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Issue 

Commuter rail is known to have a “first- and last-mile” 
problem (i.e., a lack of options for getting commuters to 
and from a rail station). The first- and last-mile dilemma 
creates inequalities in access.1,2 For example, high-income 
commuters drive to work (forgoing transit altogether), 
middle-income commuters drive to a rail station and pay 
to park, and low-income commuters rely on feeder buses 
or walking to reach a rail station.3,4 Transportation network 
companies (TNCs), like Uber and Lyft, are a viable option 
for connecting travelers to rail stations, especially for 
those who don’t own a car, however, their high fares make 
them attractive only to higher-income travelers.5 To close 
this equity gap, subsidies could be provided for TNC rides 
that connect travelers to commuter rail. To explore this 
concept further, we developed idealized (but physically 
realistic and rational) models to describe communities in 
the San Francisco Bay Area, and simulated the effects of 
various subsidization policies (i.e., providing subsidies for 
TNC rides to and from rail stations, increasing rail stations 
parking fees) using real-world data representative of Bay 
Area commuter populations.

Key Research Findings

Commuters who drive to a rail station can be persuaded 
to leave their cars at home if high TNC subsidies are 
paired with modest increases to rail station parking fees. 
For example, in low-density settings, more than half the 

commuters who drive to a rail station will shift to taking a 
TNC (see Figure 1) if parking fees are modestly increased 
(about 30% to 40%) and if the TNC ride is highly subsidized 
(90% to 100% of the base fare). Having commuters leave 
their cars at home could free up parking spaces for more 
productive uses, such as transit-oriented development, and 
spur further rail ridership increases.6

Commuters who drive to work will not shift to rail 
transit, even if TNC service is fully subsidized. Higher-
income commuters who live close to a freeway entrance 
view congestion, tolls, and parking fees as a fair trade-off. 
Subsidy policies should instead focus on improving access 
to existing users of rail transit and to those who otherwise 
confront problems accessing rail stations.

For communities with high-quality connections to rail 
stations (e.g., high-frequency bus service, good walking 
infrastructure), TNC subsidies should be targeted to 
specific populations. For example, in communities with 
good bus service to rail stations, providing TNC subsidies to 
all travelers could result in lower bus ridership. Additionally, 
in communities where many commuters walk to rail stations, 
providing TNC subsidies to all travelers could induce more 
vehicle travel (i.e., more TNC travel). TNC subsidies in 
communities that have good options and alternatives for 
traveling to and from rail stations should focus on specific 
commuter groups (e.g., low-income commuters, those in 
neighborhoods without bus access, groups who cannot walk 
to rail stations). Subsidizing TNC trips to rail stations can 
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decrease low-income commuter’s daily commuting costs 
(including travel time) by as much as 10%. TNC subsidies 
can be distributed through social service agencies and 
nonprofit community organizations to help meet the goals 
of their transportation assistance programs. 

TNC subsidies needs to be tailored to local conditions. 
The following demographic and geographic characteristics 

for each community need to be considered when exploring 
if and how much to subsidize TNC rides to transit stations 
or other related policies (i.e., increasing rail station parking 
fees): i) commuter income level, ii) population density, iii) 
availability and quality of alternative options for travelers to 
access rail stations, iv) the community’s distance from the 
primary workplace (e.g., downtown San Francisco), and v) 
vehicle ownership rate. Negative effects must also be taken 
into account when using disincentives as policy levers, 
such as increasing rail station parking fees. For example, 
increasing parking fees at stations closer to the central 
business district could cause commuters who normally 
drive to the station to instead drive directly to work. 

More Information

This policy brief is drawn from the report “Subsidizing 
Transportation Network Companies to Support Commutes 
by Rail” prepared by Wesley Darling and Michael J. Cassidy 
with the University of California, Berkeley. The report can 
be found at www.ucits.org/research-project/2022-24. For 
more information about findings presented in this brief, 
please contact Wesley Darling at wesley_darling@berkeley.
edu.
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Figure 1. Impact of TNC subsidy levels and rail station parking fee increases 

on a commuter’s willingness to drive to a rail station in Richmond, CA
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