). Over the same period, the system provided a relatively steady level of 
service as measured in total bus miles, which declined by 1.1% (roughly 11,000 miles).  

Transit system officials noted that ridership increased during and immediately following the Great 
Recession – as reflected in the increase seen from 2010-2012 – but then tapered off as the 
economy strengthened in the ensuing years prior to the pandemic. That may reflect a shift from 
transit to driving among individuals whose increased incomes allowed them to purchase cars. Fares 
increased modestly in 2015, though it is unclear whether that influenced ridership. 

The COVID-19 pandemic caused ridership to drop by an additional 42.2% from 2019 to 2020. 
Considered critical infrastructure, transit services continued to provide uninterrupted service through 
the pandemic while allowing for ample physical distancing; total bus miles dipped by only 1.9% in 
2020. Valley Transit also installed driver barriers and proactive air and surface purification units and 
expanded sanitizing of buses to ensure safe travel.  

                                                      
9 Microtransit services use smaller vehicles to provide fixed-route, flexible route, or on-demand transportation. They are 
often designed to fill gaps in a transit system’s schedule or service area. 

https://myvalleytransit.com/vt-connector/
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Chart 9: Valley Transit fixed-route bus ridership and service levels (bus miles)

 
 

Pre-pandemic Revenues 

Valley Transit’s pre-pandemic revenue trends are best depicted by examining actual revenue 
collections from 2015-19. For our analysis of other transit systems in this study we also consider 
2020 budgeted revenues, but we do not do so here because Valley Transit’s budget was amended in 
2020 after the allocation of federal CARES funds. Consequently, 2019 is the most recent budget 
year for which the pandemic had no impact on either budgeted or actual revenue dollars.   

In 2019, Valley Transit’s actual revenues totaled $9.5 million, which was a 12% ($1 million) increase 
over 2015 revenues. Local revenues saw the most growth over that time, increasing by $608,000 
(34%). As shown in Chart 10, state revenues in 2019 were 9% ($222,000) higher than 2015 levels, 
while federal revenues grew 7% ($183,000), and farebox revenues remained the same. State and 
federal revenues held roughly equal importance in terms of their share of total 2019 revenues when 
compared to 2015, at 30% and 28%, respectively.  Local revenues were a close third, comprising 
25% of total 2019 revenues.  

Chart 10: Valley Transit major operating revenues, in millions (dashes reflect budgeted revenues)
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Post-pandemic revenues 

Valley Transit received $7.4 million in federal CARES funds in 2020, of which $2 million was 
earmarked for operations and roughly $500,000 was added to the 2020 budget. Transit officials 
estimate that another $500,000 will likely be allocated in 2021, though the adopted budget did not 
include that allocation.  

Transit officials say the roughly $5 million in unobligated CARES funds may be used for capital 
projects. One such project would involve renovating a facility that houses administrative and 
maintenance activities as well as a bus storage barn.  

Valley Transit received $32,146 in additional federal relief funding through CAA in support of 
enhanced services for seniors and individuals with disabilities, though the funds are not yet 
obligated. The system will receive a much larger boost from the ARPA, with the aforementioned 
March 23 memo from LFB estimating a $3.4 million allotment.   

As shown in Chart 10 above, local revenues saw the most growth in the years leading up to the 
pandemic. Continued pressure for increased levy support is also likely in the future after CARES and 
ARPA funds are exhausted given the flat nature of farebox revenues (and uncertainty regarding 
future ridership trends) and the slow growth in state support. Indeed, transit officials express 
concern about growing reliance on local levy given pre-pandemic budget challenges experienced by 
municipalities that support the transit system. Valley Transit has advocated in the past for being re-
created as an independent regional transit authority with its own local taxing authority to alleviate 
that issue, but such a move would require a change in state law.  

Another issue on the horizon is the 2020 Census, which may result in the city of Oshkosh joining the 
transportation management area (TMA) for the Fox Cities. Currently, urbanized areas with 
populations over 50,000 are federally designated as TMAs, but that threshold may be increased to 
100,000, which would leave Oshkosh out. Should the Fox Cities TMA expand to include new 
communities and transit systems, questions will arise regarding how to share funding and divide 
costs.  

Expenditures 

Similar to our above revenue analysis using 2015-19 actual revenues, we look at actual 
expenditures over that time period and do not include 2020 and 2021 budgeted expenditures in 
light of Valley Transit’s budget amendment process. At $10.2 million, 2019 actual expenditures were 
12% ($1.1 million) higher than 2015 amounts. Salaries and fringe benefits comprised a majority of 
the growth, increasing $443,000 (12%) over that time. Maintenance expenditures in 2019 were 
$268,000 (32%) higher than 2015 spending, and fuel costs grew 10% ($35,000). Fuel and 
maintenance activities can be difficult to project and may create unforeseen budget pressures from 
year to year. For example, maintenance spending increased 20% ($155,000) from 2016 to 2017 
and an additional 26% ($241,000) in 2018.  

Looking forward, transit officials project 13% ($1.4 million) expenditure growth by 2025 for transit 
and paratransit services. Projected revenues to support that spending lean most heavily on local 
revenue increases, as farebox revenues are only anticipated to grow 4%, while state and federal 
revenues are projected to match expenditure growth at 13% each. However, the impacts of potential 
additional federal funding from ARPA have not been factored into that forecast. 
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Bus Replacements 

Valley Transit has 30 buses in its fleet, most of which were purchased in 2004-05. Those buses 
reached the end of their typical replacement cycle in 2016-17, and the process of replacing them is 
still underway using a mix of VW settlement and federal grant funds. Between 2017 and 2019, 13 
buses were replaced using $4.7 million in federal grant funds. Nearly $7.5 million in VW settlement 
funds will be used to purchase 15 new buses between 2020 and 2022.   

Valley Transit typically cash finances its local share of bus replacement costs. This is accomplished 
through a restricted cash account that is replenished annually through contributions from all 
municipalities served by the transit system.  

Looking forward, a number of capital purchases are planned. These include five demand-response 
vehicles annually from 2023-25, at $500,000 per year, support vehicle replacements from 2021-25 
($50,000 annually), and $10 million in 2024 to replace the transit center. 

Summary 

Valley Transit has experienced a gradual decline in ridership in recent years, and flat farebox 
revenues combined with meager growth in state and federal revenue streams created a need for 
increasing reliance on local revenues. The future outlook remains much the same, suggesting the 
possibility of difficult budget and service decisions down the road. That said, federal funding support 
from CARES and ARPA look to substantially exceed what will be needed to alleviate the pandemic’s 
impact on Valley Transit’s revenues for at least the next two to three years. This will provide cushion 
in the near term while also supporting capital projects that would have otherwise been financed with 
local dollars. 

Indeed, one sign of fiscal health is a pilot commuter bus service between the Fox Cities and Oshkosh 
that is currently under development. That service will help to connect businesses along the Interstate 
41 corridor with potential employees and can be accommodated within the transit system’s current 
fiscal framework. Nevertheless, warning signs regarding Valley Transit’s increased reliance on local 
levy are apparent and may create a much harsher fiscal climate by the middle of the decade. 

Janesville Transit System 
The Janesville Transit System (JTS) is a medium-sized (Tier B) system that offers six fixed bus routes, 
a weekday express bus route between Janesville and Beloit, three deviated fixed routes on weekday 
evenings, and paratransit services. Additional services also are provided during the academic year. 
JTS is a division within the city of Janesville’s Neighborhood and Community Services Department. 
The Janesville City Council provides governing oversight.  

Ridership, Service Levels, and Fares 

While many transit systems in Wisconsin have seen bus ridership decline over the last decade, that 
has not been the case in Janesville. JTS ridership was at its highest in 2018 and ridership in 2019 
(the last year before the pandemic) was 15.9% higher than in 2010 (Chart 11). Fluctuations have 
occurred, however, with increases in the early part of the decade during and following the Great 
Recession, a dip and subsequent rebound in the middle of the decade, and another notable 
decrease from 2018 to 2019 that preceded the pandemic. Implementation of a regional express 
route to Milton and Whitewater from 2012 to 2015 also contributed to ridership increases. 
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Service levels are one major factor influencing JTS ridership. Between 2010 and 2013, for example, 
both ridership and service levels increased in parallel, then both declined in 2014; transit system 
officials say the decline was partially due to a loss of state grant funding, which resulted in reduced 
service on a regional express route to Milton and Whitewater. The two paths diverged in 2016, when 
ridership increased despite a drop in service. Ridership per bus mile was slightly higher in 2019 
(1.04) than in 2010 (0.93). 

Chart 11: JTS fixed-route bus ridership and service levels (bus miles), in thousands 

 
Ridership levels also may have been influenced by the cost of bus fares. In 2014 (the only year 
prices increased during the last decade), cash fares for single bus rides went up from $1.50 to 
$1.75 and monthly bus passes increased from $45 to $52. That same year, ridership decreased 
considerably. In 2018, when cash fares went back down to $1.50 and service levels remained 
constant, ridership jumped to a new high. 

The COVID-19 pandemic caused ridership to decline 41.6% in 2020 relative to 2019 levels. 
Meanwhile, service levels decreased by only 0.9% that year; according to transit system officials, that 
decline resulted from extra service routes being suspended when schools were closed. 

Pre-Pandemic Revenues 

JTS had $3.8 million in budgeted operating revenues in 2020, which was 14% ($459,000) higher 
than 2015 actual revenues. Much of that growth was caused by a 69% ($485,000) increase in local 
property tax levy support for the transit system during that period, which made local levy JTS’ largest 
revenue source in 2020 at 32% of total budgeted revenues.  

As shown in Chart 12, other major revenue sources have been stagnant or fallen since 2015. In 
2020, budgeted federal revenues were the second highest revenue stream, at 31% of the total. 
However, these monies grew by only 6% ($62,000) when compared with 2015 actual amounts and 
were surpassed by the local levy contribution in the 2020 budget. Meanwhile, budgeted state and 
farebox revenues were 3.8% ($34,000) and 14% ($73,000) lower in 2020 than 2015 actual 
amounts. A number of factors played into the overall decline of farebox revenues in recent years, 
which will be described below.    
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Chart 12: JTS major operating revenues, in millions (dashed lines represent budgeted revenues) 

 

The fares charged for transit services for elderly, disabled, and student populations differs from 
those charged for other riders. Given that these groups are a majority of JTS riders, it is possible for 
farebox revenues to fall even as total ridership increases. For instance, farebox revenues fell from 
2015-18, largely because of an increase in student riders that began around 2016. Student fares 
are half-price (75 cents per ride).  

The fare decrease in 2018 (from $1.75 to $1.50 per ride) was made possible due to a $583,000 
annual increase in state aids to the city of Janesville, which began in 2018 and will sunset in 2022. 
The city successfully negotiated the increase after showing that Janesville receives significantly less 
state shared revenue than its peers, which had resulted in fewer police officers and firefighters and 
higher bus fares. With the additional state aid in hand, JTS lowered cash and select other fares, 
bringing prices in line with peer transit systems in the state.  

Post-Pandemic Revenues 

JTS was awarded $3.3 million in CARES funds, which will be used to shore up its operating budget 
through 2022 and to finance certain capital improvement projects. In 2020, JTS used $120,000 of 
that funding to make up for the drastic reduction in ridership brought on by the pandemic. An 
additional $616,000 will replace anticipated revenue gaps in the 2021 budget, including $200,000 
of levy typically budgeted for transit, freeing those funds for other city purposes. The influx of CARES 
monies has shifted the transit system’s revenue makeup. As shown in Chart 13 on the next page, 
federal revenues became the largest revenue source in 2021, growing by 13 percentage points.  
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Chart 13: JTS major budgeted revenues as a share of total operating revenues, 2020 vs. 2021 

 
 
In 2022, JTS plans to again allocate $616,000 in CARES funds to its operating budget. The 
remaining $1.9 million will be used for capital improvement projects in the coming years. These 
include installing permanent driver barriers ($150,000), a new electronic farebox system 
($400,000), replacing passenger shelters ($128,000), replacing a 4WD vehicle ($40,000), installing 
solar lighting ($100,000), and redesigning and refurbishing the transfer center ($1.1 million).   

JTS is not eligible to receive additional federal relief funds through CAA given that its original CARES 
award was greater than 75% of its 2018 operating expenditures. The LFB estimates that another 
$1.4 million will be awarded under the ARPA. Assuming that is the case, then the use of federal relief 
funds to shore up the operating budget likely would extend at least into the 2023 and 2024 budgets. 
After that time, barring ridership growth or increases in state and other federal aids, it likely will be 
necessary to increase local property tax levy above pre-pandemic highs in order to maintain services 
at current levels. In addition, the $200,000 in levy that was diverted to other city purposes may 
prove difficult to restore once federal relief funds are spent.     

Expenditures 

The $3.8 million budget for 2021 operations is 13% ($447,000) higher than 2015 actual 
expenditures. Salary and benefit growth was the primary driver of that increase, rising by 13% 
($317,000) over that same period. Transit officials say that in addition to general inflationary 
increases for salaries and benefits, some of the growth was a result of a long-tenured workforce and 
special salary increases that occur at the 30-month, 15-year, 20-year, and 25-year marks. To help 
slow the growth in benefit spending, Janesville made changes to its health insurance plan in 2020, 
requiring employees to share more of the costs. Even so, these changes did not offset a $163,000 
increase in budgeted pension contributions to the Wisconsin Retirement System between 2019 and 
2020.   
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Though fuel and maintenance expenditures are a small portion of total 2021 budgeted expenditures, 
at 6% each, both can have wide annual swings. Budgeted 2021 fuel expenditures were 21% 
($38,000) higher than 2015 actual expenditures, while maintenance costs fell 18% ($55,000) over 
the same period. As an example of varying annual costs, maintenance costs grew 16% ($50,000) 
between 2016 and 2017, but fell 32% ($131,000) between 2019 actual amounts and 2020 
budgeted expenditures. 

Bus Replacements 

JTS has a fleet of 17 buses. Federal grants typically finance replacement costs, although $1.3 million 
from the VW settlement replaced three buses in 2020. State policy requires JTS to pay back 20% of 
the costs of buses replaced with VW funds through a reduction in state shared revenue over 10 
years. Notably, once two newly procured buses arrive in early 2022, JTS will have replaced its entire 
fleet within the last three years. The next bus replacement cycle will begin in 2031.  

With the exception of a possible support truck replacement using general fund dollars, no other 
major capital purchases or projects are planned in the next five years other than those that will be 
financed using CARES funds, as previously described.  

Summary 

Prior to the pandemic and an influx of federal relief funds, property tax levy support for JTS was 
growing rapidly to offset the impacts of flat or falling farebox, state, and federal revenues. It now 
appears, however, that sufficient pandemic-related federal funds will be available to stabilize the 
system’s finances for at least the next three years. That not only will preclude the need for continued 
levy increases in the short term, but it also has allowed the city to back out a portion of its previous 
levy contribution for other purposes. Coupled with the system’s recent action to replenish its bus 
fleet, all of this equates to a promising near-term fiscal outlook. 

Looking ahead, the picture grows murkier. Reliance on the property tax levy may need to grow 
substantially once federal relief funds are spent unless fixed-route ridership for non-students grows 
significantly or state aids increase. A compounding factor is the $583,000 in additional state aid 
received by the city that helped pay for a cut in transit fares; if these funds are not renewed after 
2022, or unless JTS receives other state or federal aid increases, then city leaders may need to 
consider raising fares or cutting services if they cannot come up with even greater additional local 
support to fill the gap.   

Metro Ride (Wausau) 
Commonly known as Metro Ride, the Wausau Area Transit System is a medium-sized, Tier B system 
that offers fixed-route bus service and paratransit services in the city of Wausau. The system’s 
service area once included the nearby villages of Weston and Rothschild and the city of Schofield. 
However, those municipalities discontinued transit services in 2012. Metro Ride is operated by the 
city of Wausau and governed by its City Council. A Transit Commission serves in an advisory capacity 
to the City Council and helps to create governing policies for operations.  

Ridership, Service Levels, and Fares 

Ridership on Metro Ride’s fixed-route bus system has dropped substantially over the last decade 
(Chart 14 on the next page). In 2019, total unlinked passenger trips were 40.6% lower than at their 



26     Wheels on the Bus | April 2021  

peak in 2011. City officials pointed to the service cuts made in 2012 as a primary factor behind the 
transit system’s ridership decline, though ridership continued to fall in most years from 2014-2019. 
A related factor cited by city officials is reduced transit access to major grocery and other retail 
destinations; some retailers have closed while others are located outside of Wausau’s borders and 
are not accessible by transit. Paratransit service and usage also dropped precipitously in 2012 but 
remained relatively steady in subsequent years. 

The COVID-19 pandemic caused fixed-route and paratransit ridership to plummet, with bus ridership 
falling by an additional 46% in 2020 relative to 2019 levels. Total bus miles dipped by only 8.8% that 
year.  

Chart 14: Metro Ride fixed-route bus ridership and service levels (bus miles), in thousands 

 

Fare increases also may have influenced Metro Ride’s ridership decline. The regular fare for a single 
bus ride rose from $1.25 in 2010 to $1.50 in 2012 and $1.75 in 2015. The cost of a monthly bus 
pass increased three times over the last decade, from $30 in 2010 to $42 in 2020. 

Pre-Pandemic Revenues  

Metro Ride’s $3.7 million in budgeted revenues in 2020 reflected 30% ($842,000) growth over 
2015 actual revenues. As seen in Chart 15 on the next page, federal revenues were the transit 
system’s largest funding source from 2015 through 2019 before being overtaken by local revenues 
in the 2020 budget.10 Budgeted local revenues that year were 115% ($653,000) higher than 2015 
actual amounts and represented 33% of total budgeted revenues. Budgeted federal revenues in 
2020 were 15% ($145,000) higher than the 2015 actual amounts, while budgeted state revenues 
increased 20% ($155,000) during that period and farebox revenues fell 17% ($72,000). 

                                                      
10 The roughly $200,000 increase in budgeted levy in 2018 was due to a change in guidelines regarding how the 
administrative portion of a federal grant is charged. 
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Chart 15: Metro Ride major revenues by source, in millions (dashed lines reflect budgeted revenues)

 
Post-Pandemic Revenues 

Metro Ride received $3.2 million in federal CARES funds, of which $850,000 was used to shore up 
its 2020 operating budget. An additional $425,000 was budgeted in 2021, replacing approximately 
$319,00011 in local levy and an anticipated $92,000 in lost farebox revenue and significantly 
altering the system’s revenue composition for one year, at least (Chart 16).  

No CAA funds will be awarded to Metro Ride given that its CARES award exceeded 75% of its 2018 
operating expenditures, but LFB estimates the system will receive more than $1.1 million from the 
ARPA. Combined with the $1.3 million in CARES funds that will remain for use in 2022 and beyond, 
this will greatly alleviate near-term pressure on the local property tax levy.  

Chart 16: Metro Ride major budgeted revenues as a share of total operating revenues, 2020 vs. 2021

 
                                                      
11 The $319,000 in levy is being held in a transit reserve account and has not been used for other city purposes. This is a 
benefit to the transit system, which does not have to be as concerned about retaining those dollars in future budgets given 
that they have not been re-programmed.  
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Expenditures 

Metro Ride’s $3.7 million operating budget in 2021 was 31% ($868,000) higher than 2015 actual 
expenditures. The majority of that increase was due to salaries and benefits, which were 58% of 
2021 budgeted expenditures and grew 20% ($362,000) over the same time period. Much of that 
growth is explained by a 30% increase in health care costs and a 6% wage increase budgeted for 
2020, as well as the addition of 1.5 full-time equivalent (FTE) employees in the 2021 budget.   

Fuel and maintenance expenditures can vary widely from year to year; overall, 2021 budgeted fuel 
and maintenance expenditures were 17% ($33,000) and 43% ($270,000) higher than 2015 actual 
amounts, respectively. The steep increase in maintenance expenditures was largely a function of an 
aging bus fleet. However, fuel expenditures saw wider annual swings, such as the 25% ($50,000) 
decrease from 2015 to 2016, and subsequent 24% ($36,000) increase in 2017.    

Bus Replacements 

Metro Ride has a fleet of 25 buses and four paratransit vehicles. Transit officials say buses typically 
last 18 to 20 years and replacements are usually financed through general obligation bonds, though 
seven buses will be replaced in 2021 using $2.9 million in VW settlement funds. Other capital 
projects planned in 2021 include replacing a service truck ($44,000) and upgrading the fare 
collection system ($592,000). CARES funds will be used to pay for those projects.  

Looking forward, 15 buses will be replaced in 2024-25, totaling $7.8 million. No other capital 
projects are planned, but several large capital expenditures beyond bus replacements have occurred 
in recent years. Local levy covered the cost of replacing in-ground hoists in 2016 ($199,000) and a 
roof overlay of Metro Ride’s bus garage in 2018 ($168,500).   

Summary 

Until recently, Metro Ride’s fiscal outlook was concerning given the need for the city of Wausau to 
sharply increase local property tax levy support in response to falling farebox revenues and largely 
flat state and federal revenues. The elimination of transit services to communities outside of 
Wausau and reduced transit access to major retail destinations were among the drivers of Metro 
Ride’s loss of ridership and farebox revenues. The combination of unspent CARES funds and a new 
infusion from the ARPA brightens the outlook for the near term, but once those funds are exhausted 
it likely will be difficult for the local levy to fill the initial gap and then continue to increase annually at 
a pace that will allow the system to meet its expenditure needs.    

Central Transportation (Stevens Point) 
Central Transportation is operated by the city of Stevens Point and governed by its City 
Transportation Commission. A state-mandated transportation coordinating committee in Portage 
County also receives monthly updates from Central Transportation leadership, as transportation 
services previously operated by the county’s Aging and Disability Resource Center were consolidated 
under Central Transportation in 2018. 

Central Transportation operates fixed-route bus services and paratransit services in Stevens Point 
and the Village of Whiting, with additional service provided to the Crossroads Commons shopping 
center in the Village of Plover. Fixed and flexible rural bus services also are available to take senior 
citizens to select grocery stores, senior meal locations, and the Aging and Disabilities Resource 
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Center. In addition, a subsidized, on-demand taxi service is available for seniors who need 
transportation to medical, nutritional, and other essential business locations in Stevens Point or 
Plover. Volunteer drivers also provide rides for seniors and individuals with disabilities to medical, 
nutritional, and other essential business appointments outside of Stevens Point and Plover.  

Ridership, Service Levels, and Fares 

Ridership on Central Transportation’s fixed-route bus system has declined considerably over the last 
decade (Chart 17). In 2019, the number of unlinked passenger trips taken on Central Transportation 
bus routes was 26.7% lower than its high in 2011. City officials believe this trend was influenced by 
the strengthening economy, which provided more area residents with sufficient income to purchase 
and maintain vehicles of their own. The COVID-19 pandemic caused ridership to plummet by close to 
50% in 2020 relative to 2019 levels. Paratransit usage, on the other hand, had been increasing prior 
to the pandemic.  

Chart 17: Central Transportation fixed-route bus ridership and service levels (bus miles), in 
thousands 

 

Service reductions and fare increases are other factors that may have contributed to the recent 
decline in ridership. Central Transportations’ bus fleet covered a relatively steady number of total 
miles each year from 2010 to 2016, but service levels declined in subsequent years and total bus 
miles were 18.4% lower in 2019 than in 2010. In 2018, the fare for a single bus ride increased from 
$1.00 to $1.25 and the cost of a monthly adult bus pass jumped 25%, from $38 to $47.50. No 
other fixed-route fare changes were made in the last decade. In 2020, service dipped a bit due to 
the pandemic, and fares were eliminated from April to September to limit passenger interaction with 
drivers. 

Pre-Pandemic Revenues  

Central Transportation’s budgeted operating revenues were $2.4 million in 2020. This was a 44% 
($725,000) increase over 2015 actual revenues. The increase was largely due to the 2018 
consolidation of county services mentioned earlier, which allowed for increased federal grant 
revenues as well as financial contributions from the county. 
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The four largest funding streams for Central Transportation are federal grants, state grants, farebox 
revenues, and local revenues. As shown in Chart 18, federal revenues are the largest revenue 
source, representing 42% of 2020 budgeted revenues. At just over $988,000, those budgeted 2020 
federal revenues were 49% ($323,000) higher than 2015 actual revenues.  

Local revenues are the second largest funding stream and state revenues are third-largest. By 2020, 
local revenues had grown 66% ($264,000) over 2015 actual revenues and represented 28% of 
budgeted revenues. Farebox and state revenues accounted for 16% and 14% of 2020 budgeted 
revenues, respectively. While state revenues grew 52% ($110,000) over 2015 actual amounts, 
farebox revenues increased more slowly, by 17% ($55,000). The relatively meager growth in farebox 
revenues has increased pressure on tax levy usage, a trend city officials say began prior to our 2015-
21 study period. 

Chart 18: Central Transportation major operating revenues, in millions (dashed line reflects 
budgeted revenues) 

 
Post-Pandemic Revenues 

As a smaller Tier C system, Central Transportation did not receive a direct allocation of CARES funds 
like larger systems did. Rather, the Wisconsin Department of Transportation received a pool of 
CARES funds and distributed it to smaller transit systems based on their size and budgets. The state 
also has allowed transit systems to use CARES Act funding to cover the local share required to 
receive state operating assistance funding.  

Central Transportation received $2.4 million in federal CARES funding via the state and spent $1.2 
million of it in 2020, leaving just over $1.1 million for future years. Central Transportation is ineligible 
for additional federal relief funds from CAA, as its original CARES award exceeded the entire $2.1 
million spent on operating costs in 2018. According to WisDOT officials, it appears likely that Central 
Transportation and other small, Tier C transit systems in Wisconsin will receive a small amount of 
additional support from ARPA – likely equating to roughly 5% of their 2018 operating costs.  
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The $1.1 million in CARES funds budgeted in 2021 offset a 22% decrease ($83,000) in anticipated 
farebox revenues and allowed for an 82% decrease ($546,000) in local revenues over the prior year. 
These new revenue allocations are a shift away from the typical revenue breakdown, as shown in 
Chart 19, with federal revenues representing a much larger share in 2021.   

Chart 19: Central Transportation major budgeted revenues as a share of total operating revenues, 
2020 vs. 2021 

 

Transit officials anticipate that ridership will remain much lower than pre-pandemic levels for some 
time. Consequently, as remaining CARES funds are drawn down, pressure for more state or local 
dollars will grow to maintain service levels. CARES dollars are also playing a substantial role in 
propping up Central Transportation’s services to older adults and people with disabilities who live in 
rural areas. City officials expressed concern that federal funds for this program have been flat, while 
demand for the service has been growing. When CARES monies run out, other revenues will be 
needed to support this service. 

Expenditures 

Central Transportation’s total fixed-route, paratransit, and rural flexible bus service budget of $2.4 
million in 2021 represents growth of 45% ($738,000) above 2015 actual expenditures. Salaries and 
fringe benefits comprise the largest share of the expenditure budget; in 2021, those budgeted 
expenditures were 44% ($571,000) higher than 2015 actual amounts. That growth is due to the 
addition of four former county positions that transferred to the city as part of the consolidation. The 
2018 consolidation, fuel price increases, and resulting increase in service provision also contributed 
to the 81% ($80,000) increase in fuel costs and 26% ($21,300) increase in maintenance costs 
budgeted in 2021 when compared to 2015 actual amounts. Increases in fuel prices and an aging 
bus fleet also factored into the rising budgets for fuel and maintenance.  

No position or service changes were made in the 2021 budget in response to the pandemic, 
although salary and fringe benefit costs increased by 2% consistent with inflation. However, 
anticipated fuel and maintenance costs decreased somewhat, by 4% ($8,400) and 11% ($13,000), 
respectively. Looking forward, total expenditures are anticipated to increase by a modest 5% 
($109,000) by 2024. This may be manageable if farebox revenues return to pre-pandemic levels, 
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but additional local dollars likely would be required if that does not occur once CARES funds have 
been exhausted.  

Bus Replacements 

The Central Transportation fleet includes ten 30-foot Gillig buses used for fixed-route service, four 
paratransit vehicles, three rural buses, and one minivan.  

Fleet replacement costs are typically financed through federal grants (which cover 80% of the cost) 
and local property tax levy (20%). Central Transportation has generally been able to extend the life of 
its buses beyond the 10-year or 350,000-mile replacement targets recommended by the FTA, and 
officials point out that the current fleet is fairly new. The next purchase of fixed-route buses will need 
to occur in 2023, when three are scheduled for replacement. One of the four paratransit vehicles 
was replaced in 2019, and the other three are scheduled for replacement in 2021. Central 
Transportation replaced one of its four rural vehicles in 2020 and plans to replace another in 2022, 
one more in 2023, and the fourth in 2027.  

Summary 

While the 2018 transfer of county transportation services for seniors somewhat obscures Central 
Transportation’s overall revenue and expenditure picture since 2015, indicators of fiscal stress 
appear to be emerging. Flat state aid and declining ridership on fixed-route services – even prior to 
the pandemic – had been creating a greater need for local funding to support those services. 
Meanwhile, growing demand for specialized transit services among seniors living in rural areas is 
suggesting the need for increased amounts of local revenue to support that area of the budget.  

Fortunately, CARES revenues have been available to offset pandemic-related farebox losses and 
shore up the general operating budget and senior transportation needs, and ARPA funds will provide 
some additional relief. These are short-term fixes, however. It is becoming clear that barring 
increases in state aids or growth in fixed-route ridership above pre-pandemic levels, Central 
Transportation leaders will need to ask local taxpayers to bear a greater cost if they wish to maintain 
current transit service levels or enhance them to meet the demands of an aging population.  
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Additional Systems 
Bay Area Rural Transit (BART) provides fixed-route, flexible, demand-responsive, and paratransit 
services in 11 communities near Lake Superior’s Chequamegon Bay in northern Wisconsin. The 
transit system’s service area covers Ashland, Bayfield, Iron, and Price counties, with funding 
provided by each of those counties, several municipalities within them, and the Bad River and Red 
Cliff tribes.  

BART officials describe the transit system’s overall financial situation as relatively stable. With regard 
to operating revenues, both federal and local funding support have been steady while state funding 
has fluctuated and declined somewhat in recent years. Ashland County currently is planning to 
eliminate its financial support for BART, which transit officials say would be significant but not 
debilitating. Prior to the pandemic, farebox revenue was increasing steadily along with ridership, with 
some of that growth tied to BART’s expansion into Iron and Price counties. According to transit 
system officials, BART’s fleet and facilities are in pretty good shape, and vehicle replacements are 
expected to remain manageable in the near future. 

After temporarily halting most transit services in March 2020 due to COVID-19, BART resumed 
services in late May at 25% capacity. Currently, ridership remains down by roughly 50% relative to 
pre-pandemic levels. Per WisDOT instructions, BART has not charged fares since March 2020 but 
plans to begin doing so again soon as all of its drivers have been vaccinated. Extensive safety 
improvements have been achieved without expanding BART’s budget, including installation of 
barriers between drivers and passengers and between seats, portable foggers and ozone generators 
to sanitize buses, and UV disinfecting in offices. 

As a smaller, Tier C transit system, BART did not receive a direct allocation of CARES funds. Rather, 
WisDOT administers the CARES funds for those smaller systems, reimbursing them for operating 
expenses provided they stay within their planned budgets. As noted above, it appears likely that 
BART and other Tier C transit systems in Wisconsin will receive a small amount of additional support 
from the ARPA, likely equating to roughly 5% of their 2018 operating costs. While BART is on 
relatively strong financial ground, that support would be welcomed as ridership (and farebox 
revenue) may remain lower than normal past the end of 2021. 

Green Bay Metro (GBM) operates a fixed-route 
bus system and provides paratransit services in 
Green Bay and the neighboring communities of 
Allouez, Ashwaubenon, Bellevue, and De Pere. 
All five municipalities contribute financial 
support. The Green Bay Transit Commission 
has full authority over GBM and is responsible 
for developing its annual budget and setting 
service levels and fares. In August 2020, GBM 
introduced a demand-based microtransit 
service through a partnership with Via 
Transportation, a private company that also 
handles GBM’s paratransit services. 

According to GBM’s director, the transit 
system’s operating budget is “status quo” and 

Green Bay Metro launched its GBM On Demand service in 
August 2020. 
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its bus fleet is in good shape, with most vehicles purchased since 2015. State and federal operating 
revenue have been stagnant, while ridership and farebox revenue have declined modestly over the 
last decade. Local funding support has increased slowly to cover rising costs and has not been 
difficult to secure. Participating communities contribute financially based on miles driven and 
population size, creating flexible revenue growth as opposed to a lump sum commitment. GBM also 
enjoys strong partnerships with the Green Bay Packers and other local businesses that make 
financial contributions. 

Ridership on GBM’s fixed-route bus system declined modestly (5.7%) between 2010 and 2019. That 
was partially due to the transit system’s restructuring of routes to reduce the need for transfers and 
its subsequent elimination of transfers altogether. Each time a person boards a bus it is counted as 
a new trip and fares are charged, though according to transit system officials, most GBM users 
purchase day passes or monthly passes rather than paying for each ride individually. 

The pandemic has caused a much more dramatic decline in GBM ridership. The transit system 
suspended all services for one week in March 2020 and did not charge fares from March through 
June of that year. Service frequency has been reduced on some routes and all services now end two 
hours earlier at night than before the pandemic. To make up for the loss of late-night service and to 
improve access to destinations on the outer reaches of GBM’s service area, the transit system 
launched its demand-based GBM On Demand service with Via Transportation in August 2020. 

GBM received $6.4 million in CARES funding and has used some of it to fill gaps in its 2020 and 
2021 operating budgets and to make safety improvements in vehicles. The transit system also plans 
to use a large share of its CARES dollars to pay for a new cash-free farebox system. These capital 
projects would not be possible without the federal relief funds. GBM does not expect to receive 
additional federal funding from CAA but the LFB estimates it will receive about $3.8 million from the 
ARPA. 

GBM’s regional governance structure that relies on multiple communities for support has been an 
asset in protecting its fiscal outlook beyond the pandemic. While the influx of CARES funds enabled 
many municipalities to redirect levy for other purposes, the Green Bay Transit Commission largely did 
not follow suit. This maintained most levy contributions from Green Bay, though the contract 
structure with other communities may cause those local revenues to drop somewhat. Ultimately, 
GBM faces long-term challenges regarding revenue growth, but the availability of CARES and ARPA 
funds and steady financial support from local communities and businesses provide stability through 
the next two or three years.  

Ozaukee County Transit Services administers a shared-ride taxi program and a contract with MCTS 
under which that system is paid to operate a commuter bus service to downtown Milwaukee. 
Ozaukee and neighboring Washington County currently are studying whether merging their shared-
ride taxi services could benefit residents and taxpayers in both counties. 

Over the last decade, use of Ozaukee County’s shared-ride taxi service has increased slowly and 
program financing has been steady. State funding – the taxi service’s largest revenue stream – has 
been stable, while fare collections have increased along with ridership. Taxi drivers and dispatch 
operators are contracted, while the county owns and maintains the vehicles used for the service. 
Most of the fleet has been converted to hybrid vehicles in recent years, which has resulted in fuel 
cost savings. 

https://greenbaywi.gov/GBM-On-Demand
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The Ozaukee County Express commuter bus service (MCTS Route 143) has presented more 
challenges. Federal funding is the largest revenue source for the service and has remained steady, 
but ridership and farebox revenue have declined considerably in recent years, leading county 
officials to consider discontinuing it. The COVID-19 pandemic added to those challenges; service on 
the Ozaukee County Express was suspended on March 23, 2020 and has not yet resumed.  

COVID-19 created new challenges for Ozaukee 
County’s shared-ride taxi service as well. Early 
in the pandemic, the county temporarily limited 
the service to essential rides for medical 
appointments, grocery shopping, and 
employment. The county never stopped 
collecting fares. Over time, ridership has slowly 
returned but is still only 60% of what it was 
before the pandemic.  
 
Ozaukee County received $1.7 million in 
federal CARES funds for its transit services and 
likely will receive a relatively small but 
undetermined share of the Milwaukee 
urbanized area’s allocation from the ARPA, 
which the LFB estimates at $93.2 million. Ozaukee County Transit Services did not spend much of its 
CARES funding in 2020; a small amount was used to cover the cost of sick leave for drivers and 
dispatchers, masks and sanitizer for riders and drivers, new barriers in vehicles, and vehicle 
maintenance. County leaders are considering whether to use CARES funding to revive the Ozaukee 
County Express commuter bus route later in 2021.   

Waukesha Metro Transit operates fixed bus routes and paratransit services in the Waukesha area 
and administers Waukesha County Transit’s commuter bus services to downtown Milwaukee through 
a contract with Wisconsin Coach Lines, a private transit operator. The transit system also contributes 
financial support for two bus routes operated by MCTS that traverse the Milwaukee-Waukesha 
county border. Waukesha Metro Transit is governed by the city of Waukesha. 

Ridership on Waukesha Metro Transit’s fixed-route bus system has declined somewhat over the last 
decade, while an even sharper drop has occurred on the county’s commuter bus routes. Recently, 
one of the county’s four commuter routes (Route 906) was discontinued due to low ridership. 
According to transit system officials, declining ridership likely is due to a variety of factors, including 
lower gas prices (which induce more people to drive rather than use transit), reduced commuting 
into Milwaukee County due to job growth in Waukesha County, and reduced commuting by students 
and the county’s aging population.  

Prior to the pandemic, Waukesha Metro Transit’s budget was relatively stable. State funding 
declined somewhat during the last decade as did farebox revenue, but increases in federal funding 
made up for some of those losses. Meanwhile, operating expenses have been steady. Waukesha 
Metro Transit’s fleet is fairly new, with no bus replacements needed for the next five years. 

The pandemic created a huge drop in ridership in April and May 2020. Service levels were 
temporarily reduced for all services and remain at only 60% of normal levels for commuter bus 
services. With fares free from March through the end of August, ridership returned to near normal 

Ozaukee County has converted most of the fleet used for its 
shared-ride taxi service to hybrid vehicles. 
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levels in the summer but dropped back to 60% of normal once the transit system resumed charging 
fares in September. Commuter ridership plummeted to 15% of normal levels at the onset of the 
pandemic, remaining low for the remainder of 2020.  

The city and county of Waukesha received a combined $4.2 million for transit services from the 
federal CARES Act. Waukesha County did not have to use any of its CARES dollars in 2020, but the 
city of Waukesha had budget gaps in other (non-transit) areas that were filled by reducing levy 
support for transit and backfilling with CARES funds. Some CARES dollars also were used to install 
safety barriers in buses. Levy was not reduced in 2021, but both the city and county will need to dip 
into their CARES funds for transit operations this year to replace lost farebox revenues. 
 
As a Tier B transit system, Waukesha expects to receive another $4 million in federal funding from 
CAA for operations and also will be eligible for an undetermined share of the Milwaukee urbanized 
area’s estimated $93.2 million allocation from the ARPA. With the timing of a return to normal 
ridership and farebox revenue still unknown, federal relief will be critical to helping Waukesha’s 
transit system get through the next several years. After that, if state funding remains stagnant and 
farebox revenue does not return, the transit system may need to secure growing reliance on local 
levy to sustain operations.  
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Ins ights &  Conclusion 
When we launched this research and conducted initial interviews with transit system officials in the 
closing weeks of 2020, the financial outlook for both large and smaller systems appeared grim. An 
infusion of federal dollars from the CARES Act had allowed the systems we had contacted to plug 
huge pandemic-induced holes in farebox revenue budgets and maintain existing levels of service for 
the current year and 2021. However, uncertainty over the pace of ridership rebounds and disturbing 
pre-pandemic fiscal trends generated grave concerns about the future. 

Four months later, the short-term outlook is significantly brighter. A new round of federal relief 
dollars approved in March should allow most systems to maintain a steady course with regard to 
their fixed-route bus services for at least the next two years and may also allow several to invest in 
new buses in a way that will ease pressure on both operating and capital budgets for several 
additional years to come. The large systems in Milwaukee and Madison also benefited from a relief 
package approved in December that will further fortify their finances in the near to medium term. 

Nevertheless, the financial picture for Wisconsin’s transit systems beyond 2023 or 2024 continues 
to raise alarm, as demonstrated by the following key findings in our analysis:   

• Ridership was declining prior to the pandemic. As shown in Chart 20, five of the six systems we 
analyzed experienced ridership declines from 2010 to 2019, with three of the six experiencing 
declines of more than 15%. The one system that did not see ridership fall over the previous 
decade (Janesville) did see a sizable decline in the year preceding the pandemic.  

Chart 20: Percent change in transit ridership, 2010-2019 

 

• Decreased ridership and stagnant state aids mean more pressure on local revenue sources. As 
we have discussed throughout this report, declines in farebox revenues need to be offset with 
other forms of revenue to avert cuts in service. Given that state and pre-pandemic federal 
revenues have been largely flat for all systems, this has created fierce pressure on local leaders 
to secure additional local revenues to maintain existing transit services. 
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Alternatively, some systems could consider cutting expenditures by modifying or reducing service 
levels in response to their ridership declines. It is important to recognize, however, that demand 
for transit services can be closely tied to economic factors. Consequently, service reductions may 
result in missed opportunities to boost ridership when those factors change, and they also can 
backfire by further depressing ridership and reducing passenger revenue in a manner that 
exceeds the financial benefits generated by the cuts. Moreover, some might argue that systems 
instead should be pursuing service improvements and innovations to help spur increased 
ridership, but that is beyond the capacity of most.  
 
As shown in Chart 21, five of the six systems have been required to devote considerably more 
local funding to transit during the past five years to attempt to maintain service levels, while two 
of the six adopted sizable new vehicle registration fees specifically for that purpose.  

Chart 21: Percent change in major revenues, 2015-2020* 

*As previously explained, Valley Transit (Appleton) figures represent change from 2015 to 2019 rather than 2020. 
 

• Federal relief funds are a temporary life raft but cloud the long-term picture. CARES funds have 
been instrumental in preserving transit services across Wisconsin since the pandemic emerged 
and – combined with new funds from the CAA and ARPA – will continue to play that role at least 
through 2023 and potentially into 2024. Nevertheless, the receipt of these funds may turn out to 
be a double-edged sword, particularly for those systems that saw sizable amounts of property tax 
levy backed out of their budgets as the CARES dollars flowed in to replace them.  
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As shown in Chart 22, CARES funds comprise more than 10% of operating revenues for five of 
the six systems in 2021 budgets, which means large holes will be created when those and newer 
sources of federal relief are exhausted. Optimally, the holes would be filled with normalized 
farebox revenues, but it is uncertain what the future fixed-route ridership “normal” will look like. 
Local revenue amounts that exceed those provided prior to the pandemic likely will be needed to 
fill at least some of the gap, which will be a particular challenge for those governments that have 
already re-programmed transit levy for other uses. 
 
Chart 22: CARES funds as a percent of actual 2020 operating revenues and 2021 budgeted 
operating revenues12 

 
Local governments in Wisconsin face fierce financial pressures on many fronts. Consequently, by the 
middle of the decade, the need to both replace federal transit relief funds and offset losses of 
farebox revenues if ridership should fail to fully rebound may be prohibitive for some systems. That, 
in turn, will force difficult decisions about service reductions at a time when economic recovery may 
be in full swing and robust transit services might well be needed to connect workers to jobs. 

That said, the outlook for transit certainly could have been far worse. Policymakers at the state and 
local level should take comfort in the fact that a transit funding “crisis” has been averted, at least for 
the next couple of years, and it is also possible that more federal aid will be forthcoming if Congress 
and the White House enact a new infrastructure law. Still, that comfort should not cause them to 
overlook the deep structural challenges facing most of the state’s transit systems and the need for 
thoughtful planning and reflection about how those challenges may need to be addressed. 

                                                      
12 Valley Transit (Appleton) will allocate 2021 CARES funds later in the year through a budget amendment process. The 
percentages in the chart reflect an estimate provided by transit officials.  
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