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The Politics of Gridlock

Inan erawhen political consensusisfailing inahost of policy areas, it isnot
surprising that there are fundamental disagreements about transportation
policy. But it was not always this way, and it need not be so in the future.

In the heyday of the old economy from the 1940s to the early 1970s,
transportation technologies, the spatial order of the economy, and political
and institutional arrangements all worked together to create an effective
transportation system. Most Americans agreed on what to do (invest in
building highways, airports, and seaports) and how todoit (federal leadership
and funding combined with technocratic planning and administration at the
local level). Americawas confident it could build the world’s best transpor-
tation system.

However, astheold economy brokedowninthe1970s, and the problems
of the transportation system began to be seen (at |east by many) as producing
more problemsthan solutions, that consensus eroded. Thecar (andto alesser
extent planes and shipsand their supporting infrastructures) became asource
of problems. The excesses of technocratic and myopic public highway and
infrastructure departments led to a backlash and the imposition of a host of
procedural and environmental rulesand regulations governing transportation
agencies. The old central-city dominated metropolis gave way to the devel-
opment of dispersed urban cores. Demand for transportation grew rapidly
whilethecost of supplyinginfrastructurerosedramatically. Atthesametime,
the rise of what Montgomery County, Maryland Executive Doug Duncan
calls the “congestion coalition” (a small, but extremely influential anti-
highway—and seaport and airport—anti-car, and anti-suburban coalition)
has changed the focus of transportation policy from one expanding supply to
one restraining demand and getting people out of cars (and planes).
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This has lead to paralysis, pessimism, stalemate, and disagreement.
Should we build more roads or expand transit? Should government take the
lead or should we foster privatization? Should infrastructure be funded from
tax revenuesor user fees? Shouldthefederal government maintainaleadrole,
or should responsibilities be devolved to the state and local level? Should
policy and project decisions be subject to the widest possible participatory
and regulatory process or should the focus be on getting things built? And
finally, and most fundamentally, where and how should Americanslive and
work in—the sprawling suburbs or in dense urban areas? With no clear
answers, the American transportation systemisin crisis. Congestion levels,
invirtually all modes, are at all time highs (perhaps with the exception of air
traffic after the September 11 attacks) as Americans waste millions of hours
stuck in traffic, waiting for buses, and being delayed on planes, while goods
remain stuck in ports. And most experts predict that things are only going to
get worse. However, there is reason to be hopeful.

First, new technologies, enabling much cleaner cars and quieter air-
planeswill enable usto expand mobility with significantly less pollution and
noise. Second, new information technology-based intelligent transportation
systems will enable us to improve the efficiency of existing transportation
infrastructures. Rising productivity suggests we will have the revenue to
make the significant innovations needed to address congestion. Finally, the
old debates about sprawl vs. compact cities are likely to soon be resolved as
it becomes clear that the spatial form of Americain the New Economy will
invariably contain a wide variety of living styles, from so-called sprawl to
revitalized urban neighborhoods, all of which need to be served by transpor-
tation infrastructures.

But these devel opments alone will not be enough to solve our transport
crisis; that will require political leadership at all levels of government. In
particular, it will require elected officials to commit to the types of policies
that will afford Americans the transportation (and lifestyle) choices they
want—including the option of getting to work without being consistently
stuck in traffic. Above al, we need to modernize U.S. transportation policy
and restore mobility asitscentral goal. Intheaftermath of September 11, we
need to add safety to that aswell, particularly with regardsto airports. A new
approach will emphasi ze market incentives, public-private partnerships, and
user feesto ease congestion and expand transport facilities. It will entail anew
determination to face down narrow interests that derail or delay major
trangportation improvements that clearly serve the wider public interest. And it
will requiregiving statesmoreauthority to fund their own transportation projects.

To understand this, it is necessary to first examine how we got here.

The Palitics of Expansion: Robert Moses and the “ Road Gang”

In the heyday of the old economy, most Americans saw the automobile and
theinterstate highway system, jet travel, and suburbiaaswonderful achieve-
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mentsthat dramatically improved their lives. Why else would so many have
adopted theseinnovati onsso quickly?Whileanti-suburb, anti-car criticshave
asserted that these developments resulted from the federal government
building highways and subsidizing single-family housing, at best (or worst,
depending on your perspective) these policiesonly accel erated theinevitable
transition from a transit-riding, urban society to an automobile-driving,
suburban one.

The politics of transportation reflected American’s happiness with the
system. Transportation policy enjoyed a national consensus held by elected
officialsat virtually all levels of government (notwithstanding some big city
elected officials) andin both political parties—thetask for theerawasto build
a transportation system for the modern economy—and the federal govern-
ment wasto lead, in particular, by building theinterstate system. Liberals, in
particular, were among the strongest supporters of infrastructure spending
sinceit helped create good-paying jobs and knit the nation together. Indeed,
the 1968 Democratic Party Platform read: “still more superhighways are
needed for safe and rapid motor transport. We need to establish local road
networks to meet regional requirements’ (Democratic National Committee
1968:37).

Thefocuson building the system meant that therewasabroad consensus
that government needed to do what it took to build and expand highways,
bridges, airports, and ports, evenif it meant displacing people and busi nesses,
or damaging some environmentally sensitive areas. There was, after all, no
point in standing in the way of progress. And since government was empow-
eredtodothis, thegovernment agenciesin chargeweregivenwhat by today’s
standards would be seen as unprecedented power to get the job done.

Such top-down planning authority was epitomized by Robert Moses, an
engineer in charge of amultitude of infrastructure agenciesin New York City
and State from the 1930s through to the 1960s. Moses and his projectswere
praised far and wide. Listento how hewasdescribed by the Atlantic Monthly
in 1939:

...the automobile in which Robert Moses was riding was stopped by
trafficlightsat abusy street crossingin Manhattan. Suddenly thedriver
of alarge truck leaned from his cab and asked excitedly: “Ain't that
Commissioner Moses?’ “Yes, that's me,” was the reply. “Well, | just
want to tell you you're doin’ a swell job on them parks,” the man
shouted. Then the lights changed. This spontaneous tribute isindica-
tive of the growing appreciation of millionsof New Yorkersof all ages
and classes for the man who, in less than five years, has remade or
refurbished a considerable portion of the metropolis (Rogers 1939).

The article goes on to praise the Commissioner’s personal characteris-
tics, that today would be seen asmajor liabilitiesin an appointed official who
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must attempt to satisfy awidearray of narrow interest groups, many of whom
do not want additional infrastructure devel opment.

Afighter quick of temper, heisruthlessin dealing with self-seekersand
those who would obstruct his plans. He flatly contradicts opponents,
tells them they don’'t know what they are talking about, puts them
straight as to facts, or sears them with sarcasm and ridicule....In the
meantime Robert Moseshashiswork todo, and, if onecantell anything
by what his limited objectives have meant so far, the people of New
York State will reap a bright inheritance (Rogers 1939).

Moses' response to the growing cadre of intellectualswho, inthe early
1960s, formed the lead of what would grow to be today’s anti-auto, anti-
suburban movement is hardly imaginable today.

How would they reduce the output of cars, and if they could, what
would takethe place of the car asan employer of workersor asameans
of transport in a motorized civilization? If more cars are inevitable,
must there not be roads for them to run on? If so, they must be built
somewhere, and built in accordance with modern design. Where? This
is a motor age, and the motorcar spells mobility. Is the present
distinction between parkways, landscaped limited-access express-
ways, boulevards, ordinary highways, and city streets unscientific? If
so, what do thecriticsproposeasasubstitute?...what of the peoplewho
prefer cars and car pools and find them more comfortable, faster, and
even cheaper than rails?...Pending responsible answersto these ques-
tions, those of uswho havework to do and obstaclesto overcome, who
cannot hideinivory towerswriting encyclopedic theses, whose useful -
ness is measured by results, must carry on (Moses 1962).

M oses was the most powerful, the most ruthless, and perhaps the most
acerbic of transportation officials. But he, and the technocratic planning he
represented, werethe order of theday. That isnot to say that Moses and road
plannersand buildersdid not faceopposition. They did, but in most placesthat
opposition was confined to asmall group of individuals directly affected by
the construction. The large majority of the population, and the elected
officials representing them, saw road building as progress.

Behind Moses and others like him was a strong coalition of forces.
Dubbed the “road gang,” and made up of organized road users (e.g., the
American Automobile Association [AAA], trucking companies, road con-
tractors, engineering firms, and automobile producers), they were able to
push successfully for continuous expansion of transportation infrastructure.
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The Palitics of Constraint: NIMBYism and the Anti-Car Coalition—1970s
to the Present

By the early 1970s, thisall began to break apart. The engineering mentality
that said we could build our way out of problems and that increasing the
supply of transportation was the solution began to be called into question.
Government plannersand road builderswere criticized for being out of touch
with what their constituentswanted. The most entrenched Detroit executive
would no longer proclaim this to be the “auto age.” Even Robert Moses has
been reviled, especialy by liberals. Mario Cuomo, the former governor of
New York State and a noted liberal, has said of Moses:

A paladin of big government, the seventy-six-year-old Moses was a
preternaturally energetic man whose multiple positionswithin the city
and state had allowed him to construct a gigantic network of parks,
roads, beaches, bridges, and housing projects. Inso doing, hedestroyed
dozens of neighborhoods and displaced hundreds of thousands of
people (Mann 1990).

So what happened? As the old economy began to break down in the
1970s, so did thetransportation system uponwhich it wasbased. Today many
peopl e seetheautomabile not asasol ution but aproblem, and the policiesthat
support it asfailures. By the early 1970s, the car became implicated in any
number of social problems, including safety, energy depletion, air pollution,
and global climate change. The auto wasimplicated in destroying communi-
ties, promating an atomistic society, and enabling sprawl.

But just as importantly, the car (and the plane) began to fail at exactly
what it did so well—giving Americans mobility. As more and more Ameri-
cans took advantage of it and began to drive, and as dispersive forces led to
adistributed metropolis, transportation congestion kept getting worse.

These problems opened up the political space for a host of advocacy
groupsto step in—all loosely bound together around one theme—opposition
to the automobile in particular, and mobility in general. This anti-car, anti-
road coalitionincludesenvironmentalists, urban planners, anti-poverty activ-
ists, Naderite activists, transit supporters, and some big-city politicianswho
believefederal U.S. highway, housing, and other policieshavefacilitated the
flight from the cities and thereby hastened their decline. Through organiza-
tionslike the Washington, D.C.-based Surface Transportation Policy Project
(STPP), theseforces have been able to advance their agendain Congress, the
Administration, thestates, andinlocal M etropolitan Planning Organi zations.
Asaresult, it has now become a point of doctrine among many on the left to
oppose infrastructure expansion. Thisisreflected in the fact that no Demo-
cratic Party platform after 1968 has endorsed highway expansion.

If thesegroupshavetheir way, public policy will dramatically reducethe
auto’s convenience and significantly raise its costs. But this coalition wants
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to go beyond this, to change not just how Americans get from placeto place,
but wherethey live. Many urbanists(planners, anti-poverty activists, big-city
elected officials) and environmentalists have long opposed suburbia, the
former seeingit asatrend that is sapping theenergy from cities, with thel atter
seeingitasanenvironmental disaster and adestroyer of cohesiveand* human-
scale’ communities (Kunstler 1994, Jackson 1987, Duany et a. 2001).

It would be easy to underestimate the influence of the anti-auto coali-
tion. Through masterful useof rhetoricand oversimplified analysis, they have
succeeded in dramatically influencing not just federal, state, and local
polices, but the entire orientation of the transportation debate. Terms and
phraseslike*“smart growth,” “increasing accessto choicesinstead of building
freeways,” and “ sustainable, holistic solutions’ sound great. Yet for much of
the movement, these are code words that mask an anti-automobile, anti-
highway agenda (SierraClub 2002). Just asthose ontheleft have used terms
like“fair trade,” to mask their opposition to globalization, they have donethe
same with transportation policy. Because they know that an anti-car, anti-
airport, anti-growth agenda would not have the support of Americans, they
couch their goals in the rhetoric of “enhancing access, not mobility” and
“smart growth” (Dunn 1998, Kay 1998). Who cannot be for that?

Through organizations like the Surface Transportation Policy Project
(STPP) and the Center for Neighborhood Technol ogy, whose agendas on the
surface appears to be devoted to solving the mobility problem, these anti-
suburbanand anti-car forcesare abl eto disguisetheir real agendas. Butit does
not take too much reading between the linesto understand their true agendas.
Hank Dittmar, former head of STPP, states, “We are past the era of big new
highway ideas. Weneed to meet peopl €' sneedsmore, not get morethroughput
and more capacity” (Lee 2000). Groups like STPP, the Sierra Club, and the
Alliance for the New Transportation Charter* are using the problem of
transportation congestion to advance their own ideologically and politically
driven agenda. For example, supporters of transit argue that transit funding
should be increased in order to reduce congestion (Shapiro et al. 2002).
Environmental groups like the Sierra Club, which once used to focuslargely
on protecting wilderness, have adopted “smart growth” as an issue. The
Sierra Club Web site posts a section entitled, “ Smart Choices: Less Traffic”
that featuresgood and bad transportation projectsfrom states (2002). Thebad
projects involve road construction, the good ones transit.

Yet, if road congestion isworsening every year, it takesauniquelogic
toconvincethepublic and decision makersthat expanding road capacity isnot
the answer, since to most Americansit appearsto be the obvious answer. At
the core of the opposition’s argument asto why this strategy will not work is
the" myth of induced demand.” Thebest way to convincedecision makersand
the public to oppose road (or airport) construction isto convince them that it
will not solve the problem. Hence, groups like the STPP publish studies
purporting to show that adding more highway lanes does nothing to reduce
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congestion (2001). In a study examining the relationship between road
expansionandtraffic congestioninthelargest 68 metro areas, STPPfindsthat
there is no relationship between building more roads and reducing conges-
tion. Yet because the STPP study failed to control for aregion’s population
growth when assessing the effect of new roads on congestion, it conveniently
reinforces STPP santi-road message. When thispopulationiscontrolledfor,
it turnsout that the metrosinthe STPP study that added lane-milesfaster than
population growth did reduce traffic congestion, exactly as common sense
would tell usit would.*

Numerous other studies show that adding lane-miles eases congestion
both on the new road/lanes and adjacent roads. Texas A&M University's
highly respected Texas Transportation Institute says it best when it con-
cluded, “Road construction has been shown to play akey role in holding the
line against urban mobility decline” (1999). But the really obvious evidence
is the fact that in the past 20 years, road and street mileage grew just 1.7
percent, while the number of licensed drivers grew 31.3 percent.

Theneed for the supply of roadsto keep up with growing demand might
seemobvious, but it isheresy to many of today’santi-mobility activists. Their
agendaisnot to solvethevery real problemsthat come from suburbanization
and the automobile. They would prefer to roll back the clock and get people
out of the suburbs and their cars by making it more difficult and expensiveto
drive. Their attitude can be summed up as follows:. “How else are we going
toget peopleout of their carsandinto busesand onto bicyclesif wedon’t make
their commute as unpleasant as possible?’ To be sure, these groups offer
alternative solutions to our transportation problems, including mass transit,
biking, smart growth, and higher gas taxes (Center for Neighborhood Tech-
nology 2003, Surface Transportation Policy Project 2003). All of theseideas
are worth considering, and in many cases implementing, but by themselves
they cannot reduce congestion in a country that overwhelmingly travels by car.

The anti-mobility coalition now forms one pole of the debate that
decision makers listen to whenever Congress considers legidlation, a state
forms a transportation task force, or a locality tries to deal with road
congestion. Yet it seems a goal of this coalition to make driving such an
unpleasant experience that drivers will leave their cars and their suburban
homes. Thus, whenever local |eaders attempt to expand infrastructure, this
coalitionweighsinto stopit, raiseitscosts, or do everything they canto delay
or defeat any proposed construction.

The anti-auto coalition especially opposes bridges, for they know that
bridges can be made into choke points that make congestion worse, and the
best way to ensurethat abridge becomesachoke point isto keep it asnarrow
aspossible. For example, in Washington, D.C. there hasbeen amajor debate
over how widethe new Woodrow Wilson Bridge over the Potomac should be.
Rather than building to as wide as the transportation planners want and to
ensure that the bridge has enough room to accommodate modest traffic
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growth, theanti-car activistswant amuch narrower bridgethan what hasbeen
proposed. For oncethebridgeisbuilt, it will bevirtually impossibleto widen
it, and evenif roadson either sidearewidened, it will not makeany difference
sincethebridgewill beachokepoint. Thatiswhy theSierraClubhasrunradio
ads in Washington, D.C. calling on Washingtonians to oppose building a
wider bridge.

But thecoalition opposesbridgesand roadsnot becausethey do not want
to pave over virgin earth, it is because they do not want to make car travel
easier. Thisisreflected clearly in their attitude toward intelligent transporta-
tion systems. | TS systems are accepted aslong as they support their agenda
of expanding transit or supporting pedestrian life. But using | TSto makecars
move faster on roads is something they do not support, since it would go
against their core agenda (Horan 2001).

The coalition draws grassroots support from local residentswho do not
want anew road or airport built near them. Comparedtothethankfully bygone
days of Robert Moses, local residents have become emboldened and orga-
nized. “Freeway revolts’ broke out in the late 1960s, as groups of citizens
tried to halt highways that would destroy neighborhoods and houses. Today,
local residents frequently oppose new transportation developments, even
sometimestransit expansion asamatter of course. Such“NIMBYism (Not In
My Backyard) is certainly understandable and even justified in instances
where road projects are poorly conceived or politically inspired. Yet this
NIMBY activism increasingly prevents the development of transport facili-
ties that would benefit an entire region composed of millions of people.
While NIMBYism itself is not new, what is new is that local residents now
routinely invoke higher communal interests (“it will destroy open space,” “it
will degrade aesthetics,” etc.) to mask understandable, but ultimately selfish
desires to restrict development.

When local residents are unable to stop transportation projects, they
often seek to have restrictions imposed that severely limit the usefulness of
the projects. A classic example was Interstate 66, built in the early 1970s to
link Washington, D.C. tothe Capital Beltway and pointswest. Whenresidents
of the District’s Virginia suburbs found they could not block the road, they
insistedthat it belimited to only four lanes. Thoughit could easily bewidened
today to eight lanesto lessen its almost constant congestion, local opposition
has blocked expansion.

The civil rights movement, the environmental movement, rising civic
groups proclaiming “not in my backyard,” and the increased distrust of
government in general, have meant that public-sector infrastructure planners
and buildersno longer enjoy autonomy. They must now protect historic sites,
protect the environment, enhance environmental justice, and do a host of
other things before they can even think of building or expanding roads.

Also, asaresult, it now routinely takes 12-15 years for major highway
construction projectstowend their way through themaze of planning, design,
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and environmental review processesbeforeconstructioniseven begun (Orski
2001). But not just highways are delayed; airportsare delayed al so. It took 16
yearsto add anew runway to the Memphis-Shelby Airport, home of Federal
Express, despite community support. Inthisregard, the anti-car forces have
succeededintheir goal. If they cannot stop new construction outright—which
in many cases they cannot—they are able to have onerous and costly delays
imposed on the process, and thus they slow it down significantly. In spite of
some efforts by Congress to streamline this process, it has actually gotten
worsein the last five years.

The political process also gives the anti-road interests a much more
potent forum for airing their ideas and stopping new transportation projects.
In particular, the Metropolitan Planning Organizations strengthened by the
1991 Federa Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act (ISTEA)
provide forums in which the anti-auto coalition can have a say far in excess
of their numbers. In short, public participation has largely become aprocess
whereby those whose interests are negatively affected by a project, mobilize
to opposeit, while the tens of thousands of citizens who would benefit from
the project do not participate.

What has happened is not only that liberal advocacy groups and those
adversely affected haveturned against transportation infrastructureimprove-
ments, it is that the political culture has legitimated NIMBYism and made
opposition to transportation infrastructure acceptable. For example, the
Boston Business Journal recently named former Massachusetts transporta-
tion secretary Fred Salvucci as one of the 100 most influential Bostonians of
the twentieth century for his work on transportation. They said:

Frederick P. Salvucci’s passion for public transportation had a pro-
found effect on Greater Boston and the development of the region’s
economy. As a political and transportation adviser to Mayor Kevin
White, Salvucci was among those |eading the opposition to the “ Inner
Belt”—three highways that would have connected downtown Boston
with Interstate 95. He was also an outspoken opponent of expanding
Logan International Airport. But Salvucci may bebest remembered for
being one of the visionaries who mustered political and financial
support for the more than $10 billion Central Artery/Third Harbor
Tunnel project. Known as the “Big Dig,” the project will, when it is
finished early next century, dramatically alter the face of downtown
Boston (“100 Years, 100 People’ 1999:42).

In other words, while Robert Moses was praised during his time for
building highways, Salvucci ispraisedinour timefor stopping them, or inthe
case of the Big Dig, tearing them down to build what has been called the most
expensive transportation boondoggle in history. When members of the
business community itself are not full-throated advocates for mobility and
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expanded infrastructure, it is difficult to overcome the full-time advocates
fighting against them.

But thereisanother reason why we have donelessto expand infrastruc-
ture capacity—it costsanincreasing amount of money to do so. I nfrastructure
costshavegoneup so much because oneway out of thecurrent policy gridlock
isto build projectsthat hurt no one. Thisisthestrategy in part behind the so-
called “Big Dig.” AsHarvard's David Luberoff notes:

There has been a fundamental shift in thinking about how urban
infrastructure is built. The older projects were highly disruptive. The
existing elevated Central Artery destroyed over 1,000 residential and
commercial buildings. The people who conceived the current project
(the underground “Big Dig”) believed that it was possible to leave no
one worse off and generally make a bunch of people better off. This
proj ect doesnot requiretaking any residential propertiesand only afew
commercia ones. However, the problem isthat the current strategy is
phenomenally expensive. If you were to conduct any reasonable
cost-benefit analysis, this project probably wouldn't pass the test
(Kennedy School of Government 2000).

Thelack of consensus on transportation isreflected in how the political
partiesapproachtheissue. Intheir zeal for tax cuts, many Republicanswould
cut the gas tax, which would starve transportation funding. One of the
strongest opponents of expanding transportation investments in heavily
congested northern Virginia, for example, was the previous governor, a
conservative. Governor Jim Gilmore, and many other Republican elected
officials evidently preferred lower taxes to a higher quality of life—a
cornerstone of which is transportation mobility.

At the same time, many Democrats have cast their lot with the anti-car
movement. For example, in Maryland, the former governor, aliberal Demo-
crat, consistently opposed new road construction (aswell asnew HOT lanes
that let drivers pay to use underutilized HOV lanes). Instead, he advocated
multi-billion dollar investmentsin transit. In Congress, many liberal Demo-
cratshave pushed for higher gastaxes, but have made no commitment that the
monies will actually go to expanding roads.

Finally, both partiesincreasingly support transportation “pork,” euphe-
mistically called demonstration projects. Political scientist James Dunn
reports that while the 1982 Surface Transportation Act contained ten so-
called demonstration projects worth $362 million, by 1998, the Act was
loaded with $9 billionin “pork.” Asformer head of the House Committee on
Transportation and Infrastructure, Pennsylvania Republican Bud Schuster,
was perhaps the most skilled at bringing home the bacon. So skilled, in fact,
that Pennsylvania's 1-90 was renamed the Bud Schuster Memorial Highway
in the 1990s. Funded to the tune of $540 million, the highway carries less
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traffic in a year than the Washington Beltway does in just a few days.
“Schusterism” is but a symptom, however, of atransportation policy that is
adrift and has been commandeered by palitics.

The Way Forward: New Technology, New Federalism, and New
Institutions

The politics of transportation can be understood as a battle among three
groups:. 1) auto-suburban status quo defenders (devel opers, many chambers
of commerce, automobile associations, and highway builders) who work to
continue old patterns; 2) anti-car, anti-suburban activists who seek to get
people out of their cars and single-family suburban homes; and 3) “third-
way” reformerswho appreciate the vast benefits of the auto-suburban system
but recognize the increasing costs that must be dealt with. However, rather
than ignore the costs, as the status quo defenders do, or try to force/induce
Americansout of their cars and single-family homes asthe anti-car coalition
does, the reform coalition seeks to preserve the benefits of mobility while
addressing its problems.

For this “third way” to succeed, it will have to promote mobility and
increase the supply and efficiency of transportation, but at the same time
addressthe problemsthat have emerged in the past, including environmental,
fiscal, and neighborhood impacts. It will have to focus on expanding the
supply of transportation, including building and expanding roads, making the
current system more efficient (including instituting pricing mechanisms and
using intelligent transportation technology of all sorts), as well as taking
reasonabl e steps to give Americans choices to reduce transportation demand
while at the same time increasing their utility.

The prospectsfor thethird-way framework becoming the dominant one
arestrong. Thereisgrowing pressure on governmentsto do somethinginthe
face of growing congestion. New technologies such as hybrid electric
vehicles that could dramatically reduce the environmental problems from
transportation are on the horizon, while technol ogies to make transportation
systems much more efficient are already here. Moving forward successfully
to break this logjam will require several things:

Respect the Desire of Americans to Live Where They Want To

Much of the stalemate over transportation policy reflects a fundamental
dispute about where Americansshouldlive. Many ontheleft want Americans
tolivelike Europeans (densely packed in citiesand reliant on public transit).
But, with most Americans preferring single-family homes, and with new
informati on technol ogies giving busi nesses more | ocational freedom, theold
economy’surban-centered systemwill never berevived. Asaresult, it makes
no senseto have atransportation policy predicated on aview of theworld that
looks backward, not forward.
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Yet, while most Americansare not likely to moveto high-density urban
locations, they do want more livable communities and closer connectionsto
nature. That is why the message of smart growth resonates with many
Americans. In-fill development makes sense, and government certainly
should stop subsidizing sprawl and make new development pay their own
way. But if smart growth is done at the expense of choice and mobility,
Americans will not support it. Policy makers need to accommodate Ameri-
cans desireto livein single-family homes, drive cars, and support sensible
planning and zoning that enhance aesthetic qualities and encourage
livable communities.

Reject Today's Fashionable Defeatism About Congestion

Theanti-road coalition hasincorrectly diagnosed congestion asaproblem of
toomany cars. Influential, but misguided analysts, like Brookings|nstitution's
Tony Down, author of Suck in Traffic, and countless environmental advo-
cates have led most Americans to incorrectly believe that infrastructure
expansion will not reduce congestion. Moreover, the anti-supply forces
actively oppose expansion of transportation infrastructure. Given thisfierce
opposition to the expansion of roads and highways, it is ho wonder that
transportation officials take the easy way out: adding HOV lanes, repairing
roads and bridges instead of building new ones, improving the aesthetics of
highways, etc. Progressives should define congestion as a problem of inad-
equate infrastructure. They should support an array of policies designed to
give Americans the world-class transportation infrastructures they deserve,
including public transit, biking and walking trails, and expanded and less
congested roads.

Soeed Development and Deployment of New Transportation Technol ogies
If we are to enable Americans to continue to drive as much as or more than
they do now, it is essential to develop significantly cleaner and more fuel-
efficient cars. No matter how much we promotetransit or raisefuel economy
standards, the only way to substantially reduce vehicle-induced air pollution
istomovebeyondtheinternal combustionengine. Whileelectricandfuel cell
carsareat |east adecade away, high mileage hybridsarebeing soldtoday. As
pricesfall and more Americansbuy cleancars, it will beeasier togainpolitical
support for expanding road capacity without stoking fearsof rising fuel prices
and increased air pollution.

But clean car technol ogiesarenot theonly part of the new transportation
technology system. A host of information-technology based applications—
dubbed intelligent transportation systems—will help make all modes of
transportation safer and more efficient. In addition, the telecommunications
and information technology revolution will lead to a modest increase in
telecommuting and asignificantincreasein e-commerce, reducingthegrowth
of both work and shopping trips (U.S. Congress 1995).
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It is also possible that new, advanced tunneling technologies could
someday makeit economically feasibleto put moreroads, especially thosein
built-up urban areas, underground, allowing road capacity to be expanded
while saving open space and reducing noise. Technol ogiesto make transpor-
tation quieter, including new pavementsand tiresthat makefreewaysquieter,
and quieter jet engines could also reduce impacts. All of these and other
technol ogieswill surely bepart of thenew economy transport-technol ogy system.

Tackle “ NIMBYism” Head On
We cannot afford to continue granting small, self-interested groupsthe power
to block infrastructure investmentsthat are clearly in thelarger community’s
interest. When self-interested groups hold inordinate power to block infra-
structure investments clearly in the broader regional and national interest, it
istimeto admit that the pendulum hasswung too far. Itisimperativethat we
bring a more balanced view of what citizens owe to each other to these
debates. Public-spirited civic and business|eaders can hel p by stepping up to
the task of advocating for a twenty-first-century transportation system.
Governments can hel p by streamlining regulatory and review processes
that add years and coststo vital transportation projects. For example, airport
and airline executives are working with Congress and the Bush Administra-
tion to speed up approvalsfor badly needed new runways. But policy makers
also need to ensure that impacts are mitigated where possible (e.g., building
sound walls along urban freeways) or failing that, that individuals are
compensated for their reduction in property values or diminished quality of life.

Create Regional Transportation Councils

In most metropolitan areas, Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPQs)
take the lead in transportation planning and projects. But while MPOs are a
step forward in bringing all the governmental players together, they are
largely made up of local government representatives and do little to create a
political consensus for the kinds of investments needed in a region. In
addition, too often the anti-car coalitions have succeeded in driving the M PO
agenda so that it does not focus on expanding infrastructure capacity.

As aresult, we need coordination, planning, and |eadership organi za-
tions that are seen as objective advocates for solving mobility problems.
These private councilswould beled by civic and business|eadersand el ected
officials. They would provide clear and compelling analyses of the problems
and what the solutions are. They would also lead the charge to build political
support for both ensuring adequate funding for expansion of transportation
infrastructure (including toll roads and increased gastaxes) and ensuring that
new revenues are built to expand infrastructure capacity.

Reduce Public Subsidies and Rely More on User Fees and Public-Private
Partnerships

Roadand air travel already areheavily subsidized by government. Driverspay
only about 80 percent of thedirect cost of highways, whileflierspay about the
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same share of airlineinfrastructure (with neither paying for theindirect costs,
such as damage from pollution) (U.S. Congress 1994). Moreover, in most
metropolitan areasfacing congestion, funding isnot availablefor the projects
needed. Asaresult, modest increasesinthegastax toreflect these costsmake
good economic sense.

But evenif gastaxesareraised, cash-strapped metropolitan regionsare
still likely to be chronically short of money for roads. Thus, it islikely that
future transportation projects will have to be funded more out of user fees,
including toll roads/lanes and congestion pricing. The latter will be required
toadequately alocatelimitedinfrastructurecapacity onbothroadsandat airports.

However, it has been difficult to institute tolls, congestion pricing, and
other fees because of opposition from the auto lobby (AAA, auto producers,
etc.) who want driving to be free, and anti-car groups (who do not want to
expand driving). Moreover, by arguing asthey do, that it isbetter to build the
new laneswithout tolls, the anti-car groupsknow full well that in most cases,
nothing will get built because of fiscal constraints. Asaresult, using tollsto
expand lane and highway capacity is difficult, but necessary.

Many on theleft also oppose | etting drivers pay morefor better service.
For example, some have criticized auctioning off unused lane spacein HOV
lanes (HOT lanes) to drivers as unfair, calling them Lexuslanes. They argue
that all Americans should be treated equally and that charging some for
premium service creates a two-tiered society with the privileged getting to
have premium service and the rest of us stuck in traffic. Oneway to address
thiswould beto limit accessto HOT lanesto models of carsthat get above a
certain mileage per gallon.

In spite of this opposition, pricing strategies will grow for severa
reasons. First, thetechnology letting carsto pay “onthefly” isnow available.
Second, because many regions spend most of their limited transportation
dollarson maintenance, thiswill bethe only way for many regionsto finance
lane and highway expansions. Finally, congestion pricing will berequiredto
adequately allocate sparse infrastructure capacity. It will start withthe HOT
lane projects of today and evolve into a way to finance lane expansion of
existing highways. Eventually, wemay evolveinto asysteminwhich people
will be able and willing to pay for premium service on particular roads or
lanes. Thisnotion of value pricing could lead to adual system of roadsinthe
United States, with the old system of highways built in the twentieth century
as free and the new one, built with user fees.

Restructurethe Rel ationship Between the Federal Government and the Sates
At one time, the federal government was the major driver of needed infra-
structure expansion in the nation. Now it funds an increasing number of
“earmarked” projectswhich makeno economic senseand which constrainthe
ability of regionsto solvetheir own transportation problems. Asaresult, the
federa role has become as much of a hindrance to solving the problem as a
solution. Itistimetosignificantly devolveauthority for surfacetransportation
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agreement raised the required match
for transit projects from 20 percent to
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modes.

The Politics of Gridlock

to states, along with much of thefunding stream from the gastax. Whilesuch
aradical devolution proposal isunlikely to passanytimesoon, Congresscould
require the states to pay a bigger share of federal transportation projects.
Increasing the state match from 20 to 30 percent would rai se approximately
$4.8 hillion per year from the states as they would have to invest more in
transportation in order to qualify for federal funding.*

Moreover, if Congressis going to provide states with upwards of $30
billion a year for surface transportation, it should give states both more
flexibility and accountability. States have limited flexibility on how to use
federal money to solve problems. While the Intermodal Surface Transporta-
tion Efficiency Act of 1991 (ISTEA) reduced the number of categorical grant
programs, gave states more discretion in choosing how to divide funds
between highways and transit, and all owed statesto decide which projectsto
fund, its successor legislation, the Transportation Equity Act for the 21%
Century (TEA-21) still included over 70 separate categorical grant programs,
from National Highway System and Interstate Highway Maintenance, to
grantsfor ferry boat terminals and transit planning. Not only do states have
limited flexibility, they have limited accountability. TEA-21 accelerated the
process whereby highway and transit funds have largely devolved into
mechanismsto give states back the money their residents pay in. Asaresult,
whilethereissubstantial process-based accountability for how federal funds
are used, transportation agenciesat al levelsof government facevirtually no
accountability for results. Itistimeto requirethat asignificant shareof federal
transportation funding to the states be based on real performance, particularly
progress toward congestion mitigation, increased safety, and reductions in
emissions. The principal reason it is even possible to begin to consider
moving to a performance-based transportation program is that for the first
time it is possible to accurately measure system performance. The rise of
information technology and telecommunications technologies, including
traffic sensors, meansthat it is possible to automatically measure congestion
inour nation'smetropolitan areasin real time. Asaresult, states should have
much more flexibility in how they spend their transportation dollars, but
should be held accountable for real results.

Conclusion

Itistimefor anew consensusthat isbased ontherealization that wewill never
get Americansout of their cars. Trying to makethe experienceworse or more
expensiveisnot only politically unpopular, but it isbound to fail at anything
but the margin. It istime we not only accept the fact that in America many
peoplewant tolivein suburbsand drive cars, but we should al sowork to solve
the problems this creates. We need to develop solutions that let people go
where they want faster and more conveniently while at the same time being
sure not to exacerbate problems.
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