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OPINION

[t’s time to talk about congestlon pricing

Incentives required: Bigger roads,
more public transport alone won’t
solve Metro Vancouver’s traffic woes

JOCK FINLAYSON
AND CHRISTOPHER RAGAN

I nthe past year, public debatein

Metro Vancouver has focused

on how to pay for new trans-
punm:mn capa But there is ¢
ng piece in this mobility puz-
rle. We won't solve the problem
of traffic congestion without also
changing the under
tives. We need a ser

sit investments. [ts fail-
ure doesn't signal that people are
happy being stuck in traffic nor
does it signal that we are using
our current infrastructure effi-
ciently. There are several things
that pretty much everyone agrees
with regarding lral portation
in Metro . First, time
lost in traffic costs people and
businesses at least $1.4 billion

pe . Second, better public-
(] u]ltmrh are necessary,
as are main ce, repairs and
upgradin xisting roads and
bridges. Third, those transporta-
tion investments will have to be
made.

Another point of agreement is
that traffic congestion is getting
worse. Given that Metro Vancou-
ver's population is projected to
grow by about a million people
over the next ears, one can
imagine how bad things could
As population and port
activities inecres ntainer
truck traffic will also grow. Who
pays for the time that trucks
spend idling on backed-up high-
W 1d arterial roads? These
time delays raise costs for busi-
nesse: d increase prices for
CONSUMETSs.

How to find a less-congested
path forward? As decision-mak-
ers across the region regroup,
there is an opportunity to intro-
duce the idea of incentives into
the conversation — the piece
ng all along,

answer is

publie transport. But experience

say that better roa
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Congestion pricing works because it will encourage some drivers to

adjust when and where they drive.

from eities around the world
shows that this doesn’t work.
More and bigger highways
reduce congestion for a while but
then more drivers are encour-
aged onto roads and traffic con-
gestion returns,

More publie transit can ere-
ate a similar effect. This is not to
nd tran-
systems aren’t valuable, but
we must address the incentives
regarding which roads to drive
on and when.

Congestion is really about
which roads drivers are on
and when they want to be

there. Reducing traffic conges-
tion requires not only provid-
ing people with alternatives to
driving, but giving them incen-
tives to shift their road-use
patterns. Congestion pricing
works because it creates these
incentives.

By charging more to drive in
traffie hot spots at peak times,
congestion pricing encourages
individuals to adjust how they
commute. Some people who can
avoid driving in hot spots at peak
ti will do so. People with less
flexibility use the road and p:
the fee, but in return they get a
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faster and easier commute or
business journey. The ultimate
pmﬂt of a longodmn charge
s in people’s time. In pra
they n ave money too. The
funds generated from the policy
can provide additional benefits
— for example, by investing in
publie transit, road repairs, or
reducing taxes

How do we <t1rl moving this
solution forward? We need to
observe how congestion pric-
ing can work in conjunction
with expanding transportation
options. That research needs to
go beyond theory and into gath-
ering evidence with pilot proj-
ects so decision-makers — and
commuters — can determine if
a pricing approach makes sense
for this region and how best it
might be designed.

B.C. and Metro Vancouver have
never been afraid to lead Canada
in innovative solutions to 21st
century challenges. Urban traf-
fic congestion is a symptom of
our time and it's not going away.
We have evervthing to gain, and
little to lose, by putting pricing
to the test.

fock Fintayson is execulive VP af the
Business Council of B.C. (the views
expressed here may nol represent those of
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i5 on associate professor of economics

at McGill University and the chatr of
Congda's Ecofiscal Commisshon.

03/11/2015 1:43 PM



