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A new analysis by New York City Comptroller Scott M. Stringer finds that the economic cost of
subway delays could be as high as $389 million annually.
Subway delays impose real human costs, as the Comptroller’s recent survey of straphangers
documents. Delays also impose economic costs, in terms of lost productivity for businesses
and lost wages for workers. Approximately 1.365 million riders take the subway each workday
morning, and every delay means time lost in arriving at work.
The analysis is based on data from the MTA on train schedules, passenger volumes, and wait
assessments by subway line. The MTA provides delay metrics in its Monthly Committee
meetings, based on weekday, 6 a.m. to midnight experience.1 “Minor” delays are those that
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http://web.mta.info/mta/news/books/index.html. Rush-hour delays may be greater than the full-day
data reported in the monthly committee statistics, due in particular to overcrowding, which is the
source of nearly half of all train delays (NYCT and Bus Committee Materials, 2017, through May).
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cause trains to be delayed by 25% to 50% over their scheduled time – so-called “headway
gaps”. “Medium” delays are headway gaps of 50% to 100% over scheduled time, and “major”
delays are those over 100% over schedule time. For example, a subway line with a headway of
6 minutes – i.e., a train is scheduled to arrive at a station every 6 minutes – would experience a
minor delay if the actual gap between trains was between 7.5 and 9 minutes, a medium delay if
the gap was between 9 and 12 minutes, and a major delay if it arrived more than 12 minutes
after the prior train.
Assuming an average hourly New York City wage of $34,2 the estimated cost of delays varies
with the extent of major delays. Using the midpoint of the range of Wait Assessment delays for
minor and medium delays (37.5% and 75% behind schedule, respectively, or 2 and 4 minutes
on average, systemwide), and a major delay equal to 100% behind schedule, or 5 minutes
systemwide, yields a low-end estimate of $170 million per year.
Given the recent frequency of extended delays and the greater overcrowding during rush hour,
which extends delays, major delays might involve waits of 10 or even 20 minutes, which raises
the cost to as much as $389 million of lost productivity annually (see table).

The Economic Cost of Subway Delays, by Line
Estimated Annual Economic Cost
Line
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Average Weekday
AM Peak Ridership

Minor, Medium,
and Best-Case
Major Delays

Minor, Medium,
and Mid-Range
Major Delays

Minor, Medium,
and Worst-Case
Major Delays

69,726

$12,096,925

$18,577,811

$31,539,584

117,491

$13,685,550

$18,793,342

$29,008,925

81,270

$11,055,656

$16,855,345

$28,454,722

92,345

$11,334,840

$16,897,620

$28,023,180

76,546

$10,516,568

$15,883,875

$26,618,490

59,392

$10,364,147

$15,304,803

$25,186,113

89,944

$10,378,451

$14,965,611

$24,139,932

98,019

$8,603,763

$13,126,481

$22,171,916

56,008

$9,660,330

$13,307,376

$20,601,469

58,077

$8,684,087

$11,849,509

$18,180,354

Bureau of Labor Statistics, Census of Employment Statistics, NYC average hourly wage for 2016.
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Economic Impact of Subway Delays

Estimated Annual Economic Cost
Line

(42nd St)

(Franklin
Ave)

(Rockaway)

Total

Average Weekday
AM Peak Ridership

Minor, Medium,
and Best-Case
Major Delays

Minor, Medium,
and Mid-Range
Major Delays

Minor, Medium,
and Worst-Case
Major Delays

51,693

$7,879,049

$11,185,666

$17,798,901

44,730

$7,399,952

$10,333,267

$16,199,896

41,012

$6,755,107

$9,615,862

$15,337,374

46,287

$6,668,836

$9,383,584

$14,813,079

54,162

$7,015,026

$9,316,921

$13,920,712

33,734

$6,603,158

$8,855,103

$13,358,991

44,567

$4,939,223

$6,949,881

$10,971,196

63,335

$4,490,974

$6,304,364

$9,931,144

90,311

$5,032,857

$6,452,995

$9,293,273

21,137

$2,189,712

$2,953,304

$4,480,488

21,137

$2,189,712

$2,953,304

$4,480,488

23,763

$2,294,765

$2,788,505

$3,775,983

26,825

$301,168

$399,973

$597,585

2,773

$18,358

$29,236

$50,994

343

$7,821

$10,513

$15,895

1,364,628

$170,166,036

$243,094,252

$388,950,683
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