
Streetcar Vs. City Bus Operating Cost Comparison

Are you old enough to remember Manhattan's iconic "Checker Taxi Cabs"? These  vehicles were first 
built during the 1950's, but  served New York City virtually unchanged, until the 1980's. How did they  
last so long? Answer- they were built out of a conglomeration of all the best parts and techniques  
available to the automotive industry of that time- regardless of the brand or manufacturer.

We think the new Brooklyn Streetcar should  follow the overall design paradigm of the Checker Cab- 
use all the best aspects of currently available streetcar technology, regardless of where it comes from.  
For example, the Portland, Oregon streetcar system probably offers us the best design paradigm as far  
as construction economy is concerned. However, for the most cost effective results, Brooklyn may  
want to use pages out Memphis, TN 's and Little Rock, AR's play books, in regards to an "operating 
system model"... 

According to the most up to date research available online, a new Brooklyn Streetcar would incur  
LESS THAN One-Half (39% – 44%) the operating costs of a NYC Transit Bus.  According to the 
following research, the 2008 operating costs of a new Brooklyn Streetcar would be on average between  
$48.79/hr and $60.02/hr per streetcar*. The latter figure corresponds perfectly with the circa 2007  
hourly operating cost of $59.40/hr per streetcar, on the newly built (2004) Little Rock, AR line. 

Known as the "River Rail System" (see # 79- LR as per the attached FTA 2007 Operating Cost

spreadsheet), this line is 3 miles long, and has 13 stations- similar in scope to our proposed Red Hook-
Boro Hall streetcar line of 2 miles. The fare is only 50 Cents for Kids/Seniors, $1.00/Adult, 3 Day Pass  
is $5.00 and a 20 Ride Pass $15.00. It's operated by the Central Arkansas Transit Authority. For more  
information, see http://www.cat.org/rrail/ . 

For another example, (2009 data), of an efficiently operated modern streetcar line (NOT a Light Rail), 
is that of Memphis, TN, operated by MATA: $70.30/hr per streetcar. This line consists of seven miles 
of route, and 18 streetcars, some refurbished, some new at the time of construction. For more  
information on MATA's streetcar line, see: 
http://www.railwaypreservation.com/vintagetrolley/memphis.htm  .

On the other hand, as per Federal Transportation Administration (FTA) data, the known circa 2007  
operating cost of an MTA NYC Transit Bus was $136.10/hr (see #119- MB) as per the attached FTA 
2007 Operating Cost spreadsheet.

For further comparison, the MTA NYC Transit Subway operating cost circa 2007, was $155.20/hr (see  
#33- HR) on the aforementioned FTA spread sheet attached to this writing.

Circa 2000, the operating cost of a NYC Transit Bus was $90.74/hr, followed by an increase in NYCT  
Bus operating costs of $45.35/hr over  7 years, up to $136.10/hr in 2007- A NYCT Bus operating cost 
increase of  50% over only seven years. The latest (2009) NYCT data shows Bus Operating Cost has 
risen further to $146/hr. Why? Here's four likely contributing factors:

 

1. In order to reduce Bus pollution emissions, NYCT has reportedly been running its Buses  slower than 

http://www.railwaypreservation.com/vintagetrolley/memphis.htm


in former years, increasing hourly operating cost. 

2. NYCT Bus contractual labor cost increases.

3. Increased fossil fuel costs.

4. According to a ca. 2002 government report (U.S. Department of Energy),  NYCT Hybrid buses had a 
46%- 92% HIGHER operating cost over  conventional buses, when compared to an RTS diesel. This is 
reportedly due to higher repair and maintenance costs, not covered by warranty. 

And I quote:

"In addition, the following conclusions were reached: • During the evaluation, the NYCT hybrid  buses 
had overall operating costs (excluding driver labor) 46%–92% higher than the NovaBUS RTS diesel  
buses. Much of this difference was caused by higher labor  hours required to repair and maintain all bus 
subsystems on the 10 prototype hybrid buses, including the hybrid propulsion system".

Source: DOE/NREL Report, 2002 
www.brooklynrail.net/images/new_brooklyn_streetcar/nyct_hybrid_bus_evaluation.pdf

 
As a point of reference, it should be noted that on average, diesel buses get 2.5 MPG (less than 3 
MPG), while Hybrid Buses get 3.5 MPG (less than 4 MPG). However, certain times of the year, 
depending on weather conditions, Hydrid Buses get the same 2.5 MPG as their diesel counterparts.  
Generally, a Hybrid Bus costs $150,000 more than a conventional bus, and has to be scrapped after a  
life span of 12 years.

METHODOLOGY:
I found the circa 2008 NYC Transit Bus Operator application online here:  
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcas/downloads/pdf/noes/200808006000.pdf  

A NYC bus operator starts at $18.84/hr, and rises in increments after 3 years to $26.92/hr for a 40 hour  
week. However, this figure does not reflect benefits. So, let's add 66% to the numbers for the actual  
labor cost, including benefits, as per the 2010 Public Transportation Fact Book, by APTA, pg 21, Table  
18: 

Bus Operator hourly pay + benefits (66% / hr) = Total labor cost per hour 

For vehicle operator starting pay scale, we get a total hourly labor cost of:
$18.84/hr + $12.43/hr = $31.27/hr. 

For vehicle operator pay scale after three years, we get a total hourly labor cost of:
$26.92/hr + $17.77/hr = $44.69/hr

As per SEPTA (Philadelphia Transit Authority) circa 2001 streetcar operating cost breakdown,  updated 
with 2010 data, “Labor” accounts for 77% of the total operating cost of $47.05/hr. "Everything Else"  
accounts for 23%, or $10.81/hr. Now, lets add $10.81/hr to the actual hourly labor cost for "Power and  
Everything Else":

http://www.brooklynrail.net/images/new_brooklyn_streetcar/nyct_hybrid_bus_evaluation.pdf
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcas/downloads/pdf/noes/200808006000.pdf


Total hourly operating cost per Streetcar, w/a newly appointed operator:
$31.27/hr + $10.81/hr = $42.08/hr.

Total hourly operating cost per Streetcar w/an operator having 3 years of service:
$44.69/hr + $10.81/hr = $55.50/hr.

A noteworthy point, is that the actual current (2008) SEPTA (Philadelphia) streetcar hourly operating  
cost of $47.05/hr, is almost the exact average of the projected Brooklyn streetcar hourly operating cost,  
which is ($42.08 + $55.50) / 2 = $48.79/hr.

The current circa 2008, Philadelphia streetcar (Subway-Surface) operating cost of $47.05/hr can be  
viewed here on page 58: http://www.septa.org/reports/pdf/asp10.pdf  

As for the circa 2000 NYC Transit Bus operating cost data, the following is the Manhattan Institute 
For Policy Research Bus Operating Cost Table, circa 2002, created by: 
E. S. Savas
Professor, School of Public Affairs, Baruch College
E. J. McMahon  E. J. McMahon      
Senior Fellow, The Manhattan Institute for Policy Research
http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/cr_30t2.htm 
http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/cr_30.htm
As we can see in the first row, the circa 2000 operating cost of a NYC Transit Bus, was $90.74/hr. 
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Competitive Contracting of Bus Service: A Better Deal for Riders and Taxpayers  

Table 2: New York Metropolitan Area Bus Transit Services, Fiscal Year 2000

State System

Annual 
Operator 
Type [a]

Vehicles 
Ridership [b] 

(1,000s)
Operating in 
Max. Service

Total Operating 
Expenses (1,000s)

Expense per 
Vehicle Hr.*

NY New York City Transit Authority 1 821,994.5 3,840  $ 1,323,556.89  $ 90.74

NY Long Island Bus 1 29,889.4 269 78,887.7  90.50

NJ New Jersey Transit [c] 1 141,403.9 1,682 439,391.8  88.03

NY New York City-Franchised 2  111,311 1,084 264,985 86.18

  New York-GTJC 2 78,729.2 601 150,295.7  83.76

http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/cr_30.htm
http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/cr_30t2.htm
http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/mcmahon.htm
http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/mcmahon.htm
http://www.septa.org/reports/pdf/asp10.pdf


  Queens Surface Corp 2 25,746.5 280 75,167.8  99.58

  New York Bus Tours, Inc. 2 3,943.9 128 22,293.9  75.00

  Liberty Lines Express 2 2,891.3 75 17,227.8  75.48

NY Liberty Lines Transit (Westchester  
Bee Line)

2 23,927.6 273 62,622.3  78.23

NY Suffolk County Transit [d] 2 4,406.2 130 23,524.6  59.19

NJ New Jersey Transit (contract  
service)

2 8,375.8 143 25,704.3  56.92

Operator type:
1. Public
2. Public-private contract
a. All buses publicly owned; maintenance and support arrangements may differ by operator
b. Unlinked passenger trips
c. Includes statewide operations
d. County-sponsored service provided by seven private contractors
* Vehicle hours consist of all of the time a bus is on the road, in service and out of service, including “deadhead” periods most common in  
express service.

Source: Federal Transit Administration, National Transit Database, 2000.

 

Let's now breakdown the SEPTA “Everything Else” portion of operating cost further, this time using  
data from the APTA 2010 Public Transportation Fact Book:

As per the circa 2001 SEPTA operating cost allocation breakdown, labor accounts for 77% of the total  
operating cost of $47.05. "Everything Else" accounts for 23%, or $10.81. By working ratios on the  
"light rail" columns of Tables 17 and 18 of the APTA 2010 Public Transportation Fact Book, and using  
the SEPTA 2008 Subway- Surface figure of $47.05/hr as an overall starting point, this is what we get:
 

Utilities [Power]:                      $3.45/hr
Casualty and Liability:             $1.11/hr
Material & Supplies:                $3.05/hr
General Administration:            $8.18/hr
Maintenance:                                                                                    $9.70/hr_  
Subtotal:                                   $22.04/hr

Or roughly double of the SEPTA “Everything Else” figure of $10.81/hr.



Using this method, the average Brooklyn streetcar operating cost would be:

Average Total Labor Cost:                              $37.98/hr
“Everything Else”:                                                                                                                                   $22.04/hr  

Total Operating Cost PER STREETCAR:  $60.02/hr.

* If streetcars are operated in 2 car “trains”, then the operating cost would be:

Labor- 1 Operator (average):                          $37.98/hr
“Everything Else” x 2 :                                                                                                      $44.08/hr   
Total Operating Cost Per 2 Car “Train”: $82.06/hr








