[ THE CASE OF BOSTON
METROPOLITAN AREA ]
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While the positive role of public transit systems in urban development is
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Problem:
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Are socio-economic
opportunities
correlated with
public transportation
systems?
rarely questioned, the extent to which an eﬃcient public transportation
can enhance social mobility in American cities is a subject of a debate in
local politics and an open question in urban economics. Since in most of
the American cities, the density of public transit networks clearly and
persistently coincides with the concentration of the social characteristics

Map 1 shows that (i) the areas within the walking distance to tsubway stations cover only ~3% of the Greater Boston area
and (ii) the use of public transit is relatively low (only downtown and Quincy area have over 18% rate of use).

such as low income, unemployment or high crime rates, how one justiﬁes
investment in public transport infrastructure? It appears -- it is often
argued -- that public transit primarily beneﬁts those who are employed
and have considerable disposable income; it does not signiﬁcantly improve
the condition of vulnerable communities. Such argument, however, is
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based on a misleading assumption that public transit is easily accessible to
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most of the minority or low income families providing connection to
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workplace, schools, public institutions and services. A closer look at the
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maps presenting a comparison between the layout of public transit and
the spatial distribution of social characteristics in Boston metropolitan
area suggests a diﬀerent, more complex and nuanced conclusion.
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Area | The project focuses on the area outlined by The Metropolitan
Area Planning Council (Greater Boston's planning agency).
Socio-economic Data | The GIS-generated maps rely on the socioeconomic data from the publically available sources such as Mass GIS and
Metro Boston Data Common. While most of the data is joined with the
1360 census tracts (via www.census.gov), part of it follows a less detailed
geographic division (data from Metro Boston Data Common
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assigns values to 174 subareas).

African American:
42% - 64%
65% - 92%
Hispanic:
37% - 59%
60% - 88%

Data on Urban Transit Infrastructure | The spatial distribution of socioeconomic features is compared with the network of Boston public transit.
The 0.5 mile buﬀers are created around the MBTA subway stations,
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commuter rail stations and bus stops to indicate a walking distance to
public transit (Map 5 includes more sensitive buﬀers). The visual emphasis
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is put on subway as the most eﬃcient type of urban transportation.

Results:
The maps lead to the following conclusions:
(i) The high levels of unemployment in low income inner city area of Boston
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conﬁrm the “spatial mismatch hypothesis” [see Map 2 & 6]. This hypothesis
suggests a mismatch between the kind of skilled workers needed in city

50 % ≥ Voters’
participation in the
2000 state elections

$

center (i.e. educated professionals) and the ranks of the unemployed. The
residents of the Boston inner city neighborhoods often do not have the
suitable skills for the jobs available close to the areas where they live. [see
Map 3 implying that inner city area has a signiﬁcantly low number of
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college graduates and English language proﬁciency; see Map 9 indicating
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that inner city area has the highest concentration high school dropout].

High unemployment rates ‘08:
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(ii) The analysis indicates that pockets of unemployment and low income
outside the central city area are not integrated into the network of rapid
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transit in Boston [see Map 2, 6 & 11 showing pockets of poverty in
satellite towns right on the border of the Boston metropolitan area].
Consequently, people living in these areas are disproportionally burdened
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with commuting cost and have to depend on the commuter rail which is an
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ineﬃcient and irregular mode of transportation. In addition, in some of
those low-income areas, vehicle ownership is also low [see Map 1], which
implies an even higher dependency on public transit.
(iii) A closer examination of some of the Boston inner city neighborhoods
suggests that, in fact, minorities, in spite of being inner city residents, live
outside of the walking distance to the subway stations [outside the 0.5
mile or even 1-mile radius -- see Map 5]. Consequently, these groups have
a poor access to public transit even though, theoretically, they live within
the area of high public transit density.
Overall, the presented maps show that the areas within the 0.5 mile
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distance to subway stations cover only ~3% of the whole Boston
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metropolitan area, excluding much of the low-income communities from the
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access to the most convinient type of public transit. Consequently, such
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inadequate access may be viewed as one of the crucial factors determining
the lack of socio-economic opportunities in some areas and a critical issue
that urban development agencies should address.

Conclusions:
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existing Boston public transportation system. Speciﬁcally, the results
indicate (i) the need for a much greater inclusion of the satellite towns
into the main urban transportation network and (ii) the need for the
“ring subway line” connecting subway stops between the ﬁve
existing subway lines outside the city center.
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Data Source | http://www.mass.gov/mgis/
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+ http://www.metrobostondatacommon.org/

Map 11 summarizes the socio-economic distributions presented in Maps 2>10 by highlighting the neighborhoods with minority,
low-income and foreign-born populations. Some of these areas are poorly intergeted with Boston public transportation system.

Map 12 points to the areas of a relative population growth and low unemployment. The areas of population growth outside
downtown Boston, if integrated with the public transportation system, may in the future become areas of job opportunities.

