
 

 

 

 

Keith T. Parker 

Chief Executive Officer 

Metro Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority 

2424 Piedmont Road, NE 

Atlanta, GA 30324-3311 

 

June 20, 2014 

Dear Mr. Parker: 

Public Citizen is a consumer protection organization focused on health and safety based in Washington, D.C., 

with more than 300,000 members and supporters. Public Citizen’s Commercial Alert project aims to keep 

commercial culture within its proper sphere, and to prevent it from exploiting children and subverting higher 

values of family, community, environmental integrity, and democracy.  

Alcohol Justice is a non-profit organization with more than 25 years of experience working to reduce the harm 

caused to individuals and communities by alcohol. To accomplish this, Alcohol Justice promotes evidence-based 

public health policies and organizes campaigns with diverse communities and youth against the alcohol industry’s 

harmful practices. Policies restricting alcohol advertising to limit youth exposure are evidence-based. 

 

We write to strongly urge you to abandon considerations to expand the sale of alcohol advertisements and 

introduce the possibility of rail station naming rights. These decisions will put the city and the Transit Authority 

on a path that undermines the integrity of the city’s public transportation system and harms the public health of its 

citizens. MARTA will be implicitly endorsing the harmful products, including alcohol, associated with its 

corporate sponsors and their ads. While we recognize the financial imperatives that motivate you to seek 

alternative revenue sources, we believe this approach is unwise. 

 

In November 2013, the Board of Directors Planning and External Relations Committee for the Metropolitan 

Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority (MARTA) approved a resolution amending MARTA’s Advertising Policy to 

allow alcohol advertising on its buses, trains and rail stations. Prior to this amendment, the Advertising Policy 

restricted alcohol advertising to bus shelters, billboards and other outdoor displays. 

 

MARTA appears to be evaluating the new alcohol advertising provisions. News reports have noted that the 

evaluation will continue during calendar year 2014; with a final decision being made prior to the new transit 

advertising agreement contract period (January 1, 2015 – December 31, 2019). If the advertising expansion is 

made permanent, it is reported that the new advertising contract will restrict alcohol advertisements to no more 

than 20 percent of the advertising inventory, only allow general coverage (no geographical targeting) and require 

a “Drink Responsibly” message in ad copy.  

It is inappropriate for alcohol producers to co-opt public transit and citizens into their advertising schemes. 

Alcohol is the third leading cause of death in the U.S., and responsible for billions of dollars in harm annually.  

Increasing the number of alcohol advertisements permitted to appear on MARTA is bad  

 

 

 



 

 

 

for public health, whatever the restrictions. The science is clear: more exposure to alcohol ads influences youth to 

start drinking earlier and to drink more, and leads to alcohol-related problems later in life. Local governments 

bear the brunt of alcohol-related public health and safety costs that far exceed revenue generated by alcohol 

advertising. 

We are particularly concerned about MARTA’s sale of alcohol advertisements’ effects on youth. The thousands 

of children and teens who use MARTA will inevitably be exposed to ads for alcohol. And since passengers are a 

captive audience inside buses and trains, their parents have little ability to shield their children from harmful ads.  

Research shows each additional dollar spent on alcohol advertising raises the number of drinks consumed by 3%. 

Other studies show reductions in alcohol advertising could produce declines in youth drinking rates. As alcohol 

marketing tactics increase in complexity and become more commonplace in everyday life, they significantly 

influence youth and adult expectations and attitudes, creating an environment that promotes underage drinking.  

MARTA has no policy to exclude the sale of naming rights to alcohol producers. Should your proposal to sell 

naming rights move forward, citizens, including children and teens, may soon be forced to promote alcohol 

brands, just by pronouncing rail station names.  

Not only do your plans compromise the public nature of transit services in Atlanta, they are unlikely to alleviate 

the financial strain MARTA is currently facing. According to an Alcohol Justice report, “These Bus Ads Don't 

Stop for Children: Alcohol Advertising on Public Transit,” revenue from alcohol ads comprised less than 1% of 

the reporting agencies’ annual operating revenue. Moreover consulting firms in these cities have taken significant 

cuts of sales revenues, as they will in Atlanta, reducing further the marginal revenue benefits. 

Estimates place the medical and lost productivity costs from underage drinking in Georgia at approximately $663 

million in 2010; with additional costs from pain and suffering and reduced quality of life, that amount increases to 

$1.4 billion. During the year 2014, MARTA stands to earn an estimated $500,000 split 50/50 with the advertising 

agency handling the placement of alcohol advertisements. Considering that in 2012 MARTA logged nearly 135 

million passenger trips, and even more individuals will be exposed to those ads placed on the outside of buses,  

trains, and rail stations, alcohol companies and advertisers are the only winners here. Youth and their families will 

be harmed, and the cost of that harm will void any increase in revenue.  

Instead of expanding its alcohol advertising, MARTA can and should join with eighteen other major metropolitan 

transit agencies from across the country and ban alcohol advertising on its property.  Please help us to stop the 

spread of commercialism into more of our public spaces, and do not assist the alcohol industry in its unhealthy 

marketing schemes. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Robert Weissman    Eva Seidelman 

President     Researcher 

Public Citizen     Public Citizen’s Commercial Alert 

 Michael Scippa      Sarah Mart      

 Public Affairs Director    Research Director     

 Alcohol Justice      Alcohol Justice 

 


