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|STEA

A Poisonous Brew for American Cities

by Randal O'Toole

Executive Sunmmary

WIIl travel be faster and easier in the 21st century, or

will traffic be bogged down by a cunbersone central planning
process that creates nore urban congestion and gridlock? The
answer depends on how Congress acts on the Internodal Surface
Transportation Efficiency Act (I STEA). Passed in 1991 and
recently extended for six nonths, the act is to be reauthor-

i zed early next year.

A better title for the law, which allocates billions of
dollars fromthe federal gasoline tax, m ght be the "U ban
| mobility and Pork-Barrel Act." |STEA creates enornous

i ncentives for urban areas to waste noney on pork-barrel
projects that are unlikely to neet |ocal needs and that wll
actual ly pronote congestion.

| STEA especially pronptes nass transit such as |ight rai
and subways. But those systens carry only a fraction of
commuters and cost from10 to a 100 tines nore per mle to
build than do roads. Wrse, many supporters of transit, the
so-cal l ed New Urbani sts, actually favor increased congestion
on roads. They see it as a way to get people out of cars and
to force themto live in central cities rather than suburbs.

But increased congestion will not result in significant
shifts by comuters to transit; it wll only result in ml-
I ions of wasted hours and increased | evels of air pollution
as comuters sit in gridlocked traffic.

Transportation policy is best left wwth state and | ocal
authorities as well as with the private sector. Congress

t hus could make travel nore efficient by getting out of the
transportati on business and repealing the federal gasoline
tax that pays for federal pork.

Randal O Toole is executive director of the Thoreau Institute
and an adjunct scholar at the Cato Institute.
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| nt roducti on

Bot h supporters and critics of the 1991 I nternodal
Surface Transportation Efficiency Act (I STEA, pronounced
"ice-tea"), which is due to be reauthorized in 1998, say the
conflict is between advocates of highways and advocat es of
mass transit.* That is wong. The conflict is between
mobility and i mobility.

Two centuries ago few Anericans ventured nore than a
fewmles fromtheir honmes. A century ago travel of nore
than a few hundred mles was rare. Today Anericans routine-
Iy travel tens of thousands of mles each year. Although
many of the longer trips are by air, nost short- and nedi um
length trips are by automobile. It is this nobility that is
bei ng attacked by proponents of | STEA

The autonobile has created a lifestyle unheard of in
the history of the world: a lifestyle characterized by
extraordi nary freedom of novenment, inmmense trade in manufac-
tured goods and services, high enploynent |evels and soci al
mobi lity, and unheard-of opportunities for individuals to
choose where and how they want to |ive.

The autonobile has al so created problens, including air
pollution and solid waste. But rather than address those
particul ar problens, many critics, especially the New U ban-
ists, as they call thenselves, attack the autonobile itself.

| ncreased nobility is a sign that people "lack comunity."?

I ncreased trade in goods and services is a sign of a "sick
consunerism" People's ability to live where they want to
has led to "sterile suburbs" and "spraw ."?

G ven a clear choice, few Anericans would be willing to
give up their cars and the lifestyles they nake possi bl e.
Yet an extrene anti-auto view has becone the dom nant para-
di gm behind | STEA. That has happened because the supporters
of immobility have stolen the terns of the debate by claim
ing to want to reduce congestion and pollution whereas, in
fact, they want to increase congestion and, in effect,
pollution. In truth, |STEA

mandates for transportation a conprehensive central
pl anni ng process that has been captured by the New
Urbanists in many cities;

gives cities huge incentives to build rail lines and
ot her expensive but practically useless transportation
proj ects;
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creates perverse incentives for cities to increase
congestion, making themless likely to neet federal air
qual ity standards; and

hands out billions of federal dollars for mass tran-
sit, roads, and other projects that satisfy political
agendas rather than | ocal transportation needs.

| nstead of renewi ng | STEA, the federal governnent
shoul d back out of the urban transportation arena. The
"TEA-2" proposal, supported by Sen. Connie Mack (R-Fla.) and
Rep. John Kasich (R-Chio), elimnates nost of the federa
gas tax and devol ves transportation decisions to state and
| ocal governnments. A proposal such as that would all ow
cities to focus on transportation rather than the gane of
getting dollars fromthe U S. Treasury.

Hi story of Urban Transport

Through the end of the 19th century, Americans were
content to | eave urban transportation to the private sector.
Ur ban devel opers al ways dedi cated a | arge share of land to
streets to allow for a flow of commercial and private traf-
fic. As the technol ogy becane avail able, private devel opers
al so built streetcar lines and other forns of rail transit
to pronote the housing devel opnents accessed by those rails.

Private toll roads connected many cities.

Because of |limted nmobility, nost cities had densely
popul ated urban cores. Small ot sizes and multifamly
housing refl ected both high | and prices and people's need to
be close to enploynent and shops. Streetcar |ines allowed
many people to escape to "railroad suburbs,” but even those
suburbs tended to be densely popul ated because nost peopl e
wanted to be able to walk easily to the streetcar stops.

In the early part of the 20th century, the increasing
popul arity of the autonobile led to a "good roads" novenent
t hat advocated governnent construction and ownership of
roads. That revolutionary idea was partly a response to the
per cei ved excesses of "nonopolistic" railroad and toll road
owners. But it was also in tune with the Progressives
vision of "scientific managenent" by governnent officials.

Advocates of good roads felt that user fees, in the
form of gasoline taxes and vehicle registration fees, would
make roads sel f-funding and pronote efficient, governnment-
managed transportation systens. In fact, user fees have
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paid for the vast majority of the highways, roads, and
streets in the United States. But there are serious flaws
wi th funding roads with user fees.

Differential Costs

User fees make sense only so long as all roads cost
about the sane to build and provide about the sanme |evel of
service. The system breaks down when sonme roads cost far
nmore to build than others as well as when travel demand is
significantly greater during sonme hours of the day than
ot hers.

An urban freeway may cost from 10 to 100 times as nuch
per mle to build as a street yet offer drivers only two to
four times the speed. But drivers who are asked to pay the
sanme access fee whether they use the freeway or the street
woul d be foolish to choose the street. The significant
speed benefit of freeways, at no extra cost to drivers,
expl ains why urban freeways seemto be used to capacity soon
after they open.

In the 1950s the federal governnent started buil ding
the interstate highway system paid for wth gasoline taxes.
Al though intended to be an interstate system it quickly
turned into an intraurban system providing cities with
t hroughways and bel tways that were used nmainly by | ocal
commuters. Urban interstates allowed drivers to go two to
four times faster than they could on streets--but cost the
government 10 or nore times nore to construct.

To account for the significant differences in costs and
benefits between freeways and streets, cities m ght have
charged tolls for use of the freeways. Even better would
have been to reduce peak-hour demand through congestion
tolls that were higher during rush-hour periods than sl ack
periods. But federal |aw forbade states and cities to
charge tolls for roads built with federal funds unless the
roads that were rebuilt with federal funds or replaced by
federally funded roads had been toll roads. Thus, only a
few eastern states have toll roads, and until recently none
used rush-hour pricing.

Creati ng Suburbs

Freeways and the autonobile transfornmed American cities
by allowi ng people to |live a considerable distance from
where they worked and shopped. The auto's door-to-door
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service allowed people to live on large lots, away fromthe
congestion in the city centers. By the 1960s a majority of
Americans lived not in rural areas or cities but in suburbs.
By the 1980s nopst jobs were also |ocated in the suburbs as

enpl oyers foll owed their workers away from urban congestion

I ncreased nobility inproved Anerican life in many ot her
ways. Drawi ng on a huge consuner base, stores could provide
i ncreased variety and reduced prices. A typical Anmerican
grocery store in 1900 offered about 3,000 different prod-
ucts. By the 1950s supernarkets were offering 15,000 dif-
ferent products. Today sone superstores sell well over
100, 000 di fferent products.

Aut onoti ve technol ogy al so gave urbanites a greater
appreciation for nature, and urban residents demanded nore
par ks and open space within the cities as well as w | derness
and other recreation areas outside the cities. Fortunately,
the spread of the suburbs allowed the creation of nmany types
of open space, fromlarge back yards to greenbelts and
forest parks such as those in New York, Chicago, and St.

Loui s.

Problenms for Cities

The autonobile is not without its problens, of course.

Air pollution is an obvious problem but nore subtle is the
tensi on between the central cities and the suburbs. Central
city officials consider the suburbs parasites, benefiting
fromcity services but failing to pay their share of taxes.
Subur bani tes have often successfully opposed annexati on,
city-county consolidation, and other attenpts by the central
cities to absorb the suburbs into their tax bases.

For many city officials, the nost upsetting thing about
the suburbs is not that they seemto be parasites on the
cities but that the suburbs do not even need the cities.
Wth jobs, shopping areas, and various cultural facilities
nmoving to the suburbs, central city downtowns have decli ned
in inportance. |In fact, as Frank Lloyd Wight realized as
early as 1922, the invention of the tel ephone, autonobile,
and electric lighting nmade downt owns obsol ete. Joel Gar-
reau, author of Edge City, points out that "we have not
built a single old-style downtown fromraw dirt in seventy-
five years."*

Cty officials and planners have viewed the decline of
downtowns as a crisis and responded in various ways. In the
1950s they conbi ned "urban renewal ," which often proved
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di sastrous, with freeways built through downtowns, creating
enor nous congestion.®> In the 1960s, when many cities bought
transit conpanies with federal help, they stoutly maintained
t he downtown orientations of bus routes, so that transit
riders going fromsuburb to suburb were forced to go through
downt own.

The downtown orientation of transit continued in the
1980s when rail transit becanme popular. Los Angeles's
freeways, bus routes, and newrail lines are all oriented
around downt own even though downtown provides only 5 percent
of enploynent in the Los Angel es area.

Anot her probl em was that planners' downtown orientation
led themto build freeways through well-settled and often
hi stori ¢ nei ghbor hoods, provoki ng enornous opposition. 1In
1968 the city of Portland, Oregon, published a highway plan
that woul d have forced 1 of 10 residents to either nove or
live right next to a freeway or expressway.

Successful opposition to new hi ghway construction
created sonething of a crisis in industries grown dependent
on lavish, federally funded interstate highways. Transpor-
tation consultants, engineering and design firnms, sand and
gravel conpani es, and other parts of the construction indus-
try |l ooked around for sonething else to do.

New Ur bani sm

As |l ong ago as the 1950s air pollution, congested
freeways, the decline of downtowns, and the supposed steril -
ity of the suburbs led to a growing nostalgia for life
before autonobiles. By the 1980s several architects had
devel oped that nostalgia into what they variously called
"neotraditional town planning" or "New U banism™"®

I n essence, neotraditionalists and New Urbani sts deci d-
ed that the best way to nmake Anericans | ess dependent on
cars would be to redesign cities to | ook as they had | ooked
before autos were domnant. In the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, Anerican cities were typified by nmultifamly
housi ng, housing m xed together with commercial uses, and
single-famly housing on small lots, all connected by
streetcar lines. So high densities, m xed uses, and |ight
rail (the updated nanme for streetcars) becane characteristic
of New Ur bani sm

But New Urbani smreverses cause and effect. The auto-
nmobi |l e al l owed people to live in |Iower densities, and forc-
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ing people to live in high densities wll not lead themto
give up their cars. Indeed, throughout the nation high
density is always acconpani ed by increased congestion. But
that fact does not make New Urbani sm any | ess popul ar anpng
peopl e who wi sh they could "uninvent" the autonobile.

In fact, New Urbanists view increases in congestion as
a good because they think of nobility as a vice. Wen asked
what he woul d do to change suburbs, one New Urban pl anner
told Washi ngton Post witer Joel Garreau that he "would
increase dramatically the real residential population.
|'"d raise the gasoline tax by 300 percent. [|'d raise the
price of autonmobiles enornmously. . . . I'd limt novenent
conpletely. . . . And then | would put enornous costs on
parking." In short, comrents Garreau, that planner woul d
"force fnericans tolivein a wrld that few now seemto
val ue. "

Overvi ew of | STEA

Congress passed | STEA in 1991 to devel op

a National Internodal Transportation Systemthat
is economcally efficient and environnentally
sound, provides the foundation for the Nation to
conpete in the gl obal econony, and wll nove peo-
ple and goods in an energy efficient nmanner.?®

Behi nd those lofty goals was a nore basic politica
notivation: nmoney--up to $155 billion over six years. The
so-cal l ed federal highway trust fund piles up tens of bil-
lions of dollars in revenues each year, mainly fromthe 18.4
cent per gallon federal gasoline tax. The federal gas tax
was originally instituted to pay for the interstate system
but by 1991 that systemwas nearly conplete. As a result,
Congress was not spending all the receipts on hi ghways.

Maj or fundi ng has been provided for alternatives to auto and
hi ghway transportation.

Advocates of mass transit found their justification for
spendi ng gasol i ne taxes on nonhi ghway projects in the prob-
lemof air pollution. Although autos emt |ess pollutants
now than in the past and air in Arerican cities thus is
cleaner, a fewcities--notably Los Angel es, San Franci sco,
and sonme on the east coast--still fail to nmeet rising Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency pollution standards. An inpor-
tant thrust of ISTEAis to use clean air as a wedge to
divert nore and nore gasoline taxes from hi ghways to tran-
Sit.
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Before | STEA, up to 2 cents per gallon of the gas tax
had been available for transit. But |STEA greatly expands
transit's share: after deducting 4.3 cents dedicated to
deficit reduction, the | aw dedicates nearly half of remain-
ing gas taxes to either transit or "flexible" funds that may
be spent on either transit or highways. That creates a
shortfall in funds for highway inprovenents.

Essence of | STEA

At nearly 138,000 words in eight different titles,
| STEA is the size of a nediumlength book. The nost i npor-
tant titles are Title |, Surface Transportation, and Title
11, Transit. Between them those two titles account for
nmore than two-thirds of | STEA s verbi age and over 90 percent
of its spending.

Title I, which deals nostly with highways, contains two
or three provisions that market advocates m ght cheer. It
allows toll roads, whereas previously tolls were not all owed
for federally funded hi ghways (except where they had been
charged before federal funds were received). It specifical-
ly allows up to five experinents with congestion pricing--
tolls that are higher during rush hours than during other
hours of the day. And it allows experinments with private
construction of roads.

O herwise Titles | and Il stick with the sane old
command- and-control, central planning process that has
caused nost transportation problens in the first place. The

two titles earmark billions of dollars for hundreds of
hi ghway, rail, transit, bridge, and other projects in every
state.

The titles also create a new set of planning processes.
To be eligible for federal funding, each state and urban
area is required to prepare transportation plans with sig-
ni ficant public involvenent. While public invol venent
supposedl y prevents "backroom deci sions” that are closed to
the public, in practice all it really neans is that a dif-
ferent set of special-interest groups ends up dom nating the
process.

| STEA aut horizes funding for 1991 through 1997 and nust
be reauthorized next year so that congressional appropria-
tors can continue to spend noney fromthe highway trust
fund. Reflecting the decline in discretionary spending,
| STEA's reauthorization is the biggest pork barrel in the
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105t h Congress. And Congress has responded to the proni se
of pork with gusto: Individual nmenbers have proposed hun-
dreds of expensive projects in their districts. The demand
for seats at the table when the decisions are made has been
So great that the House Transportation and Infrastructure
Commttee, with 73 nenbers, has becone by far the |argest
commttee in Congress. At 50 nenbers, the House Subcommt -
tee on Surface Transportation may be one of the |argest
subconm ttees in congressional history.

Proposal s for Change

Three basic proposals for reauthorization have been on
t he tabl e:

"NEXTEA, " proposed by the adm nistration, basically
woul d continue | STEA for another six years.

"Step 21" is an alternative favored by those states
that end up "donating" nore in gas taxes than they
receive in federal funding. This proposal requires
that each state get at |east 95 percent of the funds it
pays into the highway fund. It also reduces |STEA' s
many categories of funds to two: a highway fund and a
flexible "surface transportation” fund.

"TEA-2," sponsored by Mack and Kasich, woul d devol ve

nmost policy decisions and funds back to the states. It
would elimnate all but about 6 cents of the federal
gas tax. Four cents would still go to deficit reduc-

tion, and 2 cents woul d be dedi cated to mai ntenance of
the interstate system The states could then increase
gas or other taxes and nmake their own decisions about
transportation funding.

Bud Shuster (R-Pa.), chairman of the House Conmttee on
Transportation and Infrastructure, has nmade no secret of his
opposition to devolution. "There is a clear federal role in
transportati on which nust be naintai ned and strengthened,"”
he says. Hi's main goal is to get the trust fund "off bud-
get" so that, except for the 4 cent deficit-reduction tax,
it is protected fromraids by other congressional commt-

t ees.

| STEA | nterest G oups

Five different interest groups are nmaki hg commbn cause
to renew | STEA:
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Central city officials who are eager to maintain the
prom nence of their cities over the suburbs and resent
the nobility that has all owed suburbanites to escape
city taxes and regul ati on;

Downtown interests that desire to reverse the "de-
clines" of downtowns relative to suburban "edge cities
and tend to resent the nobility that has created subur-
ban shoppi ng and busi ness conpetitors;

New Ur bani st pl anners who believe everyone woul d be
better off if people spend nore tine within "their
comuni ties";

Urban environnmental i sts who view the autonobile as a
great evil and thus oppose nore freeways; and

Engi neering and construction firnms and uni ons | ooki ng
for federal dollars to spend on urban public works
proj ects.

The main battle in Congress has been between the "do-
nor" states and highway interests on one side, who want to
renew | STEA, with nore funds for thenselves, and the "recip-
ient" states and transit interests on the other, who tend to
support the status quo. A bill marked up by Shuster's
commttee, the Building Efficient Surface Transportation
Equity Act of 1997, authorizes $218 billion in total spend-
ing over six years and provides for a nore bal anced distri-
bution of funds anong the states. Unfortunately, there is
l[ittle discussion of the adverse effects of | STEA over the
past six years and the likely effects in the future. A
renewed | STEA's built-in planning provisions and incentives
all tend to reduce, not increase, Anerica' s nobility and the
efficiency of the transportation system

The Perverse | ncentives of Flexible Fundi ng

In passing | STEA in 1991, Congress declared that it is
the policy of the United States to have a "transportation
systemthat is economcally efficient and environnental ly
sound."” The good intentions behind | STEA were to create a
bal anced transportati on systemthat is not based excl usively
on a single node or technol ogy.

It m ght seemreasonable to suppose that the proportion
of funds spent on various nodes of transportation should
reflect the public's demand for those nodes. For exanple,
if Americans want to make 10 percent of their trips on nmass
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transit, then it seens reasonable to spend 10 percent of
transportation dollars on transit. And if the only mgjor
source of transportation dollars is highway user fees, then
it appears sensible to divert sonme of those fees to transit
nodes.

It al so appears sensible to use a rational planning
process to determ ne what share of transportation dollars
should go to each node. And since autos are notorious for
causing air pollution and congestion, it seens sensible to
dedi cate a share of highway user fees to congestion and
pollution mtigation.

In actual practice, those ideas turn out to be not so
sensible at all. In the hands of various interest groups,
each with its own agenda, the rational planning process
i ntended by | STEA produces extrenely irrational results.

The problemis not with | STEA's goals but with its
means. Instead of finding new sources of revenue for pedes-
trians and transit, |STEA nade highway funds available. A
portion of federal gasoline tax revenues is dedicated to
hi ghways, and a portion is dedicated to transit, but a |arge
share is "flexible," available for highways, transit, or
pedestrian ways.

The flexible funds have becone a "comons," | eadi ng
advocates of the various nodes and regions to try to get
their "fair share" before sone other node or region gets it.
As the executive of Portland' s netropolitan planning agency
recently said about | STEA reauthorization, "The region nust
take action to bring Oregon's fair share of federal trans-
portation dollars back home or they will be |ost to other
regions of the country."?

Making billions of dollars of highway user fees avail -
able for a variety of nonhi ghway uses creates incentives for
people to distort the process in their favor. Since rail is
so expensive, for exanple, building a useless rail line

hel ps a region to get its "fair share” (or nore) of federa
dollars. Rail construction creates many | ocal engineering
and construction jobs. Although buses are nearly always a
far nore cost-effective formof transit, nost noney spent on
buses goes to bus manufacturers. Unless a city is hone to a
bus manufacturer, then, city politicians get little politi-
cal benefit from spending federal dollars on buses.

The problemis exacerbated by the structure of the
Departnent of Transportation. The departnent's Federal
H ghway Adm ni stration, which distributes highway construc-
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tion funds and oversees highway planning, is separate from
the Federal Transit Adm nistration, which distributes tran-
sit funds and oversees transit planning. Simlar divisions
exist at the state and local level. That nmeans that at no

level is there an incentive to do an objective anal ysis of

rail vs. bus vs. highway transportation.

The Federal Transit Adm nistration seens to be devoted
to the New Urbani st goals of density, reduced auto usage,
and increased transit, especially rail transit. Rail's
expense gives the agency a bureaucratic reason to support
rail despite its failure to reduce congestion or pollution.
In a recent report sponsored by the Federal Transit Adm nis-
tration, the separation of agencies is seen as a barrier,
not to nore reasoned analysis, but to getting nore funds for
rail transit.?®

| STEA earmarks billions of dollars for specific proj-
ects regardless of their efficiency or contribution to
transportation. To judge by the size of the House Transpor -
tation Commttee and its Surface Transportati on Subcommt -
tee, Congress appears eager to continue such earmarking in
the 1998 reauthori zati on.

Such earmarking, of course, ensures that nmuch transpor-
tation spending is based on politics rather than reason or
need. That often allows a coalition of central city offi-
cials, New Urbanists, environnentalists, and the rail con-
struction industry to dom nate over other urban interest
gr oups.

Supposed Subsi di es to Autos

Proponents of | STEA justify the diversion of highway
user fees to mass transit by the subsidies that society has
supposedly provided for autonotive travel. Mst auto crit-
ics reckon that those subsidies average $2 to $3 per gallon
of gasoline. But a critical review of their analyses re-
veal s that nost of the "subsidies" are imaginary.

For exanple, Getting There, by auto critic Stephen
Goddard, includes sone estimte of subsidies to the autonp-
bile (Table 1).%"

On the basis of the estimate given in Table 1, and the
fact that Anericans use about 133 billion gallons of fuel
per year, Goddard cal cul ates that gasoline taxes would have
to be raised by at |east $2.25 per gallon to end subsidies
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Tablel
Alleged Annual Subsidiesto Autos

Cost
Subsidy ($ billions)
General tax subsidies to build roads 21
Police and safety services 6.1
Highway administration 49
Interest and debt service 55
Loss of tax revenues from free parking 21.2
Military presence in Persian Gulf 25
Annual cost of Strategic Petroleum Reserve 15
Costs of traffic congestion 100
Air pollution and health costs 9
Casualty insurance premiums 99
Tota 293.2

Source: Stephen B. Goddard, Getting There: The Epic
Struggle between Road and Rail in the American Cen-
tury (New York: Basic Books, 1994), p. 255.

(estimates based roughly on 1989 figures). But CGoddard's
estimates are riddled with errors.

Ceneral Tax Subsidies. Goddard says that gas taxes and
not or vehicle fees "cover only about 60 percent of the $53.3
billion that all |evels of governnment spend [on hi ghway
construction and mai nt enance] each year. The remaining
$21.3 billion comes fromgeneral tax revenues that state and
| ocal governnments assess on drivers and nondrivers alike."
Goddard's arithnmetic, which is based on 1989 figures, m sses
four inportant points.

First, in 1989 hi ghway user fees spent on hi ghways
totaled $44.3 billion. That was only $9 billion less than
the $53.3 billion cost of construction and nai nt enance, not
$21.3 billion as Goddard clainms.'® Apparently Goddard got
his value for the difference froma source that he did not
realize had added to the total costs of construction the
costs of police, admnistration, and debt servicing. In
ot her words, he did not acquire construction costs and user
fees fromthe sane data series. That neans that he double



Page 14

counts police protection since he includes it as a separate
cost item

Second, the vast mgjority of "general tax revenues"
goes for | ocal neighborhood streets, not highways, and about
a quarter of those revenues cones from property taxes. It
i's reasonable to expect |ocal homeowners to contribute to
the streets and sidewal ks in front of their houses because
they will use them whether they drive or not.

Third, $5.8 billion of the $21.3 billion cited by
Goddard is not paid out of general tax revenues but is
i nterest earned on investnents of highway user fees before
they are spent.*® Since Goddard is quick to charge hi ghway
users for interest on bonds (so quick that he double counts
them as shown below), it is hardly fair that he counts
i nterest earned on user fees as a subsidy to hi ghways.

Fourth, Goddard and his source, a Wrld Resources
Institute study, overlook the fact that a considerable
portion of highway user fees is diverted to nonhi ghway
activities, such as state general funds, mass transit, and,
since passage of |STEA, federal deficit reduction.* |If
those fees are put back on the revenue side of Goddard's
cal cul ations, the so-called subsidy is reduced. In 1989
nearIY $7 billion in highway user fees was diverted to other
uses.™ After |STEA that anount ballooned, and in 1995
di versions reached $21.5 billion. That nore than offset the
$21.4 billion in non-user-fee taxes that went into highways
and streets in 1995. 1%

Police and Safety Services, H ghway Adm nistration,
Interest and Debt Service. Goddard is double counting here.
Al'l of these costs are included in the anmount spent on
hi ghways ($71.2 billion in the year Goddard uses, $92.5
billion in 1995). Hence, all of these costs are covered by
hi ghway user fees or by the other offsets.

Loss of Tax Revenues from Free Parking. Goddard says
t hat enpl oyers should charge their enployees to park and pay
them extra rather than just give themfree parking. But if
enpl oyers did that, the federal governnent would coll ect
taxes on the additional pay given to enpl oyees to cover
par ki ng costs, reducing the so-called subsidy.

This is a specious argunent at best. Enployers do not
charge enpl oyees for use of office space or office Christmas
parties. They often cover the cost of health insurance and
pay for other nontaxed benefits. |In any case, a benefit
gi ven by an enployer to an enpl oyee cannot be considered a
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subsidy fromthe public trough since the wages in question
are not public property to begin wth.

Cost of Traffic Congestion. Goddard relies on the
Texas Transportation Institute' s estimte that congestion
costs Americans $100 billion per year. But he does not ask
how much | onger travel would take w thout the autonobile.
Nor does he note that a primary reason for increasing con-
gestion is the fact that so many billions of dollars in
hi ghway user fees have been spent on rail transit projects
rather than activities that could really reduce con-
gestion. '’

Air Pollution and Health Costs. These are certainly

two of the adverse effects of autos. |If autos were elim -
nat ed, no doubt many pollution and health costs woul d be
reduced significantly, but others would be created. It is

difficult to say what the net effects would be.

Casualty Insurance Prem uns. Since those premuns are
paid by auto drivers thenselves, they can hardly qualify as
a subsidy. The same is true of "drivers' costs in highway
tolls,” which Goddard does not cal cul ate but says "could
al so [be] added."?'®

In sum Goddard's $293.2 billion subsidy turns out to
have been a nere $10.5 billion subsidy in 1995. \Wen spread

across the 143.3 billion gallons of fuel consumed by Aneri -
can notorists in 1995, this results in nerely a 7 cent per
gal l on subsidy.' Wth notorists going about 3.7 trillion

passenger-mles, that works out to a subsidy of about one-
quarter of a penny per passenger-mle. ?°

Subsidies to Transit

Anerican urban transit riders paid $6.3 billion )
I
I

in
fares in 1994, but transit operations cost $17.3 billion.?
Transit capital inprovenents cost another $5.6 billion,
leaving a $16.6 billion deficit--$6.0 billion of which was
pai d by highway users.?* Wth transit riders traveling sone
40 billion passenger-niles,? the result is an average
subsi dy of about 42 cents per transit passenger-mle, rough-
'y 150 times nore than simlar subsidies to auto travel

Subsidies fromauto drivers to transit have been grow
ing since 1974, when sone states started spendi ng gas taxes
on transit. In 1983 Congress followed their exanple by
dedicating first 1 cent and |later 2 cents of the federal
gasoline tax to mass transit. By 1995 cunul ati ve diversions
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of highway fees to mass transit totaled nearly $50 billion
in 1995 dollars.?* (States diverted another $80 billion to
their general funds, and since 1991, the federal governnent
has diverted about $35 billion to deficit reduction.)?®

Many cities that are building rail transit systens are
actually spending nore of their transportation funds on
transit than on roads, even though nost of the funding cones
fromroad users and transit typically carries well under 10
percent of local trips. |In Portland, for exanple, total
government capital and operating expenditures on rail and
bus transit outweigh federal, state, and |ocal expenditures
on roads two to one. Since Portland has an anbitious rai
construction programthat will last well into the next
century, that ratio is not likely to change. Yet Portl and
pl anners say that rail transit is unlikely to ever carry
nore than about 2 to 3 percent of Portland-area trips.

| STEA Redi stri bution

One of the major issues of |STEA reauthorization is
protests by states that get far less than their residents
pay into the highway account of the highway trust fund (so-
cal l ed donor states). Yet the disparity for mass transit is
far worse than for highways.

Most states get between 80 and 130 percent of what
their residents pay into the highway account. 1In 1995, for
exanpl e, only one state, South Carolina, received | ess than
70 percent of what its residents paid into the highway
account and only three states, Al aska, Massachusetts, and
Rhode Island, and the District of Colunbia received nore
t han 200 percent of what they paid in.? That disparity has
been enough to create a major controversy over | STEA reau-
thori zati on.

Because transit makes sense only in the largest cities,
the difference between donors to and recipients of the
transit account is far nore serious. Since passage of
| STEA, nore than half the states have received | ess than 40
percent or nore than 200 percent of what their residents
paid into this account.?

Ei ght states and the District of Col unbia received
nore than tw ce what they paid into the mass transit
account: Connecticut (207 percent), Hawaii (216 per-
cent), Illinois (225 percent), Massachusetts (271
percent), New Jersey (384 percent), New York (504
percent), Oregon (388 percent), Pennsylvania (215
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percent) and Washington, D.C. (1,511 percent).?® Not
surprisingly, cities in nost of those states are buil d-
ing major newrail transit projects.

Two-thirds of the states received | ess than 80 per-
cent of what they put in, and nore than half received
| ess than 60 percent.

- On a total dollar basis, the biggest wi nners were New
York, New Jersey, Illinois, and Washi ngton, D.C., each
of which received hundreds of mllions of dollars nore
than their residents paid into the transit fund.

- On a per capita basis, the big winners were residents
of Washington, D.C., New York Cty, and Portland, each
of which got well over $20 in federal transit grants
for every dollar they paid into the transit account.

The differences between donor and recipient states are
exacer bated by the huge anounts earmarked for transit proj-
ects in | STEA and subsequent appropriations bills. Over the
past four years, congressional appropriators have earmarked
$3.5 billion for transit projects; nore than half of that
anount has gone to just three states--California, Georgia,
and Oregon--that contributed just 15 percent to the nass
transit account.? Add New Jersey, New York, and Texas and
the total earmarking cones to nore than 75 percent.

So-called flexible funding is nerely an open invitation
for big cities to fleece other Anerican taxpayers and for
powerful menbers of Congress to divert federal funding to
their states and districts.

Congestion Mtigation

| STEA does appropriate $1 billion per year for a con-
gestion mtigation and air quality (CMAQ fund to help
cities reduce congestion and pollution. Unfortunately, the
fund has two inportant counterproductive restrictions.
First, it cannot be used on "scrappage," the purchase for
scrap of older cars, even though older cars tend to be the
nmost polluting. The dirtiest 10 percent of all cars--which
tend to be the ol dest cars--produce about half of all pollu-
tion.*® A programthat purchased and scrapped those cars
could go far in reducing pollution.

Second, in netropolitan areas that violate any federal
air quality standards, CMAQ funds cannot be spent on hi ghway
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i nprovenents that increase the capacity for single-occupancy
vehicles, that is, roads not dedicated to carpools or buses.
Yet such capacity increases can reduce congestion, which in
turn can reduce many types of pollution.

On the other hand, CMAQ funds can be spent on activi-
ties that increase congestion. One activity, traffic calm
i ng, consists of reducing road capacities by, anong other
things, installing blockades in roads to reduce vehicle
speeds. Such bl ockades may nake sense on uncongested nei gh-
bor hood streets where residents want to nake sure drivers
stay under legal speed |limts for safety reasons. But New
Urbani sts are now installing various fornms of bl ockades on
maj or congested collector and arterial roads with the goal
of making the streets nore "pedestrian friendly."

One such bl ockage, a "bunpout,"” consists of an exten-
sion of a corner curb into the street, preventing autos from
using the street's shoulder as a right-turn [ ane. That
means that drivers turning right nust slow down in the
streamof traffic, delaying everyone behind them Wen used
on busy streets, traffic calmng devices do not noticeably
i ncrease pedestrian traffic, but they do reduce the flow and
speed of auto traffic. Since slower speeds nmean an increase
in many forns of pollution, traffic calmng leads to dirtier
air.

Advocates of traffic cal mng have a remarkably flippant
attitude toward people who use autonobiles. Cars should
nmove "at the speed of a horse and buggy" in downtowns and
other parts of a city, says Toronto urban planner Ken G een-
berg. "A lot of people are furious about tanpering with
their ability to drive fast," says Florida traffic engineer
Wal ter Kul ash, "but they aren't politically organized."?
Supporters of traffic calmng al so seemto confuse cause and
effect. "Anywhere that doesn't have congestioné you proba-
bly wouldn't want to be there," says G eenberg.**  The
typical traffic calnmer's rationale seens to be that, since
popul ar pl aces are congested, creating congestion in unpopu-
| ar places will nake those places nore popul ar.

In at | east one case, CMAQ funds have been used to
subsi di ze a high-density apartnent buil ding. The devel oper
stated that he planned to build an apartnment buil ding on
that site, but w thout the subsidy he would have built to a
much | ower density.® The high-density devel opnent, of
course, will actually lead to an increase in congestion and
congestion-rel ated pol | ution.
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Alr Pollution and Mobility

Air pollution is the justification for spendi ng aut ono-
tive gas taxes on transit and other non-road-rel ated proj -
ects. | STEA, which has clear links to the Clean Air Act
Amendnents of 1990, particularly limts how cities that do
not neet clean air standards can spend their share of feder-
al transportation dollars.

Aut onobi | es produce several significant pollutants,
i ncl udi ng carbon nonoxi de (CO, nitrogen oxides (NQ),
hydr ocarbons (HC), particulate matter, and volatile organic
conpounds (VQOCs). Between 1971 and 1996 federal air pollu-
tion requirenments reduced nost em ssions fromnew cars by 80
percent to 95 percent. %

That reduction has significantly inproved the air
quality of nost American cities. Except for Los Angel es,
virtually every city that was out of conpliance with federa
air quality standards (the "pollution standards index") on
nore than one day in 1983 saw at |least a two-thirds reduc-
tggg LQ t he nunber of days it violated those standards by
1

At the sane time, Anericans are driving nore than ever.
Due partly to the increasing nunmber of wonen in the work-
force and partly to a grow ng econony, the nunber of mles
driven per person is increasing by nore than 2 percent per
year.% That suggests that urban air pollution mght worsen
again in the future.

When Congress inposed air pollution standards on new
cars, it made no changes to the standards for older cars. A
California study found that half of all autonotive air
pollution comes fromthe dirtiest 10 percent of all cars--
mostly ol der cars.?® Renoving those dirty cars fromthe
road would do nore to clean up the air than woul d i nposing
ti ghter standards on new cars.

VWhat Pol | ut es

For any given car, nost pollution is a function of
t hree vari abl es:

Engi ne tenperature: HC and, to a | esser extent, CO
are nostly produced when a vehicle's catalytic convert-
er is not yet heated to operating tenperature. Thus, a
cold start followed by a 2-mle trip produces al nost as
much HC and CO as a cold start followed by a 10-mle
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trip. That pollution could be elimnated by addi ng
heaters to autos' catalytic converters.?®

Qperating speed: Cars emt far nore of nost poll ut-
ants at slow speeds--0 to 20 mles per hour--than at 20
to 55 nph. The effect is nost pronounced for CO and
VOCs. NO (which contribute to snog) decline fromO to
20 nph but then increase as speeds rise above 25 nph,
al though the increase is not significant until speeds
reach 40 nph. %

Density: Sone pollutants, particularly CO dissipate
qui ckly in the atnosphere and present health probl ens
only where autonobile traffic is extrenely dense or
congest ed.

One way to reduce autonotive air pollution is to get
people to reduce their driving. New Urbanist planners hope
to do that by attracting people, especially commuters, to
ot her nodes of travel such as wal ki ng, cycling, bus, and
rail. Their plans include several elenents ained at reach-
i ng that goal

Hi gher popul ation densities so mass transit will be
nore feasible;

M xi ng housi ng and commerci al uses so people wll be
better able to wal k or bicycle to work or shopping;

Pedestrian-friendly designs ained at maki ng comrer -
cial areas nore anenable to people on foot and bicy-
cl es;

Transit-oriented designs, particularly higher density
residential devel opnents around rail stations and ot her
transit centers and along transit corridors; and

Construction of rail transit facilities to connect
hi gh-density job and residential centers.

As attractive as those ideas may sound on paper, in
practice they fail to fulfill nost of their promses. At
best, New Urban plans will slightly reduce the share of
trips people nmake by auto and even nore slightly reduce the
di stance they drive. Those reductions cone about not be-
cause New Urbani sm makes wal king or transit nore attractive
but because it increases congestion and parking costs so
much that cars are less attractive. Congestion, in turn,

i ncreases many fornms of pollution, particularly those depen-
dent on speed and density.
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The Virtue of Cars

New Ur bani sts often descri be Americans' relationship

with their cars as a "love affair" or an "addiction." The
inplication is that Americans' use of autos is irrational or
sone sort of sickness. In fact, for short-distance travel

within a large urban area, the auto is the nost convenient
and efficient formof transportation ever devised.

That is |largely because the auto is conpletely decen-
tralized. Urban areas, too, are decentralized, partly
because centralization, with or wi thout autos, creates
unconfortabl e crowdi ng and congestion. Few cities have work
centers that enploy nore than 15 to 20 percent of the city's
workers. So very few trips have the sane origin and desti -
nati on.

Thus, high-capacity rail transit is not a viable alter-
native to the autonobile. There sinply are not enough
origins and destinations between which enough people want to
travel to justify rail. Even |arge buses are marginal as
substitutes for the auto. One possible substitute m ght be
jitney services that provide door-to-door transportation for
no nore than 10 or 12 people at one tine. But many cities
forbid the private provision of such services, and nost
public transit agencies are nore interested in rail and
other large projects than in jitney service.

Density and Drivi ng

New Urbani sts attenpt to counter decentralization both
by providing nore transit and by increasing popul ation
densities to nake high-capacity transit nore viable. But
that is self-defeating because nost people in high-density
devel opnents will still use cars for nost of their travel
Thus, high-density devel opnents wi thout added road capacity
sinply lead to increased congesti on.

Al'l of the nunbers support this view According to
Census Bureau data, there is no clear relationship between a
city's density and the share of trips in that city that is
made by auto.®® The New York netropolitan area, which
i ncl udes northeastern New Jersey, has the snall est percent-
age of commuters driving autonobil es--65 percent--and the
hi ghest percentage using transit--26 percent. But no other
| arge netropolitan area has |l ess than 81 percent auto usage
or nore than 14 percent transit usage. Two coll ege towns,
lowa City, lowa, and State Col |l ege, Pennsylvania, have
slightly I ess than 80 percent auto usage but |ess than 8
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percent transit usage. The difference is due to students’
wal ki ng and cycling.*

Even if another city could match New York's | evel of
transit usage by increasing its popul ation density, the
density increase required would swanp the reduction in the
auto's share of trips. The density of the average U S
metropolitan area is a little nore than half that of New
York, and 88 percent of urban workers commute by car. Dou-
bling densities to reduce auto usage from88 to 65 percent--
a 26 percent decrease--translates into a 50 percent increase
in auto traffic within the target area.

New York is an anonaly. Figure 1 conpares the share of
commut ers using autos with the popul ation densities of the
nation's 282 | argest urban areas. Autos hold nore than 75
percent of the market in every area except New York and nore
than 90 percent in the vast majority of areas, including Los
Angel es and Mam , the two densest areas. There is no clear
correl ation between density and aut o usage.

Figure 1
Population Density and Share of Commuter Trips Made by Auto in 1990

Source: Bureau of the Census, Database C90STF3A at http://venus.census.gov/cdrom/look
up/875134983 and 875128475.
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Figure 2
Population Density and VMT in 1995

Source: Federal Highway Administration, Highway Statistics 1995 (Washington: FHWA,
1996), Table HM-71.

For conparison, in Figure 2 shows that the correl ation
bet ween popul ati on density and vehicle-mles traveled (VM)
per square mle is strong. New Urbanists would predict that
VMI woul d tend to decline in the 391 nost densely popul ated
areas in the United States, but the data indicate otherw se.
Here, a clear correlation is evident: higher densities |ead
to nmore auto travel. Unless those higher densities are
acconpani ed by higher road capacities, higher densities also
|l ead to nore congestion.

Even the nost optim stic New Urbanists say that in-
creased density reduces only the share of trips using autos,
not the total nunber of mles driven. One study predicts
t hat doubl i ng density Wi ll reduce the auto's share of trips
by 20 to 30 percent. But if density doubles from say,
2,000 people to 4,000 people per square mle and the auto's
share of trips declines by 30 percent, there will still be
1,400 trips generated for every 1,000 trips before the
density increase.
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Pl anners in Portland use a transportation forecast
nodel that the U. S. Departnment of Transportation regards as
one of the nost sophisticated in the nation. 1In 1994 plan-
ners applied the nodel to a plan for increasing Portland' s
density by 75 percent, enphasizing m xed-use and transit-
ori ented devel opnents, and building 120 mles of rail |ines
but m ni mal new hi ghway capacity. The nodel concl uded t hat
the plan would induce less than 5 percent of auto drivers to
shift to mass transit. That in turn would increase conges-
tion more than threefold. *

In 1980 San Di ego i nposed a New Urbanist plan on its
regi on, encouraging density in the city and di scouraging
devel opnent outside. The plan "was considered a nodel for

effective managenent of growth." But by 1990 congestion had
becone severe, and the city "estimated that it would cost
over $1 billion to nmake up the infrastructure shortfall."*

The | ssue of Air

Air pollution is obviously the result of many factors,
i ncl udi ng geography, industry, energy sources, and cli mate.
But in mpjor US. cities and netropolitan areas, snngzprob-
lens are strongly correlated with popul ation density.*

Tabl e 2 shows the average 1990 popul ati on densities of
areas by EPA snog rating. The table shows both the 391
metropol itan areas defined by the Census Bureau and the 76
central cities with nore than 200,000 people. 1In every
case, cleaner air correlates with | ower densities.

It is worth examning the cities that conme closest to
meeting the New Urbanists' ideal of higher densities; |ow
per capita freeway m | eage; m xed-use devel opnents; and huge
transit, especially rail transit, investnents. The ngjor
metropolitan areas with the highest densities are Los Angel -
es, Mam, San Jose, New York, Ft. Lauderdale, New Ol eans,
and San Diego. Those cites also tend to be characterized by
m xed-use devel opnents, and all have or are installing major
rail systems. Except San Jose, which has "noderate" prob-
lems, all of those high-density cities are rated by the EPA
as having "extrene" or "serious" snpbg problens.

Peopl e are often surprised to | earn that the Los Angel -
es netropolitan area has the greatest popul ation density of
any U.S. urban area.* Los Angel es al so has the fewest
mles of freeways per capita--slightly nore than 50 mles
per mllion people, conpared to an average of 110 mles for
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Table 2
Average Population Densities by EPA Smog Rating

Average
Smog Density Sample
Rating (mi?) Size

Metropolitan Areas

Extreme 3,362 26
Serious 2,378 49
Moderate 2,077 56
Marginal 1,744 26
None 1,505 234
Central Cities
Extreme 8,771 13
Serious 4,148 9
Moderate 3,089 23
Marginal 2,968 10
None 1,403 21

Source: Density from Census Bureau, 1990
Census of Population and Housing (Washington:
Census Bureau, 1992); smog ratings from EPA
Office of Air Quality and Standards.

all netropolitan areas.* Thus, Los Angel es should be a
perfect advertisenment for New Urbanism In fact, New U ban-
ist planners in Portland say that Los Angeles "represents an
i nvestnment pattern we desire to replicate."*® Yet Los
Angel es has the nation's worst air pollution problens.

New Ur bani sts al so say that a m xture of |and uses w |
lead to a reduction of dependence on the autonobile. But a
1994 study by Canbridge Systematics for the U S. Depart nment
of Transportation found that "land use m x does not i npact
drive alone node share to a degree that is statistically
significant."* On the other hand, "financial incentives
[ prograns that reward people for carpooling or using tran-
sit] do have a significant inpact on drive al one node
share. "*°
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Rej ecti ng Rai

An excell ent exanple of a report that ignores its own
conclusions is Cean Air through Transportation, jointly
publ i shed by the Departnment of Transportation and the EPA °!

Usi ng data from San D ego and Los Angel es, the report
i ndi cates that huge investnments in both rail and bus transit
systens are likely to reduce CO pollution by less than 1
percent and HC by only 1 to 3 percent (see Table 3). By
conparison, relatively cheap investnents in signaling to
i nprove the flow of auto traffic can reduce pollution three
to six times as much. >

Al though the report rejects huge investnents in rail,
it strongly endorses | and-use policies ainmed at reducing
trip distances. The report indicates that a 10 percent
reduction in home-to-work distances may reduce pollution by
1.4 to 2 percent, and a 25 percent reduction in home-to-work
di stances may reduce pollution by 4 to 12 percent. But the
report fails to assess the costs of reduci ng hone-to-work
di stances by 10 to 25 percent. In fact, it would be al nost
i npossi ble to achi eve such reductions through I and-use
poli ci es.

Portland is proposing major expenditures and huge
inpositions on its residents, including

i ncreasing overall popul ation density by 70 percent;
tripling or quadrupling congestion;
chargi ng for parking throughout the urban area,;

requiring all work and retail devel opnments and many
residential devel opnents to neet pedestrian-friendly
and transit-oriented desi gn standards; and

- constructing 90 nore mles of rail transit at a cost
of roughly $6 billion to $10 billion.

The transportati on nodel used by Portland pl anners
projects that all of those things will reduce trip |engths
by I ess than 5 percent.® That would correspond to roughly
a 0.7 to 1.0 percent reduction in air pollution--about a
third of what m ght be obtained with traffic signaling
i nprovenents. So the endorsenent of New Urbanist |and-use
pl anni ng goal s by the authors of Clean Air through Transpor-

tation makes no sense except as an iIdeol ogical stance.
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Selected Strategies for Reducing Auto Emissions
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Reduction (%)
Strategy Description HC (6(0)
San Diego
Transit expansion 20-mile rail extension, double bus service 04 0.6
Ridesharing Increase vehicle occupancy 25% 04 0.7
Flexible work 15% participation in telecommuting,
schedules & 5% shift in work hours 0.8 11
telecommuting
Land-use impacts 10% reduction in overall home-work distance 14 2.0
Traffic flow Regionwide signal control
improvements 2.2 25
Parking management 60% increase in costs 24 41
Los Angeles

Transit expansion Add 300 milesto rail system, expand bus

service by 50% 0.9 31
Traffic flow Signal control, truck restrictions
improvements 21 49
Flexible work Eliminate 3 million worktrips,
schedules & 60% participation in flexible schedules 2.2 6.9
telecommuting
Land-use impacts 25% reduction in overall home-work distance 41 11.8

Sources: U.S. Department of Transportation and Environmental Protection Agency, Clean Air
through Transportation: Challenges in Meeting National Air Quality Standards (Washington: U.S.

Department of Transportation, 1994), p. 125.
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slightly, and to punish wth increased congestion those
peopl e who continue to drive.

The Fal se Panacea of Urban Rai

El ectric-powered rail transit is a 19th-century tech-
nol ogy that was quickly replaced by the autonobile, which is
faster, nore convenient, and not tied to an expensive rai
right-of-way. Yet rail technology is a critical conponent
of New Ur bani sm

In addition to the fact that rails are a solution to a
probl em that would not exist if New U banists did not insist
on density, the main difficulty with rails is that they do
not work. Conpared with the auto, which "goes where you
want to go when you want to go, trains just don't cut it,"
says Garreau. "Trains require you to go where soneone el se
wants you to go when soneone el se wants you to go.">

So why are proposed rail systens so popular? As Ken-
neth Dueker of Portland State University's Center for U ban
Studies notes, rail is a "feel-good" issue: people support
it because they hope it will reduce conggstion even though
they do not plan to ride it thensel ves.

Anot her reason for strong support of rail is the "ro-
mance of the rails." Jonathan Ri chnond, investigating the
myths behind rail transit, found that people "tend to reject
rin?ing% [about rail] which fail to confirmprior be-

lefs.”

| STEA gives cities huge incentives to build enornously
expensive rail transit projects that will carry very few
people. Central city officials and downtown interests want
to keep current jobs and residents in and attract new ones
to the city centers rather than the suburbs. They see new
rail construction as an environnentally correct nmeans to
that end. Just as inportant is the fact that under |STEA
the federal governnent pays at |least half of the bill for
rail, so the high cost of newrail construction is viewed as
a virtue. Although an expanded decentralized bus system
could carry far nore people at far | ower cost, buses do not
create | ocal, though tenporary, jobs that boost union and
construction-conpany support for politicians.

Exam nation of the actual results fromrail |ines that
have been built in the past two decades shows that nearly
all fail to neet the goals set for and provide the benefits
expected fromthem
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Rail's Track Record

Rail construction takes so long that few of the rai
| ines authorized by the 1991 | STEA have been conpl eted, and
t hose that have been conpleted are too new to judge. Howev-
er, nore than a dozen cities have built newrail lines in
t he past two decades, and those |ines provide a good neasure
of rail's success in noving people efficiently and in reduc-
i ng congestion and pollution.

Light rail was originally proposed as an inexpensive
alternative to highways. 1In 1973 the state of Oregon esti-
mated that Portland light-rail service could begin on 46
route-mles for less than $84 nillion, or about $2 million
per mle.> Costs quickly escalated after federal funds
becane available and cities commtted thenselves to rail.
Portland's first 15-mle light-rail line, originally pro-
jected to cost $135 million when construction began in 1979,
ended up costing $214 mllion, or $14 mllion per mle; a
17-mle line now under construction is costing $963 mllion,
or $56 mllion per mle. A proposed 29-mile line was origi-
nally estimated to cost $2.85 billion, or nearly $100 m| -
[ion per mle.

Weekday ridership, which was projected to reach 42,500
after 5 years and 57,000 after 10 years, has stubbornly
remai ned | ess than half of projections, around 25,000 riders
per day. Moreover, nost of the riders were fornerly bus
riders, and at least a third of all riders drive to park-
and-ride stations, which neans that they produce al nost as
much col d-start pollution as they would if they drove al
the way to work.

Portland transit ridership actually declined between
1980, when light-rail construction began, and 1990, four
years after its conpletion. Since Portland was rapidly
growi ng during those years, that neans that transit |ost a
significant share of both the total transportation and the
commuter market to the autonobile. That is particularly
di sappoi nting because Portland' s transit systemincreased
its share of the commuter market during the 1970s, when it
was exclusively a bus system

Portland's experience is the rule rather than the
exception. O all the rail systens built in the past two
decades, only two--in Washington, D.C., and San D ego--were
acconpani ed by significant increases in overall transit
ridership.
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The Washington, D.C., Metro boosted transit ridership
by 67 percent. But at the sanme tine, transit's overal
share of Washi ngton-area conmuter traffic declined slightly.

In 1990 nore than four of five comuters still relied on

t he autonobile and fewer than 14 percent used transit.>®
Washi ngton's Regional Air Quality Plan estimtes that the
rail systen1has reduced air pollution by only about 1
per cent .

San Diego's Ilght-rall line hel ped to boost transit
ridership by 40 percent. But in 1980 San Di ego al so
adopted a New Urban plan that pronoted denser inner-city
devel opnent and di scouraged suburban devel opnent. The
overall gain in transit ridership nay be due as nmuch to
densification as to light rail. But the gain did not cone
W t hout a huge cost: over the sanme period, San Diego's
traffic congestion grew faster than did that of any other
Anerican city, and the city now estimates that it wll need
to spend $1 billion on |nfrastructure to restore urban
services to their 1980 | evels.

Except for those in Washington and San D ego, no recent
urban rail lines in the United States coul d be consi dered
successful on any basis. As a 1989 report by Departnent of
Transportation researcher Don Pickrell found, nearly al
recent rail projects cost far nor e and carried far fewer
riders than originally projected.®

Pickrell also found that operating costs and anortized
capital costs per rider were far higher for rail than for
bus transit. By his calcul ations, the total cost per rider
(in 1988 dollars) was about $6 to $16.° That was not only
two to nine times greater than the forecast cost, it was
several tinmes greater than the cost per bus rider, which
typically averages $2 to $4. Moreover, since nost rai
riders were previously bus riders, Pickrell found that the
cost per newrider--that is, the cost of getting a drive-
al one person out of a car--ranged from$9 to $36.°

"The systenmatic tendency to over-estinmate ridership and
to under-estimate capital and operating costs," concl uded

Pickrell, "introduces a distinct bias toward the sel ection
of capital-intensive transit inprovenents such as rai
lines.” That bias would benefit cities whose goal is to get

as large a share of federal funding as possible.

Advocates of rail claimthat Pickrell's study was done
too soon after the lines in the cities studied were opened
and therefore did not accurately show ridership. But in
1995 Robert Dunphy of the Urban Land Institute updated
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Pickrell's report and reached sinmlar conclusions.®

Dunphy found that the rail systems Pickrell had studied
did not have "dramatic ridership growh to change the early
assessnent."” Dunphy al so | ooked at several newer systens,
all but one of which was "followng the pattern . . . of
overestimating ridership and underestimating costs."®

Four of seven cities that built light-rail lines during
the 1980s actually suffered significant |l osses in transit
commut i ng between 1980 and 1990. Transit comuting fell by
9 percent in Baltinore, by 17 percent in Denver, by 20
percent in Portland, and by 25 percent in Buffalo. Transit
commuting grewin three cities. It increased by 2 percent
in Sacranmento, by 18 percent in Los Angel es, and by 43
percent in San D ego.

Al of the light-rail lines opened since 1987, after
the Pickrell report, "were in cities with a net loss in
transit commuting during the 1980s," says Dunphy. Those
lines included the ones in San Jose and St. Louis and new
lines in Baltinore and Denver. Al of those |lines, except
the one in St. Louis, followed the pattern of costing nore
and carrying fewer riders than anti ci pated.

Dunphy reports that the St. Louis line was "a surprise"
because its ridership actually exceeded expectations and
construction costs were wthin budget. But rail ridership
still accounts for only a small fraction of total trips in
that city.

The pattern of rail construction and overall declines
intransit ridership is so common that it nust be nore than
a coincidence. Transit agencies that sink nost of their
capital funds into rail lines that wll replace, at nost,
two or three bus lines find that they do not have the funds
to maintain and i nprove bus service on other routes. As a
result, overall patronage falls.

In nost cities nuch of the inpact is borne by the poor
as bus service is curtailed in | ower class nei ghborhoods in
order to pay for rail transit. In Los Angeles |ower incone
transit riders recently formed a bus riders' union that,
with the help of civil rights groups, sued the transit
agency for neglecting buses while it builds expensive rail
lines. The union charged that the transit agency had spent
70 percent of its budget on rails that carry only 8 percent
of its riders, nost of whomare white and well-to-do while
bus riders tend to be mnorities and poor.° The agency
signed a consent decree agreeing to buy nore buses but now
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says it has no funds with which to do so.®

Dunphy concl uded that cities now contenplating |ight

rail "are not well served by unduly positive reviews" given
by rail proponents. "Light rail is expensive," he noted,
adding that it "will not reduce traffic congestion."” But he

optimstically (or perhaps cynically) points out that "con-
gestion relief should be one of the best sales tools, since
fewresidents will use transit but all would gain benefits

from|ess congestion."®

The Problens of Alternatives

| STEA requires regional planning. And as a prerequi-
site to securing federal funds, |ocal planners nust file
envi ronnental inpact statenents (EISs). A review of dozens
of those statenents reveals many om ssions by planners and
shows that, even by their own standards, rail is not a good
transportation bargain.

Nearly all rail EISs consider an identical range of
alternatives

A "no-build" alternative that contenpl ates no change
fromcurrent transit operations;

A "transportation systens managenent” alternative
that contenplates | owcost inprovenents in bus service
and actions that m ght pronote carpooling, cycling,
wal ki ng, or other alternatives to single-occupancy
vehicles; this is generally the baseline alternative
with which other alternatives are conpared;

One or nore alternatives for building exclusive
busways or hi gh-occupancy vehicle | anes; and

One or nore alternatives for building rail |ines.

_ The nost recent EISs usually conme out in three ver-
si ons:

A draft EIS that considers a variety of rail routes,

A draft supplenental EIS that narrows the routes to
j ust one option, and

A final EIS that usually contains little or no new
i nformati on other than public coments.
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Rail, particularly light rail, is pronoted as an inex-
pensive alternative to expandi ng hi ghway capacity. Backers
of light rail often claimthat a dual-track light-rail line

can carry as many people as a six-lane freeway. But rail
El Ss al nost never conpare actual costs and ridership of rai
with the cost and capacity of highway expansion.

A six-lane freeway, with interchanges and bridge work,
will typically cost about $30 million per mle to build.
Addi ng lanes to an existing freeway typically costs about $5
mllion per lane-mle. At a cost of $1 mllion to $2 ml -
[ion or less per mle, light-rail, in the first proposals
made during the 1970s, sounded rel atively inexpensive.

The problemis that light rail has proven to be far
nore expensive than originally thought. According to the
two dozen EISs this author reviewed, the cost of light rai
woul d range from$10 mllion to nore than $100 m|lion per
mile.

Only one of the EISs reviewed conpared transit with

hi ghway expansion: the |-15/State Street Corridor plan for
Salt Lake Cty. In addition to two light-rail alternatives,
that plan considered adding two, three (one reversible), or
four lanes to Interstate 15, the north-south freeway through
Salt Lake City. The EI'S neasured reductions in congestion
by the nunmber of person-hours of tinme each alternative woul d
save.

The light-rail alternatives were projected to have
capital costs of about $125 million nore than transportation
system managenent and to save about 5,176 person-hours of
time each day, for a capital cost of nearly $24,000 per
dai ly hour saved. By conparison, adding two |anes to the
freeway woul d cost about $166 million but would save nore
t han 30,260 hours of tinme, at a cost of less than $5,500 per
daily hour saved. Each hour saved by light rail would cost
nmore than four tinmes as much as an hour saved by hi ghway
expansi on.

| gnoring | nportant Data

In addition to ignoring obvious alternatives to rail,
many of the EISs failed to present data that should be
critical to a decision. Most presented basic financial data
such as capital and operating costs and the nunber of new
transit riders the line would generate. Mny left out
i nportant data such as
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how much traffic currently travels the routes the

rail line would parallel

how much of that traffic the rail line would relieve,
and

how many mles of rail line would be built.
Since nearly all EISs clained that newrail |lines were

needed to relieve congestion, it seens strange that a major-
ity did not actually cal cul ate how much congestion relief
the lines would provide. One explanation is that such
calculations do little to support the decision to build
rail. The EISs that did make such cal cul ati ons al nost
invariably found that congestion relief would be insignifi-
cant .

Bi ased Cost-Effecti veness | ndex

An inportant part of the rail planning process designed
by the Departnent of Transportation is the calculation of a
"cost-effectiveness index" for each alternative. That index
purports to estimate the cost of each new transit rider
attracted by rail or other alternatives. Since nost new
riders would presumably ot herw se travel by car, the cost-
ef fecti veness index neasures the cost of reducing congestion
and pol [ ution.

To cal cul ate the cost-effectiveness index, the capital
and operating costs of the transportation system nmanagenent
alternative are subtracted fromthose of the rail or other
construction alternatives. The capital costs are annuali zed
using a discount rate such as 7 percent or 10 percent. |If
the rail alternative saves transit riders tinme over the
baseline alternative, that is counted as a benefit by sub-
tracting it fromcosts. The total cost is then divided by
t he projected nunber of new riders.”

As a rule of thunb, the Departnment of Transportation
wi Il provide discretionary funds only for projects that cost
| ess than $6 per new rider. None of the ElISs revi ewed
cal cul ated a cost-effectiveness index rmuch less than $10 (to
be precise, $9.97 was the | owest).

A major problemwth this index is the value of tine
savings for transit riders. For the past several years
Department of Transportation guidelines have directed pl an-
ners to assune that transit riders' time is worth $11.70 per
hour. The previous value was set in 1984 at only $2 to $4
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per hour. By arbitrarily inflating the value of the transit
rider's tine, the governnent makes the build alternatives
| ook nmuch nore attractive than they really are.

The real problemis that the index considers only the
time of transit riders; the tine of autonobile users is
effectively presuned to be zero. Yet auto users' tine is
affected by rail proposals in at |east two ways.

First, rails are often at the sane grade as roads, so
autos are del ayed when trains cross their paths. Mny
cities are even adjusting traffic signals to give rail lines
priority over cars. The one EIS to calculate this cost,
that for Denver's Southwest Corridor, estimted that rai
woul d save each transit rider 19 m nutes but cost each auto
driver 1 mnute. Since the plan projected nore than 40 auto
users in the corridor for each transit rider, auto users
| ost nore than 2 mnutes for every mnute saved by transit
riders.

Second, auto users are affected by rail because any
city has limted funds for transportation capital inprove-
ments. A plan to spend hundreds of mllions of dollars on
rail nmeans | ess noney is available for highway inprovenents.

As found by the 1-15 Corridor study for Salt Lake City,
hi ghway i nprovenents can sonetines save people tine at |ess
than a quarter of the cost of rail.

Conflict between Concl usi ons and Deci si ons

Despite failure to consider a wi de range of alterna-
tives, calculate appropriate effects on congestion, or use a
reasonabl e i ndex of cost-effectiveness, nost of the ElISs
revi ewed concluded that rail construction would have insig-
nificant effects on congestion and pollution. Nevertheless,
every EIS that designated a preferred alternative reconmend-
ed rail construction.

It is clained that rail lines can carry as many people
as a six-lane freeway, yet none of the ElISs revi ewed pro-
jected ridership that came cl ose to approaching freeway
usage levels. Wiile a six-lane freeway can easily carry
100, 000 cars per day and, at 1.2 people per car, 120,000
peopl e, the EISs reviewed projected rail ridership |evels
closer to 30,000 to 40,000 people per day. None of the
Anerican light-rail lines built in the past two decades
carried nore than 44,000 people per day in 1995 "

The EISs al so estimated that the vast majority of
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light-rail riders would be fornmer bus riders and that rai
construction would attract no nore than 2,000 to 10,500 new
transit trips per day over and above | ow cost bus alterna-
tives. Since an urban area of 1 mllion people typically
generates about 5 mllion trips per day, conbining auto,
transit, and cycling and wal ki ng, even 10,500 new transit
riders per day have no significant effect on congestion.

Anot her nmeasure of rail's effect on congestion is the
share of total trips carried by transit. About half the
El Ss studied estimated this share. None estinmated that
l[ight rail would increase transit's share of traffic by nore
than 0.4 percent; nost estimates were under 0.3 percent.
Yet light-rail construction would often consune nore than
half of a city's total capital funds for transportation.

Many of the EISs explicitly concluded that rail would
not greatly reduce congestion. For exanple:

- "l npact of proposed alternatives on congestion: None"
(Twin Cties Central Corridor).

"Auto travel tinmes will deteriorate significantly
over today's |levels by the year 2015 regardl ess of
whet her the no-build or LRT alternative is inplenented”
(Denver Sout hwest Corridor).

Light rail "does not significantly mtigate conges-
tion on M ssissippi Rver crossings" (East St. Louis
St. Cdair County Corridor).

"On a daily basis the reduction or difference in VMl
between the alternatives is not considered significant”
(Santa Clara County Tasman Corridor).

"Because travel tinme savings are m nor, node choice
for downtown work trips [is] relatively insensitive to
transportation inprovenents in the m d-coast corridor"”
(San Di ego M d-Coast Corridor).

"The traffic analysis did not reveal any substanti al
difference in |levels of service [congestion] between
the No Build, TSM and Build Alternatives" (San D ego
East Urban Corridor).

Sonme of the EISs clained that reductions in congestion
woul d be significant even when the data did not support
those clains. The preferred alternative for the South
Sacranmento Corridor "is expected to induce a shift fromauto
totransit. . . . Major shifts are predicted for corridor
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freeways." But a "major shift" turns out to be 2,600 cars
out of 360,000, or a reduction of about 1.2 percent. Rai
in Dallas's North Central Corridor "would reduce regional
vehicle-mles traveled by 96,560 mles daily." But since
Dall as residents drive well over 20 mllion vehicles-mles
per day, that is a reduction of |less than 0.5 percent.

No matter what was clainmed in prose, no EIS presented
any data suggesting that rail construction would signifi-
cantly reduce congestion, VMI, auto usage, or pollution or
significantly increase transit ridership or transit's market
share over levels projected for the |l owcost transportation
system managenent alternatives. That did not stop planning
agenci es from al ways proposing to use federal funds to build
rail.

One reason for those proposals is that rail is an
i nportant part of New Urban planning. John Fregonese of
Portland's Metro expresses that view Light rail "is not
worth the cost if you're just looking at transit,"” he ad-
mts. "lIt's a way to develop your comunity at higher
densities.""?

The Fal se Panacea of Pl anni ng

A major innovation of ISTEA is a requirenent that
states and urban areas produce state and regi onal transpor-
tation plans. | STEA ties those plans and federal transpor-
tation funding to federal air quality standards. Cities
that violate those standards, for exanple, are required to
spend federal dollars mainly or exclusively on activities
t hat supposedly wll reduce air pollution.

The prime | esson of the 20th century is that governnent
pl anni ng does not work. Conpared with econom c freedom as
expressed in the market, planning has three strikes agai nst
it. Planners sinply cannot get enough data about current
probl ens, future needs, and public preferences to wite an
efficient and sensible plan. Even if planners could deter-
m ne the public interest, giving governnent the power to
pl an creates opportunities for special interests to tilt the
pl anni ng process in their favor. And even if special inter-
ests can be overconme, the constraints that planners place on
personal freedominevitably result in unintended conse-
guences that are often the exact opposite of the planned
goal .

Traditional state transportation (mainly highway)
pl anning m ni m zed those problens by m nimzing planning' s
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scope and tine horizon. Historically, road planners sinply
responded to people's novenents, adding capacity wherever
there was congestion. Except when captured by downtown
interests, state road planners nade few attenpts to direct
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peopl e's novenents to places where people did not want
to go.

H ghway pl anni ng was not perfect, of course. One
probl em was pricing: funding roads out of gasoline taxes
created excess denmand for the nost expensive roads and
failed to regul ate peak-hour demand. Another probl em was
conflicts of interest: a major freeway interchange could
greatly alter local |and values, and few people were sur-
pri sed when devel opers with representatives on state highway
boards often turned out to own | and where such interchanges
were to be | ocat ed.

In the 1970s urban planners and environnentalists
raised a new criticism charging that highway pl anners
failed to assess the connection between transportation and
| and use. Hi ghways, said the urban planners, were destruc-
tive of urban and rural environnents, pronoting spraw,
congestion, and pollution. The solution was a |longer term
pl anni ng process that accounted for nore variables, such as
pollution, land use, and alternatives to the autonobile.

Such a planning process was built into | STEA. But the
i ncreased conplexity of |ISTEA planning only created nore
opportunities for fads and special-interest groups to dom -
nate the process. The fad currently endorsed by the U S
Department of Transportation is New Urbani sm

Transit and Urban Form a report sponsored and distrib-
uted by the U S. Departnent of Transportation's Federal
Transit Adm nistration, focuses on the connections between
transportation and | and use. The report endorses nost New
Urban concepts, including higher popul ation densities or
"conpact cities,"” mxing commercial and residential uses,
and creating pedestrian-friendly environnents.”

As previously noted, New U bani sm provides significant
benefits for several major interest groups: central city
of ficials, downtown businesses, urban planners, urban envi-
ronnmental i sts, and construction and engineering firnms. But
it is detrimental to the interests of nost urban residents
because it leads to significant increases in congestion.

As is typical of New Urbanism Transit and Urban Form
downpl ays the increases in congestion by focusing not on
congestion but on market share for transit and VMI per
capita. "A doubling of residential densities,"” says Transit
and Urban Form "correlates with a decrease of 20 percent to
30 percent in VMI per capita."’™ But that optimstic as-
sunption inplies a 40 to 60 percent increase in mles driven
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per square mle. Congestion will significantly increase if
the doubling of density is not acconpanied by a 40 to 60
percent increase in road capacity.

El sewhere, Transit and Urban Form says that a "doubling
of residential density nore than doubles transit use." But
except in New York Cty, transit has no nore than a 14
percent market share of commuter traffic (and a smaller
share of all traffic) in any U S netropolitan area. Even
with a doubling of transit use, doubling densities stil
|l eads to significant increases in VMI per square mle and--
unl ess acconpani ed by new hi ghway capacity--increases in
congestion. Transit and Urban Formis not an isol ated exam
pl e; other DOT reports al so support New Urbanism "

Many of the planning techniques required by | STEA or
endorsed by the Departnment of Transportation help a variety
of special-interest groups to dom nate the planni ng process.
Those techni ques include the | egal requirenent that planning
be done by a nmetropolitan planning organization (MPO),

"vi sioning" advisory conmttees, focus groups, unscientific
public opinion surveys, and various forns of grassroots
| obbyi ng.

The MPO requirenent has an inportant unintended conse-
quence. The central cities tend to dom nate the MPGs even
t hough they have only a plurality of residents in a netro-
politan area. That gives the central cities an opportunity
to gain control over the suburbs--an opportunity previously
deni ed them by the suburbs' resistance to annexation, city-
county consol idations, and other efforts by the central
cities. Since the central cities are generally denser than
t he suburbs, they readily enbrace New Urbani st density
goal s.

"Visioning," as defined by the Departnment of Transpor-
tation, "results in a long-range plan with a 20- or 30-year
horizon."’ Visioning, however, is inherently unrealistic
because no one can know future needs. Who would have known,
20 or 30 years ago, of personal conputers, the Internet, and
tel ecommuti ng? Many people "visioning" the future during
t he energy shocks of the 1970s woul d have assuned that auto
usage woul d decline and transit usage would increase. Yet
t he opposite has happened. |In practice, visioning has
nmerely beconme a way for idealists to inpose their views on a
city rather than deal wth the city's actual needs.

Nom nally, citizen advisory commttees include repre-
sentatives of a broad cross section of the public. In fact,
they tend to be dom nated by special -interest groups--often
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with the conplicity of the planning agency. For exanple,
about 5 percent of U S. urban transportation is by wal ki ng
or bicycling, and planning agencies usually go out of their
way to ensure that cyclists and pedestrians are represented
on advisory conmttees. Sone 85 to 90 percent of urban
transport is by auto, yet advisory commttees rarely have
menbers explicitly representing drivers. And advisory
commttees do not have anyone explicitly representing the
taxpayers who will have to foot the bill

The Departnent of Transportation describes focus groups
as "a way to identify custonmer concerns, needs, wants, and
expectations."’” But focus groups are really a sales tech-
ni que, a way of finding out how to convince the public to
support planners' preconceived notions. Through focus
groups, for exanple, planners may |learn to use terns such as
“"l'ivability" when they nean "density" and "bal anced trans-
portation"” when they nmean "increased congestion."

Scientific public opinion surveys can give useful
results if the questions are objectively worded. But too
many pl anning surveys are unscientific, with | eadi ng ques-
tions and a self-selecting sanple. Wile noting that "in-
formal" surveys "tend to bring responses from. . . those
who are nore personally interested in specific transporta-
tion issues," the Departnment of Transportation effectively
endor ses such surveys by saying that they can "reach a
broader group than those who attend public neetings."’®

Grassroots | obbying, through which planners explicitly
encour age peopl e who support their views to participate in
planning, is inplicit in many of the planning techni ques and
has been endorsed by the Departnent of Transportation. The
departnment calls the M nneapolis-St. Paul region's public
i nvol venent program "exenpl ary” but chides planners for
failing "to build grassroots support for the nultinodal
transportation philosophy."” On the other hand, the de-
partnment conmends Seattle's planning agency for formng
"active partnerships with community and special interest
groups, 1ncluding advocates for bicycle facilities."®

| STEA' s public invol venent requirenent is supposed to
bring transportation decisions out of the "back rooni and
into the open where, supposedly, they will nore accurately
reflect the public interest. But if "back-roonm decisions
were nost responsive to highway contractors and devel opers,
t he | STEA pl anni ng process has often been captured by a
conbi nation of central city officials, New Urbanists, rai
contractors, and cyclists and pedestrians, none of whom have
an interest in seeing reduced highway congestion. As a
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result, the transportation node of choice for 85 to 90
percent of trips in U S. urban areas is seriously slighted
by many MPGCs.

The Case of Portl and

A good exanple of all of the use of those techniques is
provi ded by Metro, the MPO for Portland, Oregon. Dom nated
by New Urbanists, Metro has as its goal naking the suburbs
as dense and congested as Portland itself. "Suburbs are
passé," says Mchael Burton, Metro's director.® One of the
maj or proponents of Metro's planning process is City
Comm ssi oner Charles Hales, who refers to the suburbs as
"trash . . . godawful subdivisions."? Hales's conplaint is
that many of Portland's suburbs are | ow density which, in
hi s opi ni on, wastes | and.

Metro has formed nunmerous advisory commttees, al
dom nated by New Urbani st supporters, nost of whomlive in
the central city rather than the suburbs. Metro has used
both focus groups and unscientific public opinion surveys
and is proud of the fact that nost of the 17,000 comments it
received on its | and-use plan supported density and | ess
reliance on autos. But Metro never nentions that scientific
polls it comm ssioned found that a majority of Portl anders
who have an opi ni on oppose density. Metro's pollster spe-
cifically warned that the people responding to Metro's
public invol venent processes "hold views that are not neces-
sarily reflective of the conmmunity as a whole."®

Metro and the city of Portland both engage in various
forms of grassroots | obbying. For exanple:

For several years, Portland has sponsored an "annual
rail sunmmt" at which advocates of light rail gather to
organi ze, |earn about |obbying techniques, and rally in
support of their favorite pork. Such "transportation
fairs" are another techni que endorsed by the Departnent
of Transportation. ®

Docunents Metro distributes to the public claimthat
hi gher densities and light rail will relieve conges-
tion, reduce people's dependence on cars, and keep

Portland from becomng "like Los Angeles."® Yet tech-
ni cal docunents prepared by Metro planners show t hat
density increases congestion; light rail has no effect

on congestion; and Los Angeles, with the highest urban
density in the United States, represents "an investnent
pattern we [Metro] desire to replicate."®
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Metro's "community outreach” plan for its light-rai
pl anni ng specifies that it will "identify citizens,
busi ness and community | eaders willing to speak and
make presentations."® Metro has indeed identified and
arranges speaki ng engagenents for nore than 50 citizens
who favor light rail but none who oppose it.

Metro's | and-use and transportation plans for Portland
will be a disaster for nost of the area's residents. The
plans wll nore than triple road congestion, make single-
famly honmes al nost unaffordable, and raise taxes--and those
are only the intended consequences. Unintended consequences
could include increased air pollution and crine and the
creation of a permanent underclass forced to live its lives
in rental housing because hone ownership is too expensive.

Metro's Regional Transportation Plan includes a |ist of
570 "preferred network™ projects wth an estimted cost of

about $4.5 billion, and a list of 240 "financially con-
strai ned network" projects with an estimted cost of about
$1 billion. Planners say that funding is ensured only for

the constrained list.®

The nost glaring problemis that planners nmade no
attenpt to evaluate the effects of the various transporta-
tion projects on | and use, congestion, air pollution, or
ot her inportant aspects of life. For exanple, the south-
north light-rail line proposed for the reauthorization of
| STEA is projected to carry fewer than 1 percent of al
person-trips in the Portland area, at a cost of nearly $3
billion. That anount, with the funds for the constrained
list, would allow Portland to cover the costs of its pre-
ferred list, the one that presumably woul d be nost benefi -
cial to the city.

By what standard will planners judge the success of
their projects? Portland' s transportation plan says that
congestion in residential and comercial areas will "signal
positive urban devel opnent for these areas."®

Yet even with the proposed 120-mle rail system plan-
ners predict that Portlanders will continue to drive the
vast majority of their local trips. Autonobiles currently
account for 92 percent of the netropolitan area's trips, and
the plan predicts that they will account for 87.8 percent of
trips by the year 2040 (Table 4). Transit's share of trips
will increase from2.8 percent to |l ess than 6.4 percent, and
nost of that increase will be in bus riders (the remaining
trips will be nmade on foot or by bicycle).®
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Table 4
Portland, Oregon, New Urban Transportation Mix

Mode of Travel 1990 2040 Change
Auto 92.05% 87.79%% -4.6%
Transit 2.78% 6.38% +129.5%
Walk or bike 5.17% 5.83% +12.8%
Total trips (millions) 4.48 7.9200 +77.8%
Auto trips (millions) 4.12 6.950 +68.7%
Congested roads (miles) 150 454 +202.7%

Source: Metro, Region 2040 Recommended Alternative Technical Appen-
dix (Portland: Metro, 1994).

Note: The 1990 column represents the current situation; the 2040 column
represents the projected situation after implementation of Portland's
New Urban plan.

Al t hough the plan would cause a 4.6 percent reduction
in the auto's share of trips, a 77 percent increase in the
proj ected nunber of trips nmeans that the nunber of auto
trips will increase by 69 percent. Since Portland s New
Urban plan calls for just a 14 percent increase in road
capacities, planners predict that congestion wll triple.
That congestion contributes to a projected 10 percent in
crease in NQ, a conponent of autonotive exhaust that con-
tributes to smog.**

Density, m xed use, light rail, pedestrian-friendly
design, and transit-oriented devel opnents turn out to have
little effect on nodes of travel. Instead, the basis of the

prediction of fewer auto trips is probably the unrealistic
assunption that all enployers and shopping centers wl|
begin to charge for parking.

Despite the lack of analysis in Portland' s transporta-
tion plan, several inportant tradeoffs are apparent. For
exanple, for $66 mllion, Tri-Met, Portland s transit agen-
cy, could start "fastlink" service on a dozen different bus
routes. Tri-Met describes fastlink as the bus equival ent of
light rail. More frequent buses would go on existing routes
but stop much less frequently, leading to faster speeds and
greater service reliability. Tri-Met's experience is that
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express buses cost |less to operate than does light rail.
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Yet Metro notes that the cost of operating the south-north
light-rail lTine will limt future bus expansion.

Despite all of the flaws in Portland' s transportation
plan, it received a glowi ng endorsenment fromthe U S. De-
partment of Transportation.® The department was particu-
larly enthusiastic about Portland' s "prom sing" |and-use
pl anni ng process. Reviewers did not note whether they were
aware that Portland planners projected a 300 percent in-
crease in congestion and a 10 percent increase in snog-
related pollution.

Concl usi on

Many of | STEA s supporters nmay have good intentions,
but the law s flaws produce consequences contrary to its
stated goal of producing a transportation systemthat is
economcally efficient and environnentally sound to nove
peopl e and goods in an energy-efficient manner.

| STEA creates perverse incentives. States and |ocali -
ties view the federal Treasury as a conmobns, avail able
primarily to those who are first in line. Rather than
pronote efficiency, |STEA s funding system places cities in
conpetition with one another to get federal dollars for
expensive transportation systens that rarely neet |ocal
needs.

| STEA in fact is based in part on the ideology of New
Ur bani sts who see cars as a scourge that breaks up conmmuni -
ties and creates "sterile suburbs.”™ They would increase
road congestion as a way to induce individuals to live in
downt owns, shop in local shops rather than large malls, and
make rail a nore attractive and econom cally viable alterna-
tive to the car.

Light-rail systens built in recent decades, however,
have cost 10 to 100 tines as nmuch per mle as roads but have
attracted few net new riders. Meanwhile, as congestion
increases, air pollution problens will nost |ikely get
worse. But the fact that cities nmay suffer federal sanc-
tions at sone point in the future if they fail to clean up
their air is less inportant than the fact that cities with
dirty air today are eligible for additional federal funding.

States and cities managed to bridge the rivers that
di vide them and join roads across their borders |ong before
the creation of the federal interstate highway system
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Transportation, especially urban transportation, is ulti-
mately a | ocal problem not a national one.

Ironically, past federal involvenent in transportation
created many of the problens that | STEA purports to sol ve,
i ncl udi ng congested urban freeways unregul ated by tolls or
congestion fees.

The only way out of the current dilemma is for the
federal government to take itself out of the transportation
pl anni ng and funding process. It is tinme to repeal the
federal gasoline tax and reduce the U S. Departnent of
Transportation's jurisdiction to areas of strictly inter-
state concern that cannot be managed by the states al one.
That is to say, it is tinme to repeal |STEA

Not es
1. See, for exanple, Ed Carson, "Road Hogs: WII| Congress
Cut Back the Transit Pork?" Reason, May 1997, pp. 49-51.

2. Andres Duany and Elizabeth Pl ater-Zyberk, "The Second
Com ng of the American Small Town," WIson Quarterly 16, no.
1 (Wnter 1992): 19-48.

3. Janes Kunstler, The CGeography of Nowhere: The Ri se and
Decline of Anerica's Man-Made Landscape (New York: Sinon &
Schuster, 1993).

4. Joel Garreau, Edge City: Life on the New Frontier (New
Yor k: Doubl eday, 1991), p. 25.

5. On urban renewal, see, for exanple, Jane Jacobs, The
Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: Vintage,
1963); and E. Fuller Torrey, Nowhere to Go: The Tragic
Qdyssey of the Honel ess Mentally Il (New York: Harper &
Row, 1988).

6. Peter Katz, The New Urbanism Toward an Architecture of
Community (New York: McGawH 1, 1994).

7. Garreau, Edge City, p. 239.
8. Public Law 102-240 (1991).
9. Menor andum from M ke Burton, Metro's executive director,

to the Joint Policy Advisory Commttee on Transportation on
Sout h/ North LRT Proposal, Portland, Decenber 11, 1996.



Page 48

10. Crain & Associates, Institutional Barriers to |Internoda

Transportation: Policies and Planning in Metropolitan Areas
(Washi ngton: Transportation Research Board, 1996), pp. 3-1
to 3-3.

11. Stephen B. Goddard, Getting There: The Epic Struggle
bet ween Road and Rail in the American Century (New York:
Basi ¢ Books, 1994), p. 255.

12. Federal H ghway Adm nistration, H ghway Statistics 1989
(Washi ngton: FHwA, 1990), Tabl e HF-10.

13. 1bid.

14. See Janmes J. MacKenzie, "The Going Rate: What It Really
Costs to Drive," Wrld Resources Institute, Washington
1992.

15. Federal H ghway Adm nistration, H ghway Statistics 1989,
Tabl es FE-210 and DF

16. Federal Hi ghway Adm nistration, H ghway Statistics 1995
(Washi ngton: FHwA, 1996), Tabl e HF-10.

17. Peter Sanuel, "H ghway Aggravation: The Case for Privat-
i zing the Hi ghways," Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 231,
June 27, 1995.

18. Goddard, p. 257.

19. For fuel consunption, see Federal H ghway Adm nistra-
tion, H ghway Statistics 1995, Table M--21.

20. For passenger-mles, see Bureau of Transportation Sta-
tistics, National Transportation Statistics 1997 (Washi ng-
ton: BTS, 1997), Table 1-7.

21. Federal Hi ghway Adm nistration, H ghway Statistics 1995,
Tabl e LDF

22. I bid., Table HF-10.

23. Bureau of Transportation Statistics, National Trans-
portation Statistics 1997, Table 1-7.

24. Federal Hi ghway Adm nistration, H ghway Statistics,
vari ous years, Tables FE-210 and DF




Page 49

25. 1 bid.

26. Federal Hi ghway Adm nistration, H ghway Statistics 1995,
Tabl e FE-221.

27. Federal Transit Adm nistration, "Conparison of Projected
Federal H ghway Trust Fund Receipts for the Mass Transit
Account to Federal Apportionnments and Allocations for Tran-
sit, FY 1992-1997," Federal Transportation Adm nistration,
1997.

28. | bid.

29. Transportation Appropriations Acts of 1994, 1995, 1996,
and 1997.

30. California Ailr Resource Board, On-Road Renote Sensing of

CO and HC Em ssions in California (Sacranento: California
EPA, 1994).

31. Quoted in Mtchell Pacelle, "'"Traffic Cal m ng" Support -
ers Say Slower Pace WII| Help Businesses,”" Wall Street
Jour nal , August 7, 1996, p. 1.

32. Quoted in I|bid.

33. Eric Goranson, "Devel opers Plan Apartnment Conpl ex Next
to Light Rail in Gesham"™ O egoni an, Novenber 8, 1994.

34. J. G Calvert et al., "Achieving Acceptable Air Quality:
Sonme Reflections on Controlling Vehicle Em ssions,” Environ-
mental Protection Agency, 1993.

35. Environnental Protection Agency, National Air Quality
and Em ssions Trends Report (Washington: EPA, 1992).

36. Federal Hi ghway Adm nistration, H ghway Statistics,
1970-1992 (Washi ngton: FHwA, 1994), Table VM 1.

37. California Air Resource Board.

38. See J. G Calvert, "Achieving Acceptable Air Quality:
Sonme Reflections on Controlling Vehicle Em ssions,"” Science,
July 2, 1993, pp. 37-45; and Phil Enns and David Brzezinski,
"Conparison of Start Em ssions in the LA92 and STO1 Test
Cycle," Report M. STE. 001, Environnental Protection Agency,
Assessnent and Modeling Division, May 30, 1997.



Page 50

39. | bid.

40. 1990 Census of Popul ati on and Housi ng (\Washi ngt on:
Bureau of the Census, 1992).

41. 1bid.

42. G Harvey, Relation of Residential Density to VMI per
Resi dent: Cakland (Oakland, Calif.: Metropolitan Pl anning
Comm ssi on, 1990).

43. Metro, Region 2040 Recomrended Alternative Technica
Appendi x (Portland: Metro, 1994).

Much- Lauded

44. Nico Calavita, "Vale of Tiers: San D ego's
As |t Looks,"

g
G owm h Managenent System May Not Be As (Good
Pl anni ng, March 1997, pp. 18-21.

(0]

45. In this discussion, "cities" refers to incorporated
urban areas and "netropolitan areas" refers to the urbanized
areas in and around the incorporated cities, including

adj acent and nearby cities. Census Bureau definitions are
used in all cases.

46. Measured by Census Bureau definitions of "urbanized
areas." The Mam netropolitan area has a slightly higher
density than the Los Angeles area unless it is considered
together with the contiguous Ft. Lauderdal e netropolitan
ar ea.

47. Federal H ghway Adm nistration, H ghway Statistics 1995,
Tabl e HW 72.

48. Metro, Metro Measured (Portland: Metro, 1994), p. 7.

49. Canbridge Systematics, The Effects of Land Use and
Travel Demand Managenent Strategi es on Conmuting Behavi or
(Canbridge, Mass.: Canbridge Systematics, 1994), p. 3-7.

50. | bid.

51. U. S Departnent of Transportation and Environnent al
Protection Agency, Cean Air through Transportation: Chal -
| enges in Meeting National Air Quality Standards (Washi ng-
ton: U S. Departnment of Transportation, 1994).

52. Ibid., p. 21.



Page 51

53. Metro, Region 2040 Recommended Alternative Techni cal
Appendi x.

54. Joel Garreau, "Metro, Creating a Livable Future: Deci-
sions for the 21st Century," in Proceedings of Metro's 1992
Regi onal G owm h Conference (Portland: Metro, 1992).

55. Kenneth Dueker, "Portland' s Love Affair with Light Rail:
Assessing the Risk Factors,” Center for Urban Studies,
Portl and, 1995, p. 6.

56. Jonat han R chnond, "The Mthical Conception of Rai
Transit in Los Angeles,"” Journal of Architecture and Pl an-
ni ng Research, forthcomng, draft p. 9.

57. Railroad Division, Public Uilities Comm ssion of Oe-
gon, Light Rail Transit: Portland Area Rail Corridor Study
(Salem PUC, 1973).

58. Bureau of the Census, 1990 Census of Popul ati on and
Housi ng (Washi ngton: Bureau of the Census, 1992).

59. U. S. Departnment of Transportation and Environnent al
Protection Agency, Cean Air through Transportation, p. 26.

60. Robert Dunphy, "Review of Recent Anerican Light Rai
Experiences,” in Transportati on Research Board, Seventh
Nat i onal Conference on Light Rail Transit (Washi ngton:
Nat i onal Acadeny Press, 1995), pp. 106-7.

61. On congestion, see David Schrank, Shawn Turner, and

Ti not hy Lomax, Estimates of Urban Roadway Congesti on--1990
(Washi ngton: U. S. Departnment of Transportation, 1994),

p. 18. On restoration cost, see Calavita, p. 21.

62. Don Pickrell, Uban Rail Transit Projects: Forecast vs.
Actual Ridership and Costs (Canbridge, Mass.: U S. Depart-
ment of Transportation, 1989), pp. X-XiV.

63. Ibid., p. xi.

64. lbid., p. xv.

65. See Dunphy.

66. | bid.

67. Don Chen, "LA Bus Riders Union Sues MIA " STPP Progress,




Page 52

February 1995, available at http://ww.transact. org/feb95/
| abus. ht m

68. Consent decree in Labor/Comunity Strategy Center et al.
v. Los Angel es MIA, Cctober 26, 1996, available at http://
wwwv. [ df I a. org/ decree. htm .

69. Dunphy, p. 113.
70. The formula is

Cost-effectiveness index = (Cap cost + Op cost -
Time savings) = New riders

wher e

Cap cost = the annualized capital cost of the rail or
ot her construction alternatives (the build
alternatives) mnus the cost of the transpor
tation system managenent alternative,
Op cost = the operating cost of the build alternatives
m nus the cost of the transportation system
managenent al ternati ve,
Time savings = the amount of tinme transit riders would save
under the build alternatives conpared with
the transportati on system managenent
al terna- tive, and
New riders = the nunber of transit riders under the build
alternative m nus the nunber under the trans-
portation system managenent alternative.

71. John Schumann and Suzanne Tidrick, "Status of North
American Light Rail Transit Systens: 1995 Update,"” in Trans-
portati on Research Board, Seventh National Conference on
Light Rail Transit, p. 4.

72. Quoted in J. Hall, "The Choice: H gh Density or Urban
Spraw ," Wsconsin State Journal, July 23, 1995.

73. Transportation Research Board, Transit and Urban Form
vol. 1 (Washington: National Acadeny Press, 1996), p. 6.

74. 1bid., p. 12.

75. Snohom sh County Transportation Authority, A CGuide to

Land Use and Public Transportation (Washington: U S. Depart-
ment of Transportation, 1989); U. S. Departnent of Transpor-
tation, Building Livable Comrunities through Transportation




Page 53

(Washi ngton: U. S. Department of Transportation, 1996); and
U S. Departnent of Transportation and Environnmental Protec-
tion Agency, Cean Air through Transportation.

76. U.S. Departnent of Transportation, |Innovations in Public
| nvol venent for Transportation Planning (Washington: U. S.
Department of Transportation, 1994), p. B-1.

77. 1bid., p. F-1.
78. 1bid., p. J-1.

79. U. S. Departnment of Transportation, Review of the Trans-
portation Planning Process in the Mnneapolis-St. Pau
Metropolitan Area (Canbridge, Mass.: U S. Departnent of
Transportation, 1993), p. 3.

80. U. S. Departnent of Transportation, Enhanced Pl anning
Revi ew of the Seattle Metropolitan Area (Canbridge, Mass.
U S. Departnent of Transportation, 1996), p. iXx.

81. Quoted in Peter Fish, "2040: A Portland Qdyssey," Sun-
set, Novenber 1996, p. 16.

82. Quoted in Alan Ehrenhalt, "The G eat Wall of Portland,"
Governi ng, May 1997, pp. 20-24.

83. Western Attitudes, "A Community Attitude Survey for
Metro," Lake Oswego, Oreg., 1993, p. 4.

84. U.S. Departnent of Transportation, |Innovations in Public

| nvol venent for Transportation Planning, p. E-1.

85. Metro, 2040 Franmework Update (Portland: Metro, 1995),
pp. 2-3.

86. Metro, Metro Measured, p. 7

87. Metro, "South/North Study Community Qutreach," Portl and,
1996, p. 1.

88. Metro, Regional Transportation Plan (Portland: Metro,
July 1995), chaps. 5 and 7.

89. Metro, Regional Transportation Plan Update (Portl and:
Metro, March 22, 1996), p. 1-20.

90. Metro, Region 2040 Recommended Alternative Technica




Page 54

Appendi x.

91. Metro, Metro 2040 Growt h Concept (Portland: Metro,
1994), Exhibit C p. 19.

92. Menorandum from transportation planner C ndy Pederson to
John Fregonese, director of growh and managenent pl anni ng,
Metro, on additional preferred alternative eval uation nea-
sures, Septenber 12, 1994.

93. WIlliamLyons et al., Review of the Transportation
Pl anni ng Process in the Portland, Oregon, Metropolitan Area
(Washi ngton: U S. Departnment of Transportation, 1994).

Publ i shed by the Cato Institute, Policy Analysis is a
regul ar series evaluating governnment policies and offering
proposals for reform Nothing in Policy Analysis should be
construed as necessarily reflecting the views of the Cato
Institute or as an attenpt to aid or hinder the passage of
any bill before Congress.

Contact the Cato Institute for reprint perm ssion.Printed
copies of Policy Analysis are $6.00 each ($3.00 each for
five or nore). To order, or for a conplete listing of

avail abl e studies, wite to: Cato Institute, 1000
Massachusetts Avenue NW Washi ngton, DC, 20001.(202)842-0200
FAX (202)842-3490 E-mail cato@ato.org



