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We feel the frustration shared by so many in this room today. The 

Metropolitan Planning Council began this year’s legislative session feeling 

confident that a solution to the region’s transit funding disparity was close 

at hand. For the past three years, the transit service boards have made their 

collective case that escalating costs have overtaken diminishing revenues. 

The choice to us is clear: find additional resources to invest in the critical 

transit services that keep the region’s economy humming; or be prepared 

to forego a 21 percent return on our investment.1 That’s the latest 

calculation of transit benefits to the region from Chicago Metropolis 2020.  

 

In addition to identifying additional revenue to invest in transit operating 

and capital, the Illinois General Assembly should act on two outstanding 

measures. One, pass SB 378, the Public Private Partnerships for 

Transportation Act. This legislation, while nowhere near the complete 

solution, provides another tool for the development of essential 

transportation facilities. The Metropolitan Planning Council, Chicago 

Metropolis 2020, and the Chicagoland Chamber of Commerce provided 

ample testimony on this topic during last year’s hearings of the Senate 

Appropriations II Committee. The second measure that should be passed 

alongside a capital bill is legislation that will provide a better, more 

transparent mechanism for project selection. HB 801, the Capital 



Investment Accountability Act is a good starting point for this effort. Before providing a blank 

check for transportation improvements, lawmakers should have a process that clearly measures 

the relative benefits of all proposed projects and selects the ones that deliver the biggest bang for 

the buck. 

 

The Metropolitan Planning Council believes the best, long-term, sustainable solution to our 

current transit crisis is SB572, which would increase the regional sales tax by a minimal quarter 

of one cent.  However, Rep. Julie Hamos has specifically asked for alternative suggestions to 

SB572.  She identified five criteria that any source must meet. The new revenue source: 

• Must generate $280 million in the first year, beginning immediately, with some 

growth each year (sufficient); 

• Must be relatively stable, without great fluctuations from one year to the next; 

• Must maintain regional balance, with no one area of the region bearing 

disproportionate responsibility for producing the revenues; 

• Should be generated from within the region – unless it is logical, practical and 

politically feasible to have downstate or statewide sources support RTA operations; 

and 

• Should not be subject to the unpredictable state budgeting or appropriations 

process. 
 

MPC concurs with these criteria.  

 

Many of our colleague organizations have done great work to identify additional revenue options 

to fund the region’s transit system, including Illinois PIRG’s comprehensive “Finding Solutions 

to Fund Transit” and the Center for Tax and Budget Accountability’s “Revenue Options for 

Illinois.”  Most cite traditional sources such as an increase in the gas tax, which would yield 

$65 million for every penny increase, and various motor vehicle fee increases.  For example, 

charging $25 (instead of $10) for drivers licenses would generate $31.5 million per year. 
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Recently, the leaders of the General Assembly have contemplated the idea of keeping gasoline 

sales taxes in the road fund for use by transit operators and to fund capital needs, and plugging 

the gap to the general revenue fund with an increase in the cigarette tax -- another sound idea. 

 

The RTA has long had the authorization to levy a property tax on commercial parking spaces 

in the region. This particular approach has merit from a policy perspective, particularly if it were 

coupled with an offset for commercial lots that integrated good access to transit. There are 

numerous land use and smart growth benefits to reducing impervious surfaces and better 

integrating retail and residential development. Estimates of the yield from a new parking tax 

range from $175 million to $225 million per year for a $60 per space, per year tax. However, this 

approach has a number of outstanding questions.  There is no accurate census of parking in the 

region, though one might be gleaned from county assessor data. There is no readily 

implementable collection mechanism, which potentially violates the first criteria of immediate 

yield. Nonetheless, the proposal has merits and these and other questions must be fleshed out 

before a final decision can be made on its viability. 

 

Another option, which has greater application and benefit than transit operating, is the long-

studied notion of broadening the sales tax to include services. Many organizations have 

suggested this model; the Commercial Club even cited expansion of the sales tax base within the 

context of an alternative approach to state finance.2 There is merit in keeping Illinois’ tax system 

in line with the economy. As it has shifted towards a service-based economy, our tax system has 

not kept pace. Broadening the sales tax to include consumer services (not business, health care or 

housing services) would yield $1.7 billion.3   While the specific list of services to be taxed could 

be modified, this is a significant amount of revenue that could serve as both an operating stream 

for transit and a capital bonding program.  In addition, this approach could be made more 

politically palatable by reducing the state’s share of the sales tax by .5 percent, which would still 

net $822 million.4
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MPC also favors looking at long-term solutions such as congestion pricing, which we are 

actively researching for appropriate application in Illinois. While it would not likely be 

implementable in the near term, this pricing mechanism offers a very direct way to assess value 

to people’s mobility. Coupled with improvements to the existing transit network, congestion 

pricing shifts the point of payment from the pump to the moment of decision: should I drive or 

take the train? Which will get me there faster? Which will get me there cheaper? These are the 

questions that travelers would begin to ask.  MPC will have further information on this method 

early next year, as we complete several analyses of the effects of variable pricing on the region’s 

roadway network.  

 

In conclusion, it is not necessary to reiterate all the reasons why Illinois and the region need to 

invest in transit options. We all are already well aware of the environmental, economic, and 

quality of life benefits. It is also not necessary to abandon the good work that has gone into SB 

572. Placing political positions aside, this bill displays good public policy and is completely 

defensible.  Additional revenue options are available and further analysis can determine their 

respective effectiveness but only once the current proposal is completely ruled out.  

 

Thank you for the opportunity to present this testimony. We ask primarily that the members of 

the general assembly and the governor allow some version of transit investment to proceed 

immediately.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Chicago Metropolis 2020, Time is Money: The Economic Benefits of Transit Investment, September 2007 
2 Civic Committee of the Commercial Club, Facing Facts: a report of the Civic Committee’s task force on Illinois 
State Finance, December 2006  
3 Center for Tax and Budget Accountability, Revenue Options for Illinois, 2007 
4 ibid 
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