




Over the past two years, the City of Nashville has developed its “preferred future” through NashvilleNext. The project 

began with a comprehensive outreach program to determine the values and desires of Nashville residents, employees, 

businesses, and other stakeholders, which were then transformed into the preferred future. That future, which was 

recently adopted, will better focus development, reduce sprawl, and greatly expand transit service and options. This is 

the future that those who live, work, and play in Nashville desire. 

Concurrently, the Nashville Region Chamber of Commerce and the Nashville Area Metropolitan Planning 

Organization (MPO) worked to “identify key issues that impact the region’s economic well-being and activate 

community-driven solutions.”6 This effort identified better transit as one of the region’s most pressing needs. 

While the Nashville MTA has worked continuously to improve and expand transit service, these improvements have 

not kept pace with the region’s growth, and much better transit will be needed to deliver the future that the area 

desires. This peer review compares the current state of transit in Nashville today with that in other cities to provide an 

indication of the magnitude of change that will be required to develop great transit for Nashville and Davidson 

County. 

This peer review does this in two ways, by comparing Nashville area with: 

1. Current peer cities, or cities that are similar to what Nashville is today. These comparisons provide

indications of how MTA’s service compares in its current context.

2. “Aspirational” peer cities, or cities that are already like what Nashville is growing to become. These

comparisons indicate how transit in Nashville will need to grow to match the growth of the city and county.

Current peer cities were selected based on a number of considerations that included the peers used in earlier efforts, 

suggestions from MTA staff, and a review of systems in the National Transit Database (NTD) with similar size and 

service characteristics. These included: 

 Peak buses

 Annual passenger trips

 Service area size in square miles

 Service area population

 Service area population density

 Principal city population

 Range of peers

6 2014 Nashville Region’s Vital Signs Report, Nashville Region Chamber of Commerce and Nashville Area 

Metropolitan Planning Organization, 2014. 



 

On this basis, 15 cities and their urban areas were selected as current peers: 

 Akron, OH 

 Albuquerque, NM 

 Cincinnati, OH 

 Dayton, OH 

 El Paso, TX 

 Forth Worth, TX 

 Hartford, CT 

 Indianapolis, IN 

 Jacksonville, FL 

 Louisville, KY 

 Memphis, TN 

 Richmond, VA 

 Springfield, MA 

 Syracuse, NY 

 Tampa, FL 

While none of these urban areas are identical to Nashville, they are still similar in many respects. One key difference, 

however, is that the total population of Nashville MTA’s service area is in the middle of the current peer group while 

its population density is near the bottom (see Table 6). Since transit demand and transit effectiveness is closely linked 

to density, this means that MTA has a more challenging area to serve than most of its peers. 

In terms of similarities, Nashville is most similar to: 

 Louisville and Akron in terms of its service area size 

 Albuquerque and Dayton in terms of service area population 

 Akron and Charlotte in terms of population density 

 Louisville and Memphis in terms of principal city population 

 Albuquerque and Syracuse in terms of peak buses 

 Memphis and Richmond in terms of annual transit ridership 

For the aspirational peers, the Nashville Chamber of Commerce and the Nashville Area MPO recently produced the 

2014 Nashville Region’s Vital Signs Report, which compared Nashville to current and aspirational peers on a wide 

range of issues, including transit. For consistency with that report, this peer review uses the same aspirational peers, 

which are: 

 Atlanta has a service area population nearly three times that of Nashville MTA and nearly 500 peak 

vehicles; however, its service area size is similar to Nashville MTA. Atlanta represents the high end of what 

Nashville could grow to be. 

Austin’s service area size is similar to Nashville’s. However, its central city has 31% more residents, its 

service area has 46% more residents, and transit ridership is 3.6 times as high. 

Charlotte is another southern city that is growing rapidly and that has a central city that is similar to 

Nashville with a larger service area population. It has been expanding service rapidly and carries more than twice 

as many passengers as the Nashville MTA. 



 

 Denver’s RTD serves an area with similar population density as Nashville MTA, though the service area 

population is much greater. RTD is in the midst of intense investment in a variety of premium transit modes 

including rail and BRT, which can be illustrative for Nashville MTA as it invests in premium transit. 

Kansas City’s KCATA has a service area with only about 20% more residents than Nashville MTA, 

but KCATA provides 72% more annual passenger trips. Kansas City is currently constructing its first streetcar 

line and its third BRT line and is working toward the development of a stronger regional system. 

Similar to Nashville’s MTA, Raleigh’s CAT serves a capital city, though one that is much more densely 

developed. While CAT’s service area population is roughly half that of MTA’s, it is effective in serving over 6 

million annual passenger trips. MTA can look to this smaller peer agency as it considers the influence of density 

on transit effectiveness. 



 

 

Source: National Transit Database RY 2011 Service Area Size, Service Area Population; NTD RY 2012 Vehicles Operating at Maximum Service (Motorbus only), Annual Unlinked Passenger Trips; 

US Census 2010.



 

Eleven different measures were examined that address transit ridership levels, the amount of transit service provided, 

productivity, cost efficiency, subsidies and funding, and resource allocation: 

 Total Annual Transit Ridership: Total ridership on all modes, which is an indication of a combination 

of the size of the transit system and the size of the area served. 

 Transit Ridership per Capita: The extent to which the service area population utilizes transit services on 

all modes.  

 Vehicle Revenue Hours per Capita: The quantity of service on all transit modes provided to the people 

living in the service area. 

 Passenger Trips per Bus Hour: Total ridership divided by the number of service hours provided, 

quantifying utilization of the provided fixed route bus service.  

 Total Operating Cost per Bus Hour: How much it costs to provide an hour of bus service.  

 Total Operating Cost per Bus Passenger: How much it costs the transit agency to provide bus service 

per passenger. 

 Bus Farebox Recovery: The share of operating costs that are covered by fare revenues for the bus mode. 

The higher the fare recovery rate, the lower the net cost of service (or subsidy) required. 

 Net Operating Cost per Bus Passenger: How much it costs the transit agency to provide bus service to 

each bus passenger, after subtracting the fare revenue. This is the cost that must be paid for each passenger 

trip by other funding sources, such as local, state, and federal sources. 

 Operating Expenditures by Mode: How much it costs to operate the different modes offered, including 

bus, rail, and demand response service. This information is useful to see the range of modes offered in each 

peer system and the relative share of expenditures associated with each. 

 Operating Funds by Source: How much funding on a relative basis comes from fare revenues and local, 

state, federal, and other sources.  

 Total Operating Funding per Capita: The amount of operating funding for transit operation per year 

per service area resident for the transit system. 

Note that some of the above measures are presented for the entire transit system while others focus specifically on 

bus service. Measures that relate to the service provision and funding are for the system as a whole and, in large part, 

reflect the level of importance placed on transit service. Other measures, such as costs per passenger and unit of 

service, are for bus service only; as some of the peer systems provide significant amounts of rail service, the inclusion 

of those services could skew overall totals. Since all of the peer systems provide bus service, the use of bus-only figures 

provides a better comparison. 



 

One of the most common measures of effectiveness for transit 

systems is total ridership, and in 2012, Nashville MTA carried 9.3 

million riders.  

 Among current peers, Nashville’s ridership ranks 12th out of 

16. It is also well below the levels achieved by the top 

ranking cities, with Louisville at 20.3 million passengers, 

Cincinnati at 17.4, and El Paso at 16.4. 

 Compared to the aspirational peers, the differences are even larger. Denver, which has been expanding and 

improving transit service very aggressively, carried 76.7 million passengers in 2012, even higher than 

Atlanta’s 61.6 million. The only aspirational peer that had lower transit ridership was Raleigh, at 6.4 million 

passengers. 

 

 

 

Source: National Transit Database FY 2012. Systemwide Unlinked Passenger Trips 



 

In most cases, higher total ridership in one area versus another is due 

to market size. When service area sizes are considered, Nashville’s 

ridership is still low compared to both its current and aspirational 

peers:  

 Nashville area residents make 15.4 trips per capita, which 

ranks 12th out of 16 and is 14% below the peer median of 17.9 

trips per capita. 

 Among aspirational peers, ridership per capita is significantly higher in all areas, with a range of 19.9 in 

Raleigh to 85.7 in Atlanta. Discounting Atlanta, which is an outlier, the aspirational peers carry 29% to 161% 

more passengers than MTA. 

 

 

 

Source: National Transit Database FY 2012. Systemwide Unlinked Passenger Trips per Service Area Population. 

  



 

One major reason that transit ridership is lower in the Nashville area is 

that less service is provided:  

 Nashville’s current peers provide between 263,300 annual 

hours of service (Syracuse) and 713,200 hours (Cincinnati). 

Nashville MTA provides 361,100 hours, which ranks 10th 

overall, and is 9% below the peer median. 

 Compared to the aspirational peers, Nashville MTA provides much less service than all but Raleigh (which is 

also the only aspirational peer to carry fewer total riders than Nashville). The aspirational peer that provides 

the most service is Denver, with over six times as much service as Nashville; as discussed previously, Denver 

has been aggressively improving its transit service. Kansas City, which provides the second lowest amount of 

service among the peers, provides 60% more service than MTA. 

 

 

 

Source: National Transit Database RY 2012 Systemwide Vehicle Revenue Hours per Service Area Population.  



 

The amount of service that transit systems provide is related to market size. 

When the amount of service that the peer systems provide is considered 

relative to their respective populations, Nashville MTA still lags, but to a 

lesser extent.  

 Among the current peer group, the amount of service provided falls 

in a relatively narrow range of 0.7 to 1.0 annual hours of service per resident. Nashville MTA provides 0.8 

hours, which is equivalent to the current peer average and median of 0.8 hours. 

 However, when compared to the aspirational peers, Nashville falls to the bottom of the list. Kansas City, 

which provides the least amount of service at 1.1 hours of service per resident, still provides 38% more than 

Nashville. Atlanta, which provides the most service per capita, provides 138% more service; Austin, which is 

second, provides 88% more. 

These figures indicate that, while the amount of service that Nashville provides is average compared to its current 

peers, it provides significantly less service per capita than all of its aspirational peers. 

 

 

 

Source: National Transit Database RY 2012. Systemwide Vehicle Revenue Hours per Service Area Population.  



 

The number of passenger trips that are carried per bus service hour 

provides a measure of productivity in terms of how well existing service 

is utilized and, in many respects, how well it is designed. This measure is 

also influenced by market characteristics, and as described previously, 

the Nashville area has a more challenging market to serve due to sprawl. 

 In spite of this, compared to its current peers, Nashville MTA performs above average and above the median, 

carrying 25.7 passengers per vehicle service hour.  

 Productivity is lower than all of the aspirational peers. However, this is to be expected because as urban 

areas grow, they typically become more densely developed; with more people in close proximity to transit, 

both ridership and productivity increase. This is not always the case, and the top performing current peers 

have higher productivity than the many of the aspirational peers. 

 

 

Source: National Transit Database RY 2012. Bus Unlinked Passenger Trips per Bus Vehicle Revenue Hour. 



 

Nashville MTA’s operating cost per bus service hour of $105 is slightly below the average costs of its current peers and 

is at the low end of its aspirational peers: 

 For the current peers, the costs range from a low of $81 in El Paso to a high of $136 in Syracuse.  

 For the aspirational peers, the range is from $89 to $115. 

These costs are heavily influenced by local labor costs, which tend to be higher in northern cities and in larger cities. 

In general, the highest costs per revenue vehicle hour are in the northeastern cities, and the lower costs are in 

southern and Sunbelt cities including El Paso, Albuquerque, Fort Worth, Tampa, and Raleigh. Another factor is the 

use of contractors to provide service. Several of the low cost systems purchase bus service from contractors, including 

Springfield, Fort Worth, Indianapolis, and Louisville. 

 

 

 

Source: National Transit Database RY 2012. Bus Total Operating Expenses per Bus Vehicle Revenue Hour. 

 



 

Nashville MTA’s current operating cost per bus passenger is $4.09 (see 

Figure 49): 

 Among current peers, this is better than both the peer median 

and peer average, and the figure reflects that Nashville MTA’s slightly higher than average productivity 

offsets its slightly higher than average operating cost per bus service hour. Consequently, MTA delivers 

slightly lower costs per passengers than most of its current peers. However, it is significantly higher than 

some of its peers—for example, El Paso, Louisville, and Albuquerque—with the major reason that those 

systems carry both more passengers per vehicle hour and have lower cost structures.  

 When compared to its aspirational peers, Nashville’s costs are the second highest, after Kansas City. For the 

most part, this is because larger systems carry more passengers per vehicle, to the extent that their higher 

productivity more than offsets their generally higher cost structures. As the Nashville area and Nashville 

MTA grows, it is likely that its operating cost per bus passenger will decline. 

 

 

 

Source: National Transit Database RY 2012. Bus Total Operating Expenses per Bus Unlinked Passenger Trip. 

  



 

As is the case with transit systems in all developed countries, fare revenue 

covers only a small proportion of operating costs. Nashville MTA covers 

24% of its bus operating cost through fares.  

 Among its current peers, this is fourth best, and within a range of 

12% (Albuquerque) to 38% (Cincinnati).  

 It is also very good—and third best—among aspirational peers, where farebox return ranges from 14% 

(Austin) to 28% (Atlanta).  

 

 

Source: National Transit Database RY 2012. Bus Fare Revenues Earned per Bus Total Operating Expenses. 

Farebox return is related to a number of factors, which include (1) the transit system’s overall cost structure, (2) 

productivity levels, and (3) fare levels. As described previously, Nashville MTA’s cost structure is slightly higher than 

average, but so is its productivity. Its adult cash fare ($1.70) ranks at the median (aspirational peers) or just below it 

(current peers) (see Table 7). This implies that Nashville MTA would rank similarly with respect to bus farebox return 

to its rank in terms of operating cost per passenger. However, many passengers pay discounted fares (for example, 

monthly pass riders, seniors, and individuals with disabilities), and Nashville MTA’s better than average performance 

implies that its discount levels may be lower than many of the peer systems. 



 

  



 

After accounting for fare revenue, Nashville MTA’s net operating cost per 

bus passenger is $3.06 (see Figure 51): 

 This is slightly below average for its current peers.  

 However, it is higher than both the median and the average for 

the aspirational peers. This is largely because as ridership 

grows, net costs per passenger decrease.  

 

 

Source: National Transit Database RY 2012.Net Bus Operating Expenses (Total Expenses less Fare Revenue) per Bus Unlinked Passenger Trip. 
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 Nashville MTA spends proportionally less on general public 

service (bus only or bus and rail) and more on paratransit service 

than its peers. This is the case in comparison to both its current 

and aspirational peers—Nashville MTA spends 31% of its 

operating budget on paratransit service, while most other 

agencies spend less than 20% (see Figure 52).  

 

 

Source: National Transit Database RY 2012. Total Operating Expenses by Mode.  

 



 

MTA’s high level of expenditures on paratransit is due to the fact that MTA provides more expansive service than 

most other agencies. Federal law requires that transit systems provide complementary paratransit within three-

quarters of a mile of fixed-route service during the times those services operate. Nashville MTA, in contrast, provides 

paratransit to all residents of Davidson County whether they are within three-quarters of a mile of fixed route service 

or not. Paratransit service is also provided for longer hours than fixed-route services in many cases. While MTA’s 

AccessRide program clearly provides important benefits to many residents, it also comes at a cost to service to the 

general public. Looking forward, to better balance expenditures between general public and paratransit service, it 

may be desirable to allocate future service increases more heavily toward general public transit. 

  



 

Most transit systems rely heavily on local funding, either provided directly by 

the communities that they serve or via local or regional sources such as sales 

taxes (indicated as “Other” in Figure 53). Nashville MTA receives 50% of its 

funding from local sources, primarily from the city of Nashville.  

 

 

Source: National Transit Database RY 2012. Operating Funds Applied from Local Sources per Service Area. 



 

 Compared to its current peers, MTA’s funding falls within a range of 85% for Albuquerque to 13% for 

Syracuse. Current peers that do not receive “local” funding receive 49% to 69% from “Other” funding, which 

is usually a local sales tax. Cities that do not receive large amounts of local or other funding—for example, 

Springfield, Syracuse, and Hartford—typically receive most of their funding from the state, and the 

availability of state funding usually means that relatively low amounts of local or other funding are available.  

 Of the aspirational peers, all receive the largest proportion of their funding from either local or other funds. 

None receive a large proportion from the state. 

   



 

From all sources, Nashville MTA receives $88 in operating funding per 

capita per year, compared to an average of $80 among its current peers 

and a median of $74 (see Figure 54). This figure is within an overall 

range from $105 for Cincinnati to $62 for Indianapolis. These figures 

indicate that MTA is reasonably well funded compared to its current 

peers.  

Compared to its aspirational peers, however, MTA ranks very low. Five of the aspirational peers receive much higher 

levels of funding, ranging from a high of $416 for Atlanta to $106 for Kansas City. The aspirational peer group average 

is $194 and the median is $176. Only Raleigh, which receives $82 per capita, receives less than Nashville MTA. These 

figures indicate that funding for Nashville MTA will need to significantly increase if MTA is to begin providing 

services more similar to the aspirational peer cities. 

 

 

 

Source: National Transit Database RY 2012. Operating Funds per Service Area Population. 

  



 

As stated in the recent 2014 Nashville Region’s Vital Signs Report,7  

“If we don’t do something about transportation, we’re all in trouble. Our ability to move around in the 

region is deteriorating and will continue to do so unless we take action. A history of sprawling development has 

made commuting to work vulnerable to traffic congestion and rising fuel prices, and a lack of dedicated funding 

to expand and modernize our regional transit system threatens the future prosperity of the region as a whole. 

Declining mobility doesn’t just inconvenience us; it is a barrier to economic development and has a significant 

impact on our quality of life.” 

This peer review confirms that transit investment in the Nashville area is lower than in most current peer cities. 

Consequently, transit ridership is also lower. Even more importantly, Nashville is growing rapidly and is becoming a 

larger city that will have significantly greater transit needs. In comparison to cities that are already like what Nashville 

is growing to become, transit investment lags even more significantly. 

Compared to its current peers, the performance of Nashville MTA service is slightly below average (see Table 8). 

Among the 16 transit systems in the current peer areas, Nashville MTA ranks: 

 12th in terms of total transit ridership 

 11th in terms of transit ridership per capita 

 10th in terms of the total amount of service provided 

 9th in terms of the amount of service provided per capita 

Its productivity and cost efficiency, however, ranks very close to average among the current peers: 

 7th in terms of passengers per bus service hour 

 11th in terms of total operating cost per bus service hour 

 7th in terms of operating cost per passenger 

 4th in terms of farebox recovery ratio 

 9th in terms of net operating cost per passenger 

One area where Nashville MTA is an outlier from its current peers is its balance between general public and 

paratransit service, where it spends 69% of its operating budget on general public service and 31% on paratransit 

service. This compares to an average split of 79%/21% for the peer group as a whole. 

Finally, the amount of local and regional funding that Nashville MTA receives is close to average, and among the 

current peer group, Nashville MTA ranks: 

 8th in terms of the proportion of total operating funding 

 6th in terms of local and regional funding per capita 

                                                                    
7 Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce and Nashville Area MPO, 2014.  



 



 

Compared to the aspirational peers, Nashville MTA falls behind in most respects. This indicates that as part of the 

process of the Nashville area’s growth, transit service will need to be expanded significantly. Compared to the six 

aspirational peers in terms of ridership and the amount of service provided, Nashville MTA ranks: 

 6th in terms of total ridership, with only Raleigh carrying fewer total riders, and with total ridership only 33% 

of the peer median 

 7th in terms of ridership per capita, and at only 41% of the peer median 

 6th in term of the total amount of service provided (again, ahead of only Raleigh), and at 40% of the peer 

median 

 7th in terms of the amount of service provided per capita, and at 57% of the peer median 

In terms of passengers per bus service hour, Nashville MTA ranks 7th, but still close to the peer median (at 87% of the 

median). Nashville MTA’s cost effectiveness compares favorably, however: 

 3rd in terms of total operating cost per bus service hour, and 5% better than the peer median 

 5th in terms of operating cost per passenger, and 19% higher than the peer median 

 3rd in terms of farebox recovery ratio, and 19% better than the peer median 

 5th in terms of net operating cost per passenger, and 19% higher than the peer median 

As is the case compared to its current peers, Nashville MTA also spends proportionally less than its aspirational peers 

on general public transit service and more on paratransit service, with a split of 69%/31% versus the aspirational peer 

median of 89%/11%. 

Finally, the amount of local and regional funding that Nashville MTA receives is significantly less than for the 

aspirational peers: 

 7th in terms of the proportion of total operating funding, and 28% below the peer median 

 6th in terms of local and regional funding per capita (once again, above only Raleigh), and 50% below the 

peer median 
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