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Should the U.S. Be More Like Europe?

\ >< That about Europe?” people often ask when I
critique rail transit or high-speed rail. “Why cant

passenger trains work here as well as they work there?”

We can answer this question with the help of the recently
released EU Transport in Figures, published by the Euro-

pean Commission.

According to popular belief, Europeans don’t drive much because
cities like Paris have such great mass transit.

As my friend Wendell Cox observed, this publica-

tion, which includes data up to 2016, shows that Europe
and the United States are “more similar than different.”

In both areas, he notes, the automobile is the domi-

nant form of transport, accounting for 78.8 percent of

passenger miles in the U.S. and 72.4 percent in Europe.
Other modes also have similar shares of travel with the

exception of rail, which is 6.7 percent in Europe but only

0.5 percent in the United States. In general, concludes
Cox, Europe “is more like the United States than many

retro-urbanists, not to mention casual tourists, assume.”

Alike Yet Different

A deeper dive into the data reveals that Cox is only par-

tially right. When looking at percentages, transportation

habits in the two areas are fairly similar. But the results
are very different when looking at actual passenger miles.

The EU guide has ground transportation data for all
of the 28 countries in the European Union (the EU-28),
plus five more that have applied to join and three other
European countries—Iceland, Norway, and Switzer-
land—that aren’t interested in joining but are considered
important enough to be included. It also has air travel
data for the 28 member countries, but it doesn’t attempt
to break down airline passenger miles by country.

Correcting the Data

For comparison’s sake, the guide also has data for the Unit-
ed States that came from the Bureau of Transportation
Statistics. After converting between miles and kilometers,
the numbers it reports for air and bus travel are the same
as those in table 1-40 of National Transportation Statistics.
The automobile and rail numbers, however, don’t match.

The differences in passenger rail are definitional. The
EU divides rail into two categories: “railway” and “tram
and metro.” Trams correspond to what we call light rail
and streetcars; metros correspond to what we call heavy
rail. That leaves commuter rail to be included among
railway. But the EU guide’s report of USA data combines
“light and commuter rail,” leaving heavy rail to be includ-
ed in “railway.” Since metros are really the same as heavy
rail, not commuter rail, I revised the numbers to combine
rail with commuter rail and light rail with heavy rail.

The auto numbers don’t agree because the Federal
Highway Administration decided in 2007 to greatly
reduce the occupancy rates it assumed for automobiles.
Although the Department of Transportation’s National
Household Travel Survey reported rates of about 1.67
people per auto (with light trucks being a little higher
than cars), the Federal Highway Administration assumed
average rates of about 1.35, and this change was incor-
porated into the Bureau of Transportation Statistics’
National Transportation Statistics.

When I asked, the administration failed to give me
a valid reason for that change so I have openly criticized
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it. Apparently someone in the Department of Transporta-
tion agreed because the latest iteration of National Trans-
portation Statistics uses occupancy rates averaging 1.67.
The numbers in the EU guide appear to be based on the
erroneously lower occupancy rate, so I used the corrected
numbers. Having made these changes, I converted all of
the EU passenger kilometers into passenger miles, which
I and most Antiplanner readers are more familiar with.

More Bus, Less Rail

Fixing the automobile occupancy rates slightly weakens
Cox’s thesis that Europe and the United States are similar
as it increases the automobile’s share of 2016 travel in the
United States to 82.0 percent, nearly 10 percentage points
more than Europe’s 72.4 percent. However, the correlation
of the percentages of each mode between the two areas
remains a striking 0.997, or nearly perfect.
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When measured on a percentage basis, European and American
passenger travel is fairly similar.

Differences are more apparent when looking at
passenger miles per capita. The first thing to note is that
Americans ride buses more than Europeans. Including
the eight countries not in the EU-28, Europeans rode
buses an average of 668 miles per year in 2016, while
Americans rode them 939 miles.

American rail and tram/metro miles are, of course,
lower than Europe, but the difference for trams & metros
is surprisingly small. The average American rode trams
and metros about 57 miles a year in 2016, compared
with 130 for the average European. That’s more than
twice as much, but the difference of 73 miles represents
less than 1 percent of all travel in Europe and less than
half a percent of all travel in the United States.

The difference for railways is larger, with Europe at
548 miles compared with just 63 miles in the United
States. But when all public ground conveyances are con-
sidered together, including bus and rail, Cox remains cor-
rect that the differences aren’t all that great: 1,060 miles
per person in the United States vs. 1,282 miles per person
in Europe. In other words, we substitute buses for rail.

Per Capita Air Travel

The big differences are with automobile and air trans-
port. The EU guide doesn’t estimate air transport for
non-member countries, but residents of the EU-28
traveled an average of 868 miles in 2016. That’s only 42
percent of the U.S. average of 2,074 miles.

As Cox points out, this difference is partly because
the United States is bigger: it has 120 percent more
land than the EU-28, and even when the eight non-EU
countries are included, it is 67 percent larger. But another
factor is airline deregulation. The U.S. deregulated its
airlines in 1979, which led to a rapid growth of air travel.
European airline deregulation wasn’t completed until
1997, and air travel there is still rapidly growing. Be-
tween 2010 and 2016, total air travel in the EU-28 grew
by more than 33 percent, while it grew by less than 23
percent in the United States.
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When measured in miles per capita, European and American
passenger travel look quite a bit different.

Per Capita Auto Travel

There is also a big difference between the U.S. and Europe
in per capita auto miles. In 2016, the average American
traveled 14,239 passenger miles by automobile, while the
average European traveled just 5,309 passenger miles. Even
counting just the EU-28 (whose countries are wealthier,
on average, than the eight non-member countries), the
European average was only 5,881 miles (which, coinci-
dentally, is also just under 42 percent of the U.S. number).

As with air travel, part of the difference has to do
with the size and population densities of the areas in-
volved. Within the United States, low-density states such
as Wyoming, New Mexico, and North Dakota see more
than 20,000 passenger miles per capita, while high-densi-
ty states such as New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Rhode Is-
land are under 15,000, and New York is lowest at 10,400,
which is still almost twice the European average.

Income is another important factor. In Europe, the
lowest per capita auto travel is found in former Soviet
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bloc countries whose incomes remain lower than western
European countries. Considering all 36 countries in the
EU guide’s sample, the correlation between per capita
gross domestic product and per capita auto travel is a
respectable 0.70, which suggests income has a lot to do
with the differences between countries.

Per capita GDP in the United States is 78 percent
greater than the EU-28. But Ireland, Norway, and Swit-
zetland all have higher per capita GDPs than the United
States, yet they have much lower rates of per capita auto
travel. (Luxembourgs GDP is also higher, but much of
the income produced in that tiny country is earned by
non-residents, so it is inappropriate to ascribe the GDP,
or for that matter miles of travel, solely to the residents.)
In any case, it is clear that income isn’t the only factor
affecting miles of travel.

Another factor is fuel taxes, which in Europe are
typically between $2 and $3 a gallon, and more than $3
in some countries, compared with an average of about 53
cents in the United States. I've long suspected that such
high fuel taxes do more to suppress driving than Europe-
an densities or incomes.

The Iceland Exception

None of these factors explain Iceland, which in 2016 re-
corded an average of 12,129 passenger miles of auto travel,
a pretty respectable fraction of the American average of
14,239. No other European country comes close: Luxem-
bourg is 8,091, but as already noted that’s deceptive. The
next highest is Slovenia at 7,978, which is a little hard to
believe considering its per capita GDP is only two-thirds
of the EU-28’s average and little better than a third of
the U.S. France, Germany, and Italy are all around 7,000
miles. As near as I can tell, Icelanders are the second-most
mobile people on earth, even ahead of Canada and Aus-
tralia.

Iceland’s high number of automobile passenger miles
per capita is supported by its number of motor vehicles
per capita, which is higher than any European country
and possibly even more than the United States. The high
amount of driving and vehicle ownership can't be at-
tributed to Iceland’s land area, which is about the same as
the state of Kentucky, or its per capita income, which is
higher than the European average but only about 86 per-
cent of the United States. Iceland’s gasoline tax is around
$2 a gallon, less than every other European country but
still nearly four times the average here.

‘What makes the difference is wealth: thanks to the
privatization of Iceland’s ocean fisheries, the country has
the highest amount of wealth per adult of any country
in the world: $555,000 compared with only $404,000
in the U.S. The difference in median wealth per adult is
even greater: $204,000 in Iceland vs. $62,000 in the U.S.
All that wealth makes it easy for Icelanders to buy and
drive personal transportation. If Iceland’s transportation
habits are closest to our own, those that are the most dif-

ferent are Hungary, Serbia, and Turkey, all of which have
much lower per capita incomes and wealth per adult.

High-Speed Rail
The EU guide breaks out high-speed rail from conven-
tional rail, revealing that high-speed rail provides more
than half of all rail passenger travel in only two countries:
France and Spain. It provides about a quarter of all rail
travel in Germany, Italy, and Sweden. In most other
countries it is relatively insignificant.

The EU’s transportation data tables indicate that
high-speed rail has produced mixed results. Those coun-
tries that have a lot of it have seen rail’s share of ground
travel increase slightly. But this increase is mostly at the
expense of bus travel, while the automobile’s share has
stayed roughly constant. Meanwhile, air travel appears to
be growing far faster than rail travel.

EU data don’t break air travel out by country, but
EU-28 wide, air travel has grown by 55 percent since
2000 compared with 21 percent for rail. From 2015 to
2016, rail travel grew by 1.7 percent, but air travel grew
by 11.6 percent. High-speed rail advocates may brag
that the opening of a money-losing high-speed rail line
sometimes leads to a reduction of profitable air service,
but the low-cost airlines that emerged following dereg-
ulation can nimbly open new routes almost overnight,
whereas planning and building a high-speed rail line can
take more than a decade.
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Growth in rail travel appears to have little relationship with the
amount of high-speed rail (HSR) a country has.

The European nations with the fastest growth of rail
travel since 2000 are the United Kingdom at 77 percent
and Switzerland at 65 percent, compared with the EU
average of (as noted above) 21 percent, 27 percent for
France, and 32 percent for Spain. The U.K.s only high-
speed rail is the Eurostar, which connects London with
the continent, and Switzerland has none at all; though
French high-speed trains enter Switzerland, they do so at
conventional speeds. Thus, it appears that high-speed rail
isn’t needed to increase rail travel.
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The EU supposedly has a policy against countries
subsidizing transportation. But the EU guide admits that
64 percent of rail travel in Europe receives operating sub-
sidies (and an even higher percentage receives capital sub-
sidies) as a “public service obligation . . . to ensure public
passenger transport services in the general interest that an
operator, if it were considering its own commercial inter-
ests, would not assume.” But this reasoning could be used
to justify subsidies to stagecoaches, canals, or any other
obsolete form of transportation. It seems likely that most
of these routes could just as easily be served by buses at
far lower or no costs to taxpayers.

Suppressing vs. Enabling Travel

European transportation is different from the United
States mainly because European governments engage in
more social engineering than American ones. Huge subsi-
dies to passenger trains resulted in the average European
traveling just 222 miles more by bus and rail than the
average American in 2016. Huge taxes on gasoline and
other motor fuels reduced the average European’s auto
travel to nearly 9,000 miles less than the average Ameri-
can, which is 40 times the difference in bus/rail miles.

Both Europeans and Americans use automobiles for
most of their travel, but Americans are twice as mobile
as Europeans, at a far lower cost to travelers. While lower
incomes and higher population densities also reduced
miles of driving, incomes and densities don't explain why
people in wealthy, low-density countries such as Norway
and Sweden travel only about half as many miles by auto
each year as Americans.

Passenger rail only “works” in Europe due to heavy
subsidies, and even then it doesn’t work very well, carry-
ing only about 8 percent of passenger travel. Moreover,
by dedicating their rail lines to passenger trains, Europe
put more freight on roads. About half of European goods
shipments go by road, compared with 40 percent in the
U.S., and only 11 percent of Europe’s go by rail, com-
pared with 34 percent in the U.S., according to Depart-
ment of Transportation estimates in the EU guide.

(I suspect the U.S. DOT overestimates truckers’

share of freight. A few years ago, it began using a new
model to estimate total ton-miles of freight shipped in
the United States. Since railroads are required to report
ton miles but at least some truckers are not, it ascribed all
ton miles in its model of unknown mode to trucking. If
the model overestimates shipping, all of that overestimate
goes to trucks. Before the model was used, rail was 40
percent, so it probably overestimates trucking.)
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According to U.S. Department of Transportation and EU esti-
mates, the U.S. ships a much higher percentage of freight by rail than
Europe.

Europe has shown that governments can reduce driv-
ing by keeping people poor, packing them into high-den-
sity cities, and penalizing driving through high taxes. But
even if they do, driving will remain the dominant form of
travel, while subsidies to other modes of travel will only
make up for a tiny percentage of the reduced automo-
bility. In short, governments are better at suppressing
mobility than they are at enabling it, and Europe should
not be proud of that result.

Randal O’Toole, the Antiplanner, is a land-use and
transportation policy analyst and author of Romance of the
Rails: Why the Passenger Trains We Love Are Not the
Transportation We Need. Masthead photo of a Swiss train
is by David Gubler.
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