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Bid for City to Pay More Transit Costs Would 

Strain Hefty Capital Plan 
By Jarrett Murphy 

September 28, 2015 

The argument over whether New York City should pick up a larger share of the Metropolitan 

Transportation Authority's $30 billion infrastructure repair plan has largely been a debate about 

what the city's fair share of the subway and bus system is. 

Gov. Cuomo and his supporters argue that the city's capital funding to the MTA have failed to keep 

up with inflation and that the city ought to have more "skin in the game" given how vital the transit 

system is to its existence. Mayor de Blasio and his allies counter that between direct contributions, 

revenue for local real-estate taxes and tolls and fares paid by local riders and drivers, the city foots a 

larger share of the transit bill than the state. 

But there's another element to consider: Could the city afford to spend more toward the MTA 

capital plan? 

De Blasio's 10-Year, $83.8 billion Capital Plan has already been criticized by fiscal watchdogs for 

being much, much larger than the previous $53.7 billion decade-long plan advanced by Mayor 

Bloomberg. Debt service is an increasing share of the city's operating budget – projected to rise 

from $5.9 billion in fiscal 2015 (7.4 percent of total spending) to $7.7 billion or 8.8 percent of total 

spending in FY2019, and those projections have been tamped down by assumptions that interest 

rates are going to be very favorable to the city. The city's debt load was weighted down by a few 

very big years during the Bloomberg era when capital projects on the water and sewage system 

alone approached $3 billion annually. 

According to figures from the Independent Budget Office, capital spending has been decreasing 

back toward recent norms over the past four years. But new work looms. The city is in the midst of 

a huge affordable housing plan, is contemplating very expensive remedies to long-term pollution 

problems in several local waterways and could face new mandates around controlling chlorine 

releases and municipal stormwater runoff into area rivers and bays. 

It's a fair question whether the city is carrying its weight on funding work to preserve the transit 

system. An IBO analysis earlier this year found that if the city's capital contribution to the MTA had 

tracked inflation, it would be about $363 million a year, more than twice what it currently gives. 
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But an equally important question is where the extra money would come from to pay the higher bill. 

It's unlikely the city could spend less on housing or environmental protection. Adding to the capital 

plan means more debt service. So perhaps a new revenue stream is what's needed. Charles Brecher 

of the Citizens Budget Commission has suggested increasing charges on drivers. Maybe this is a 

window to talk about restoring the commuter tax, which IBO estimates would bring in $804 million 

a year? 


