The Road Less Travelled: Congestion Pricing for New York City

Abstract:


In 2008, Mayor Bloomberg proposed a Congestion Pricing plan which would affect vehicles (other than taxis, official vehicles, and vehicles with handicapped tags) using city streets in Manhattan below 60th Street on weekdays between 6 AM and 6 PM. Cars would be charged $8 for entry, and trucks would be charged $21. These fees would be collected by E-ZPass and would be enforced by license plate recognizing cameras. This proposal has been passed in the City Council already.

The Transportation Committee of the Manhattan Young Democrats endorses this plan and recommends its implementation, subject to several modifications. These include: (1) the reduction or elimination of tolls on the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, to encourage traffic between Long Island and New Jersey to avoid Manhattan; (2) the provision of exemptions to the toll for commuters who drive into the city and for whom the new tax would constitute an unreasonable financial burden; (3) the allocation of recourses by the city towards more research on the feasibility of programs such as the ones applied in Singapore, London, and Stockholm as they would pertain to New York; and (4) that specific and immediate attention be paid towards addressing congestion in neighborhoods with high rates of asthma, such as Harlem, South Bronx, and Bedford Stuyvesant.

Background:


The issue of congestion in Manhattan is one which need not be explained to anyone who has ever attempted to travel by car or taxi through midtown during the day. In this area, traffic crawls at an average pace of just 4.4 miles per hour, meaning a cross-town trip can take upwards of a half an hour.
 As troubling as this is, the economic concerns underscore the importance of correcting the problem. According to one estimate, the city of New York loses a total of $2,500,000,000 (two-and-one-half-billion-dollars) every year in lost productivity of the people stuck in traffic in Manhattan south of 60th Street.
 Given this, the question that comes naturally is how the city can decrease the amount of congestion in Midtown and Lower Manhattan. One method of attaining this goal would be the imposition of a congestion pricing plan on cars and trucks driving into or within a defined area of the city.

Objectives:

A. 
Reduce Traffic Congestion. This not only makes the urban core more pedestrian-friendly, but also speeds up traffic, especially for emergency vehicles like police cars and ambulances.
B.
Cut CO2 emissions. This is a particular problem in certain parts of the city where pollution caused by traffic has become a serious public health problem, and has been a primary factor in the steep rise in the percentage of residents of those neighborhoods who suffer from asthma.

C.
Raise public funds. Most of the funds raised are likely to go to supporting public transit, and toward eliminating the deficit for both the city and the MTA.

D.
Create a fairer burden on taxpayers from different parts of the state. In this interest, either discounts for low income urban residents or a voucher scheme for urban residents could be developed.

Alternatives:

A.
The Bloomberg Plan, as passed by the City Council in March 2008. As previously stated, the Bloomberg Plan is acceptable for the most part. In order for it to be enacted, the city would have to erect a large and comprehensive system of cameras across Manhattan south of 60th Street, for the purpose of tracking the license plates of vehicles driving in Manhattan. Critics of this idea have expressed concerns for a possible invasion of the public’s civil liberties that could come with such cameras. Additionally, this proposal would fail to address in any way the problem of traffic-induced asthma in certain parts of the city. Nevertheless, this proposal has already proven popular, having passed the City Council by a vote of 30 in favor to 20 opposed. According to a Quinnipiac poll taken in March of 2008, 67% of New York City voters favor a congestion pricing scheme if the money went toward maintaining and improving public transportation. This poll also showed 60% support statewide, and 51% support even among suburban respondents, who are assumed to be the ones who would benefit the least from a congestion tax.

B.
Some have proposed attempting to reduce congestion by making subways and busses completely free to use.
 The lost revenue would then be made up for through the imposition of a congestion toll on all cars driving into the city. While this would certainly encourage more people to use public transportation in lieu of driving, the proposal is unworkable for fairly obvious reasons. Chiefly, the fact that the MTA already runs a large budget deficit, and that congestion tolls could not be expected to adequately replace transit fares as a source of revenue. Additionally, if the very premise of this proposal holds true, that it would encourage more people to take public transportation and give up on driving in to the city, then the MTA would be faced with rapidly growing demand for transportation, and at the same time, a rapidly shrinking stream of revenue.

C. 
In an article posted on May 18th, 2009, blogger Nate Silver proposed “giving every low-income worker in Manhattan an annual allotment of transferable congestion vouchers. On the rare occasions when these workers needed to drive into the city, they could do so free of charge. And they could earn some extra money by selling any vouchers they didn’t need on Craigslist.
” This would solve the problem of regressive taxation, a problem which is inherent to all tolls, fees, and sales taxes. It would also, however, effectively create a new currency, which would have to be regulated by controlling the supply, in order to keep the value of a voucher close to par with the dollar price of the fee. Regardless, it is a proposal worthy of consideration, in order to prevent low income commuters from paying an unfair burden.

D.
Several cities around the world have already experimented with and implemented congestion pricing plans. These include Singapore, London, and Stockholm. In Singapore, for example, computers monitor traffic 24/7 and set prices for driving in certain areas of the city in real time, based on the amount of traffic and the time of day. In London, vehicles are charged differently according to their fuel efficiency, with vehicles that burn less gas being charged less to drive in the inner city. In Stockholm, vehicles are charged fixed, but different rates for entering or exiting the defined area at different times of day. All three of these ideas are interesting and worthy of consideration.

Recommendation:

As stated, the MYD Transportation Committee endorses and recommends the proposal that was voted on by the City Council in March of 2008. Additionally, we propose several items to be attached to the bill:

1. Reduction of tolls on the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge in order to encourage traffic to go around Manhattan, rather than through it.

2. The provision of non-transferrable congestion credits to persons of modest income who live or work within the affected area.

3. The allocation of resources towards the study of all proposals outlined herein. These include: The creation of a transferrable voucher/credit system; the possible reduction of MTA fares to coincide with the congestion pricing; the implementation of congestion pricing zones in other parts of the city, such as Harlem, South Bronx, and Bedford-Stuyvesant, where congestion has contributed to heightened rates of asthma; and the adaptation of the Singapore, London, and Stockholm ideas to New York.
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