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Fare-Free Public Buses are Yielding Results in 
Southeastern MA 
 
By Phineas Baxandall, Policy Director  
 
People riding public transportation in the 
ten cities and towns served by the 
Southeastern Regional Transit Authority 
(SRTA) don’t worry about exact change or 
updating their fare card. Bus drivers don’t 
split their attention between driving and 
guarding against people sneaking in the 
back doors. Families living paycheck to 
paycheck don’t have to choose between 
bus fare or groceries. Since 2024, 
residents and visitors in Southern 
Massachusetts step onto public buses 
and shuttles without a thought because 
fares have been eliminated. 
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Ridership Climbs with Fare-Free Buses at SRTA

Key Takeaways 

• At the fare-free Southeastern Regional Transit Authority 
(SRTA) ridership increased 56 percent during the first five 
months of Fiscal Year 2025 compared to same period last 
year. 

• Ridership at SRTA grew over a dozen times faster than at 
the neighboring two transit authorities which continued to 
collect fares. 

• Even with more riders entering and exiting buses, on-time 
performance improved without the need for drivers to 
collect and enforce fares. 

• Free-fare bus service can help success of the new $1.1 
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SRTA Supports Mobility and Equity 
 
SRTA has played a longstanding role in providing mobility options for residents in the region around Fall 
River and New Bedford. Since 1974 SRTA has provided transit service to Acushnet, Dartmouth, Fairhaven, 
Fall River, Freetown, Mattapoisett, New Bedford, Somerset, Swansea, and Westport. The service area 
covers 289 square miles and includes 322,845 residents.1 With service originating from terminals in Fall 
River and New Bedford, SRTA operates two dozen public bus routes as well as door-to-door shuttles for 
persons with disabilities. 
 
A variety of racial, ethnic, and income groups ride SRTA. Riders are disproportionately people of color or 
Latino, and disproportionately come from lower-income households. Most SRTA routes and almost all 
urban routes travel in Census blocks with disproportionately minority populations (identifying as Hispanic 
or not white).2  According to a 2019 fare analysis, 52 percent of passengers identify as minorities and 80 
percent identified as low-income.3 

Bus stops are located where they are needed most. While 64 percent of the population within the ten-
municipality service area reside within a half mile of a bus stop, 91 percent of the population without 
access to a vehicle lives within a half mile of a bus stop.4 

SRTA service provides a lifeline for people to reach work, school, medical appointments, friends and 
family. It is especially important for those who don’t drive or don’t have access to a vehicle, and for 
businesses whose customers and employees need a way to reach them. 
 
Based on SRTA’s pre-pandemic profile, the transit authority’s annual operating budget was approximately 
$19 million.5 Fare revenue in 2019 comprised $2,466,765, which represented 12.3 percent of the 
agency’s operating and capital expenditures.6 Federal pandemic aid and enhanced state funding enabled 
SRTA’s budget to reach roughly $24 million in Fiscal Year 2023 and introduce Sunday service.7 
 
Free Fares Have Delivered Results at SRTA and elsewhere 
 
After public transit ridership fell nationwide with the start of the pandemic, Massachusetts’s regional 
transit authorities (RTAs) have defied national trends by boosting ridership levels above their pre-
pandemic levels.8 RTA ridership has risen in Fiscal Year 2024 as the Commonwealth utilized funds 
generated by the Fair Share tax on incomes over $1 million. These funds were used to provide grants to 
RTAs which suspended fare collection. By contrast, public transit ridership nationwide remained 28 
percent below its pre-pandemic level.9 Ridership at the Boston-area MBTA, which continues to collect 
fares, remained 35 percent below pre-pandemic levels.10 
 
At SRTA the path to free fares has been a stop-start process that did not follow a long-term plan. Like 
other RTAs, the elimination of fares at SRTA was first prompted by the COVID pandemic in March 2020 to 
avoid unnecessary contact that might spread the virus. The transit authority reintroduced full-price fares 
in October. A little over a year later, SRTA temporarily reintroduced free fares through a statewide 
program in late 2022.11 Encouraged by the successful results of earlier experiments and new funding 
made available through a state grant (and then through the Commonwealth’s new tax on income over $1 
million), SRTA reintroduced free fares in January 2024. At that time, they committed to continue fare-free 
through at least June 2025.12 Major improvements to ridership and service have followed.   
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Ridership on SRTA has grown dramatically since fares were eliminated. Trips on SRTA bus routes grew 
55.5 percent in the first five months of Fiscal Year 2025 (July to November 2024) compared to the same 
period in Fiscal Year 2024. This is a gain of 555,878 rides.13 
 
At SRTA, the reintroduction of free fares in January 2024 also coincided with the introduction of limited 
service on Sundays, which previously had no service. Many other RTAs likewise used federal pandemic 
funds and state grants to introduce new weekend or night service. Enhanced service hours worked hand 
in hand with the elimination of fares to increase total ridership. More service hours alone, however, do 
not explain the increase in ridership because the number of riders for each hour of SRTA bus service also 
increased 42 percent following the elimination of fares in January 2024, based on the most recently 
available SRTA data.14 In other words, SRTA did not just gain ridership by having more hours of bus 
service. As buses became fare-free, they were also used by significantly more passengers during each 
hour.  
 

 
 
The dramatic ridership gains at SRTA are particularly impressive because behavioral research underscores 
how difficult it is to successfully induce travelers to change their mode of travel. People tend to have a 
strong cognitive bias favoring existing familiar default arrangements and they disproportionately weigh 
the sunk costs they’ve already invested, such as car ownership.15  

SRTA’s ridership gains are consistent with other transit systems that have eliminated fares in 
Massachusetts. These large ridership gains are most notable at the larger regional transit authorities in 
the Worcester and Merrimack Valley that have been consistently fare-free over multiple years, giving 
time for the word to get out and people to adjust their travel patterns:  

• The Worcester Regional Transit Authority (WRTA) has been fare-free since March 2020. Ridership 
quickly rebounded, surpassing pre-pandemic levels in FY 2022. WRTA ridership exceeded 4.5 
million rides in FY 2024, more than doubling its FY 2021 ridership levels. Two-thirds of riders in a 
recent survey said that they’d use the service less or not at all if fares were reintroduced.   
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• At Merrimack Valley Transit (MeVa), which serves 16 cities and towns in Northeastern 
Massachusetts, early experiments with free service on three routes in Lawrence had shown initial 
gains in ridership. Fares were subsequently eliminated system-wide and fareboxes were removed 
from all vehicles in March 2022, sending riders a clear signal of commitment to the policy and 
allowing resources used for fare collection and enforcement to be redirected to improved 
service. Ridership increased sharply, exceeding pre-pandemic levels by March 2023 and growing 
to almost double those levels currently.16 

 
These dramatic ridership gains cannot be entirely attributed to the elimination of fares. Across the United 
States, ridership fell precipitously on public transportation in 2020 with the onset of the pandemic and 
then reversed course in recent years with the end of the pandemic. We should expect some ongoing 
increase in all public transit ridership with people returning to work and other gatherings. For instance, 
weekly ridership on the MBTA fell 88 percent in the first two months of the pandemic. MBTA ridership 
has been recovering each year since, including 7.4 percent growth over the last year.17 
 
But it is instructive to contrast SRTA ridership changes with the two other transit authorities in 
Southeastern Massachusetts: the Cape Cod Regional Transit Authority (CCRTA) and the Greater Attleboro 
Taunton Regional Transit Authority (GATRA). Like SRTA, these neighboring transit authorities also 
received federal pandemic funds and funding from the Fair Share tax. However, they were the only two of 
Massachusetts’s 15 RTAs not to eliminate fares.18 Looking at the most current available data and 
comparing the first five months of Fiscal Year 2024 with the first five months of Fiscal Year 2025, GATRA 
ridership increased 4.4 percent and CCRTA ridership increased only 3.9 percent. This is the same period 
that SRTA ridership grew 55.5 percent. In other words, with free fares SRTA ridership grew 13 to 14 times 
faster than its two neighboring transit agencies that charged fares. Moreover, an analysis from CCRTA 
indicates that the transit authority incurs many additional costs associated with collecting fares. The costs 
related to fareboxes, money pick up and counting, accounting, banking, security, and credit card 
transactions, add up – as does the additional time paid to drivers as a result of waiting for passengers to 
pay their fare (“dwell time”). CCRTA analysis in 2021 found these collection-related costs totaled about 
three-quarters of all the revenue collected from passengers.19 
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Ridership increases may be the clearest indicator of RTA success because users of the service are “voting 
with their feet” about the merits of free fares. Free fares appear to have also helped improve the quality 
and convenience of service at SRTA in other ways. One indication is that SRTA vehicles have more often 
been on time. The percentage of bus stop arrivals that were not on time fell from almost 13 percent 
during the first quarter of FY 2024 to about 10 percent after fares were eliminated during the same 
period of FY 2025.20 One factor may be the ongoing challenges recruiting and retaining bus drivers which 
can be eased when bus drivers can focus on travel and greeting passengers rather than unpleasant and 
sometimes dangerous interactions over fare payment.21 Data analysis also shows that eliminating fare 
collection reduces the amount of time that buses must stop before moving again to the next stop. 
According to SRTA analysis of its one-month 2022 fare-free pilot program, “Operational data suggests 
that fare suspension had a positive effect on on-time performance… [E]liminating fare collection reduces 
dwell times and contributes to improved on-time performance.”22 
 

  
 
The Future Role of Free Fares 
 
New commuter rail service can have transformative impacts on new development and job opportunities, 
but success depends on people also being able to get to and from the station. This challenge is often 
called rail transportation’s “last mile problem.” The Commonwealth of Massachusetts is spending $1.1 
billion on the South Coast Rail, a project to restore commuter rail service that ended over 70 years ago to 
Fall River and New Bedford. This first phase, which begins with an extension off the existing 
Middleborough/Lakeville Line, began in June 2024 testing trains operating on the tracks at speeds up to 
79 miles per hour.23 Rail service is scheduled to begin May 2025.24 
 
South Coast Rail (SCR) has the potential to provide new regional access to more affordable housing and to 
spur housing development for thousands of families, while enabling thousands of commuters to access 
jobs in the Boston area by travel car-free, reducing traffic congestion and global warming emissions. 
Unfortunately, at the start of 2023 a consultant study commissioned by SRTA found that, “In its current 
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state, the existing SRTA bus network will not provide a reliable, high-quality connection to SCR [South 
Coast Rail].”25 It is not clear whether the state will invest in additional “last-mile solutions” and support 
for SRTA that could further enhance service and accessibility. In any case, the growth and improvement of 
fare-free service and ridership has helped enhance SRTA’s ridership base. 
 
With support of Fair Share funding, SRTA decided to continue its free fares policy through at least June 
2025. Continuing the successful policy into the future will require an ongoing commitment from SRTA and 
state budget writers. A fare-free SRTA can be an important part of realizing the potential of this major 
infrastructure investment. Fare-free bus service can allow commuters to step onto buses without regard 
to transit fares – reducing the “friction” associated with this choice and increasing its simplicity. Free SRTA 
service combined with low-income fares for commuter rail would also allow the new rail service to better 
serve low- and moderate-income families. At present, housing prices around New Bedford and Fall River 
have been increasing. Families straining to cover rising rents would find their challenges a little easier if 
trips to the South Coast Rail station and elsewhere didn’t require fares.  
 
A March 2024 poll by MassINC also demonstrated public recognition of the success of free fares at SRTA 
and the significance of continuing the program. The March 2024 survey of 500 residents of the 10 
communities served by SRTA before the authority decided to extend fare-free service found that two-
thirds of residents supported such an extension (most of whom voicing strong support) and less than a 
quarter expressed any degree of opposition.26 Among those who had ridden SRTA since it became fare-
free in January, a majority (56 percent) said they would ride less or not at all if fares were charged again.   
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Map of SRTA Service Area with SRTA Facilities and Key Trip 
Generators (Source: SRTA, Title VI Program (2022)) 
 

 
 

 
  

https://www.srtabus.com/wp-content/uploads/SRTA_TitleVIProgram_2022_FinalAppendix_20220331.pdf
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Map of Transit Authorities in Massachusetts (source MassDOT)  
 

 
  

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/public-transportation-in-massachusetts#map-of-transit-authorities-in-massachusetts-
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