
Key Findings

1. Ben Franklin Transit 
officials continue to 
collect taxes and increase 
spending as total 
ridership declines.

2. Between 2009 and 2017, 
total ridership at BFT 
declined by 40 percent.   
Population grew 15 
percent over the same 
period.  

3. Between 2009 and 2017, 
bus ridership declined 
41 percent, vanpool 
ridership declined 48 
percent, and demand 
response ridership 
declined 23 percent.

4. Despite large ridership 
losses, between 2009 and 
2017, operating expenses 
increased 20 percent, 
and sales tax revenue 
collections increased 44 
percent. 

5. When BFT operates a 
demand response vehicle, 
it costs more than twice 
as much as a privately-
contracted taxi.

Introduction 

Ben Franklin Transit (BFT) is a Public Transportation Benefit 
Authority that serves the growing Tri-Cities region (Richland-Pasco-
Kennewick Metro) by providing fixed route bus, demand response, and 
vanpool services. 

This study presents the third comprehensive review of BFT conducted 
by Washington Policy Center over the past decade. The previous two 
studies showed concerning trends at the transit agency from 1996 to 
2009, and again between 2009 to 2013, providing a multi-decade outlook 
on BFT’s services. Agency officials said increasing costs were a result of 
inflation and federal safety regulations, while ridership was cyclical and 
that most transit agencies were starting to see ridership “rebound from 
the economic downturn.”1 

Five years later, however, new research shows serious problems still 
plague the agency. Declining ridership has not stabilized or improved as 
officials promised. Ridership has plummeted while BFT officials continue 
to collect increasing amounts of sales tax and to increase the agency’s 
spending. 

Instead of downsizing in line with a declining customer base, the 
agency introduced free Wi-Fi, new routes, and extended hours in 2017 in 
an effort to attract ridership.2 Though these services likely improve the 
experience of those on the BFT system – which is important – agency 
leaders should ask whether increasing spending while ridership continues 
to freefall is the best way to spend public dollars.

This study finds that rather than continuing to expand a failing 
system using public money with the hope that it will “work” once it 
reaches a certain size or aesthetic, BFT should instead scale back the 
existing 0.6 percent sales tax they impose on the public, reducing costs, 
and becoming a leaner, more cost-effective public agency for those who 
depend on and use transit for mobility.  

1 “Guest columnist: Ben Franklin Transit responds to opinion column,” by Mid-Columbia Voices, August 
18, 2015, at https://www.tri-cityherald.com/opinion/opn-columns-blogs/article32250945.html.

2 “Tri-City transit buses add Wi-Fi, quicker routes,” by Wendy Culverwell, September 18, 2017, at https://
www.tri-cityherald.com/news/local/article174060096.html.
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Policy Analysis

Falling ridership

Between 2009 and 2013, Ben Franklin Transit’s ridership declined across all travel 
modes, while both tax revenue and spending by agency officials increased. 

Since Washington Policy Center’s last report, total ridership declined an additional 
20 percent between 2014 and 2017. In total, since 2009, total ridership at BFT declined by 
a remarkable 40 percent.3  Population grew only 15 percent for the same period.4 

The trend continued in 2018. The National Transit Database released transit ridership 

data for the first six months of 2018.5 Comparing the first half of 2018 to the first half of 
2017 for BFT specifically, total ridership declined six percent, almost double the national 
average decrease of 3.1 percent. 6 Demand response ridership decreased 5.8 percent, 
while vanpool ridership increased 8.6 percent. Bus ridership dropped a staggering 10.1 
percent. 

The bus program, which represents the bulk of BFT’s system, carried 35 percent fewer 
passenger trips in 2016 (2,419,818) than it did in 1996 (3,727,713), the earliest year used in 
our previously-released studies. Meanwhile, bus operating costs increased 46 percent in 
the same period, from $9,277,977 in 1996 to $13,583,483 in 2016. As we have pointed out 
before, some growth in operating expenses was a natural result of annexing new service 
areas, but this has not translated to higher ridership, which peaked in 2008 and has been 
largely declining ever since. 

Sales tax revenue and operating expenses

Meanwhile, total sales tax revenue and operating expenses continue to increase, 
despite the agency serving fewer and fewer customers.

Using the Washington State Summary of Public Transportation for years 2009 to 
2016 and BFT’s operating and capital budget for year 2017, between 2009 and 2017, sales 
tax revenues increased by 43.5 percent to $32.7 million.7 In their financial report, BFT 

3 Annual Ridership Data (2009-2016), National Transit Database, at https://www.transit.dot.gov/ntd/ntd-data.

4 “April 1 Official Population Estimates,” Office of Financial Management, 2018, at https://ofm.wa.gov/washington-data-
research/population-demographics/population-estimates/april-1-official-population-estimates.

5 “Monthly Ridership Time Series,” National Transit Database, September 17, 2018, at https://www.transit.dot.gov/ntd/ntd-data.

6 “Transit Death Spiral Continues: June Report,” by Randal O’Toole, August 8, 2018, at https://ti.org/antiplanner/?p=14908.

7  Years 2009-2016: “Washington State Summary of Public Transportation,” Washington State Department of Transportation, 
at ftp://ftp.wsdot.wa.gov/public/PubTranSummaries/. Year 2017: “Ben Franklin Transit 2017 Operating and Capital Budget,” 
November 16, 2016, at https://www.bft.org/assets/1/6/2017_operating___capital_budget1.pdf.
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officials attribute the growth in revenue to improvements in the local economy, increases 
in construction costs, and auto sales.8 The agency projects it will collect $34.8 million in 
2018.9 

For the same period, operating expenses increased by 19.5 percent to $34.7 million.10 
The agency projects it will spend $40 million on operations in 2018, a 15 percent increase 
over 2017.11 

Thus, the relationship between ridership and total sales tax and operating expenses 
continues to be inverse. 

 

Within operating expenses, salaries and wages increased by 14.6 percent between 
2009 and 2016, although with some modest fluctuation, as shown below. Fringe benefits, 
which are a major part of the agency’s expenses, increased by 20.5 percent in the same 
period (2017 data is not yet available). 

To assess these cost increases, we compared the rise in salaries, wages and benefits 
year-over-year to inflation, using the annual average for the western region.12 In 2012, 
2013 and 2014, total compensation increased at notably higher rates than inflation. For 

8 “Ben Franklin Transit Comprehensive Annual Financial Report Year Ended December 31, 2016,” Ben Franklin Transit, June 
30, 2017, at https://www.bft.org/assets/1/6/2016_bft_comprehensive_annual_financial_report.pdf. 

9 “Ben Franklin Transit 2018 Operating and Capital Budget,” Ben Franklin Transit, January 6, 2018, at https://www.bft.org/
assets/1/6/2018_operating___capital_budget.pdf.

10 Years 2009-2016: “Washington State Summary of Public Transportation,” Washington State Department of Transportation, 
at ftp://ftp.wsdot.wa.gov/public/PubTranSummaries/. Year 2017: “Ben Franklin Transit 2017 Operating and Capital Budget,” 
November 16, 2016, at https://www.bft.org/assets/1/6/2017_operating___capital_budget1.pdf.

11 “Ben Franklin Transit 2018 Operating and Capital Budget, Ben Franklin Transit, January 6, 2018, at https://www.bft.org/
assets/1/6/2018_operating___capital_budget.pdf.

12 “Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue Consumer Price Index, All Items,” US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018, at 
https://www.bls.gov/regions/west/data/consumerpriceindex_seattle_table.pdf. 



4

example, in 2012, total compensation increased by 6.6 percent over the previous year, 
which is 4.1 percent higher than inflation over the same period.13 

At first glance, these increases appear uncontroversial, perhaps due to cost-of-living 
adjustments and natural step progression. However, when viewed alongside declining 
ridership, they are concerning. 

In the same period, although salaries, wages, and benefits increased, FTEs across all 
modes were decreased by 12 percent.

Below is a summary of the data findings: 

Performance

With ridership falling and expenses rising, the public’s cost per passenger trip aboard 
a Benton Franklin Transit bus rose 61.2 percent between 2009 and 2016, from $3.48 to 
$5.61.14 The cost per trip for vanpools increased 49.1 percent for the same period, from 
$2.26 to $3.37.15 Yet unlike BFT’s other services, the average vanpool rider covers nearly 
89 percent of operating costs, which has interestingly risen in the last few years since our 
last report.

BFT also contracts out and directly operates demand response services. Demand 
response services include Taxi Feeder (operated under contract with Tri-City Taxi) and 
Dial-A-Ride, a door-to-door transit service primarily used by the elderly and disabled. 
In 2016, the cost for demand response services that were contracted out was $2.16 per 
passenger mile.16 The cost for demand response services that were directly operated 
by BFT was $4.79 per passenger mile.17 In other words, when BFT operates a demand 
response vehicle, it costs more than twice as much as a privately-contracted taxi. 

Policy recommendations

1. Re-allocate funds

To get rising costs under control and to respond to declining ridership, Ben Franklin 
Transit officials should restructure their system to operate more efficiently. Costs at 
BFT continue to rise despite a significant and consistent fall in customer demand. 

13 Years 2009-2016: “Annual Operating Expenses,” National Transit Database, https://www.transit.dot.gov/ntd/ntd-data.

14 “Ben Franklin Transit Comprehensive Annual Financial Report Year Ended December 31, 2016,” Ben Franklin Transit, June 
30, 2017, at https://www.bft.org/assets/1/6/2016_bft_comprehensive_annual_financial_report.pdf.

15 Ibid.

16 Ibid.

17 Ibid.
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While some ridership losses may be unavoidable, like the closing of the Umatilla 
Munitions Station, changes at Hanford due to a reduction of federal funding levels, 
or service reductions in 2010, officials should respond not by expanding, but by 
allocating funds differently. 

The agency projects it will collect $34.8 million in sales tax revenue in 2018, 
90.5 percent of which will be spent on the operating budget, and 9.5 percent spent 
on the capital budget.18 

2. Contract out more services

BFT can save taxpayers’ money by contracting out all, rather than some, 
demand response services, which are the costliest but the most valued by those who 
depend on them for transportation. As previously mentioned, the cost for demand 
response services that were contracted out in 2016 were more than twice as cheap 
as those that were directly operated by BFT.

Ben Franklin Transit should contract out bus service to gain the same cost 
savings. Agency officials could use the savings to temporarily increase service, 
which might generate more fare revenue. If that does not occur and ridership 
continues to decline, officials should then consider cutting underutilized bus routes. 

3. Cut the sales tax

Lastly, with the steep decline in ridership over the last decade, BFT should cut 
the sales tax rate the public pays and match service to current, rather than wishful, 
public demand. If the agency is taking steps to reduce the cost of its services and 
save money, the sales tax reduction will be more manageable. Not doing so, while 
operating expenses as well as salaries and benefits grow despite declining ridership, 
raises serious questions about the fairness of BFT’s taxing authority. 

Conclusion

BFT officials should not continue to expand simply because sales tax revenue is 
growing, while the public’s need for its services has declined 40 percent in nearly 10 
years. Instead, BFT officials should cut the sales tax and reduce the financial burden 
they place on the community to pay for a service that is being used less and less. 

Ben Franklin Transit’s policy of increasing operational spending as ridership 
declines underscores our primary policy recommendation that the agency should 
not continue to collect current levels of sales tax revenue from the public, and 
instead should reduce the tax burden on the community and allocate funds 
differently to match remaining ridership demand.

18 “Ben Franklin Transit 2018 Operating and Capital Budget,” Ben Franklin Transit, January 6, 2018, at https://www.bft.
org/assets/1/6/2018_operating___capital_budget.pdf.
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