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When spending your transportation tax dollars, do you think state government’s first priority should be to 
reduce traffic congestion, or to fund other transportation needs?* 
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To understand how people feel about 
government’s role in transportation, 

respondents were asked to consider the 
following scenarios:

Do you agree more with Mr. 
Jones or Mr. Smith?*

Mr. Jones believes state government 
should focus on fixing traffic congestion 
chokepoints.  Congestion relief will 
help commuters get to work, help 
businesses move their products and 
help the environment because shorter 
commutes mean less air pollution.

Mr. Smith believes state government 
should try to get people out of their 
cars and that we need to focus tax 
dollars on public transportation, 
not building more highways.  He 
says trying to fix traffic congestion 
with road improvements will 
result in more people driving 
more cars, more damage to the 
environment and more congestion. *Source: 2009 Washington Policy Center Traffic Congestion Poll
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How would you rate state
government’s performance
on relieving traffic congestion?*

Five Principles of Responsible Transportation Policy  Washington Policy Center encourages five principles of responsible transportation policy to help 
guide policymakers in returning to a system that improves people’s freedom of movement. 

Tie spending to performance measures, like 
traffic relief and economic development

1.

In all cases, mobility should mean traffic relief, but instead state officials define it as a strategy to move people, rather than to 
improve traffic flows. This means spending shifts from actually fixing congestion to providing alternatives to congestion.
This strategy is more expensive, less efficient and ironically, will always lead to greater congestion.
According to the Federal Highway Administration, private 
passenger vehicles represent about 85% of all forms of 
transportation in the Seattle region. This means all other modes 
including transit, walking, biking and telecommuting, serves 
only 15% of travelers.
Adopting a policy that disproportionately ties spending to only 
15% of the market will always lead to greater congestion, 
because the system that supports the remaining 85% is left to 
languish.
In business, measuring performance is a way of life. It is 
viewed as an indispensable tool that shapes decisions on resource distribution. In the public sector, however, performance 
measures are treated more like an inconvenience. This is especially true in transportation policy. 
Across the country, transportation spending decisions are too often tied to political agendas and the wishes of influential 
constituencies, not objective measures of public need, such as safety, economic development and traffic relief.
Washington policymakers should strengthen the link between spending and traffic relief by adopting strict performance-
based measures.

Respect people’s freedom of mobility 2.
Manipulating transportation policies to force a particular behavior coerces people to abandon their individual 
liberties in favor of a socialistic benefit where supposedly, a greater collective good is created. 
These measures always fail because of what Milton Friedman called, “one of the strongest and most 
creative forces known to man,” rational self interest; or people’s desire to do what they believe 
is best for their own lives. 
Instead, proponents of social change should work in the marketplace of ideas to 
persuade others to share their vision and work towards it.  They should not use the 
power of government to force through their own ideas, but should seek to change 
policy, if that is needed, once reform is broadly supported by the public. 
Policymakers should respect people’s choices and allow for a greater freedom 
of their mobility by actively working to reduce traffic congestion. 

In economics, supply is a function of demand.  This means a willingness to use a 
service must exist before a supply of that service is created.  Boeing executives do not 
make 300 airplanes knowing they will only sell 100.  Likewise, governments should not 
spend a disproportionate amount of taxes in low demand sectors, where the willingness to 
use the service does not justify the spending. 
European transit systems provide a good contrasting example of how these economic concepts apply. 
In Switzerland, transit is successful, not because of the amount of service or infrastructure, but because the country has certain 
demographic and economic characteristics that induce demand. 
In other words, there is an existing market with a customer base and Swiss policymakers respond with proportional infrastructure 
investments.  As a result, mode share, ridership and fare box recovery are high.
In the United States, transit resources are distributed in just the opposite way.
Under the “build it, and they will come” theory, policymakers think that increasing the supply of transit will somehow create more 
public demand.  This speculative model fails because most U.S. cities do not posses the economic or demographic characteristics 
that create enough voluntary consumers for public transit.
Using the economic principles of supply and demand shows that building excess transit capacity before there is an equal amount 
of willingness to use it leads to an underperforming system.  As a result, mode share, ridership and fare box recovery are low.
When prioritizing transportation projects, policymakers should use consumer demand to drive investments, not the other way 
around.

Improve freight mobility 4.
The freight industry pays about 25% of the revenues the state receives from fuel taxes, vehicle registration and weight fees 
in Washington.   Yet, very little goes to pay for freight-specific infrastructure.  The industry is forced to rely on projects that 

prioritize other transportation areas.  The theory is, “what’s good for one mode is good for all modes.”
The problem is that spending is based on other agendas, rather than congestion relief, and not surprisingly, freight 

mobility suffers.  
According to the Federal Highway Administration, it costs the freight industry $32 for every hour of traffic delay. 

In 2004, that amounted to about $7.8 billion nationally. That means the cost of getting goods to market 
includes nearly $8 billion directly attributed to traffic congestion.  

Policymakers must acknowledge that congestion relief is possible and look for cost-effective solutions that 
measurably reduce delay. 
Policymakers should:  

Traffic relief is the most basic goal in any transportation policy, yet it does not exist as a 
priority in Washington State.

Government policies in transportation should be responsive to the market and improve 
the freedom of citizens to live and work where they choose. Government serves 

society, not the other way around.
Freight mobility plays a significant role in transportation policy but ironically, the state’s 

investment strategy is an obstacle for improving the movement of goods. 

As you think about the government’s role in transportation, how important to you personally is 
reducing traffic congestion?*  

Relative to the rest of the United States, Washington has been slow to fully embrace the PPP strategy. These partnerships 
can take many forms and, according to the National Council for Public-Private Partnerships, there are generally about a 

dozen types. They range between mostly private to mostly public and several types incorporate a balance of both characteristics.  
There are many benefits associated with a PPP. They include leveraging private dollars for public use, shifting risk from taxpayers 
to the private sector, and lowering overall project costs. 
Other factors like public oversight, asset ownership, long term 
maintenance, liability and labor, will dictate which PPP is a better 
fit. In Washington, these issues have been treated as obstacles 
and prevented partnerships from forming. Yet, other states 
have solved these problems and have adopted several types of 
partnerships. Undoubtedly, these concerns are important, but they 
should not deter the benefits of a Public/Private Partnership.
Partnering with the private sector is one way to increase financial 
resources and get roads built. Otherwise, funding problems 
become insurmountable, roads are not built and our system 
continues to deteriorate. Public/Private Partnerships have a proven 
track record across the United States and should be embraced by 
public officials in Washington. 

Using the Public/Private Partnership (PPP) concept, policymakers can find 
effective ways to fund new projects, and to maintain current transportation 

infrastructure.  

5.Utilize public/private partnerships

Deploy resources based 
on market demand 

3.
Transportation resources should be distributed based 

on market demand rather than the current system of 
building infrastructure that is somehow meant to attract 
demand. 

*Source: 2009 Washington Policy Center Traffic Congestion Poll

• Create a freight investment account to fund freight specific projects by rededicating existing revenues
• Increase heavy rail capacity to allow medium and long range freight more choice to shift from roads to 

rail
• Create freight-only lanes/corridors to support local freight distribution 




