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This paper develops a framework to evaluate various solutions 
that are proposed to eliminate rush-hour congestion. The 
suggested alternatives are grouped into three categories: price 
changes, institutional changes, and miscellaneous. Two sets 
of criteria are used to evaluate the alternatives: economic 
efficiency and various institutional constraints. It is argued 
that because of the social costs that are external to individual 
road users (i.e., congestion, air pollution, and noise costs), 
economic efficiency can be achieved only when the price paid 
by road users is equal to the marginal social costs for a given 
time, direction, mode, and route of travel. It is concluded 
that, in spite of the wide range of alternatives that are con
sidered, only a pricing scheme that would confront road users 
with all of the marginal social costs of travel by means of 
special tolls would satisfy the efficiency criterion and also 
would be administratively, although not politically, feasible. 
Failure of a pricing scheme to satisfy the criterion of political 
feasibility at the present time does not imply that the precepts 
of welfare economics are irrelevant. Understanding the nature 
of the efficient solution and focusing on the key relationships 
suggest more acceptable alternatives that could be expected to 
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car pooling, and staggered working hours). It also raises the 
question whether those concerned with planning and administer
ing transportation systems adequately inform the public of the 
range of possible alternatives, and of their respective costs 
and benefits. 

•URBAN traffic congestion, particularly commuter traffic congestion, is regarded as a 
major problem by transportation experts as well as by those who undergo the journey 
to work. Indeed, many regard it as the transportation problem. Many different dis
ciplines have been brought to bear on this problem, many solutions have been proposed, 
and almost equally diverse criteria have been suggested (1, 2, 3, 4, 5). The basic pur
pose of this paper is to illustrate how the tools of economics-can assist in analyzing, 
administering, and planning urban transportation systems. Intended for the transporta
tion engineer, the transportation planner, and students of these sciences, the paper skirts 
some of the intricacies of economic analysis. Specifically, it evaluates different con
cepts of optimum or efficiency, presents the case for the economic interpretation, sum -
marizes the economic characteristics of motor vehicle travel, gives a brief explanation 
of the travel behavior of the individual motorist, suggests how to achieve economic ef
ficiency with respect to motor vehicle travel, presents a framework for evaluating al
ternatives, applies this framework to a number of proposals, and draws certain con
clusions and policy implications. 

Paper sponsored by Committee on Socio-Economic Aspects of Highways and presented at the 48th 
Annual Meeting. 
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THE CONCEPT OF EFF1CIENCY 

At the risk of trampling on the toes of highway engineers and of appearing only to 
topple straw men, two concepts of efficiency frequently used in highway planning-design 
capacity and a benefit-cost ratio greater than unity-will be contrasted with economic 
efficiency. 

Although the term design capacity is not included in the most recent edition of the 
Highway Capacity Manual (6), the concept is still fundamental to the philosophy of high
way planning. As developed in the earlier edition of the manual, it is a rule-of-thumb, 
or design standard, to determine the investment in additional freeway capacity. The 
planning goal is to construct a facility that will provide a high level of service approxi
mating "practical capacity," i.e., " ... the maximum number of vehicles that can pass a 
given point on a roadway or in a designated lane during one hour without traffic density 
being so great as to cause unreasonable delay, hazard, or restrictions on the drivers' 
freedom to maneuver under the prevailing roadway and traffic conditions" (7, p. 7; em -
phasis added). -

The figure suggested for practical capacity on urban freeways under ideal conditions 
is about 1,500 vehicles per hour per lane, and corresponds to average speeds of be
tween 45 and 50 mph (7). There is no reference to the value or benefits relative to the 
costs of providing this-level of service. The picture was further confused in the old 
manual by the term optimum speed1 or "the average speed at wbich traffic must move 
when the volume is at a maximum \i.e., the volume of about 2,000 vehicles per hour per 
lane) . .. " t!., p. 17). Thus, the optimum speed corresponded to possible rather than 
to practical capacity. Apparently the design capacity would result in average speeds 
higher than the optimum speed! 

An efficiency concept familiar to all government offices that make investment anal
yses is the benefit-cost (B/C) ratio. As long as this ratio exceeds unity, the benefits 
exceed the costs, and the particular project (or projects) under question are considered 
worthwhile. If used with great care, incremental B/C analysis will yield the same re
sults as investment rules that are subj,ect to fewer theoretical objections, e.g., maxi
mum rate of return or maximum net benefits (3 ). However, the standard engineering 
practice is to count as benefits anticipated reductions in the costs for vehicle operation, 
travel time, and accidents (3, 8). Aside from the costs that are omitted and the implicit 
assumption that additional capacity will have no effect on the volume of traffic, there 
are serious inadequacies in the concept and the measurement of benefits. It is con -
ceivable that highway projects (or programs) A and B might yield identical rates of 
returns, and identical figures for net benefits, and yet people might place a much higher 
value on B than on A. Or the calculations might lead to the conclusion that A was more 
efficient than B when consumer preferences, had there been a market, would have ranked 
B higher than A. ' 

In the absence of specific information from highway economists concerning how dif
ferent people value trips for different purposes by different modes at different time 
periods, highway engineers can be forgiven if they use reductions in costs as a proxy 
for how much people value these services as indicated by willingness to pay. In view 
of recent developments in econometric model building, computer technology, and the 
quantities of travel data collected in the urban transportation studies, transportation 
economists may justifiably be accused of negligence if they do not exert greater efforts 
in the future to provide transportation planners with better information concerning the 
demand for travel. [In order to facilitate the evaluation of alternative transportation 
policies and to forecast future travel demand, the U. S. Department of Transportation is 
attempting to construct structural models to analyze the demand for the following trans
portation services: urban passenger travel, urban goods movement, intercity passenger 
travel, and intercjty goods movements. Examples of research performed under private 
contract are given in Studies in Travel Demand, and An Evaluation of Free Transit Ser
vice (10, 11).] 

It has been more than 3 5 years since Frank Knight expressed concern over defini
tions of economics as broad as "the science of rational activity," and cautioned econ
omists not to attempt to expand their science to encompass all human behavior (~)-
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Economists may have taken his admonition too literally because, in terms of both ab 
solute and relative effort, the profession did not concern itself very much with trans
portation Wl'til lhe middle 01= late 1S50's . Certainly Knight Vv'culd net have recommended 
that his colleagues abs tain to the degree that they have. In fact, he stated: "There is 
a common misconception that it is possible to measure or discuss efficiency in purely 
physical terms. The fi r st principles of physics or engineering science teach us that 
this is not tr ue , a nd the te1·m efficiency involves the idea of value , and some measure 
of value as well" (9 , p. 7). 

The concept of optimum or efficiency in normative or welfare economics is the one 
that is best suited for planning andadministeringtransportationsystems. The emphasis 
should not be on constructing a design-hour capacity to provide a certain level of ser
vice during all but a stated number of hours during the year or to relieve congestion, 
but rather on choosing among transportation alternatives so that the greatest amount 
of satisfaction will result. Transportation decisions-whether by commuters or by the 
federal government-involve choices among alternatives and require the consumption 
of resources that are scarce in comparison to the wants that the resources could be 
used to satisfy. Because there are different benefits and costs associated with each 
alternative, the appropriate goal should be to choose the alternative (or combination of 
alternatives) that would produce the greatest difference between total social benefits 
and total social costs, i.e., to maximize net social benefits. Linking the concept and 
the measurement of benefits with willingness to pay for the services recognizes the 
different intensities of people's desires, and allows less opportunity for benefit esti
mates to be biased by arbitrary judgments. Using the economic concept of cost, i.e., 
opportunity cost, gives explicit recognition to other opportunities that are sacrificed to 
provide the service. For motor vehicle travel, then, an optimum or efficient solution 
would be the number of motor vehicle trips per time period that would result in the 
largest net social benefits. 

Even for all lines of activity (i.e., for an entire economy), if certain assumptions are 
granted, a sufficient condition to maximize net social benefits is to expand output until 
everywhere prices are equal to short-run marginal social costs. Then, regardless of 
where spent, the last dollar of consumer expenditure gives rise to an identical increase 
in satisfaction, and resources have been allocated in their most efficient manner. [ The 
most important of these assumptions are adequate knowledge, rational behavior, inde
pe!!'ie!!"~ "f 11tility f,mr.tion" , and continuous demand and cost functions (e.g., perfect 
divisibility of the factors of production). Although there is imperfect correspondence 
between these assumptions and the real world, the degree to which this imperfl:!ct cor
responden e limits the relevance of normative propositions is one of the disputed issues 
of economics. See Mishan (12) and Ruggles (13, 14) for good explanatioll.B and critiques 
of welfare economics . It follows that pr ices are equal to short-run marginal social 
costs because the marginal benefit and marginal cost functions ai·e the first derivatives 
of the total benefit and total cost functions. Where the fil•st derivatives of the functions 
are equal (i.e., have the same slopes), the difference between total benefits and total 
costs is maximized. Beesley and Roth have given a particularly clear exposition of 
this and other issues pertinent to applying economic analysis to motor vehicle travel 
(15 ).] 
-Even if some goal besides economic efficiency is the principal end, normative eco

nomic analysis can assist the transportation analyst to examine var ious means to achieve 
the stated ends. To prescribe means, however, requires some knowledge of positive 
or descriptive economics, which seeks to describe economic behavior and to predict 
the probable outcomes of alternative courses of action. In price theory, for instance, 
the behavior of individuals is analyzed in terms of their economic motives as consumers, 
owners of factors of production, and producers. Transportation economics is a prac
tical application of price theory: the study of the behavior of individuals as they seek 
to maximize their net benefits in their economic r oles as commuters, shopper s, pleasure 
drivers, haulers, or t ruck owners. Recent developments in the transportation planning 
process (e.g., models to simulate the behavior of traffic over networ ks) may be con
sidered examples of positive economics. The work of such engineer-economists as 



Wohl and Martin (16) and Grant and Oglesby (17) illustrates how both normative and 
positive economicscan contribute to transportation analysis and planning. 

THE ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF MOTOR VEHICLE TRAVEL 

In the language of microeconomics, the roadway is the fixed factor of production, 
and the motor vehicle is the variable factor. Combining units of the · ~riable factor 
with units of the fixed factor produces units of the product, the motor vehicle trip. 

15 

Between given origins and destinations, the number of vehicle trips per time period 
may be assumed to be a function of price. (Although other variables besides price affect 
the number of trips, e.g., family income and trip purpose, they are assumed to remain 
constant in order to concentrate on the effects of price changes.) The price that road 
users pay consists of (a) explicit costs (vehicle ownership and operating costs); (b) im -
plicit costs (odors, noise, effort, cension, and risk); (c) time costs; (d) user charges 
(taxes on fuel, oil, and tires, tolls, automobile excise taxes, and annual license and 
registration fees); and (e) parking fees. 

These components of trip price are perceived differently by different individuals. 
People assign different values to odors, noise, effort, frustration, discomfort, and ten
sion. Insurance premiums often depend on whether vehicles are used for commuting. 
Greater or smaller proportions of automobile excise taxes, annual license and registra
tion fees, and capital costs may be assigned to the journey to work, depending on the 
purpose for which the vehicle was purchased. Thus the price that individuals perceive 
will depend on the items that they consider as well as the monetary values they attach 
to them. [Lansing and Hendricks have concluded that most drivers misperceive their 
operating costs and that frequently costs are not a serious consideration in the choice 
of mode (18). However, Lisco's results suggest almost the opposite with respect to 
travel time (19 ).] 

The costs of motor vehicle travel are the opportunity costs of the resources used, 
i.e., the values placed on the goods and services sacrificed to provide for the movement 
and parking of vehicles. These costs may be analyzed in terms of (a) the short-run 
costs resulting from the use of the physical plant and (b) the long-run costs, which in
clude all the short-run costs plus the costs necessary to provide and to maintain the 
plant (see Table 1). (The short-run and the long-run are economic time periods. The 
former refers to the period of time during which the quantities of certain resources or 
productive factors, i.e., capacity, cannot be altered, and certain costs are invariant with 
respect to output. For motor vehicle travel, the physical structures are the fixed fac
tors, and depreciation, interest, and administration are among the fixed costs. The 
long-run is the period of time during which output can be changed by increasing capacity. 
In the long-run, there are no fixed factors from the point of view of the highway au -
thority, with the possible exception of the quantity of land within a designated area. Ef
fective capacity sometimes can be increased by traffic engineering in a matter of days, 
or hours, but increasing physical capacity by constructing new facilities requires sev
eral years.) Because certain costs that are external to the decision -maker are funda -
mental to an efficient solution, these external costs must be described briefly. 

1. The short-run congestion costs have been dealt with at some length (8, 20, 21, 22, 
23 ). After a certain traffic density has been reached, additional vehicles cause delays, 
decrease average speeds, and increase travel times. Consequently, they impose costs 
on the stream of traffic above and beyond the costs that the drivers perceive, because 
the increase in the total costs to all users of the road exceeds the increase in the costs 
to the additional drivers. Thus, although the vehicle operating, travel time, and risk 
costs are largely internal to road users as a group, the congestion costs are external 
to individual road users. 

2. The air pollution and noise costs have received increasing attention by the public 
but relatively little attention in the highway research literature. Perhaps the reason 
for this negligence is that these costs are borne by the community at large and are 
mostly external to highway users, unless automobile exhaust particles and a thermal 
inversion combine to sharply reduce driver visibility. 
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TABLE 1 

MOTOR VEHICLE TRAVEL COSTS 

Description of Costs 

Costs of providing roads: 

Type of Cost in Terms 
of Time Perioda 

Fixed maJ,,tenance costs (repairs necessary because of weathering and the 
passage of time). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • . L-R 

Administrative costs (administering highway program) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • . L-R 

Right-of-way cost (opportunity cost of the land used for ROW or present 
worth or expectci future rents that the land would have earned in 
alternnt1ve usos) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • • . L-R 

Construction costs (labor, material, and equipment necessary to 
convert a ROW to a street or highway) ..... . ........... , , , .. , . , , , , . • . L-R 

Interest on capital (opportunity cost of assets tied up in the street or 
highway)C . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • . L-R 

Neighborhood and business disruption and dislocation costs (for those forced 
to move who were not fully compensated in the past but to whom the 1966 
Highway Act increases the compensation) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . L-R 

Costs of traveling on roads: 

Private costs (borne by those who make trips or on whose behalf trips are made, 
e.g., truck owners) 

Explicit costs (out-of-pocket costs of owning and operating an automobile, e.g., 
costs for fuel and mai11tcnance) .... • . , . ........................ , • 

Implicit costs (effort, tension, annoyance, risk, noise) ....... , ........ •. 

Travel time costs ........................................... . 

Congestion costs 

Community costs 

External costs of road use (noise, air pollution, and risk to pedestrians) ..... . . 

Highway operating costs, Including variable maintenance costs (e.g., repairing 
damage to road surface caused by traffic) and traffic control costs (e.g., 
salaries of police who are assigned to traffic detail) .................. •• 

Costs resulting from presence of roads: 

Aesthetic losses (of visual amenities, particularly as a result of freeways, e.g., 
the elevated Embarcadaro Freeway in San Francisco that obstructs the view of 

S-R, L-R 

S-R, L-R 

S-R, L-R 

S-R, L-R 

S-R, L-R 

S-R, L-R 

the historic Ferry Building) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • L-R 

Reduction in access (necessity to take Indirect routes in order to pass over or 
under a freeway) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . L-R 

0 L-R is the long-run, or o period of time of sufficient duration to construct additional streets or highways, and S-R is the short-run, 
or a period of time during which the street and highway network cannot be expandod. 

bwinch suggests using the capitalized cost of the right-of-way in ordet to ovoid problems of property taxation (8, p. 16). 
CThis cost is included in the discount rate when calculating present worth. -

3, The third group of costs consists of the public costs associated with the physical 
plant that provides for the movement and parking of vehicles. The extent to which these 
costs are external to individual drivers depends on (a) the payments the individual is 
required to make (e.g., fuel truces and license fees), (b) the type of facilities that the 
driver ordinarily uses, and (c) the basis for allocating costs. On some rural highways, 
user charges (or the fuel tax component alone) exceed the average and marginal costs 
of providing the road, especially if costs are allocated on the basis of average daily 
traffic. On the other hand, commuters who live in suburban areas travel several miles 
on freeways and park free or at nominal rates on city streets or in garages provided by 
the employer. They frequently pay only a fraction of the costs of providing the facilities, 
particularly if the facilities were cons tructed primarily for commuters and if the bulk 
of the cos ts are allocated to this group {~). 

A consequence of external costs is that often a larger than optimum number of trips 
are taken because the number of trips will be determined by the intersection of the de
mand function with the average private cost function rather than with the marginal social 
cost function (see Appendix). It should be pointed out that only short-run costs, i.e., 
costs that vary with the number of trips, are relevant for short-run price-output decis-
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ions. Because, by definition, fixed costs are "sunk" during the short-run, there are no 
opportunity costs resulting from using a road until congestion occurs, i.e., until short
run marginal social costs exceed short-run average private costs, if variable mainte
nance and air pollution and noise costs are ignored. 

THE ECONOMIST'S SOLUTION 

In his Wealth of Nations published in 1776, Adam Smith claimed that, in an economy 
of small shopkeepers, firms would produce the goods consumers want most, and that 
competition among sellers would drive down prices to the lowest level consistent with 
a normal rate of return. So great was Smith's confidence in the market that in his most 
famous passage he claimed: " ... every individual ... is led by an invisible hand to pro
mote an end which was no part of his intention ... , " i.e., to reconcile his own self
interest with the best interests of society (24 Vol. I, p. 423 ). 

The case for the market is not weakened by the fact that equilibrium traffic flows 
more often than not are characterized by equality between price and short-run average 
private cost rather than by equality between price and short-run marginal social cost. 
Implicit in Smith's claim for the invisible hand is the assumption that there are no ex
ternal costs. It is the presence of these external costs that has led contemporary econ
omists to conclude that the most logical way to correct inefficiencies in motor vehicle 
travel is (a) to create a market where none presently exists, and (b) to sell the service 
at a price that reflects the external as well as the internal costs of motor vehicle travel. 

Pigou (25) suggested this approach for congested roads almost half a century ago, 
i.e., to charge a toll equal to the difference between short-run average private costs 
and short-run marginal social costs at the volume where the demand function intersects 
the latter (see Appendix). 

In the long-run, capacity would be increased or decreased in response to shifts in 
demand. To use Walters' (5) example, if road capacity could be manipulated like putty, 
then (a) capacity would be increased if P = SRMC > LRMC, (b) capacity would be de
creased if P = SRMC < LRMC, and (c) capacity would be optimal and in long-run equi
librium when P = SRMC = LRMC, where P, SRMC, and LRMC represent price, short
run marginal social cost, and long-run marginal social cost respectively. The fact that 
freeway lanes come in discrete widths of 12 ft complicates the picture but does not in
validate the principle. (The point is valid because of the very size of urban freeway 
networks. An additional lane would not be a small relative change in the capacity of a 
freeway, but it might be a relatively small increment for a network.) 

For an urban transportation system, the purpose of road pricing would be to generate 
price signals and incentives that would direct resources into their most efficient uses. 
At any point in time, efficient prices would induce and assist people to make optimal 
choices regarding time, direction, route, distance, and mode of travel. Over a longer 
time frame, optimum prices would also assist them in choosing residential location and 
work sites, assist firms in choosing business locations, and assist transportation plan
ners in providing the optimum mix of transportation alternatives. However, socially 
optimum choices apparently cannot be made without a market to capture the relevant 
social costs. At present, no highway (or street) market exists except on toll facilities, 
where the charges are set to recover the capital costs and not to promote economic 
efficiency. In practice, tolls usually are removed when the original costs of the facility 
have been fully amortized. Frequently, this is when tolls are needed most for economic 
efficiency. 

THE ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

The Criteria for Evaluating Alternatives 

In urban transportation planning, the stated goals become yardsticks or norms for 
evaluating and for ranking alternatives. Although economic efficiency frequently is 
mentioned as one of the goals, it is usually only one of several goals. Depending on 
the priorities assigned to the goals, different rankings of the alternatives result. Re
gardless of the ranking, the alternatives must all meet certain conditions before they 
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can be accepted. For simplicity, the goals and the requirements most common to the 
urban transportation planning process will here be classified in two categories: eco
nomic efficiency and other criteria, which may be regarded as institutional constraints. 

Economic Efficiency-The optimum or efficient flow of traffic is that which will 
maximize the net social benefits in the sense described earlier. If it is assumed that 
there are no travel benefits external to road users (a reasonable assumption in the case 
of commuter travel, particularly on freeways), a necessary condition to achieve eco
nomic efficiency is that, with respect to route, direction, distance, and time of travel, the 
equilibrium flow of traffic must correspond to the intersection of the demand schedule 
with the short-run marginal social cost schedule, i.e., P = SRMC. However, it will not 
be assumed that a toll, the solution recommended by Pigou, is necessary to achieve the 
optimum flow (25). Nonpricing solutions will not, ipso facto, be ruled inefficient. 

Institutional Constraints -
Break Even - According to one school of thought, the correct principle for determin

ing public utility rates is to set them at levels that will just cover all costs of opera -
tion. An important part of the argument is that only if a project can pay for itself can 
there be absolute assurance that it is worthwhile. Because most public utilities ma
nipulate their rate structures to cover operating (i.e., short-run variable) costs plus 
some "fair" rate of return on capital, this principle is sometimes called the self
liquidating or public-utility approach (3). In practice, it means setting prices to cover 
long-run average total costs. -

Administrative Feasibility-A proposal must be capable of implementation in order 
for it to be an alternative. There may be organizational as well as technological bar
riers that must be overcome before a solution can be implemented. Both types of con -
straints will be discussed in the evaluation of the alternatives. 

Political F asibility-Even if a proposal can be implemented, it may not be accept
able to the co munity. Ten years ago, Professor Vickrey suggested a sophisticated 
electronic su1.·veillance and data processing system for road pricing at the Hearings 
before the U.S. Congress Joint Committee on Washington Metropolitan Problems. When 
asked by the chairman whether he had ever "tried this out for audience reactions," he 
stated: "I will tell you of the audience reaction I got when I proposed essentially the 
same thing for the New York City subways. The audience reaction was adverse. I will 
say that while this makes sense to the economists, it seems to be politically, I must 
confess at the moment, somewnat unpaiaiabie" (26, p. 464,. 

Equity-The literature of public enterprise economics abounds with different concepts 
of equity. Kuhn suggests that it may be interpreted as "cost charging" or "charging the 
same price for everybody" (~). Neutze and Mohring interp1·el it to mean chargfogpr ices 
that are equal to benefits received (27, 28 ). Mohring has demonstrated that this inter
pretation is implied from the wording ofSection 210 of the Highway Revenue Act of 
19 56 (~ p. 57 ). However, he points out that ectuity (according to this interpretation) 
is not an operational concept because individuals who pay the same prices for a service 
may not enjoy the same benefits from it. (The concept of equity cannot be divorced 
from the distribution of income. The graduated i11come tax indicates that the American 
public considers a more equal distribution of income more equitable than a less even 
distribution. However, the fact that, in contrast to communist economies, we still rely 
primarily on the market to determine the income distribution suggests that (a) we are 
basically satisfied with the distribution resulting from the market, (b) we have been 
unable to determine just what constitutes an equitable distribution, or (c) we are afraid 
that greater equality would impair incentives.) 

Community Goals - Urban transportation plans, and comprehensive regional develop
ment plans, usually identify a number of different ends that include the following: (a) 
community values, " ... certain irreducibles which form the basic desires and drives 
governing our behavior," e.g., the desire for survival and for such basic needs as to 
have order, to have security, and to belong (29, p. 135); (b) goals, " ... generalized state
ments which broadly relate the physical environment to values but to which ... no test 
for fulfillment may readily be applied," e.g., the provision of equal opportunity for all 
members of a community (29, p. 135); and (c) certain objectives, " ... a specific state
ment which is the outgrowth of a goal, and which is truly attainable because of its 



reference to the physical world," e.g., the provision of a transportation system that 
would provide travel times from all homes in the community to the central business 
district in 30 min or less (29, p. 136). 
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Some of these ends, particularly the goals and values as just defined, are "high level 
abstractions" for which "no test for fulfillment may readily be applied" (29, p. 135); an 
example is the "provision of ample land and facilities for the economic growth of the 
region" (30, p. 12). The goals are not always mutually compatible, and most often the 
prioritiesare not clearly set forth. 

The Alternatives 

The alternatives are grouped in three categories: price changes, institutional changes, 
and miscellaneous. In order to emphasize that some of the alternatives involve rather 
long-time horizons (several years in the case of rail transit systems or freeways), the 
alternatives are further divided into short-run and long-run alternatives. 

The category of price changes includes all alternatives that change the ratios at which 
peak automobile trips exchange for other trips, for example, bus transit trips during 
the peak periods or automobile trips during off-peak periods. As well as marginal-cost 
pricing and reduced transit fares, this category also includes improved transit service 
at given fares. 

An institution has been defined as " ... a significant and persistent element ... in the 
life of a culture that centers on a fundamental human need ... ; a custom that is .. . 
widely sanctioned or tolerated ... " (31, p. 1171 ). Given the propensity of the American 
commuter to correlate status with automobile size and cost, a wholesale switch by 
automobile commuters to smaller, quieter, less powerful vehicles would appear to con -
stitute an institutional change. 

Miscellaneous alternatives include all those that do not fit conveniently into one of 
the other categories and include applying traffic engineering techniques or permitting 
congestion to build up (i.e., doing nothing). 

The Procedure 

The various alternatives are examined in the context of a metropolitan area where 
the automobile is the dominant mode. It is assumed that the marginal social costs ex
ceed the average private costs of travel on the more important highways and streets 
during the hours of travel to and from work. The analysis is within a partial equilib
rium framework. Unless otherwise stated, it is assumed that on other modes and in 
other sectors of the economy, price equals short-run marginal social costs. This as
sumption simplifies the argument, but this condition is not a prerequisite for improving 
economic efficiency (32, 33 ). 

In cases where there islimited experience with the alternative being examined, the 
examples and the data should be regarded as illustrative rather than typical. The con
clusions regarding economic efficiency are based largely on an analysis of the eco
nomic forces underlying each situation. Other analysts might reach different conclu -
sions about certain of the alternatives, particularly with respect to administrative or 
political feasiblity. Because the criteria of equity and community goals are not oper
ational, no attempt is made to judge the alternatives on these grounds. Instead, the 
reader is invited to specify the criteria and to evaluate the alternatives himself. 

THE EXAMINATION OF ALTERNATIVES 

Short-Run Alternatives 

Price Changes -
1. Make Compensating Payments-Economic theory suggests that one way to achieve 

an optimal number of trips during the time period in question would be for one group of 
users to compensate or bribe another group not to use a particular route (or routes) 
during that time period. As explained by Vickrey: " ... if it were possible to select, 
from among those who would be a part of the peak traffic if left to their own devices, 
those who have alternatives that they regard as not very much inferior to the use of the 
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congested facility, and to offer them a bonus for shifting to these alternatives, it might 
be possible to eliminate the queuing by paying a bonus ... " (46, p. 126). 
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cally acceptable. No one would be made worse off, and consequently most popular no
tions of equity would be satisfied. The fact that we do not have this arrangement today 
reflects the only problem: It is not administratively feasible, because compensation 
payments to reduce the air pollution and noise costs would have to be collected from 
the rest of the community. It is difficult to improve on the assessment made by Pro
fessor Vickrey in personal correspondence with the author: 

' It is not only variations in the value of time to the drivers but, even more to the 
point, variations in the relative acceptability of the alternatives that make it im
possible to use the "bonus" approach. Even given a costless mechanism of paying 
the bonuses, it is still likely to be impossible to determine the persons to whom 
they should be paid, on the basis of any objective criteria, without paying bo
nuses to those who would not have used the bottleneck even in the absence of 
the bonus payment, or who would use it only because of the reduction of con
gestion produced by the bonus. 

2. Use Marginal-Cost Pricing-The philosophy of marginal-cost pricing was sum
marized earlier, and a more detailed analysis is presented in the Appendix. Briefly 
stated, a toll equal to the difference between the short-run marginal social cost and 
short-run average private cost is a sufficient, but perhaps not a necessary, condition 
to achieve a volume that is optimum from the point of view of maximizing the net ben
efits from the use of the road. 

Pigou suggested this approach almost half a century ago (25); however, the pricing 
of urban motor vehicle travel on particular routes on the basis of marginal cost has not 
been feasible until comparatively recently. In a recent study, the British Ministry of 
Transport described and evaluated a number of techniques and specified the following 
as the minimum requirements for a road-pricing system: (a) charges should be closely 
related to use and simple to understand; (b) prices should be stable and ascertainable; 
(c) payment in advance should be possible; (d) users must regard the system as "fair"; 
and (e) equipment must have a high degree of reliability, and should be reasonably free 
of unintentional as well as deliberate fraud and evasion (1, p. 7 ). 

A description of the various alternatives is not possible in this paper. However one 
::. ltPrn::itivP th::it shrml rl hP irivPn sPri n11s rnnsirlpr::it.inn is PTTT ,8F. (Puhl ir. TJrhan Locator 

System), which would use triangulation to follow the movements of vehicles ( 47 ). A pair 
of transmitters would send out up to 10,000 different signals per second, andTrans
ponders attached to motor vehicles would return the signals. The system is reported 
to be capable of determining within a radius of 50 ft the location of individual vehicles 
and of following their movements. The system is now being studied by the Urban Mass 
Transit Administration for use in conjunction with demand-activitated (dial -a -bus) rapid 
transit. In April 1969, the U. S. Department of Transportation granted $140,000to Syra -
cuse, New York, as the first element of a program to develop improved command and 
control communications in urban transportation. The project will test the feasibility 
of using a system such as PULSE to communicate with and to control public vehicles, 
particularly buses and police cars. If a system with a large capacity were chosen, pri
vate vehicles could be brought into it at a later date. 

A principal investigator in the research underlying PULSE estimated the cost of a 
PULSE system for a city that has 2 million vehicles and that covers an area 50 miles 
in diameter to be as follows: transmitters (14 at $0.4 million each)-$5.6 million; 
factory-installed transponders (2 million at $40 each )-$80. 0 million; and central data 
processing center where the information would be processed, recorded, and totaled so 
that a bill could be sent to each vehicle owner every month-$ 2. 5 million. 

This would average a little over $ 44 per vehicle. If the transponders were installed 
after the vehicles left the factory, the average cost per vehicle would be about $100. 
Present trends in electronic and computer technology might reduce these costs sharply 
during the next five to ten years. Less elaborate systems such as KarTrak (Sylvania 
Electric's optical scanning automatic railroad car identification system) should also be 
considered; Sylvania advertises that the cost of installing the reflective labels on the 
railroad cars is only $1. 50 per car. 



21 

On the basis of this research, it appears that it would be administratively feasible 
to charge road users an optimal set of tolls that would reflect the short-run marginal 
social costs of trips. [However, this presupposes better knowledge of the demand for 
travel than we now have, although recent studies, which have produced rough estimates 
of the demand for travel, are grounds for some optimism (10, 11). The implementation 
of a pricing scheme would provide specific information that would assist in estimating 
demand functions. There probably never will be enough reliable data on travel demand. 
Roth suggests that this probably would not be a serious barrier to implementing a 
marginal-cost pricing scheme. Beginning with an observed volume-cost relationship 
(i.e., a point on the short-run average cost curve), he demonstrates that the slopes of 
demand functions passing through this point can vary rather widely without affecting the 
optimum toll or benefits proportionately (48).J Thus the prices of trips would vary ac
cording to time, direction, mode, route, and distance of travel. The capital and the 
operating costs of the equipment would in most applications absorb only a small part 
of the toll revenue and thereby leave a substantial surplus. This alternative, however, 
is probably not politically feasible at this time. 

3. Increase Parking Rates-Substantially higher parking rates would increase the 
price of automobile trips and reduce the number of trips demanded. Individuals who 
are willing to pay the higher fees would have an easier time finding a place to park, and 
this alone might reduce congestion. For maximum efficiency, rates should vary ac
cording to location and time of day. With this in mind, Vickrey has made several sug
gestions concerning how the design and capabilities of parking meters might be altered 
in order to make more efficient use of on-street parking spaces (49). 

Comparatively little research has been done on the elasticity ofdemand for parking 
space. Roth found that in England the elasticity was rather low for most parkers (less 
than -0. 6) and concluded: "A parking policy based on higher charges ... is likely to lead 
to a change in the type of parker rather than to a change in the volume of parking. Short
term parkers would replace long-term ones; shoppers would replace people at work" 
(50, p. 126). Roth concludes that it is not feasible to deal with traffic congestion by 
means of a surcharge on parking fees. 

Data published by the Road Research Laboratory appear to substantiate Roth's pre
dictions. In April 1965, on-street parking rates in central London were raised from 
6d (six pence, or about 7 cents in 1965) to ls (one shilling, or 12 pence) in some areas, 
and from 6d to 2s in other areas. The Road Research Laboratory carried out "park
and-visit" tests between 9 :3 0 a. m. and 4 :3 0 p. m. on weekdays during February and 
March, and again in June and July. The results were as follows: "At eleven addresses 
where the meter charges were doubled, the time required to search for a vacant meter 
was reduced by 60 percent, and the time required for maneuvering the car at the meter 
bay and walking to and from the addresses visited decreased by 16 and 23 percent re
spectively. At fifteen addresses where the meter charges were quadrupled, the time 
required to search decreased by 83 percent and the car-maneuvering and walking times 
decreased by 34 and 5 percent respectively" (51, p. 5). Speed tests on selected streets 
showed no important change in average trafficspeed after the increase in rates. 

However, Kain suggests that traffic volumes would be reduced by a more ambitious 
program that would involve two alternative bases for parking charges in central areas. 
"The first is the cost of providing highway capacity into central areas and should apply 
to the all -day parker who generally will use the city streets during the peak hours. The 
second should apply to the short-term parkers who generally will not use the streets 
during peak periods. He should be charged only the cost of providing parking spaces" 
(36, p. 12). 
-Higher parking charges probably would not be as efficient an alternative as marginal

cost pricing because (a) the charges would bear no relation to the distance traveled nor 
to the type of roads used; (b) if congestion in the central city were reduced, additional 
through traffic might be attracted; and (c) less congestion might increase the amount of 
goods traffic carried by truck relative to rail. Thus some trips that did not contribute 
to congestion would be discouraged, and the very process of reducing congestion in the 
central city might attract non-parking traffic. Restrictions would have to be imposed 
on the construction of parking garages for this scheme to be effective, because higher 
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on-street parking rates would increase the profitability of constructing privately oper
ated off - street parking facilities. Hov.r e·ver, rather rough estimates suggest that, for 
London, the effects of higher parking fees on average speeds and on net benefits are 
about 40 percent of what is claimed for a pricing solution (1 , p. 60). 

In order to make more efficient use of a scarce resource, urban land, a very strong 
case can be made for instituting a system of parking fees that would vary according to 
time of day and location. A truly optimum scheme, however, is one that embraces both 
road pricing and parking fees and one in which " ... the allocation rule (for road space) 
would be that the number of street parking spaces should be increased to the point at 
which parking charges paid by street parkers just equalled the congestion charges paid 
by moving traffic" (52, pp. 32-33). 

To summarize: Substantially higher parking fees, especially for commuters, would 
pl'odu ea more effici ent number of trip_s, but probably not an optimum. This alterna
tive would yield surplus revenue (at least i n the short- run) and appears to be admin
istratively feasible. The fact that parking rates in downtown Manhattan have been in
creased to 25 cents an hour suggests that this alternative may be politically feasible 
on a much more ambitious scale. Arthur E. Kane, Chief of the Bureau of Parking, of 
the City of New York's Department of Traffic wrote the author that " ... occupancy in 
mid-Manhattan has not changed appreciably since we increased the rates from 10 cents 
to 25 cents but our turnover has increased 53 percent. The reason that occupancy is 
still close to 100 percent is that we have an acute shortage of off-street space in mid
Manhattan and the demand for short-term parking far exceeds the supply of metered 
spaces (at the rate of 25 cents per hour)." 

4. Apply Zone Pricing-A rather imaginative zone-pricing scheme has been suggested 
by the British Ministry of Transport and by A. A. Walters (1, 5). With this scheme, the 
metropolitan area would be divided into a series of concentric-zones, with the CBD con
stituting the center. Starting from the periphery, the zones, in ascending order of the 
price of licenses, might be designated blue, brown, pink, green, and purple. Drivers 
with blue permits displayed on their windshields would be limited to blue areas ; drivers 
with pink permits would be restricted to blue, brown, and pink areas; and drivers with 
purple permits would be free to drive in all areas. 

A number of variants to this scheme could make it quite flexible in practice. The 
nermits could be reauired during the peak hours or during the period beginning with the 
iuorning rush and en-ding with the evening rush. A given number could be distributed 
to service stations to be sold on a competitive basis at prices that just cleared the 
market. The permits could be sold on an annual, monthly, weekly, or daily basis. They 
could be transferable among vehicles to permit additional drivers to use zoned areas 
without adding to congestion. 

Such a scheme has several drawbacks. The zone boundaries would, to a large de
gree, be arbitrary. The relationship of the fees to cost per vehicle -mile might be weak, 
because it would be impossible to differentiate simultaneously with respect to time, 
route, direction, and distance traveled within a particular zone. Congestion might de
velop around the zone boundaries. Hence, although the scheme would reduce congestion 
and result in more efficient use of certain streets and highways, it would not be an op
timum solution. However, a scheme that consisted of a single uniform toll zone (e.g., 
the central city or the CBD) could be relatively simple to administer and could provide 
a laboratory to test the principle of pricing scarce road space during certain hours of 
the day. 

5. Increase Fuel Taxes-The zone-pricing system could be used as the basis for a 
scheme that would relate fuel taxes to the degree of congestion. A refined scheme 
might involve several different rates for several different zones in a large metropolis 
or megalopolis, with the differential between the adjacent zones sufficiently low to dis
courage fuel-fetching journeys. A cruder scheme might simply differentiate between 
urban and rural areas and tax fuel sold in the urban area at much higher rates than that 
sold in the rural areas (1, 5). 

If fuel tax rates are substantially increased, this approach could be expected to have 
the following effects: reduction in the total number of vehicles owned, reduction inaver
age use by owners, increased use of transit, and substitution of small economy cars for 
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larger vehicles. The total effect would be to reduce peak-hour (and total) volumes. 
However, t_his appears to be even less efficient than the zone-pricing scheme as an in
strument to relate travel to marginal social cost per vehicle-mile, particularly be
cause travel on uncongested roads and off peak would be penalized unnecessarily. 

Fuel-fetching journeys would reduce the effectiveness of this scheme and would be 
a waste of resources. Again, the boundary lines might prove to be quite arbitl-ary, and 
the scheme would tend to discriminate in favor of long-haul as Opposed to short-haul 
traffic . Its political feasibility appears questionable, but, if adopted, it would be a 
source of revenue. The· British Ministry of Transport rejected this alternative as being 
impractical (1). 

6. Increase Automobile Excise Taxes-Substantially higher excise tax rates (e.g., 25 
percent or mor e i nstead of the present 7 percent) would make it mor.e expensive to buy 
a car and hence reduce vehicle ownership and total travel. However, it might have little 
effect on peak-hour travel because it would not affect the driver's short-run variable 
costs. For reasons cited by Walters (5), its overall effect on economic efficiency might 
be negative, and the redistribution effects probably would not be acceptable. Although 
simple to administer, this alternative probably would prove too unpopular to adopt. 

7. Reduce Transit Fares -If transit service characteristics and the price of auto mo -
bile travel remain unchanged, reducing transit fares would lower the price of transit 
relative to automobile trips. Such a price change could be expected to result in an in
crease in the number of transit trips and a reduction in the demand for automobile trips, 
if individuals have a choice of mode. Particularly if there ai·e empty transit seats or 
idle equipment during the rush hours, and if automobile users are being subsidized (or 
if the automobile subsidy per passenger exceeds the transit subsidv per passenger), a 
strong case can be made for subsidizing transit. [ A subsidy may be said to occu1· when 
the price paid for a g0od or service is less than the short-run marginal social cost of 
providing the good or service. Questions such as whether urban automobile travel -or 
automobile travel in general -is subsidized are the subject of considerable debate (3 4 ). 
Such discussions miss the crux of the economic problem, however, and that is whether 
individuals are confronted with prices that reflect the marginal social cost of the par
ticular services that the users are said to "demand." If prices do reflect all of the social 
costs, then individuals have the necessary information to make decisions that will be 
optimal from the point of view of the community. ] If transit fares were to be adjusted 
to make the differential in price agree with the differential in marginal social cost rela -
tive to automobile commuting under current conditions, a large minus fare (i.e., the 
payment of a bonus to transit riders) would be called for in congested areas, particularly 
where both use the same right-of-way. Because the price ratios of other services vis
a-vis transit also would be affected, this approach would be less efficient than that of 
pricing both automobile and transit trips at prices that approximate marginal social 
costs. However, as long as the sens.itivity of the demand for other services with respect 
to the price of transit trips is small (which would appear to be the case), then reducing 
the price of transit travel would, a priori, reduee automobile congestion and contribute 
to a more efficient utilization of road space. Because transit is only one of many mu
nicipal services lhat compete for local revenues, finding funds ·to cover deficits would 
be a perennial problem. 

Charles River Associates recently completed a study for the U. S. Department of 
Transportation to estimate the effects of free transit in the Boston area. Among their 
conclusions were the following: (a) free transit would reduce automobile work trips 
only by 6 or 7 percent and would have even a smaller impact on nonwork, off-peak trips; 
(b) the fare elasticity of dema nd for transit travel is only about 0.17 percent; and (c) the 
cross elasticity of demand for automobile travel with respect to transit fares is only 
0.138 for work trips (11, pp. 7, 13 ). ( Because the trend in transit prices has been up
ward since World warn, empirical evidence of changes in ridership accompanying fare 
reductions is scanty. In 1961 the Los Angeles Metropolitan Transit Authority reduced 
off-peak fares from 22. 5 cents to 15 cents per ride for senior citizens. Figured on a 
12-monlh basis, 862,250 former peak-hour riders shifted to off-peak hours to take ad
vantage of the lower far es (53, pp. 77 -7 8 ). However, in a demonstration project in which 
commuter-train fares in Boston we1·e reduced 24 to 3 Opercent, peak-hour riding increased 
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only 2 percent (H, p. 53 ). Pignataro (54) gives additional examples. Unfortunately, 
it is seldom possible to compute demand elasticities from the information given.] It 
was estimated that with free transit there would be a saving of about $ 2 million as a 
result of not having to pay attendants to collect fares in subway stations, but savings 
of this magnitude should not be expected on a predominantly bus-transit system. Ex
perience suggests transit subsidies are both administratively and politically feasible. 
What is not certain is whethe1· large reductions in transit fares, and particularly free 
transit, is politically feasible. 

8. Improve Transit Service-A broad interpretation of transit service would include 
the following: (a) travel time, including walking at both ends of the journey, time spent 
on the collection, line-haul, and distribution phases of the trip, and schedule delay 
( " . .. additional time that may be incurred because the arrival time allowed by the transit 
schedule may differ from the traveler's preferred arrival time" (11 p. 32) ); (b) aes
t hP.tic appeal of vehicles and terminals (appearances, noise, and odors); and (c) quality 
of the ride (size and comfort of seats, ease of entry and exit, lighting, and heating and 
air conditioning). 

Travel time was described earlier as one of the components of both the price people 
are willing to pay and the cost of resources consumed for trips. Careful analysis should 
be made to determine the weights diffel·ent groups of riders.assign to different segments 
of the trip. Particularly in inclement weather, transit riders can be expected to as
sign higher costs to the walking and waiting phases of the jow·ney than to the line -haul, 
olle tion, and distribution phases. To date, no satisfactory way has been devised to 

reduce to a common demoninator and to estimate the effects on the demand for transit 
trips of improvements in transit service, particularly (b) and (c) above. In principle, 
the effect would be the same as a reduction of transit fares with service characteristics 
held constant, i.e., to increase the number of transit trips purchased and to decrease 
the demand for automobile trips. 

But this will not necessarily lead to lower traffic volumes and higher speeds on a 
given route during the peak hour for a sustained period of time. Reduction in conges
tion may encourage more people to drive, attra t traffic from other i·outes, and shorten 
the duration of the peak. Consequently, the fact that it is difficult to correlate improve
ments in transit service with reductions in automobile congestion is not surprising, 
particularly in light of the present pricing structures and the growth in the demand for 
travel over time. Even so, it remains important, irom ci1e si.am.iyuiui. v{ 11,ftki;;g t:.
most efficient use of scarce resources, that improvements in transit service may re
sult in fewer total automobile trips and less overall congestion than there would have 
been without the transit improvements. [The "GO Transit I pi•ogram of th Government 
of Ontario added more (and faster) trains during rush hours, bucket seats, and free 
parking at stations along the eastern and western corridors leading to Toronto. During 
the initial phase (May 23 to December 31, 1967) average weekday trips increased from 
5,6oq to 15,800. Interviews revealed that nearly a third of the evening peak riders pre
viously drove cars. It was estimated that, by December 31, about 1,800 automobiles 
were being leit at home because of the program (55).J 

Because of the greater fle>..ibility of bus transit as compared to rail, a nwnber of the 
Urban Mass Transit Administration's demonstralion projects have been aimed at mak
ing more efficient use of urban street and highway capacity. Th success of the sub
scription bus service in Peoria, Illinois, serves as an example of what can be achieved 
with imagination. The sel'Vice extended from December 1964 to March 1966. lt was 
successful enough to cover its t0tal variable costs in 6 months and its total costs (i.e., 
variable plus fixed costs) in 11 months. For an average fee of $9.90 per month, pas
sengers were able to obtain almost door-to-door service between home and work. On 
Lhe Premium Special commuter bus, 72 percent of the 542 riders previously had used 
the automobile. The premium buses operated at an average speed of 16 mph (as com
pared to 11 mph for other buses), and 68 percent of the passengers were able to leave 
for work in the morning at the same time or later than when they used their own cars. 
Moreover, it was found that the Ia1•e elasticity of demand was almost unity, indicating 
enough passengers were willing to pay higher fares for better service to permit fare 
inc ·eases wiU1out appreciably redu ing total revenue {M, 56 ). 

Many of the conclusions with 1·egard to lower transit fares also apply to improved 
transit service. Economic efficiency in tE:rms of the use of the road network would be 
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improved, but probably not all transit companies could improve service and break even. 
Experience suggests that this alternative is both administratively and politically fea -
sible. Beginning in April 1964, the Milwaukee and Suburban Transport Corporation 
established service from the Mayfair Shopping Center west of Milwaukee to Milwaukee's 
CBD. Known as the Mayfair Freeway Flyers, the buses travel 9 miles by freeway to 
the CBD in 22 minutes. Fares were set at 30 cents each way, with a discount for weekly 
passes. By October 1966, the company was operating ten buses each morning and 
afternoon. The number of passengers per day had risen from approximately 250 to 
900, and the company reported a $12 profit per operating hour for the Mayfair Flyers. 
A questionnaire revealed that, among the passengers who commuted prior to the in
auguration of the Flyers, 43 percent and 10 percent respectively traveled in their own 
cars or in car pools. Over 50 percent cited as a reason for changing modes the ad
vantages in terms of time, congestion, parking, convenience, and economy (57). 

Institutional Change- -
9. Shift Travel to Off-Peak Hours-The study by Charles River Associates indicates 

that as much as 33 percent of the morning peak (7 :00 to 9 :00 a. m.) to 60 percent of the 
afternoon peak (4:00 to 6 :00 p. m.) in Boston may be nonwork trips (11, p. 160). The 
pattern is similar in other cities, with the higher figure for the afternoon peak reflect
ing the greater proportion of shopping trips. Friday afternoon peak volumes are usually 
the heaviest of the week, partly because of weekend travelers. Vacationers swell all 
volumes in the summer, but particularly during the afternoon. Local factors also are 
important. In San Francisco, baseball fans leaving Candlestick Park. after the after
noon games and fans bound for the stadium before evening games noticeably swell after
noon peak-hour volwnes on the Bayshore Freeway (US 101) and the San Francisco
Oakland Bay Bridge. San Francisco International Airport also is served by the Bay
shore Freeway, and the arrival and departure times of planes are such that traffic to 
and from the airport contributes to peak-hour volumes. 

Finally, trucks contribute substantially to peak-hour traffic in some areas. A traffic 
survey conducted by the Ins.titute of Transportation and Traffic Engineering of the Uni -
versity of California indicated that during the peak 60-min period in the afternoon, ap
proximately 5 percent 0f the total eastbound traffic on the San Francisco-Oakland Bay 
Bridge consisted of heavy trucks and truck-trailer combinations (58). If four passenger 
cars are allowed as equivalent to a heavy truck and six to a truck-trailer combination, 
then 1,500 passenger cars units (168 x 4 + 138 x 6) were accounted for by the trucks 0n 
April 10, 1962. [ Four automobiles are equivalent to a heavy truck on highways ;in roll
ing terrain (~ p. 104). Because no figure for trailers is given, the author estimated 
that one trailer is equivalent to two automobiles.] This is about the maximum number 
of automobiles that a freeway lane can accommodate at a high level of service. It also 
represents about 20 percent of the eastbound capacity of the Bridge that has five lanes 
of traffic in each direction. 

To state the problem in this manner suggests an alternative: Shilt some of the non -
work trips out of the peak hours. Perhaps some trips cannot be shifted, for exa1t1-ple, 
those by school buses and milk delivery trucks. However, the majority of noncommuter, 
peak-hour travel might be shifted at relatively little inconvenience to those concerned. 
This certainly would appear to be true for shoppers, weekend skiers, and summer vaca
tioners. Changing the starting times of baseball games by half an hour to an hour would 
help substantially in many areas. So might minor modifications of airline schedules. 
Heavy trucks and truck-trailer combinations, which use the Bay Bridge, voluntarily 
shifted to some extent during the 1953 strike of Key Transit Company. 

Any such scheme would inv0lve benefit losses to some. Where pricing is not used 
and there is thus no market to permit individuals to ex-press their preferences, decisions 
concerning who would and who would not be permitted to travel during a particular time 
span would have to be based on judgment, and any scheme of regulation would be to some 
extent arbitrary. Probably some excluded users would value the service more than 
would some of those permitted to use the facilities during the time period in question. 
The same would be true for some of those affected by changes in the starting times of 
baseball games and changes in airline schedules. Consequently, an ambitious scheme 
might not be politically feasible. However, it would be administratively feasible to 
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permit only vehicles displaying permits to use key routes during peak hours or run the 
risk of having to pay a fine. Even though 100 percent compiiance would be impossible 
to achieve, the author suspects that it would be possible to shift sufficient traffic out of 
the _peak hours to substantially increase net benefits in many urban areas, particularly 
if a fee were charged for the permit and a crude form of pricing resulted similar to 
that in alternative 4. 

Miscellaneous-
10. Stagger Work Hours -On facilities where peak travel is not spread evenly over 

the peak period, conge tion and delays would be reduced and economic efficiency would 
be improved if a more (>1/en now of traffic were achieved. In central London, for ex
ample, the peak periods are 7 :00 to 10:00 a. m. and 4:00 to 7 :00 p. m. In 1958, however, 
a sixth of the workers arrived in the morning and left in the afternoon during the peak 
15 min (59, p. 4). Even in Washington, D. C., where about half of the employees work 
for the US. Government, a study conducted in 1963 revealed that although starting times 
of federal agencies were staggered by 15-min intervals from 7 :00 to 9 :00 a. m., 5,745 
employees reported at 7:45, 27,489 reported at 8 :00, but only 11,054 reported at 8:15. 
Over half (57. 4 percent) reported during the 3 0-min period between 8 :3 0 and 9 :00 (60, 
pp. 9, 11). The 1963 study included a plan to r educe the peak volumes b y changing the 
working hours of federal offices. During the five years that have elapsed since that 
study, a number of new federal buildings have been constructed, particularly in the 
southwest area, and another study is now in progress. 

The experience in Washington, D. C., and London indicates that the major problem of 
staggering schemes is that of compliance. The London effort failed to get the coopera
tion of the transport groups in the six zonesinwhich London was divided. Manyworkers 
did not want to be inconvenienced by changing their hours, and merchants were afraid 
of losing business if they closed their stores earlier. Even in Washington, D. C., which 
appears to be ideally suited to staggering work hours, the 1963 recommendations were 
not adopted. The conclusions with respect to shifting travel to off-peak periods (alter
native 9) would seem to apply with equal force to staggeringtraveltimeswithinthepeak. 

11. Encourage Car Pooling-A number of steps could be taken to increase average 
automobile occupancy. The ITTE traffic survey revealed that in 1961 the percentage 
of cars ti·aveling in the wes tbound direction on the San Francisco -Oakland Ba.y Bridge 
anci can·yiu~ v1uy um:: J!"i-ovii dw.-ii:',i; tt;: tc-.::;:; '?:Q0 t~ '?:30, '?:'30 tn ~:nn, R·OO tn R:~O, 
and 8 :30 to 9 :00 o.n weekday mornings was 58, 61, 74, and 76 respectively. Du.ring those 
periods, ave~·age passenger occupancy was 1. 77, 1. 65, 1.37, and 1.39 respectively (58). 
The 1·ecot·ds of the bridge show that average daily occupancy rose from 1. 9 to 2. 4 fol
lowing the outbreak of World War II, and from 1.8 to 1.95 during the Key Transit Com
pany strike in 1953. 

Parking space could be restricted or at least provided on more favorable terms to 
car pools, as it is now done in many federal parking garages. Road and bridge tolls 
could be correlated inversely with average occupancy, with cars carrying four or more 
persons permitted to go free. Cars carrying· four or more persons also might be given 
preferential access to freeways and _possibly even exclusive freeway lanes. Car pool -
ing could be facilitated in a given a.J.•ea if all commuters interested in automobile travel 
were given cards to fill out stating whether they desired to be drivers or passengers 
and specifying their working hours and home and work addresses. The cards could be 
returned by mail , postpaid, to a data processing center that would match drivers and 
passengers and notify the drivers of individuals with similar origins, destinations, and 
work hours who were looking !or rides; similarly, it would notify passengers of drivers. 
The fact that many persons might be drivers or passengers would increase the flex
ibility of such a scheme. (Federal office buildings in Washington, D. C., employ a simple 
but effective system that includes a large map of the area, a grid system to identify 
residential zones, green and red cards for drivers and passengers respectively, and 
a rack with slots for each zone on the map. Individuals interested in passengers or 
rides fill out a card and insert it in the appropriate box.) Rates of remuneration could 
be suggested by the agency coordinating lhe plan , but left to individual parties to decide. 
Rates might have to be sufficiently high to cover increased insurance premiums. A 
variant of this scheme would be to designate certain individuals as franchised operators 
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and let them charge rates sufficiently high to cover the costs of purchasing and operat
ing a station wagon or microbus. 

Car pooling is one obvious way to make more efficient use of existing capacity. One 
current operation is proving that this alternative is both administratively and politically 
feasible, and perhaps even the basis for a profitable enterprise! Monarch Associates 
is probably the first federally authorized interstate car pool. The firm owns and op
erates 20 vehicles that carry about 140 commuters from Rockland Cou::ity, New York, 
and Bergen County, New Jersey, to New York City. It obtained its first group of cus
tomers by advertising in local newspapers. The firm provides vehicles and arranges 
pools on the basis of origins, destinations, and working hours. Because one member 
of each pool drives, there are no explicit wage costs. Operating and maintenance costs, 
parking charges, insurance premiums, and tolls are paid by the company. The travel 
times and the charges are below those of the local transit companies. Businessmen 
commuting from northern Bergen County pay $8. 50 a week, while Rockland County 
commuters pay $9. 50. To date, the company has more requests than it has been able 
to accommodate (61). 

12. Apply Traffic Engineering Techniques-A number of techniques may be used to 
increase the effective capacity of an urban street and highway network. Measures such 
as intersection control, reversible lanes, one-way streets, access control, and restric
tions on parking, stopping, and loading are common practice. Such measures usually 
have been financed with state and local funds. However, these and mon ambitious 
projects (e.g., street widening) now are eligiblefor 50percentfederalassistancethrough 
the TOPICS program authorized by the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1969. Changes in 
the existing network may be made in conjunction with improved transit service (alterna -
tive 8) by having exclusive bus lanes and by giving preferential freeway access to buses 
or car pools. The U. S. Bureau of Public Roads is giving increasing emphasis to such 
measures to increase the passenger-as compared to the vehicle-capacity of urban 
highways. As a case in point, Interstate 95 (the Shirley Highway) linking Washington, 
D. C., with the western edge of Alexandria is to be modified in order to give buses, or 
possibly buses and car pools, an exclusive lane. 

In some urban areas, particularly those on the West Coast, improvements in the ex
isting network have progressed about as far as present technology permits. In Los 
Angeles, for example, a computer automatically adjusts stoplights according to traffic 
volumes. A sophisticated computerized system being installed in Toronto has already 
demonstrated substantial savings in vehicle operating, travel time, and accident costs 
(86). Homburger and Rainville have suggested that in the future, automated freeways 
using electronic systems to space and guide cars " ... could conceivably permit head
ways of about 1 second, corresponding to a design flow rate per lane of 3,600 vph ... " 
or almost double present freeway maximum capacity (62, p. 42). 

Measures to increase effective capacity result in more efficient use of scarce re
sources, and generally they may be assumed to increase economic efficiency. Usually 
such measures meet both the feasibility tests, although attempts to make a particular 
street one-way or to ban on-street parking during certain hours frequently meet with 
opposition and occasionally are blocked. 

13. Restrict Vehicles-An alternative that is mentioned in the press sometimes is 
to restrict the movement of vehicles in congested areas such as the CBD (63 ). Proposals 
range from allotting permits to selected individuals to banning vehicles Trom certain 
areas. Such a scheme could be very costly to administer, particularly in view of the 
necessity of deciding what is and what is not essential traffic. Without the calibration 
provided by charging prices, this alternative would provide no guide for investment. 
To the extent that permits are auctioned or sold, the conclusions of alternative 4 (zone 
pricing) apply. However, if permits were distributed on any basis besides price, it 
would be difficult to judge whether, on balance, efficiency had been increased or de
creased. Black-market sales of permits might frustrate the scheme, although they 
might improve economic efficiency if the permits were sold to the highest bidder. 

The idea of banning vehicles from certain downtown areas has some precedent. A 
number of cities have experimented with barring vehicles from certain streets in order 
to create shoppers' malls. Any effort to ban private vehicles from the downtown area 
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probably would have to be part of a larger plan that provided for public transit within 
the restricted area. Although congestion within the area would be reduced, it would be 
difficult to judge whether efficiency had been improved without knowing people's de
mands for various types of transportation services. Congestion and parking problems 
almost certainly would result on the periphery of the area. Fences or barricades would 
make such a scheme administratively feasible, but the fact that it has never been at
tempted in a large city raises doubts about its political feasibility. 

14. Allow Congestion-During a particular time period, the demand for a service 
may exceed its supply at the existing price. When this occurs, some demands will go 
unsatisfied; i.e., there will be certain individuals who are willing to pay the price of the 
service but who will not be able to obtain it during that time period. This situation is 
rare in well -organized, competitive markets such as stock exchanges, because prices 
are raised almost instantaneously in response to increases in demand. In cases where 
prices cannot fluctuate, some other means must be found to ration the output among all 
those who would buy it at the given price at that point in time. The service is provided 
on a first-come-first-served basis at barber shops, entrances and exits for major urban 
arterials during peak hours, and parking garages. After capacity has been reached, 
queues build up, and people wait in line to receive service. Some individuals become 
impatient and attempt to find service elsewhere during that time period, or return and 
try again at a later time period. In contrast to rationing by price or by coupons as was 
done during World War II for meat, sugar, and gasoline, the process just described may 
be termed rationing by congestion. 

This approach is the simplest way to allocate the existing street and highway net
work. As a policy for dealing with peak-hour travel, however, it has very little else 
to commend it. It is efficient only in the sense that for each additional user, the mar
ginal utility of the trip is equal to his own personal mar ginal (average social) cost. For 
some individuals, the route, the time of travel , the amount of time spent traveling (with
in certain limits), and even the trip itself will be marginal. For others, the values at
tached to travel time and such implicit costs as risk, effort , and tension may be quite 
high. However, a laissez-faire policy results in those who place the lowest values on 
these components of price determining the terms of travel both for themselves and for 
those who place the highest values on these components. 

This alternative is currently popular, but there are only two ways it might improve 
economic efficiency: (a) if the peak is spread over a longer time period so tnat tnere 
is excess capacity during fewer hours of the day; and (b) if alternate routes or modes 
receive greater use, if there is exces s capacity, than they would in the absence of excess 
demand. Unless the alternatives provide high levels of service and queuing diverts 
commuters from automobiles to forms of transit that are exempt from the queuing pro
cess (these forms usually involve separate rights-of-way for at least some portions of 
the trips), the net effect probably would not be in the direction of a more efficient uti
lization of the street and highway plant. However, experience has shown that this al
ternative is both politically and administratively feasible, at least as a temporary mea
sure when additional capacity is being constructed and when traffic engineering alter
natives have been exhausted. 

Long -Run Alten1atives 

Price Changes-
15. Use Marginal-Cost Pricing-The long-run costs are itemized in Table 1. For any 

existing or future route, the long -r un demand for travel consists of (a) existing demand, 
(b) t raffic diverted from other r outes, (c) generated traffic (i.e., new trips as a result 
of improved access), and (d) secular-growth traffic. 

If simultaneously P = SRMC = LRMC, then price, output, and capacity are optimal, 
and long-run as well as short-run equilibrium has been achieved. If the short-run 
optimum price exceeds the long-run marginal social costs (i.e., if P = SRMC > LRMC), 
then capacity would be expanded to the level of output that would make the long-run 
equilibrium consistent with the short-run equilibrium. If the short-run optimum price 
is less than long-run marginal social cost, worn-out capacity would not be replaced until 
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the level of output and price were again consistent with long-run as well as short-run 
equilibrium. The analysis can be expanded to include interdependencies with respect 
to c0sts and demands on a road network, off-peak as well as peak demands, and inter
dependencies among time periods. [ For suggestions on how to treat these and other 
relationships, see the contributions by Kraft and Wohl (64), Martin and Wohl (16 ), Steiner 
(65), and Winsten, McGuire, and Beckmann (23 ).] The guide for achieving efficiency in 
the short-run still applies: The price of travel on any route would include a toll equal 
to the external costs of travel. 

In the absence of specific demand and cost information, it would be impossible to 
predict whether marginal -cost pricing applied to an urban highway or to an urban street 
and highway network would produce a surplus, break even, or result in a deficit over 
time. [For a comparison of the expected cost reductions with the capital costs of ad
ditional freeway construction in the Twin Cities Metropolitan Area, see Mohring (66).] 
It was argued earlier (alternative 2) that this alternative probably could be implemented, 
but it does not appear to be politically feasible at this time. ] 

Institutional Change-
16. Reduce Automobile Size-A substitute for increasing peak automobile occupancy 

(alternative 11) would be to reduce automobile size. Harris has estimated that "if the 
average new auto were only a foot shorter, and if 4 million a year were destined for 
city use, about 800 miles of street space would be released" .(67, p. 153 ). If all auto
mobiles, or at least if all those traveling during the commutinghours, were half the 
size of the most popular Detroit products, a smaller investment in urban freeways would 
provide service comparable to the levels anticipated in present w:ban highway plans. 

To create some incentive for buying smaller automobiles, Harris suggested that for 
cars over 180 in. long, an annual fee might be levied at the rate of $1 per in. for lengths 
between 180 and 185 in., $3 per in. between 185 and 190 in., and $10 per in. for lengths 
in excess of 195 in. Roy Poulsen has proposed a similar scheme (68). The same ap
proach could also be used to reduce width. The author's own observation is that 
180 in. or 15 ft is considerably longer than needed for a vehicle whose sole purpose is 
the journey to work (the standard Volkswagen is 160 in. long), especially when average 
peak-hour occupancy always is less than two persons per vehicle. On September 7 and 
8, 1968, an automobile exhibit sponsored by the Smithsonian Institution and the U. S. De
partment of Transportation included prototypes of vehicles designed especially for com
muters; many were approximately half the length of most Detroit cars. A study per
formed for the U. S. Department of Housing and Urban Development describes experi
ments with other small vehicles (69 ). 

In addition to requiring less street and parking space, small automobiles have another 
significant advantage: They require a smaller power plant and, consequently, are well 
suited to electric motors. Electric motors, of course, are pollution free and practically 
noiseless. The Yardney Electric Corporation claims it has developed a model capable 
of speeds up to 60 mph and ranges of up to 150 miles between battery charges (70). The 
major technological barrier appears to be the development of inexpensive, lightweight, 
dependable batteries capable of providing the sustained power and the performance 
needed for a commuter vehicle. Current research in electric and hybrid power plants 
and bold predictions by manufacturers of batteries and by power companies suggest that 
the technological barriers are surmountable and that progress could be accelerated if 
more resources were devoted to research. Osaka, Japan, has been converting its buses 
to battery power, and England already has some 40,000 electric delivery trucks. Ford 
Motor Company is reported to be ready to test sometime in 1969 a 500-lb sodium-sulfur 
battery for a small city-car designed by its British affiliate (69, 70, 71). Rowan In
dustries advertises that the operating costs of its electric vehicleareiess than a penny 
a mile. 

There are other difficulties associated with small vehicles: "Even by making all cars 
very small, the flow-unit areas of roadway would less than double; moreover, to take 
advantage of the narrower lanes allowed it would be necessary to remake the road sys
tem. An additional major disadvantage of small city-cars is the reduced safety af
forded passengers in collisions .. . " (69, p. 112). In addition, there might be some in
crease in the amounts of pollutants discharged to produce electricity. This would depend 
on the amount of thermal electricity produced, and on the effectiveness of efforts to re
duce the omissions of thermal electric plants. Thermal power stations traditionally 
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have used sulphurous fuels that produce sulphur dioxide. Many are now convel'ting to 
natural gas, and the newer power plants are favoring atomic energy. 

The author doubts lhal the a.fety question would be serious if all vehicles were small 
and lightweight, if their maxi.mum speeds were no greater than 50 mph, if they were 
sturdily constructed, and if they were equipped with lap and shoulder harnesses and 
devices simila1· to the Auto-Cepter to protect passengers from the secondary crash. 
(The Auto-Cepter, developed by Eaton, Yale, and Towne Inc., is a large ballon that in
flates in front of a car's occupants within 20 milliseconds of a front-end crash, and 
provides cushi011iog against the force of the collision when the vehicle's occupants are 
hurled forward. The U. S. Department of Transportation is considering making such 
a device mandatory on all new automobiles.) On balance, there probably would be sub
stantial reductions in the amount of air pollution. Motor vehicles presently account for 
about 60 percent of the dirt and fumes released into the atmosphere in the United States, 
and 90 percent in Los Angeles County. They also are responsible for the greater por
tion of the atmospheric hydrocarbons, carbon monoxide, and nitrogen oxides for the 
United states as a whole (72). 

Battery-powered vehicles are only one alternative. Fuel cells, steam engines, liq
uefied natw·al gas, certain changes in the internal combustion engine, and various hy
brids also appear capable of providing quieter, cleaner power plants (69 ). Although 
replacing present vehicles with much smaller ones would not eliminatepeak congestion, 
it would make much more efficient use of urban streets, highways, and parking areas. 
It is administratively feasible, but the political acceptability of this alternative appears 
doubtful at this time. 

17. Build New Towns-Because the majority oi middle-income Americans apparently 
want to live in the subw·bs, an alternative to moving people to jobs in or near the city 
is to move the jobs to the suburbs. Although this approach was suggested over 400 
years ago by Leonardo Da Vinci, Ebenezer Howard is regarded as the father of the new 
towns that are being built today. His idea is described in these colorful words by Lewis 
Mumford: 

He sought to replace the plan less over-expansion of the big city with a planned 
"colonization" to draw off the surplus population. To achieve this, he proposed 
to build largely self-sufficient communities, limited in size and density of popula
tion but big enough to sustain a variety of industries and satisfy the everyday 
wants of the population. In tnese towns tile iami is i1t,iu ""u ,;u11i, uiicJ l:.'y a 
public authority. He also made one of the few major contributions to the art of 
city building since the Stone Age invention of the city wall by suggesting that 
each of these towns be surrnunded by a horizontal wall of agricultural land, or 
"green belt" (ZJ, p. 23). 

New towns presently under .construction include Irvine, California; Reston, Virginia; 
Columbia, Maryland; and the Don Mills Communities on the outskirts of Toronto (74, 
75). In theory, they are to be relatively self-contained communities with their ownin
dustries, schools, shopping centers, medical facilities, and residential areas. The 
neighborhoods in the Don Mills Communities ai·e being built around the public schools. 
In North America, these communities are at least 10 miles from the central city, and 
in Britain, they are 30 miles from London. In Britain they are connected with each 
other and with London by rail transit. In Canada they are being built near a railroad 
and an expressway to give people who commute to Toronto a choice of travel by com -
muter trains, rail rapid transit, or automobile. Each of the Don Mills Communities is 
spatially separated from the others by a green belt. 

In principle, this alternative would reduce travel costs in two ways. First, because 
of close proximity to employment, many could walk to work and others could drive or 
use local transit service. Second, locating the new town on a rail line (as the Don Mills 
Communities are) allows those who want to commute to the central city to have some 
alternative besides the automobile. 

It is too early to judge the success of new towns in North America. In Britain they 
failed to curb the growth of London after World War II, as had been hoped Many En
glishmen who can afford to live either in London or in a new town apparently enjoy living 
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in close proximity to the amenities of their capital. In the cases of Reston, Virginia, 
and Columbia, Maryland, a large proportion of those employed commute (i.e., drive) to 
Washington, D. C., or to Baltimore. In this respect, the new towns so far are not unlike 
the "bedroom" communities typical of suburban America. Irvine appears the most 
likely to achieve the goal of a relatively self-contained community because it is planned 
around a campus of the University of California. 

It is safe to conclude that the new-towns approach, at least by itself, will not bring 
about a flow of traffic that is optimum from the point of economic efficiency. In fact, 
some of the new towns probably have contributed to congestion on certain routes. On 
the other hand, new towns patterned after the Don Mills Communities should reduce 
travel costs and contribute to a more efficient use of resources. 

Administrative feasibility poses no problem, and the new town idea appears to be in
creasing in popularity. If new towns had their own employment base, they could sharply 
reduce commuting costs and combine the economic advantages of agglomeration with 
the amenities of suburban living. Even though new towns have not reduced congestion, 
and perhaps not even its rate of growth, this alternative and the broader subject of trans
portation planning relative to land uses deserves a great deal more attention. [ For a 
recent survey of a number of transportation-land use alternatives, see Richards (76).] 

Miscellaneous- -
18. Provide Modern Rapid Transit-The study prepared for the U.S. Department of 

Housing and Urban Development (69) suggests that there are two approaches to provid
ing modern urban rapid transit: gradualism and new technology. 

Gradualism emphasizes " ... changes in and additions to existing transportation, in a 
manner that forces no wholesale replacement or abandonment of existing vehicles and 
facilities" (69, p. 22). Alternatives considered within this category are (a)safer, lower
pollution, conventional automobiles, (b) up-to-date rail rapid transit and buses, and (c) 
novel suburban collection and central distribution systems for transit passengers. A 
particularly interesting facet of (c) is the proposed dial-a-bus system, a hybrid between 
an ordinary bus and a taxi, that would pick up passengers at their doors or at a nearby 
bus stop at a specified time within 10 min after a telephone call to a bus-dispatching 
center. 

At the one extreme it might offer unscheduled single passenger door-to-door 
service, like a taxi, or multi-passenger service, like a jitney. At the other ex
treme it might operate like a bus service, picking up passengers along specified 
routes which could include several home pick-ups. The system might also be 
programmed to rendezvous with an express or line-haul carrier, and in serving as 
either a collector or distributor, provide the opportunity to improve the com
plete transportation service (11, p. 59). 

New technology implies " ... innovations so substantial that they are no longer merely 
incremental changes in and additions to existing transportation. Ultimately, this new 
technology may be expected to render parts of the existing transportation system ob
solete" (69, p. 49 ). Consequently, this alternative might be considered an institutional 
change. Tncluded in this category are (a) personal transit, small personal vehicles 
traveling on high-speed automatic guideways; (b) dual-mode transit, automatic guide
ways accommodating both personal transit vehicles and private automobiles from the 
city streets; and (c) novel suburban collection and central circulation systems for transit 
passengers. Because (b) does not require separate overlapping route systems for 
public and private use, it is claimed that the cost per vehicle-mile would be equal to 
or lower than that for urban freeways, and average speed and capacity would surpass 
the best of urban freeways (69, p. 51). 

Whether or not these optimistic claims are justified at the present time, the studies 
suggest that bold approaches are capable of making transit more competitive with the 
private automobile by offering commuters comfort, privacy, and fast portal-to-portal 
service. The new technology, in fact, might offer a commuter a choice of driving his 
own automobile to work, using publicly provided, personal rapid transit, or using some 
combination of these. Thus, the small, electric atuomobiles proposed in alternative 16 
might be integrated into a rapid transit system. 
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It is difficult to evaluate alternatives beyond our range of experience. Many will 
consider these and other alternatives described in Tomorrow's Transportation (77) im
practical. However, the horseless carriage may have been considered even more im 
practical by our great-grandfathers. Fortunately, it is not necessary for an urban area 
to commit itself to either gradualism or the new technology. Demonstration grants can 
finance experiments with new technologies while present service is improved by grad
ualism. Something approaching portal-to-portal service proved quite successful in a 
demonstration project in Peoria, Illinois, described in alternative 8. 

Because there are so many uncertainties during the long-run, predictions about the 
relative efficiency of investment in one mode as opposed to another are highly specula -
tive. To the extent that investment in public transit decreases the demand for auto -
mobile travel (or at least reduces the rate of growth in this demand), it reduces con
gestion (or the rate of growth in congestion) on urban networks. [It is generally agreed 
that in order for transit to be competitive with the private automobile, it must offer 
comparable service at comparable or lower prices. Given the trends in residential 
density, the greater dispersal of economic activity, the price structures of the two 
types of service, and the fact that the behavior of Homo sapiens is strongly conditioned 
by habit, it is becoming increasingly difficult for conventional transit systems to lure 
commuters out of their automobiles. For example, Meyer, Kain, and Wohl argue that 
time reductions in line-haul phases of transit trips may not be sufficient to overcome 
the disadvantages of conventional systems relative to the private automobile in the col
lection and distr ibution phases (78). Consider ations of this nat ure have led to some of 
the less conventional proposals ITT). However , recent studies by Besher s (79) and 
Leavens @Q_) challenge some ofthe assumptions and figures used by Meyer, Kain , 
and Wohl in their comparative cost and travel time calcula tions.] Whether or not the 
allocation of resources is improved depends upon the investment mix among the dif
ferent types of services relative to costs and demand. 

Many transit companies do not break even financially, particularly if long-run capital 
costs are counted. Approval of the BART system for the San Francisco bay area and 
the Metro system in Washington, D. C., indicates that rail rapid transit is still politically 
feasible in certain areas. The Peoria subscription demonstration project indicates that 
certain incremental improvements are financially, administratively, and politically 
feasible (56). More imaginative alternatives such as dial-a-bus and dual-mode systems 
h::ivP vPt to hP tPi:itP<L hut rPi::Parch Slli1'!1'P.sba: thP.v arP. administrativelv feasible (77). 

19~ Build Additional Freeways-Fo;-the past .three to four decades", and particularly 
since the Interstate Highway Act of 1956, the greatest proportion of public investment 
in urban transportation has been in additional highway capacity. Although average 
speeds on urban freeways during peak hours usually are considerably below the 45 to 
50 mph corresponding to the high levels of service highway planners have aimed for, 
there has been an increase in average automobile speeds in many cities that have had 
major freeway programs (81). New York City may be an exception, because frequently 
it is claimed that surface travel requires more time today, particularly in lower Man
hattan, than at the turn of the century. Urban freeway programs have been the subject 
of considerable controversy and the object of a great deal of local opposition, yet they 
have been successful in facilitating the movement of more people by private automobile. 

Judged by how scarce resources are allocated, however, the prices paid by the peak
hour users on the urban freeways built to serve them are considerably below the long
run as well as the short-run marginal costs. If the right-of-way, construction, and 
other costs incurred to provide the service are allocated to the commuter (and most 
transportation planners and highway engineers with whom the author has talked agree 
that the urban freeways under construction or being planned are primarily intended to 
serve the commuter), then commuters using many of these facilities are heavily sub
sidized. This is of particular importance in evaluating freeways, because user charges 
on nontoll facilities range approximately from 0.8 cents to 1.4 cents per vehicle-mile. 
On the basis of these figures Fitch and Associates suggest that user charges may range 
from 4 cents to 10. 6 cents per vehicle-mile below the peak capital costs for urban free
ways where the costs per lane-mile range from $250,000 to $4 million. If the differ
ential between user charges and costs is 5 cents per vehicle-mile (corresponding to a 
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lane-mile cost of $ 2 million), this comes to $1. 00 for a 20-mile round trip. The lane
mile costs for the highways proposed in the 1959 transportation plan for Washington, 
D. C., were es timated to aver age $ 2.35 million (2 , pp. 130, 265). This is s ignificant in 
view of the estimate by Moses and Williamson that a round-tl•ip automobile toll of $1 
would divert 38 percent of the Cook County (Chicago) automobile commuters to public 
transportation (82). The author has made no attempt to calculate the average lane-mile 
cost of the mostrecent highway plan for Washington, D. C., but he has made some simple 
calculations based on the average cost per lane-mile of the urban portion of the Inter
state System. Right-of-way1 engineering, a nd construction costs for four-lane free
ways averaged a little over :i, 500,000 per lane-mile during 1965-66 (83, p. 242). For 
costs of $500,000 per lane-mile, peak-hour volumes of 2,000 vehicles per hour for two 
hours per day, 250 days per year, nonreversible lanes, an expected economic life of 
3 0 years, the 10 percent discount rate (or capital recovery factor of 0.1061) presently 
recommended by the U.S. Bureau of the Budget, and averag,e user charges of 1.4 cents 
per vehicle-mile, the vehicle-mile difference between cost and user charges is 3. 9 
cents. Increasing the number of days to 300 lowers the discrepancy to 3 cents. For 
lane-mile costs of $12 million (slightly less than those of the Center Leg and the South 
Leg of the most recent freeway plan for Washington, D. C.), the discrepancy per vehicle
mile becomes $1.26 on the basis of 250 days, and$ 1.05 for 300 days. 

Given the present pricing, or better, nonpricing, basis for planning additional invest
ment in urban freeways, this alternative holds no promise of producing optimum traffic 
flows. In fact economic efficiency may even be impaired in some instances. However, 
because of the pressures exerted by various vested interests as well as certain insti
tutional rigidities, it is likely that the preponderance of public investment in urban 
transportation will be in urban freeways in the foreseeable future. One of these rigid
ities is the transportation planning process itself. For a description of this process, 
see Urban Mass Transit Planning (84). For critical evaluations, see the recent con-
tributions by Morehouse (85), and byKain (36). . 

If transportation planners can break out of what Kain terms the "preference for pure 
technologies," wherein transportation planning is posed as" ... a choice between invest
ment in roads for private automobile use or a rail rapid transit system ... " (36, p. 19), 
much more efficient freeways might be constructed to provide high levels of bus transit 
service during peak hours, and high levels of automobile service during off-peak hours. 
This suggestion is particularly significant inasmuch as 68 percent of all journeys to 
work by public transit in 1960 were by highway-based vehicles (36). Bus transit has 
impressive advantages over the private automobile in terms of passenger capacity per 
lane (81). Structuring freeways so that bus riders could count on high-speed service, 
perhaps better than they could get from their automobiles, could change the relative de
mand for the two modes significantly. However, after freeways designed exclusively 
for automobiles and trucks have been completed, it is difficult and costly to modify 
them. And as Kain argues, " ... their potential [for bus rapid transit] is less than if 
they had been initially conceived, planned, and designed in these terms" (36, p. 21). 

The question of whether urban freeways presently break even in a financial sense is 
still a question of some dispute (34). Undoubtedly some do and some do not. Experi
ence has shown this alternative to be administratively feasible. However, its indefinite 
political feasibility appears in doubt. [ For example, see The Freeway Revolt (88 ).] 

SUMMARY 

The results of the evaluation of the alternatives are shown in Table 2. In descend-
ing order of their approximate efficiency ratings, they may be summarized as follows: 

1. No alternative satisfies all of the criteria. 
2. No alternative satisfies the efficiency and the feasibility criteria. 
3. Alternatives 2, 15, and 1 satisfy the efficiency criterion, but 2, use marginal-cost 

pricing and 15, allow congestion, presently do not satisy the political feasibility crite
rion, and 1, make compensating payments, does not satisfy the administrative feasi
bility criterion. 
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4. Alternatives 8, 12, 4, 3, 9, 10, 11, and 16 would improve economic efficiency pri
marily by affecting the flow of traffic (and possibly even yield a second best solution). 
The second best solution refers to a situation where the allocation of resources and 
hence the level of satisfaction or net benefits is suboptimal but is the best that can be 
achieved in the face of existing constraints. Many economists believe that marginal -
cost pricing is also the appropriate policy to achieve the second best, St. Clair (34) and 
Wohl (35), notwithstanding. Alternative 8, improve transit service, and alternative 12, 
apply traffic engineering techniques, probably would satisfy both feasibility criteria. 
Alternative 4, apply zone pricing, probably would satisfy the administrative but not the 
political feasibility criterion. Alternatives 3, increase parking rates, 9, shift travel to 
off-peak hours, 10, stagger work hours, 11, encourage car pooling, and 16, reduce auto
mobile size, apparently would satisfy the administrative feasibility and might satisfy the 
political feasibility criterion. 

5. Alternatives 7, reduce transit fares, 8, improve transit service, 11, encourage car 
pooling, 16, reduce automobile size, 18, provide modern rapid transit, and 17, build 
new towns, if pursued vigorously, might improve economic efficiency by significantly 
reducing air pollution and noise costs as well as by affecting traffic flows. 

6. Alternatives 5, increase fuel taxes, 6, increase automobile excise taxes, and 4, 
apply zone pricing, might impr ove economic efficiency and pass the administrative 
feasibility test but would fail the political feasibility test. 

7. Alternative 17, build new towns, passes both the feasibility tests but its ability to 
improve economic efficiency appears uncertain. 

TABLE 2 

EVALUATION OF COMMUTER TRANSPORTATION ALTERNATIVES 

Alternatives 

Short-Run 

1. Make Compensating Payments 
2. Use Marginal-Coat Pricing 

3. Increase Parking Rates 

4. Apply Zone Pricing 

5, Increase Fuel Taxes 

6. Increase Automobile Excise Taxes 
7. Reduce Transit Fares 
8. Improve Transit Service 

Institutional Changes: 

9. Shift Travel to OU-Peak Hours 

Miscellaneous: 

10. Stagger Work Hours 
11. Encourage Car Pooling 
12. Apply Trame Engineering Techniques 
13. Restrict Vehicles 
14. Allow Congestion 

Long-Run 

Price Changes: 

15. Use Marginal-Coat Pricing 

Institutional Changes: 

16. Reduce Automobile Size 
17. Build New Towns 

Miscellaneous: 

18. Provide Modern Rapid Transit 
19. Build Additional Freeways 

Economic 
Efficiency 
(optimum 

traffic flows) 

I or II 
I 

II 

II 

? 

? 
? 

II 

II 

II 
II 
II 
? 

0 

II 
? 

? 
? 

Break 
Even 

Yes 
(surplus) 

Yee 
(surplus) 

Yes 
(surplus) 

Yes 
(surplus) 

Yea 
No 

? 

? 

? 
? 

Crlteriaa 

Institutional Constraints 

Administrative Political E Community 
Feasibility Feasibility quity Goals 

No 
Yea 

Yee 

Yea 

Yea 

Yes 
Yee 
Yea 

Yea 

Yea 
Yes 
Yes 
Yea 
Yes 

Yes 

Yea 
Yes 

Yes 
Yes 

Yes 
No 

No 

No 

No 
? 

Yes 

? 

? 
? 

Yes 
No 
Yes 

No 

? 
Yes 

Yea 
? 

0 1, would produce on optimum flow of traffic; 11, would not produce an optimum flow of traffic but would lead to a more efficient solution; 0, would 
not produce an optimum flow of traffic end would not lead to a more efficient solution; ?, unce rtain; and -, not applicable. 
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8. Alternative 13, allow congestion, passes the feasibility test but apparently would 
not improve economic efficiency. 

9. Alternative 19, build additional freeways, is uncertain with respect to political 
feasibility and improvements in economic efficiency. 

Some of the author's conclusions may be questioned. Because urban areas differ in 
such important trip-making determinants as economic base, per capita income, topog
raphy, and transportation alternatives, generalizations are difficult. Some of the alter
natives cover a wide range of possibilities, especially improve transit service (8), build 
new towns (17), provide modern rapid transit (18), and, perhaps, build additional free
ways (19). Depending on the assumptions, strong arguments could be made for or 
against these alternatives on the grounds of economic efficiency. 

Not all of the variables and the interactions-the systems effects-can be treated 
Because some of the alternatives are untried, one is forced to speculate. The costs 
of implementing road pricing, particularly by electronic or optical scanning, might 
prove so costly as to render marginal-cost pricing, alternatives 2 and 15, a second 
best rather than an optimum alternative. However, dynamic forces should not be over
looked. The political as well as the administrative feasibility of road pricing might 
change significantly within a decade. 

Finally, the author's own values affect his appraisal. However, to the extent that 
the assumptions underlying the analyses of the alternatives portray technology, tastes, 
transportation alternatives, and other trip-making determinants in actual situations, 
the author believes that his conclusions merit consideration. Consequently, he has a 
greater degree of confidence in his evaluation of alternatives 1, make compensating 
payments, 2 and 15, use marginal cost-pricing 4, apply zone pricing, 5 and 6, increase 
fuel and automobile excise taxes, 8, improve transit service, 12, apply traffic engineer
ing techniques, and 14, allow congestion. 

CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

The emphasis in this paper has been on illustrating how economic analysis can as
sist in the administration and planning of urban transportation systems and on suggest
ing a framework for evaluating alternatives. As a result of the analysis, certain con
clusions emerge that have important policy implications. 

First, a great deal more attention should be devoted to basic economic concepts, and 
particularly to price. The allocating and rationing functions of price in a market econ
omy are poorly understood, and its potentials for achieving social and economic ob
jectives are grossly underestimated. For normative or prescriptive purposes, it can 
be employed to increase the level of satisfaction obtained from resources that are 
scarce. Even where there are formidable problems in pricing transportation services 
according to marginal social costs, the principle is quite important because it facili -
tates understanding the nature of an efficient solution and the problems of attaining this 
goal. For example, it was suggested that some of the alternatives might be regarded 
as substitutes for a pricing solution, particularly if they were pursued simultaneously 
and vigorously. However, the failure of people to voluntarily stagger their hours of 
work within the peak, to shift their travel times to off-peak hours, to carpool, to switch 
to public transportation, or to live in new towns in significant numbers suggests an even 
more basic point: These alternatives would contribute more to economic efficiency if 
employed in conjunction with a pricing scheme rather than in place of one. Increasing 
the price of peak automobile travel would encourage commuters to carpool and to use 
public transportation. It is the absence of a market for motor vehicle travel that makes 
it difficult to implement nonmarket alternatives, and for them to achieve significant results. 

If the primary goal is not economic efficiency, positive or descriptive economic anal
ysis can assist in predicting the results of alternatives. It is significant that if the goal 
is to reduce congestion, especially during the peak hours, a pricing scheme probably 
would be the most effective measure. Conceivably, such an analysis might result in a 
recommendation to increase prices by amounts greater than necessary to achieve flows 
that would be optimum in the context of welfare economics. 

Second, even though there is no market for automobile travel except on toll roads, 
the general question of efficiency in urban transportation can be approached from the 
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point of view of eliminating market imperfections that prevent prices from performing 
their rationing and allocating roles properly. The market imperfections that work 
against economic efficiency in automobile travel, particularly for the journey to work, 
include the following : (a) price distortions as a result of external costs (especially con
gestion, noise , and air pOlllltion), cross -subsidies among groups of automobile users 
(particularly where facilities are built primax-ily to serve commuters), disparities con 
cerning the amounts and the terms of federal financial assistance to different modes, 
and differences in local property tax treatment of rights-of-way; (b) differences in the 
perception of prices as a consequence of differences in the means of collecting the user 
charges (i.e., excise taxes on automobiles and parts, license and registration fees, and 
fuel taxes vis-a-vis the transit fare box) and the tendency to overlook or minimize the 
fixed or capital _costs of the automobile; (c) the absence of alternatives to the private 
automobile for many commuters; and (d) inadequate information on the part of planners 
and policy-makers concerning the range of possible alternatives and their respective 
costs and benefits. A variety of measures might be employed, but a pricing scheme 
would be a very potent means of reducing the magnitude of these imperfections, with 
the possible exception of (d), and of raising the level of economic performance or urban 
transportation systems. 

Third, those involved in the administration and planning of urban transportation sys
tems should ponder the conclusion that some of the alternatives that apparently would 
increase the net benefits of transportation are currently politically unacceptable. It 
is tempting to conclude that people rank other goals such as equity higher than economic 
efficiency. This may be the case, particularly if it appears that some groups will be 
greatly disadvantaged, yet it is also possible that people are not sufficiently informed 
about the available alternatives and their costs and benefits. Moreover, some of the 
alternatives will improve the welfare of individuals only if there is some collective 
mechanism to permit their accomplishment. Decisions on the part of a few individuals 
to change their mode of travel or to carry more passengers in their cars will not de
crease their travel times, or those of the rest of the commuters. 

Also, care should be taken to avoid what Kain calls the "premature imposition of 
constraints" 

u.,hon -::i,rlminir+r'!!l+nrr- nr,n;nnn.-.,. nl'!!lnnorr -:anrl n+hnr +nnh.-.;,..;..,..,,.. ,-1,.,..iAn +&.-.-.+ "' ·······-·· ----· ······--·- ...... . _, -••::,••·--·-, ... ............. -, .......................................... ,_ ........................ '" ... 
particular alternative would be unacceptable for political reasons or to the public. 
Judgments of this kind suffer from several shortcomings. First, they imply that 
there are certain absolutes. Yet my experience with democratic societies suggests 
that the community can be educated and public opinion can be changed and 
whether something is worth doing in the political arena depends on its costs and 
benefits. Second, they imply that technicians are more capable of determining 
political feasibility or public acceptability than policy makers or responsible 
ministers. This I regard as both improbable and illegal and inappropriate siezure 
of power by technicians that is inimical to the principles of our democratic 
societies (36, p. 10). 

Kain goes on to warn that the "worst aspect of 'premature imposition of constraints' is 
that such action frequently leads to a situation where certain alternatives are no longer 
considered at all" (36, p. 10). 

Again, road pricing is a case in point. People are accustomed to paying higher rates 
for parking and for long-distance telephone calls during working hours, and for air 
travel and for food and lodging at resorts during holidays and summer months. Can 
administrators, engineers, planners, and other technicians predict with confidence that 
the public would overwhelmingly reject the idea of pricing intraurban travel according 
to marginal social cost if (a) the logic of the proposal were clearly presented; (b) the 
benefits were explained (e.g., faster travel time during peak hours, lower levels of air 
pollution, a source of revenue, reduced needs or requirements for additional freeway 
capacity, but better information for planners concerning the demand for travel on all 
modes); (c) transit alternatives were increased to permit people a wider range of choice, 
particularly to avoid severely penalizing those who were "tolled off"; and (d) the scheme 
were accompanied by the reduction, or complete elimination or refunding, of all other 
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user charges? This alternative, or higher parking charges, would be an excellent 
candidate for a demonstration project. 

Fourth, more effort should be devoted to making the most efficient uses of previous 
transport investments, particularly before large-scale investments in new capacity are 
undertaken. Again, Kain puts it well when he claims that we are obsessed with a "long
range planning syndrome," or " ... the tendency of most current metropolitan transport 
planning ... to deal with conditions and problems 2 0 or 3 0 years in the future . . . . It is 
primarily present or near-term conditions that determine choices in the near future" 
(36, p. 13 ). He criticizes this orientation on the grounds that it builds a pronounced 
construction bias into the studies, and that it implies that existing facilities are being 
used most efficiently. It also raises a more basic question: If current facilities are 
used inefficiently, how can one expect future facilities to be efficiently used? 

A number of short-run alternatives were evaluated, and some were suggested to be 
logical candidates to increase net benefits in the short-run. However, it was pointed 
out earlier that such obvious expedients as staggering work hours and car pooling need 
the goad of price to be most effective. Greater efforts should,be exerted to discover 
other ways to make better use of the existing transportation system. One possibility, 
which has received comparatively little attention to date, is to discover means to make 
greater use of taxicabs for the journey to work. 

Finally, it should be pointed out that the alternative that probably would be suggested 
by most economists-to synthesize a market and, insofar as poss ible , to charge prices 
equal to marginal social costs-is not without its detractors (16, 34, 37). [It is not pos
s ible within the confines of this paper to deve lop and respond to all ofihe obj ections to 
roa d pricing. At least two studies already have evaluated the major objections (~ 38 ). 
Some of the objections are valid; however, the critics have all but ignored three im -
portant facets of pricing and economic efficiency in the context of the urban economy 
as a whole. First, they have concentrated on the rationing role of price almost to the 
complete exclusion of its allocating role. As well as limiting demand, prices direct 
individuals to substitute services. Short-run substitutes include different routes, dif
ferent times of travel, different modes of travel, and car pools in lieu of the single
occupant vehicle. In the long run, the range of choices also would include changes in 
residential (or work) locations. Second, the critics have focused on only one of the 
external costs of motor vehicle travel, congestion, and have largely ignored other 
externalities such as air pollution, noise, loss of aesthetics, and disruption of neighbor
hoods that frequently result from the construction of urban freeways. Third, they have 
disregarded the wider effects on the urban economy of serious distortions in the price 
of a fundamental service. Although the results of such a price distortion on resource 
allocation and the prices paid by consumers for final products are quite difficult to 
quantify, such distortions have important implications concerning the length and the 
number of trips by different modes, the amount of investment in additional capacity 
among the different modes, the location of economic activity, and urban ecology.] 

Even Vickrey, the leading advocate, warns that economic efficiency is not the only 
desirable social goal, and cautions against blind obedience to the marginal -cost prin
ciple (3 9 ). However, he emphasizes that some of the objections to marginal -cost pric
ing also apply to other pricing formulas, and that public enterprises cannot ignore 
marginal -cost considerations in their price and investment decisions ( 40 ). Before the 
implementation of any pricing scheme, even on an experimental basis, careful attention 
should be given to considerations such as the possibility of undesirable impacts, how
ever determined, on certain groups. 

For those inclined to dismiss lightly the idea of creating a market for motor vehicle 
travel or otherwise raising the price of motor vehicle trips (e.g., by increasing parking 
rates), the author has a parting thought. During the depression of the 1930's, Keynes 
urged central governments to use the monetary and fiscal tools at their disposal to 
raise levels of employment and income. At the time, his recommendations were not 
consistent with traditional economic doctrine and conventional political philosophy. How
ever, except for a few holdouts, changes in Federal Reserve discount rates, changes in 
federal income and excise tax rates, and depreciation allowances are now considered 
orthodox practice-especially duri~ periods of recession and inflation. In 1968, landing 
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fees for small planes were increased in the New York, Boston, and Washington, D. C., 
metropolitan areas following a period of unusually long delays for aircraft using the 
major airports in these areas (41). Prior to these increases, both the Assistant Sec
retary and the Deputy AssistantSecretary for Policy Development of the U.S. Depart
ment of Transportation suggested higher landing fees as a means of improving eco
nomic efficiency at congested airports ( 42 ). More recently, both the Transportation 
Department Secretary and the AssistantSecretary for Policy and International Affairs 
in the Republican Administration have raised the possibility of road pricing (43, 44). 
These developments probably would not have surprised Keynes, who in the last pages 
of his General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money wrote: " ... the ideas of econ
omists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they are wrong, 
are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed, the world is ruled by little 
else" (45, p. 383). 
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Appendix 
SUMMARY OF THE ROAD-PRICING ARGUMENT 

A hypothetical urban freeway will be examined, and, in order to concentrate on ex
ternal costs, it will be assumed that maintenance and traffic control costs are so small 
that they may be ignored. 

The Short-Run 

The normative problem in the short-run may be regarded as how to make the most 
efficient use of certain resources in fixed supply, given the total amount of resources, 
tastes, institutions, and technology. The focus will be on fixed highway capacity, and 
substitute and complementary relationships of automobile travel vis -a-vis other goods 
and services will be ignored. The hypothetical freeway will be treated as a public en -
terprise, and it will be assumed that the crucial decisions are concerned with price 
(parti cularly tolls) and output (traffic volume). 

As explained earlier. vehicle operating, travel time, and risk costs are largely in
ternal to road users as a group. However, to the degree they result from delays and 
congestion, they are external to individual road users. The air pollution and noise costs 
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are largely external to road users at all volumes of traffic. For simplification, the 
congestion costs that are external to the individual user but internal to road user s as 
a class will be referred to as the Type I costs, and that portion of th·e air pollution and 
noise costs that are external to road users will be referred to as the Type II costs. The 
road users' internal and external costs combined constitute the total social costs of 
motor vehicle travel in the short-run. 

In Figure 1 (which is not necessarily drawn to scale), the abscissa represents traf
fic volume in vehicles per hour (vph), and the ordinate represents costs in cents per 
vehicle-mile. If the Type II costs are ignored, then for the hypothetical freeway, the 
functions representing the short-run a vera and marginal social costs per vehicle
mile may be illustrated by SRAC and SRMC respectively. Because, by definition, the 
function SRAC excludes any costs that are external to road users, it is also the average 
private cost function. And because it shows the personal marginal costs per vehicle
mile that additional drivers will experience, it is also the marginal private cost curve. 

At low traffic volumes, vehicles will not interfere with each other appreciably, and 
there will be no external or spillover costs as additional vehicles enter the facility. 
Consequently average a nd mru:ginal social costs may be assumed to be very nearly 
equal and constant. How ver , as traffic volumes rise above the level OXo vpb, traffic 
density will reach the level where additional vehicles will signiiicantly impede the flow 
of traffic, a nd the ·ont r ibution to total travel costs of additional driver s (r epresented 
by the SRMC curve) will exceed their own personal costs (represented by the SRAC 
curve). Normally, the SRAC curve is the volume-price curve as seen by the driver, 
and the equilibrium volume of traffic will be determined by the intersection of this func
tion with the demand function DD' (which may also be interpreted as the marginal social 
benefit curve). (For simplification, it will be assumed that there are no fuel taxes. The 
inclusion of fuel taxes would not cha nge th e s hap e or the position of the social cost func
tions, because taxes are tr ansfer pa yme nts and not opportunity costs. If fuel taxes are 
inc luded, however, then the SRAC function no longer desc11ibes the volume-price r e la
tions hip as perceived by the road users). This volume, OX1 vph, r esult s in nel benefits 
equal to LDG, i.e., total benefits ODGX1 minus total costs OLGX 1• This is not the largest 
amount of net benefits that might be realized. The largest s wn, BDEF or total benefits 
ODEX2 minus total costs OBF~, is found at the intersection of the demand function DD' 
with the marginal cost function SRMC, corresponding to a volume of OX2 vph. 
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Figure I. Sh«t-run cost, demand, and pricing relationships. 
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The failure to achieve an equilibrium with higher net benefits is no fault of the road 
users, for they are acting rationally, given the prices and costs confronting them. Con -
sequently, what is needed is a method to capture all of the additional social costs created 
by the additional driver so that he will include them in his decision-making. A toll 
equal to the difference between the SRAC and SRMC functions will accomplish this. With 
such a toll, the SRMC function becomes the drivers' cost and price-volume curve. If 
all drivers pay a toll equal to EF, then equilibrium will result at OX2 vph, or at the vol
ume that yields the largest net benefits. I'. For a more detailed analysis and a mathe
matical proof that the optimum congestion toll would exactly cover the capital costs of 
a highway of optimum capacity (i.e., that the efficient long-run solution is also the effi -
cient short-run solution), given the assumptions stated earlier, see the contributions 
by Mohring (21, 66).] 

Diagramatically, the reduction in total benefits, X 2EGX1 , is smaller than the reduc
tion in total costs (the difference between the rectangles OLGX1 and OBFX2 ). Because 
the remaining drivers must pay a higher price, X2E as compared to X1G, and because 
a toll revenue is included in the net benefits, it may be difficult to under stand why econ -
omists claim the volume 0~ vph is the most efficient. In addition to being the volume 
that yields the greatest net benefits in the sense developed in this paper, it can also be 
said that, at the price X2E corresponding to that volume, only those who value that par
ticular service (i.e., the route, direction, mode, occupancy ratio, and time of travel) by 
an amount equal to or greater than the additional costs to society of providing the ser
vice will consume it. Those who value the particular service less than its marginal 
social costs will choose other alternatives. To argue that the efficient solution im -
proves the welfare of society as a whole requires further assumptions and value judg
ments, the most important of which are (a) that benefits as revealed by willingness to 
pay are an adequate representation of individual utilities and (b) that society is better 
off following a change in resource allocation if the increases in net benefits to some 
exceed the decreases in net benefits to others. Value judgments of this type cannot 
be avoided when making decisions about public projects, whether the decisions are made 
on the basis of an economic analysis or as part of the conventional urban transportation 
planning process. What is important is that the ethical and value considerations be 
recognized and explicitly stated. Earlier sections have additional comments on this 
general problem. 

But to conclude that the volume OX2 vph is optimal is to ignore the Type II exter
nalities, the air pollution and noise costs of motor vehicle travel. Much less is known 
about these costs than about the Type I costs (particularly the operating costs), but it 
is known that the amounts of air pollution and noise that a motor vehicle produces in -
crease as the vehicle accelerates and decelerates in response to the higher densities 
associated with higher traffic volumes (87 ). Consequently, it is safe to assume that 
at some point the average and marginal cost functions of air pollution and noise begin 
to rise as traffic volumes increase. For simplification, it will be assumed that the 
functions describing the Type II costs have the same general character as the functions 
describing the Type I costs. 

In order to arrive at an aggregate marginal social cost function, it would be neces
sary to add the Type II to the Type I costs in Figure 1. This would shift the SRAC
SRMC functions upward and would result in a higher price and a lower volume at the 
new equilibrium. 

However, the presence of the Type II costs has another important implication: To 
the extent that there are external costs at all volumes of traffic, efficiency tolls would 
be in order, even in the absence of congestion: It would be erroneous to conclude, how
ever, that air pollution and noise inevitably result in external costs. Under favorable 
wind and temperature conditions, the air pollution costs might be negligible or even 
zero, at least in the short-run. Similarly, motor vehicle noise might be completely 
masked by a thunderstorm. It is difficult to imagine instances, however, in which motor 
vehicle noise and air pollution would produce external benefits. 
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The Long-Run 

In the long-run, the normative question is how to obtain Lhe maximum net benefits 
from resources when plant scales (including the capacities of highways) can be changed. 
Although technology, tastes, and institutions also can change over time periods involv
ing several years, it must be assumed that during the period in question these influences 
are relatively constant, or that they change in predictable ways. In the context of a 
public enterprise, the crucial questions of optimum price and output over the long-run 
involve estimates of optimum plant scale, given anticipated demand and costs. 

The long-run costs are summarized in Table 1, and the long-run demand for travel 
in the discussion of alternative 15. The normative guide for the short-run applies with 
equal force to the long-run: at any point in time, the volume should be such that P == 

SRMC. If simultaneously P == SRMC == LRMC, capacity is optimal, and the public enter
prise (i.e., the highway) is in long-run equilibrium. If P == SRMC > LRMC, capacity 
should be expanded to the point that P == SRMC == LRMC and, conversely, if P == SRMC < 
LRMC. 

These price, output, and capacity relationships are illustrated in Figures 2 and 3. 
To simplify the explanation, it will be assumed that there are constant returns to scale, 
and that the factors of production are perfectly divisible (i.e., there are no discontinui
ties in the cost functions). To be consistent with Table 1, A will denote all costs as
sociated with the construction and the existence of roads, and B will denote all costs 
resulting from traveling on roads. For the time period in question, B represents SRMC, 
B + A represents LRMC, and the difference between the two is the long-run capacity 
costs, with all costs expressed in cents per vehicle-mile. It will also be convenient 
to assume that the SRMC function has the same characteristics as its counterpart for 
fuel or running costs in thermal -electric plants, i.e., practically constant up to the rigid 
capacity limit, Xo, and almost infinite at that point. If air pollution and noise costs are 
disregarded, then B corresponds to the average private cost function as well as the SRMC 
function. 

Suppose that the demand function in Figure 2 initially is D4• If the price that the 
drivers perceive is OB, then the number of trips that they will want to take during the 
time period will be OX1 vph. However, with a capacity of only OXo available, the de -
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figure 2. Long-run cost, demand, capacity, and pricing relationships for a single time period. 
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Figure 3. Long-run cost, demand, capacity, and pricing relationships for two time periods. 

:nand at the price OB will exceed the capacity of the facility by XoX1 vph. In order to 
~ation the service so that those who value it most (as indicated by ability andwillingness 
:o pay) receive it, it is necessary to impose a congestion toll equal to accents per-
1ehicle-mile. A toll of this amount would result in an optimal utilization of capacity, 
.. e., one that would maximize net benefits. 

If the demand function shifted to D5 , the short-run volume would still be OXo vph, 
md a toll equal to ad would be necessary to achieve an optimum utilization of capacity. 
-Iowever,atapriceequaltoX0d the SRMC would exceed the LRMC, and expansion to a 
;cale of OX1 vph so that P = SRMC = LRMC would be necessary to achieve long-run 
!quilibrium. If the demand function shifted to D

3 
a toll equal to ab would be necessary 

o achieve the most efficient utilization of capacity. 
If the demand function shifted to D

1
, there would be excess capacity of X2X0 in the 

1hort-run at volume OX2 vph corresponding to P = SRMC. For the functions Dl' D2, and 
) 3 , there is excess capacity over the long-run. Thus for D., the optimum scale would 
:orrespond to OXi vph. Consequently, as the capacity represented by X3 X0 wore out, 
t would not be replaced, because the information provided by the demand function in
licates that the road users do not value the service provided by the capacity JC.iX0 enough 
o warrant the marginal social costs required to maintain it over the long-run. 

From what has been said, it might be concluded that additional capacity is justified 
nly if the peak demand exceeds the LRMC in short-run equilibrium. While such a 
elationship is a sufficient condition, it is not a necessary condition. Assume that D1 

nd D2 in Figure 3 represent demand functions for independent, nonoverlapping time 
eriods of equal duration, and that D2 represents the peak demand. The optimum short
un solution calls for full utilization of capacity and, hence, equal volumes in both pe
iods, although the toll for D2 (ac) would be higher than that for D 1 (ab). Neither demand 
.mction by itself justifies expansion of capacity. However, because the periods do not 
verlap, they both can use the same capacity. By adding the two SRMC funclions to the 
Jng-run capacity cost function, a joint LRMC function, 2B + A, is obtained. If D1 and 
12 are also added vertically, then a joint demand curve for capacity, D1 + D2, is the 
es ult. 

If the joint demand for capacity equals the joint LRMC at the existing capacity level, 
e., if D1 + D2 = 2B + A at OX0 vph, then that capacity level is optimal. However, in 

45 



46 

Figure 3, D1 + D2 > 2B + A at capacity OX0 , and capacity should be expanded until long
run demand and marginal cost are equal, i.e., to the ievel OX1• At the new equilibrium, 
OXi, traffic volumes during both time periods would be at full capacity, and road users 
would still pay tolls (although the tolls-dt and de for D2 and D1 respectively-would be 
lower than at the smaller capacity). If D1 + D2 < 2B + A, capacity should be reduced. 

To recapitulate: As in the single time-period analysis, optimum capacity is deter
mined by the intersection of the joint demand and LRMC functions, and optimum prices 
and volumes are determined by the intersection of reparable demand and SRMC functions. 

Relaxing the assumptions so that the examples approximate more closely actual 
situations complicates the analysis but d0es not change the normative rules. The fact 
that roads come in discrete sizes with lanes approximately 12 ft wide may render more 
difficult the decision of whether (and how much) to expand capacity. If the analyst is 
left straddling a fence because the optimum capacity appears to be 2. 5 lanes in each 
direction, he should consider the possibility of co-nstructing fewer lanes, and making 
one or more reversible during peak hours. Because of this "lumpiness" of invest
ment and other influences resulting in deviations from optimum capacity (e.g., growth 
in traffic, errors in forecasting, and administrative failures), tolls must be flexible in 
order to bring traffic flows as close as possible to the optimum levels. Similarly, the 
assumptions of linear cost functions and of only two nonoverlapping time periods of 
equal duration merely facilitate graphic explanation. 

In practice, long-run costs tend to fall in rural areas and to rise in urbau areas, 
particularly those that are congested. Unfortunately, not a great deal i s known about 
the interrelationships of the demand for travel, particularly noncommuter travel, dur
ing different hours of the day. Greater efforts should be made to build structural mod
els to relate (a) the number of passenger trips stratified according to purpose, mode, 
time of travel, origin and destination, and route to (b) such trip determinants as mon
etary outlays, travel time, modal service characteristics, socioeconomic characteris
tics, and land uses. 




