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Introduction: 
A transit system and 
city on the brink 
of destruction

COVID-19 brought financial devastation to New 
York’s public transit system. The Metropolitan 
Transportation Authority, which operates trains, 
subways, buses, and paratransit vehicles for 
nearly 40% of the nation’s riders suffered a near 
total loss of fare revenue and major declines in 
the toll and tax payments that subsidize transit. 
As New Yorkers sheltered in place, the agency’s 
already precarious $17 billion annual budget 
began losing $1 billion each month. Meanwhile, 
the MTA continued to move nearly one million 
essential workers to the pandemic frontlines 
daily, 75% of them New Yorkers of color and the 
majority of them women.

In March, Congress passed the $2 trillion 
CARES Act, an unprecedented aid package that 
included $25 billion in federal aid to public 
transit systems nationwide. CARES gave the 
MTA $3.9 billion, roughly enough to get it 
through four months of COVID, distributing 
funding according to federal aid formulas that 
favor small and rural bus systems, rather than 
high ridership levels, acute need, or regional 
dependence on transit. CARES aid began 
flowing in April. By late June, the MTA had spent 
73% of its CARES allocation. The MTA’s CARES 
money will run out entirely in July.

In May, the House of Representatives passed 
the $3 trillion HEROES Act, which included 
another $15 billion for transit. This time, most of 
the transit aid was set aside for the 15 largest 
metropolitan areas, giving the MTA a much 
larger share of the pot, again about $3.9 billion. 
The agency projects that HEROES would fund 
its shortfall through the end of 2020. It then 

projects a COVID-related budget gap of over $6 
billion for 2021. However, HEROES has not 
moved through the Senate and prospects for 
additional funding are uncertain.

Accordingly, the MTA now faces the prospect of 
a budget hole of several hundred million dollars 
each month. While ridership has grown some-
what from the April depth of the pandemic, even 
as offices may reopen, most New Yorkers have 
not returned to transit. Overall, subways and 
buses are seeing 25 to 30% of pre-pandemic 
ridership levels. Moreover, bus fares are not 
being collected to promote driver safety. The 
MTA’s farebox revenue is therefore still far short 
of normal, and toll and tax revenue remains 
heavily depressed as well. Yet with two million 
trips each day, the MTA continues to perform its 
essential function. Key service sector workers 
and New Yorkers overall, the majority of whom 
do not have cars, depend on public transit. 

Without more federal aid, the MTA faces an 
imminent budget shortfall approaching fifty 
percent. The MTA Chairman Patrick Foye has 
already said that the MTA “won’t survive” with-
out the additional $3.9 billion from Congress. He 
is predicting unprecedented service reductions. 
Should these cuts move forward, they would 
end New York’s recovery, hamper the city’s 
ability to respond to a second COVID wave, and 
create such a drag on the region’s economic 
output as to negatively impact the national and 
global economy. 

Dramatic MTA cuts would transform life for New 
Yorkers in a way approaching the significance of 
sheltering in place itself. Isolating millions in their 
neighborhoods, they would compromise the 
city’s character to an unimaginable degree, 
rendering it difficult to recognize and woefully 
unlikely to recover for a decade or more. Since 
large majorities of subway and bus riders are 
Black and Brown New Yorkers, transit service 
cuts also would inflict a severe, lasting, new 
racial injustice. The cuts could hardly come at a 
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worse time, immediately on the heels of COVID’s 
racially disparate devastation and a resurgent 
movement for Black lives following several 
police murders of unarmed Black Americans.

While the MTA has not outlined the cuts it would 
make, austerity measures from a decade ago 
offer insight into a fraction of what is to come. 
After the Great Recession, the MTA made $400 
million in total cuts, axing the V and W subway 
lines and eliminating or curtailing 110 bus 
routes. In an analysis one year later, the agency 
estimated that the cuts had inconvenienced 
15% of its riders. Within a decade, bus ridership 
had fallen 25% from its recent 2008 peak. In 
contrast, without the $3.9 billion it needs begin-
ning in July, the MTA would now need to impose 
cuts totalling $650 million per month, or about 
20 times deeper than the 2010 cuts. 

People have a hard time imagining how cuts so 
deep would look. So the Riders Alliance exam-
ined three scenarios that cut the transit agency’s 
service approximately in half. Focusing on the 
subway, we offer a visual display of the damage 
that federal austerity now would inflict, followed 
by more context and commentary.

Agency leaders could face 
a “Sophie’s Choice,” elimi-
nating every other subway 
line from New York’s iconic 
system map

In this scenario, half of the system’s trunk lines 
would be eliminated (considering frequency, we 
count the J/Z and G as one trunk). The prece-
dent of the much smaller 2010 crisis shows that 
eliminating lines entirely is a very real possibility. 
While it is impossible to know exactly which 
lines would be eliminated, this is one logical 
scenario.

Lines cut:

 
 
 
 

Remaining lines:
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4

Marble Hill
225 St
1

231 St
1

      75 St–Elderts Ln   
   Z rush hours, 
   J other times

Cypress Hills
 J

85 St–Forest Pkwy
                          J   

Woodhaven Blvd
                   J࠮Z

   104 St
  Z rush hours,
  J other times

111 St
J

     121 St
   Z rush hours, 
   J other times

Sutphin Blvd
Archer Av
JFK Airport
E࠮J࠮Z࠮LIRR

Jamaica
179 St
F

Jamaica Center 
Parsons/Archer
E࠮J࠮Z   

  Jackson Hts

Roosevelt Av

E F࠮ M࠮
R࠮  LaGuardia Link Q70 SBS࠮

                 Q47 LGA Airport (Marine Air Term only) 

  Flushing
Main St  

            7      
 

Nostrand Av
3

   Crown Hts
Utica Av
              4࠮3

Saratoga Av
  3   

Rockaway Av
              3   

Junius St
       3   

Pennsylvania Av
3

Van Siclen Av
3

New Lots Av
3

Sutter Av–Rutland Rd
3

A࠮C࠮J࠮Z
5࠮4࠮3࠮2

  Westchester Sq
  East Tremont Av
   6

Intervale Av
  5࠮2             

Prospect Av
   5࠮2         

Jackson Av
       5࠮2      

  Mets–Willets Point
Q48 LGA Airport࠮7

     Van Siclen Av
    Z rush hrs,
    J other times

138 St–Grand
Concourse

5࠮4

M60 SBS
LGA Airport

M60 SBS
LGA Airport

M60 SBS
LGA Airport

Rector St
1

WTC Cortlandt
1

Cortlandt St
        R࠮W

South Ferry
1

World Trade
Center

E

  207 St
 1

rush
hours

 4 skips rush hour
peak direction
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direction express
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Roosevelt

    I
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nd

     
   F

Beach
44 St
A

Beach 36 St
A  

Beach 25 St
A 

  Far Rockaway
Mott Av

A  

Broad 
Channel

A࠮S

Beach 
67 St
A

Beach 
60 St
A

Beach 90 St
A࠮S

Beach 98 St
A࠮S

Beach 105 St
A࠮S

Rockaway Park
Beach 116 St

A࠮S
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      summer only 

Spuyten
Duyvil

Riverdale

University
Heights

Morris
Heights

Harlem
125 St

Melrose

Yankees-
E153 St

Tremont

Fordham

Botanical Garden

Williams
Bridge

Woodlawn

Wakefield

Long
Island
City

9 St

14 St

23 St

33 St

Christopher St

Hunterspoint Av

Woodside

Mets–Willets Point

Flushing

Forest
Hills

JamaicaKew
Gardens

Hollis

Auburndale Bayside Douglaston

Manhasset

Great
Neck

Little
Neck

Murray
Hill

Broadway

Lawrence

Inwood

Locust
Manor

Far
Rockaway

East NY

Nostrand Av

Marble
Hill   

WTC

VAN
CORTLANDT

PARK

BRONX
ZOO

PELHAM
BAY

PARK

ORCHARD
BEACH

CENTRAL
PARK

WASHINGTON
SQUARE PARK

METROPOLITAN
MUSEUM
OF ART

RANDALLS
ISLAND

JAVITS
CENTER

RIVERBANK
STATE PARK

INWOOD
HILL PARK

FORT TRYON
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PARK

PROSPECT
PARK
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LAGUARDIA
AIRPORT
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GATEWAY
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JAMAICA BAY
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CUNNINGHAM
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MARINE
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FLOYD
BENNETT

FIELD

JUNIPER
VALLEY
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FOREST
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RIVERSIDE PARK

HUDSON RIVER PARK

HIGHBRIDGE
PARK
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RIIS

PARK

LIBERTY
ISLAND

ELLIS
ISLAND

NEW YORK
TRANSIT MUSEUM

southbound
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southbound
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4,5
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HARLEM

WASHINGTON
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ISLAND
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ISLAND
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ASTORIA

LONG
ISLAND

CITY

ROOSEVELT
ISLAND

JACKSON
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CORONA
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HILLCREST

FRESH
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JAMAICA
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FOREST
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REGO PARK

MIDDLE
VILLAGE

GLENDALE
WOODHAVEN

OZONE
PARK

HOWARD BEACHEAST
NEW
YORK

OCEAN HILL-
BROWNSVILLE

CANARSIE

EAST
FLATBUSH

MIDWOOD

BENSONHURST

FLATBUSH
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SLOPE
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HOOK

GOVERNORS
ISLAND

CARROLL
GARDENS

FLATLANDS

ROCKAWAY
PARK

BREEZY
POINT

SHEEPSHEAD
BAY

BRIGHTON
BEACH

CONEY ISLAND

BAY RIDGE

BOROUGH
PARK

SUNSET
PARK

BROOKLYN
HEIGHTS

WILLIAMSBURG

FORT GREENE

GREENPOINT

BEDFORD-
STUYVESANT

CROWN
HEIGHTS

BUSHWICK

RIDGEWOOD

MASPETH

DUMBO

NAVY
YARD
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Grasmere

St. George

Tompkinsville

Stapleton

Clifton
  S51

Old Town

Dongan Hills

Jefferson Av
Grant City

          S51/81  

New Dorp
 

Oakwood Heights
                          S57     

Bay Terrace

      Great Kills
S54 X7 X8   

Eltingville
Annadale

      S55  

     Huguenot   
S55 X17 X19   

Prince's Bay
           S56  

Pleasant Plains

Richmond Valley
Arthur Kill

Tottenville
      S78

SILVER
LAKE
PARK

SNUG HARBOR
CULTURAL CENTER

COLLEGE OF
STATEN ISLAND

SEA
VIEW

HOSPITALSTATEN
ISLAND
MALL

NEW
SPRINGVILLE

PARK

LA TOURETTE
PARK

GREAT
KILLS
PARK

CLOVE
LAKES
PARK

STATEN
ISLAND

PORT
RICHMOND

WEST NEW
BRIGHTON

MARINERS
HARBOR

FOX
HILLS ROSEBANK

CASTLETON
CORNERS

BULLS
HEAD

CHELSEA

WESTERLEIGH

TODT
HILL

NEW
DORP

BEACH

WOODROWROSSVILLE

CHARLESTON

ARDEN
HEIGHTS

FRESH
KILLS

RICHMONDTOWN

The subway operates 24 hours a 
day, but not all lines operate at all 
times. Call our Travel Information 
Center at 511 for more information 
in English or Spanish (24 hours) or 
ask an agent for help in all other 
languages (6AM to 10PM). 

To show service more clearly, geography 
on this map has been modified. 

visit www.mta.info

Key

January 2017

Full time service
Part time service

All trains stop (local 
and express service)

Local service only
Rush hour line

extension

Free subway transfer
Free out-of-system 
subway transfer 
(excluding single-ride 
ticket)

Terminal

Bus or AIRTRAIN
to airport

Accessible
station

Commuter rail service 

Bus to airport

  

Station
Name

   A࠮B

New York City Subway
with bus and railroad connections

Police

© 2017 Metropolitan Transportation Authority

This map depicts weekday service.
On weekends and late nights, these routes change:

Auburndale

Weekends

Late nights (midnight to 6am, daily)

 

  

 

 
 

 
 

42 St

Delancey St/
Essex St–

Metropolitan Av

Dyre Av–
Bowling Green

Local
service

Local in
Brooklyn

Local, 207 St–
Far Rockaway.

Euclid Av-Lefferts
Blvd Shuttle

Myrtle Av–
Metropolitan Av

Shuttle

Local
service

Local
service

Local, via
Financial
District

Local in
Manhattan,

via Manhattan
Bridge

Whitehall St-
95 St

148 St–
Times Sq/42 St

Local, Woodlawn–
New Lots Av
Skips Hoyt St

Dyre Av–
E180 St
Shuttle

No service-
use C D Q

No service-
use N R

No service-
use A

No service-
use A D Q

No service-
use N

No service-
use 7

Current NYC Subway Map
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AirTrain stops/
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2
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Q72Q47
M60 SBS

M60 SBSM60 SBS

Q10

Q10

B15
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AIRTRAIN JFK

AIRTRAIN JFK

Q3

LaGuardia Link Q70 SBS

LaGuardia Link Q70 SBS
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R
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NJTransit ࠮ Amtrak
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46 St
          R         

Bowling Green
5࠮4

Rector St
R

World Trade
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E

DeKalb Av
Q࠮R  
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R࠮W

Rector St
R࠮W

Prince St
R࠮W

14 St  
    A࠮C࠮E

50 St
C࠮E

59 St
Columbus Circle

A࠮C

175 St
A

181 St
A 
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A 
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                 A 

Mosholu Pkwy
4

Bedford Pk Blvd
Lehman College

4

Kingsbridge Rd
4

Fordham Rd
4

183 St
4

Burnside Av
4

176 St
4

Mt Eden Av
4

170 St
4

174 St
5

Freeman St
5

Simpson St
5

E 180 St
5
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E Tremont Av5  
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4

                161 St  

 Yankee Stadium

                     4  
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14 
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࠮ 6

     
  L
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W࠮R࠮
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   L 1 A
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8 St-NYU
R࠮W

Canal St
N࠮Q࠮R
W6࠮

Canal St
A࠮C࠮E

Spring St
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C࠮E

W 4 St
 Wash Sq
    A࠮C࠮E

8 A
v

L

Queens
PlazaE R࠮

36 StR

Elmhurst
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R࠮

Grand Av

   N
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  R Woodhaven Blvd

     
R 63 
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ego Park

     
R࠮ Q

72 
LG
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Forest H
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E࠮R 75 
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E

Jamaica  
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yck E

Kew Gardens 

   U
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  E67 

Av

     
R

39 AvN W࠮

Steinway St  R

Northern Blvd

                          R                

     65 St

          R      
36 AvN W࠮

30 Av
N࠮W

Astoria Blvd
N࠮W

Astoria
Ditmars Blvd

N࠮W

Court Sq-23 St
E

    6 Av  L         

23 St
C࠮E

23 St
R࠮W

33 St
6

Queensboro
        Plaza
           N࠮W

68 St
Hunter
College
6

77 St
6

86 St
6࠮5࠮4

96 St
6

96 St
Q

86 St
Q

72 St
Q

103 St
6

110 St
6

116 St
6

72 St
C
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C

86 St 
C

96 St
C

103 St
C

Cathedral Pkwy
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C

116 St
C

125 St
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6࠮5࠮4

135 St
C

3 Av
138 St
6

Brook Av

6

Cypress Av

6

E 143 St
St Mary’s St

 6145 St
A࠮C

Morris Park
5

Pelham Pkwy
5

Gun Hill Rd
5

Baychester 
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5
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5

E 149 St
6

Longwood Av
6

Hunts Point Av
6

Whitlock Av
6

Elder Av
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   Morrison Av
   Soundview
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St Lawrence Av
6

Castle Hill Av
6
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6
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6
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6
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N࠮W
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Woodlawn

Wakefield

Long
Island
City

9 St

14 St

23 St

33 St

Christopher St

Hunterspoint Av

Woodside

Mets–Willets Point

Flushing

Forest
Hills

JamaicaKew
Gardens

Hollis
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PROSPECT
PARK

BROOKLYN
BOTANIC
GARDEN

FORT GREENE
PARK

GREEN-WOOD
CEMETERY
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The result is brutal, especially for end-of-the-line 
neighborhoods in the Bronx, Queens, 
and Brooklyn

1. Riverdale and Kingsbridge lose all subway 
service, requiring a bus ride to the A or the 4.

2. Flushing and Corona, the epicenter of COVID, 
lose all subway service, requiring bus rides to 
Jamaica, Kew Gardens, or Jackson Heights.

3. Across southern Brooklyn, the loss of B, D, F, 
and G service requires mile-long walks to 
remaining train lines and even longer bus rides 
from isolated areas like Red Hook.
 
4. The entire Upper West Side of Manhattan, 
normally served by five subway lines, would 
have just one, the local “C” train along Central 
Park West.

With these line closures, 163 of the system’s 424 
stations would shut down indefinitely. While the 
instantly recognizable subway map would be 
utterly transformed, so too would the borough 
bus maps and commuter rail lines, each of 
which would also be subject to a 50% reduction 
in capacity. Riders losing subway service would 
crowd scarce space on buses. Many difficult to 
reach neighborhoods and communities would 
be further isolated. 

Areas with subway access would be inundated 
with additional car traffic that transit cuts would 
invite. Additional driving would create more 
traffic congestion, delays in emergency 
response times, particulate pollution that aggra-
vates respiratory illnesses like asthma and 
COVID-19, and deadly and injurious collisions 
between vehicles and pedestrians and cyclists.
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Alternative 2: 
Subway Only Service 
(plus Access-a-Ride)

Alternative 1: 
Local Only Service

The subway is the MTA’s most popular and 
efficient service, moving more than half of all 
riders each day. In this scenario the MTA could 
shut down its commuter rail and bus lines, while 
leaving subway operations largely intact. Due to 
federal requirements, it would also need to 
operate Access-a-Ride paratransit for those 
unable to use the subway system, which is 
largely inaccessible and still requires climbing 
stairs to access most stations.

Essentially the MTA’s current overnight service 
plan, but with an across the board 50% frequen-
cy cut: Most rush hour subway trains would 
come every 10 or 15 minutes and most off-peak 
trains two to three times per hour. Buses and 
commuter rail frequency would be cut propor-
tionately so that lines would keep running but 
service would be dangerously crowded and 
delayed and also far less useful 
and dependable. 

For this alternative, the map is less compelling 
than the legend:

1. No express service
2. Rush-hour service every 10 - 15 minutes
3. Off-peak service every 20 - 30 minutes
4. Late night service restrictions apply outside 
of rush hour i.e. no B, C, W and 5, M, 
and R shuttles

The overall result is unimaginable crowding 
during rush hour. This would greatly increase the 
risk of another wave of COVID-19.  Neighbor-
hood-specific results include extra transfers 
from the East Bronx (5), Middle Village (M), and 
Bay Ridge (R) due to shuttle service operations 
off-peak. 
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Conclusion: Averting 
The Death Spiral
 
Before COVID, the MTA faced nearly a billion 
dollar budget deficit and little appetite for raising 
fares to cover increased costs or cutting service 
to reduce costs. Officials and advocates sought 
increased subsidies and new sources of reve-
nue. Agency leaders recognized that higher fares 
and service cuts would drive riders from the 
system, losing rather than making or saving 
money, and necessitating further fare hikes and 
service cuts. 

This feedback loop is known in transit policy as 
a “death spiral.” While cutting cleaning and 
maintenance in 2018, then-New York City Presi-
dent Andy Byford said: “We are very mindful of 
that phenomenon and we’re trying to avoid 
that.” Then-MTA Board Commissioner Charles 
Moerdler added: “That’s a self-fulfilling prophecy 
for sure. We’ve seen time and again, as you 
reduce buses and as you give worse service, 
you’re going to have a greater problem.” Last 
February, MTA Board Commissioner Larry 
Schwartz announced a working group to explore 
alternative revenues to fare hikes that could 
drive riders off public transit. 

Once a death spiral begins it becomes extremely 
difficult to halt. The results are miserable:

-  Less access to jobs, education, and other  
   institutions for transit-dependent people
-  More driving, with all of its negative 
   externalities
-  A less efficient, affordable, and equitable 
   city overall

Even before COVID, New York could ill afford its 
MTA going off the rails. Today, after the devasta-
tion the city has suffered, with all its inequities 
laid bare, it would be unconscionable. Austeri-
ty-induced failure of such essential infrastructure 
would be a crime against the city and its millions 
of residents, and a deep, self-inflicted wound to 

the national economy. Congress must act now 
before it is too late to save the subway, buses, 
trains, and paratransit New Yorkers — and by 
extension the nation — depend on.

The hope for New Yorkers rests in the power of 
the New York area’s Congressional delegation. 
With 19 New York members of Congress and 
two Senators representing the MTA service area, 
we have a large delegation that needs to priori-
tize the MTA. And within that delegation we have 
two of the most powerful elected officials in the 
country: Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schum-
er, the top Democratic in the Senate, and House 
Democratic Caucus Chair Congressman 
Hakeem Jeffries, the fifth most powerful member 
of the House. 

With these leaders, there is a new hope for 
transit after decades when the federal govern-
ment largely prioritized highways disproportion-
ately serving whiter rural and suburban commu-
nities. Investing in public transit is not only an 
investment in the cities and the nation’s most 
productive regions, it’s also an advance for racial 
justice because transit is essential to the 
well-being of Black and Brown communities. It is 
long past time to reverse the racist pattern of 
federal transportation policy. COVID and Black 
Lives Matter have together brought home how 
long overdue federal investment in public transit 
is. We can wait no longer for transit equity.
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