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What's Up With That: Building Bigger Roads Actually
Makes Traffic Worse
The concept is called induced demand, which is economist-speak for when
increasing the supply of something (like roads) makes people want that
thing even more. Though some traffic engineers made note of this
phenomenon at least as early as the 1960s, it is only in recent years that
social scientists have collected enough data to show how this happens
pretty much every time we build new roads.
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I  GREW UP  in Los Angeles, the city by the freeway by the sea. And if there’s one

thing I’ve known ever since I could sit up in my car seat, it’s that you should expect

to run into traffic at any point of the day. Yes, commute hours are the worst, but I’ve

run into dead-stop bumper-to-bumper cars on the 405 at 2 a.m.

As a kid, I used to ask my parents why they couldn’t just build more lanes on the

freeway. Maybe transform them all into double-decker highways with cars zooming

on the upper and lower levels. Except, as it turns out, that wouldn’t work. Because if

there’s anything that traffic engineers have discovered in the last few decades it’s

that you can’t build your way out of congestion. It’s the roads themselves that cause

traffic.
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The concept is called induced demand, which is economist-speak for when

increasing the supply of something (like roads) makes people want that thing even

more. Though some traffic engineers made note of this phenomenon at least as

early as the 1960s, it is only in recent years that social scientists have collected

enough data to show how this happens pretty much every time we build new roads.

These findings imply that the ways we traditionally go about trying to mitigate jams

are essentially fruitless, and that we’d all be spending a lot less time in traffic if we

could just be a little more rational.

But before we get to the solutions, we have to take a closer look at the problem. In

2009, two economists—Matthew Turner of the University of Toronto and Gilles

Duranton of the University of Pennsylvania—decided to compare the amount of new

roads and highways built in different U.S. cities between 1980 and 2000, and the

total number of miles driven in those cities over the same period.

“We found that there’s this perfect one-to-one relationship,” said Turner.

If a city had increased its road capacity by 10 percent between 1980 and 1990, then

the amount of driving in that city went up by 10 percent. If the amount of roads in

the same city then went up by 11 percent between 1990 and 2000, the total number

of miles driven also went up by 11 percent. It’s like the two figures were moving in

perfect lockstep, changing at the same exact rate.

Now, correlation doesn’t mean causation. Maybe traffic engineers in U.S. cities

happen to know exactly the right amount of roads to build to satisfy driving demand.

But Turner and Duranton think that's unlikely. The modern interstate network

mostly follows the plan originally conceived by the federal government in 1947, and

it seems incredibly coincidental that road engineers at the time could have

successfully predicted driving demand more than half a century in the future.

A more likely explanation, Turner and Duranton argue, is what they call the

fundamental law of road congestion: New roads will create new drivers, resulting in

the intensity of traffic staying the same.

Intuitively, I would expect the opposite: that expanding a road network works like

replacing a small pipe with a bigger one, allowing the water (or cars) to flow better.

Instead, it's like the larger pipe is drawing more water into itself. The first thing you
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wonder here is where all these extra drivers are coming from. I mean, are they just

popping out of the asphalt as engineers lay down new roads?

The answer has to do with what roads allow people to do: move around. As it turns

out, we humans love moving around. And if you expand people’s ability to travel,

they will do it more, living farther away from where they work and therefore being

forced to drive into town. Making driving easier also means that people take more

trips in the car than they otherwise would. Finally, businesses that rely on roads will

swoop into cities with many of them, bringing trucking and shipments. The problem

is that all these things together erode any extra capacity you’ve built into your street

network, meaning traffic levels stay pretty much constant. As long as driving on the

roads remains easy and cheap, people have an almost unlimited desire to use them.

You might think that increasing investment in public transit could ease this mess.

Many railway and bus projects are sold on this basis, with politicians promising that

traffic will decrease once ridership grows. But the data showed that even in cities

that expanded public transit, road congestion stayed exactly the same. Add a new

subway line and some drivers will switch to transit. But new drivers replace them.

It’s the same effect as adding a new lane to the highway: congestion remains

constant. (That’s not to say that public transit doesn’t do good, it also allows more

people to move around. These projects just shouldn’t be hyped up as traffic

decongestants, say Turner and Duranton.)

Interestingly, the effect works in reverse, too. Whenever some city proposes taking

lanes away from a road, residents scream that they’re going to create a huge traffic

snarl. But the data shows that nothing truly terrible happens. The amount of traffic

on the road simply readjusts and overall congestion doesn’t really increase.

For instance, Paris in recent decades has had a persistent policy to dramatically

downsize and reduce roadways. “Driving in Paris was bad before,” said Duranton.

“It’s just as bad, but it’s not much worse.”
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A freeway interchange in Los Angeles. USGS

So where did those other drivers go? Many of them switched to public transit, which

in Paris has increased by 20 percent in the last two decades. Other trips have simply

been avoided, or done on foot. It’s not just Europeans who are eager to get out of

their cars. San Francisco removed a highway section, called the Central Freeway,

that carried nearly 100,000 cars per day in 1989. The boulevard that replaced it now

only carries around 45,000 daily cars and yet they move. (Yes, I’ve been stuck in

traffic on Octavia Boulevard, but it’s not like you never get through.) Perhaps the

biggest success story has been in Seoul, South Korea, where the city tore down a

highway that was considered a vital roadway corridor, carrying 168,000 cars per

day. After replacing the cars with a river, parkland, and some smaller roads, traffic

didn’t get worse and many other things, including pollution, got better.

Now, there’s a limit to all of this. Turn a 10-lane highway into a 1-lane road and you

might bring cars to a standstill. Extend that same 10-lane highway to 100 lanes and

you might never see traffic again (or your city). While Turner and Duranton have

claimed to find a fundamental rule, it’s not exactly like the universal law of gravity.
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“We can only claim that this is a rule within the range of data we can observe,” said

Turner.
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So what can be done about all this? How could we actually reduce traffic

congestion? Turner explained that the way we use roads right now is a bit like the

Soviet Union’s method of distributing bread. Under the communist government,

goods were given equally to all, with a central authority setting the price for each

commodity. Because that price was often far less than what people were willing to

pay for that good, comrades would rush to purchase it, forming lines around the

block.

The U.S. government is also in the business of providing people with a good they

really want: roads. And just like the old Soviets, Uncle Sam is giving this commodity

away for next to nothing. Is the solution then to privatize all roads? Not unless you’re

living in some libertarian fantasyland. What Turner and Duranton (and many others

who’d like to see more rational transportation policy) actually advocate is known as

congestion pricing.

This means raising the price of driving on a road when demand is high. During rush

hour, drivers would have to pay a fee to use the most congested roads. A few people

will balk at the price and say to themselves, “I don’t really need to make this trip

right now, I’ll go later.” Roads in your city actually have a great deal of underused

capacity. Think about how they sit mostly empty, in the early afternoon, late

evening, and at night. If we gave drivers some extra incentive to avoid the most
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congested hours, we could better utilize the roads’ capacities. The extra cost of

driving would also make public transit a more attractive option, leading to more

people using it.

Congestion pricing has been tried successfully in places like London, Stockholm,

and Singapore. Other cities are starting to look at it as a solution. Legislators in New

York rejected a plan for congestion pricing in New York City in 2008 and San

Francisco periodically toys with introducing the idea in downtown. The problem?

Voters. Nobody wants to pay for something that was previously free, even if it would

be in their best interests to do so.

Duranton said that if congestion pricing is a non-starter, a more rational approach

to parking could be a good secondary step in easing congestion. Parking in most

cities is far cheaper than it should be, and it's too often free.

“Because it’s free, people will misuse it and it will be full all the time,” said Duranton.

Drivers searching for parking contribute significantly to road congestion. “There are

some estimates that say in the central part of cities up to 30 percent of driving is

people just cruising around for parking,” Duranton said.

Increasing the price of a parking spot when demand is high would encourage people

to leave sooner, letting more drivers occupy the same spot during the day. San

Francisco did exactly this starting in 2011 and the results have been a boon to

retailers because more customers are able to park in front of their stores. And

because prices go down when demand is low, the program has actually saved

motorists money. In a move to expand the meters outside of downtown and a few

other areas, the city conducted a recent parking census and found that it has more

than 440,000 public parking spots, which, if placed end to end, would stretch longer

than California’s entire coastline. Try dropping that little factoid during your next

cocktail party conversation with city planners and traffic engineers.

So remember, the reason you're stuck in traffic isn't all these jerks around you who

don't know how to drive; it's just the road that you're all driving on.

Adam is a Wired reporter and freelance journalist. He lives in Oakland, CA near a lake and enjoys

space, physics, and other sciency things.
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Formula E’s Race to Get the Whole World Electrified
Since launching in 2014, the world’s premier EV racing series has made huge technological leaps

and gained hundreds of millions of fans. But CEO Jeff Dodds won’t rest until every new car is

electric.

ROB REDDICK
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An ER Doctor’s Cure for America’s Gun Epidemic
Cedric Dark is a gun-owning emergency physician, a father, and the cousin of a man who was shot

to death. This is what he—and the science—say needs to change.

CEDRIC DARK

This New Pac-Man Machine Brought Me Closer to My Teen Kids
The Pac-Man arcade cabinet from Arcade1Up brings retro gaming joy to the whole family.

SIMON HILL
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The Best Portable Power Stations
Whether you are going off-grid or safeguarding against blackouts, these beefy, WIRED-tested

batteries can keep the lights on.

SIMON HILL

10/7/24, 5:35 PM What's Up With That: Building Bigger Roads Actually Makes Traffic Worse | WIRED

https://www.wired.com/2014/06/wuwt-traffic-induced-demand/ 11/15

https://www.wired.com/gallery/best-portable-power-stations/#intcid=_wired-article-bottom-recirc_ba721ddf-3f31-4109-be4f-14a13844b21b_text2vec1
https://www.wired.com/gallery/best-portable-power-stations/#intcid=_wired-article-bottom-recirc_ba721ddf-3f31-4109-be4f-14a13844b21b_text2vec1
https://www.wired.com/gallery/best-portable-power-stations/#intcid=_wired-article-bottom-recirc_ba721ddf-3f31-4109-be4f-14a13844b21b_text2vec1
https://www.wired.com/gallery/best-portable-power-stations/#intcid=_wired-article-bottom-recirc_ba721ddf-3f31-4109-be4f-14a13844b21b_text2vec1
https://www.wired.com/story/best-instax-cameras-and-printers/#intcid=_wired-article-bottom-recirc_ba721ddf-3f31-4109-be4f-14a13844b21b_text2vec1


Which Instax Camera Should You Buy?
Should you buy an Instax Mini? Instax Mini Evo? Instax Square? We demystify Fujifilm’s Instax

lineup to help you find the perfect instant camera (or printer).

SCOTT GILBERTSON

New Evidence Shows Heat Destroys Quantum Entanglement
While devising a new quantum algorithm, four researchers accidentally established a hard limit on

the “spooky” phenomenon.

BEN BRUBAKER
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Alien Spaceships Could Be Detected Using Gravitational Waves
The concept of space-time makes Star Trek-style warp drives theoretically possible, and researchers

have proposed a way of detecting their use.

KATY CLOUGH
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Where Is CarPlay 2?
The next generation of Apple’s car dashboard software is supposed to debut this year. But another

Apple product event has come and gone without any CarPlay news.

AARIAN MARSHALL
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