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COVID-19 Takes a Bite out of 2020 Passenger 
Transportation
PANDEMIC, ECONOMIC IMPACT MAKE THEIR MARK
In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic caused sharp reductions in passenger travel of every type. Year-over-
year declines in different modes of transportation include commercial aviation (down 48-60%) to passenger 
vehicle border crossings (down 37-91%) and transit ridership (down 63-86%). The pattern for the year: An 
unprecedented drop in activity with the onset of COVID-19 in late March / early April that was sustained 
throughout. Our Monthly Transportation Statistics tell a similar tale.

TOTAL NUMBER OF TRIPS FAR BELOW 2019.
In March 2020, as the coronavirus spread, many Americans began to stay home. As a result, the estimated 
370 billion trips taken by Americans in 2020 numbered 26% lower than the 498 billion trips taken in 2019. 
(NOTE: A “trip” occurs when a person leaves a location and stops at another location for at least 10 minutes.)

https://www.bts.gov/twit
https://data.bts.gov/stories/s/m9eb-yevh
http://www.bts.gov/content/trips-distance-groupings-national-or-state
http://www.bts.gov/content/trips-distance-groupings-national-or-state
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AIR TRAVEL SUFFERS STEEP DROP.
The decrease in commercial aviation activity has been well-documented. The 4.96 million commercial flights 
operated in 2020 represents a 48% decrease from the 9.46 million operated in 2019.

Similarly, the 324 million people screened by the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) in 2020 
represents a 61% decrease from the 823 million screened in 2019.

https://www.bts.gov/data-spotlights#aviation
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PASSENGER VEHICLES ENTER U.S. AT LOWER RATES.
At the Nation’s northern and southern borders, the number of passenger vehicles entering the U.S. dropped 
by April 2020 and stayed low through the rest of the year. In 2020, 1.8 million passenger vehicles entered the 
U.S. from Canada, a 91% decline from the 20 million entering in 2019. The decline in traffic over the southern 
border was less severe; the 31.6 million passenger vehicles entering the U.S. from Mexico was only down 37% 
from the 50.3 million entering in 2019. Travel restrictions on incoming persons are in place at both borders; for 
example, travel for tourism, shopping, and routine family visits is not permitted. However, travel to work in the 
U.S. is permitted, and cross-border employment is greater near the southern border.

https://explore.dot.gov/views/Week_in_Transportation-Border_Activity/Dash_Canada?:embed_code_version=3&:embed=y&:loadOrderID=10&:display_spinner=no&:showAppBanner=false&:display_count=n&:showVizHome=n&:origin=viz_share_link#9
https://explore.dot.gov/views/Week_in_Transportation-Border_Activity/Dash_Mexico?:embed_code_version=3&:embed=y&:loadOrderID=10&:display_spinner=no&:showAppBanner=false&:display_count=n&:showVizHome=n&:origin=viz_share_link#16
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TRANSIT AGENCIES DEVASTATED BY LOW RIDERSHIP.
As shown below, all three of the transit agencies BTS tracks in “The Week in Transportation” hit low marks in 
ridership in early April and stayed low throughout the year. New York City’s MTA recorded 667 million riders in 
2020, down 63% from 2019’s 1.794 billion riders. In Washington, DC, WMATA’s 53 million bus and rail riders 
represented a 79% drop from 2019’s 248 million riders.

https://www.bts.gov/twit#transit
https://explore.dot.gov/views/Week_in_Transportation-Transit_Ridership/MTA_DashBarsandLines?:embed_code_version=3&:embed=y&:loadOrderID=16&:display_spinner=no&:showAppBanner=false&:display_count=n&:showVizHome=n&:origin=viz_share_link
https://explore.dot.gov/views/Week_in_Transportation-Transit_Ridership/WMATA_DashBarsandLines?:embed_code_version=3&:embed=y&:loadOrderID=17&:display_spinner=no&:showAppBanner=false&:display_count=n&:showVizHome=n&:origin=viz_share_link
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To get a sense of how this drop might affect a transit agency’s budget, Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) 
compares its actual ridership to the ridership assumptions from its 2020 budget. The 14 million riders fell short 
of the target budget number of 98 million riders by 86%. The revenue loss associated with this shortfall has 
been noted by transit agencies across America.

https://explore.dot.gov/views/Week_in_Transportation-Transit_Ridership/BART_DashBarsandLines?:embed_code_version=3&:embed=y&:loadOrderID=18&:display_spinner=no&:showAppBanner=false&:display_count=n&:showVizHome=n&:origin=viz_share_link
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AUTO SALES LAG WHILE LIGHT TRUCK SALES LARGELY KEEP UP.
The 3.4 million cars sold in the U.S. during 2020 represents a 28% drop from the 4.7 million sold in 2019. 
Americans bought 11 million light trucks (a category that includes vans, minivans, pickup trucks and SUVs) in 
2020, only a 10% decline from the 12.2 million sold in 2019.

https://data.bts.gov/d/7n6a-n5tz
https://data.bts.gov/d/4qdb-2zsm
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DECLINES IN PASSENGER TRANSPORTATION PUSH RELATED EMPLOYMENT 
DOWNWARD.
In December 2020, 390 thousand people were employed in commercial aviation, a 23% drop from the 506 
thousand employed in December of the previous year. In transit and ground passenger transportation, the 5.1 
million employed in December 2020 represented a similar 15% drop from the 6 million employed in December 2019.

https://data.bts.gov/d/b5kg-g3e7
https://data.bts.gov/d/v8vk-h5g4
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