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Studies indicate a 

16- to 18-lane 

bridge will be 

required to 

accommodate 

the expected 

travel growth for 

the year 2020 

and beyond. 

Benefits and Detriments of 
Value Pricing 

Quantifying the costs and savings 
related to HOT lanes can be difficult 
since motorists value their time differ-
ently. Doctors trying reach the scene 
of an emergency or parents trying to 
get to daycare centers before they are 
charged a hefty late fee are people 
who care more about the penalties of 
missed deadlines than the cost of 
driving. 

Some policymakers are con-
cerned that if too many HOV lanes 
are converted to HOT lanes, conges-
tion will worsen in unrestricted lanes 
which will, in turn, force more mo-
torists to use HOT lanes, thus reduc-
ing the ease of travelling in HOT 
lanes. However, when HOT lanes are 
implemented, motorists appreciate 
the ease of driving, despite the costs, 
on roads that monitor and control the 
flow of traffic. Additionally, those 
drivers who choose not to pay the fee 
to use the HOT lanes will use public 
transportation, increasing the rev-
enue of that service, or will use car-
pools. 

The effectiveness of value pricing 
could be harmed by corporate travel 
expense subsidization, which would 
make the increased costs irrelevant to 
motorists and cause an inordinate 
proportion of single-driver vehicles 
to use HOT lanes. If higher costs of 
travel during peak travel times are ir-
relevant to motorists, the policy will 
not change travel behavior and its at-
traction will be diminished. To avoid 
this problem, businesses need to su p-
plement ridesharing programs by 

providing business vanpools or tran-
sit subsidies rather than by reimburs-
ing employees for any transportation 
expenses incurred. 

Although value pricing has been 
proven to be effective in reducing 
traffic congestion, some argue that 
the policy is unfair because lower- in-
come drivers will contribute a larger 
percentage of their income to such 
tolls than higher-income motorists, 
making the policy a form of regres-
sive taxation. For instance, one sur-
vey of the HOT lane users on San 
Diego's Interstate 15 found that half 
of the respondents had annual in-
comes of $75,000 or more, 29 percent 
earned between $40,000 and $75,000 
and four percent had incomes of less 
than $40,000,35 However, other sur-
veys have indicated that motorists us-
ing HOT lanes in California are 
similar to those motorists using unre-
strictedlanes.36 

Since the use of HOT lanes is 
based on the value of time, not in-
come, all income levels can benefit 
from using faster roadway service. 
Moreover, although value pricing is 
regressive, lower-income people usu-
ally drive less, on average, than those 
with higher incomes.37 In addition, 
lower-income groups usually reside 
within city limits, potentially limiting 
the use of HOT facilities. 38 

Additionally, value pricing also 
makes alternative forms of mass tran-
sit, such as taxis, buses and vanpools, 
more effective. Revenues collected 
from HOT lanes will allow metropoli-
tan areas to reinvest in current and fu-
ture transportation needs, such as 
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subways, light rail systems and bus 
routes, making these systems more 
efficient and attractive; in fact, if one 
percent of all suburban commuter 
trips, which account for 16 percent of 
all work trips, switched to mass tran-
sit, demand for mass transit would in-
crease by 422,000 trips daily-and 
reduce road congestion by a corre-
sponding amount. Investment and 
expansion of alternative transporta-
tion systems would also significantly 
benefit the mobility of non-drivers,39 

Although there are some inequal-
ities associated with value pricing, 
most situations are self-correcting. 
While on the surface, HOT lanes may 
seem to disproportionately benefit 
wealthier drivers, the effects of value 
pricing more than make up for any 
flaw in the system. Moreover, greater 
revenues and increased opportunities 
for infrastructure development make 
value pricing an overall equitable 
venture. 

But despite its benefits, conges-
tion pricing is not always popular 
with the public. In 1994, a conges-
tion-pricing proposal of the San 
Francisco - Oakland Bay Bridge de-
termined that the implementation of a 
$3 toll for west bound traffic during 
the hours of 6 a.m. to 9:30 a.m. and 3 
p.m. to 6 p.m. for automobiles with 
two occupants or less would reduce 
delays by almost half (from a 20-
minute to a 12-minute delay in the 
morning and from a IS-minute to an 
8-minute delay in the evening).40 
Additionally, $22 million would be 
collected in l'evenues annually from 
the increase in tolls, which would be 

used to support mass transit, rideshar-
ing and other transportation services 
in the area.41 Despite such appealing 
findings, the congestion pricing proj-
ect was not undertaken since politi-
cians were reluctant to enact 
legislation that could have been per-
ceived as a tax increase. 

Conclusion 
No sane motorist would actually 

choose to sit in traffic if a viable alter-
native were available. Yet on a daily 
basis, drivers watch roadways turn 
into parking lots and are reluctant to 
change their driving behavior. 
Instead, motorists have accommodat-
ed traffic congestion by turning cars 
into mobile offices complete with CD 
players, cellular phones and lap top 
computers. 

Motorists do not have to be stuck 
behind the wheel. Innovations such 
as value pricing and the Electronic 
Toll Collection (ETC) illustrate that 
motorists are not condemned to en-
dure current (and increasing) levels 
of congestion. Significant increases in 
traffic flows can be made if policy-
makers and motorists, alike, arc will-
ing to take the first steps, To do so, 
motorists must begin to place a high-
er value their time raher than on 
"free" roadways. Likewise, policy-
makers must acknowledge the bene-
fits associated with value pricing.-t· 

Greater revenues 

and increased 

opportunities for 

infrastructure 

development 

make value 

pricing an overall 

equitable 

venture. 
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