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Executive Summary 1

Executive Summary

Americans drive no more in total now 
than we did in 2005, and no more 
on average than we did at the end of 

Bill Clinton’s first term as president. The 
recent stagnation in driving comes on the 
heels of a six decade-long Driving Boom 
that saw steady, rapid increases in driving 
and congestion across the United States, 
along with the investment of more than $1 
trillion of public money in highways.

But even though the Driving Boom is 
now over, state and federal governments 
continue to pour vast sums of money 
into the construction of new highways 
and expansion of old ones—at the ex-
pense of urgent needs such as road and 
bridge repairs, improvements in public 
transportation and other transportation 
priorities. 

Eleven proposed highway projects 
across the country—slated to cost at 
least $13 billion—exemplify the need 
for a fresh approach to transporta-
tion spending. These projects, some of 
them originally proposed decades ago, 
either address problems that do not ex-
ist, or have serious negative impacts on 
surrounding communities that undercut 
their value. They are but a sampling of 

many questionable highway projects 
across the country that could cost taxpay-
ers tens of billions more dollars to build, 
and many more billions over the course 
of upcoming decades to maintain.

With the federal Highway Trust Fund 
on life support, states struggling to meet 
basic infrastructure maintenance needs, 
and growing demands for investment 
in public transportation and other non-
driving forms of transportation, America 
does not have the luxury of wasting tens 
of billions of dollars on new highways of 
questionable value. State and federal deci-
sion-makers should reevaluate the need 
for the projects profiled in this report and 
others that no longer make sense in an era 
of changing transportation priorities.

America’s driving habits are chang-
ing, and those changes are likely to 
last.

The total number of miles Americans 
drive is lower than it was in 2005, while 
per-capita driving has fallen by 7 percent 
in the last nine years. (See Figures ES-1 
and ES-2.) If old Driving Boom trends 
had continued, Americans would cur-
rently drive an average of about 11,300 
miles annually instead of the current 
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average which has fallen to just below 
9,400. In fact, as Figure ES-1 shows, 
Americans are driving a total of about 
three hundred billion fewer annual miles 
today than if Driving Boom trends had 
continued. While the economic reces-
sion contributed to the fall in driving, 
the shift predates the recession by several 
years and many of the forces contribut-
ing to the fall in driving are likely to be 
lasting. 

•   The number of cars and licensed driv-
ers per household both peaked dur-
ing the 2000s and have subsequently 
declined. The workforce participation 
rate, which also increased during the 
Driving Boom years, has been falling 
and is expected to fall farther as the 
Baby Boomers age. 

•   Gasoline prices have been high for 
much of the last decade and govern-
ment forecasters anticipate that they 
are unlikely to fall significantly in the 
foreseeable future.

•   The long-term trend toward subur-
banization has stopped. In the early 
2010s, central cities grew faster than 
their suburbs for the first time in 90 
years. 

•   The use of non-driving modes of 
transportation—transit, bicycling and 
walking—is on the rise. In addition, 
recent years have seen the emergence 
of new forms of mobility such as car-
sharing, bikesharing and ridesharing 
whose influence is just beginning to 
be felt.
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Figure ES-1. Vehicle-Miles Traveled in the United States, 1946-2013
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•   Transportation behaviors have been 
changing fastest among members of 
the Millennial generation. Americans 
aged 16 to 34 drove 23 percent fewer 
miles on average in 2009 than they 
did in 2001. Millennials are not only 
the largest generation in the United 
States, but they will be the primary 
users of transportation infrastructure 
we build today.

Despite the end of the Driving 
Boom, the United States continues to 
spend tens of billions of dollars each 
year on highway expansion. 

•   U.S. federal, state and local govern-
ments spent roughly as much money 
on highway expansion projects in 2010 
as they did a decade earlier, despite a 

dramatic change in anticipated future 
growth in driving. In 1999, the federal 
government anticipated that Ameri-
cans would be driving 3.7 trillion 
miles per year by 2013—26 percent 
more miles than we actually did.

•   States continued to spend $20.4 billion 
a year constructing new roads or ex-
panding the capacity of existing roads 
between 2009 and 2011, according to 
Smart Growth America and Taxpay-
ers for Common Sense. During that 
same period, states spent just $16.5 
billion repairing and preserving exist-
ing roads, even as those roads’ surface 
conditions worsened.

•   If the states had spent their road 
expansion money on repairs instead, 

Figure ES-2. Vehicle-Miles Traveled per Capita in the United States, 1946-2013
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they could have halved the portion 
of road surfaces in poor condition by 
2011. If that practice had continued, 
no state-owned roads would have 
surfaces in poor condition by the end 
of 2014.

States continue to spend tens of 
billions of dollars on new or expanded 
highways that are often not justi-
fied in terms of their benefits to the 
transportation system, or pose serious 
harm to surrounding communities. 
In some cases, officials are proposing 
to tack expensive highway expansions 
onto necessary repair and reconstruction 
projects, while other projects represent 
entirely new construction. Many of these 
projects began years or decades ago and 
have continued moving forward with no 
newer evaluation of whether their exis-
tence is justified.

 Questionable projects poised to ab-
sorb billions of scarce transportation 
dollars include:

•   Seattle’s Alaskan Way Viaduct, 
Washington, $3.1 billion to $4.1 
billion – A cheaper transit-based 
alternative to an expensive highway 
tunnel has already been put in place 
as a stopgap during the much-delayed 
tunneling project. The stopgap’s suc-
cesses could be built upon in order to 
achieve nearly all the same goals as the 
tunnel project for far less money.

•   Tesoro Extension to Toll Road 241, 
California, $200 million – A pro-
posed extension of a toll road already 
in danger of default because of lower-
than-projected traffic.

•   Interstate 11, Arizona and Ne-
vada, $2.5 billion – A long-distance 
Interstate highway would be built 
in a corridor already well served by 
a non-Interstate highway that is not 

projected to become congested in the 
foreseeable future.

•   Dallas Trinity Parkway, Texas, $1.5 
billion – A nine-mile urban highway 
through the heart of Dallas would 
have a minimal impact on congestion 
while detracting from popular, ongo-
ing efforts to make downtown Dallas 
an attractive place to live and work.

•   Tolled Express Lanes on Route 470, 
Colorado, $153 million – The state’s 
own analysis assumes that the project 
won’t deliver net benefits until at least 
the early 2030s.

•   Double-decking I-94 in Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin, $800 million – Insist-
ing on a wider road despite its own 
data showing feared traffic increases 
are not materializing, the Wiscon-
sin Department of Transportation 
wants to rebuild an existing highway 
as an eight-lane double-decker route 
through a narrow channel between 
three cemeteries, despite objections 
from local officials and citizen groups. 

•   Widening I-94 through Detroit, 
Michigan, $2.7 billion – Motor City 
area residents say they would rather 
live with current traffic congestion 
than pay for road widening projects. 
Nevertheless, state highway planners 
want to expand a highway through 
Detroit, further disconnecting two re-
bounding neighborhoods and demol-
ishing 11 pedestrian-usable bridges.

•   Illiana Expressway, Illinois and 
Indiana, $1.3 billion to $2.8 bil-
lion – A new privatized toll road 
proposed primarily to speed freight 
trucks across the Midwest may instead 
charge tolls too high to attract trucks, 
and will likely require hundreds of 
millions of dollars in taxpayer subsidies.
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•   Cleveland Opportunity Corridor, 
Ohio, $331 million – A $100-million-
a-mile road has been proposed for a 
community where driving has been 
stagnant for years, and where residents 
are calling instead for repairs to exist-
ing roads and investment in transit 
improvements.

•   Effingham Parkway, Georgia, $49 
million to $100 million – A new 
road north and west of Savannah is 
intended to relieve the traffic burden 
from an existing state highway, where 
traffic is not keeping up with  
projections.

•   I-26 Connector, North Carolina, 
$400 million to $600 million – A 
large part of this massive project in-
cludes widening a highway that does 
not have enough use to justify the 
expansion, in the process destroying 
homes and businesses in a mature  
livable neighborhood. 

The diversion of funds to these ques-
tionable projects is especially harmful 
given that there is an enormous need for 
investment in repairs to existing roads, 
as well as transit improvements and 
investments in bicycling and pedestrian 
infrastructure, even as the federal High-
way Trust Fund runs on empty. Federal 
and state governments should eliminate 
or downsize unnecessary or low-priority 
highway projects to free up resources for 
true transportation priorities. 

Specifically, policy-makers should:

•   Reconsider all plans for new and ex-
panded highways in light of new trans-
portation trends and recent changes in 
traffic volumes. This includes projects 
proposed to be completed via public-
private partnerships.

•   Reorient transportation funding away 
from highway expansion and toward 
repair of existing roads and invest-
ment in other transportation options.

•   Encourage transportation invest-
ments that can reduce the need for 
costly and disruptive highway expan-
sion projects. Investments in public 
transportation, changes in land-use 
policy, road pricing measures, and 
technological measures that help 
drivers avoid peak-time traffic, for 
instance, can often reduce congestion 
more cheaply and effectively than 
highway expansion.

•   Reevaluate transportation forecasting 
models to ensure that they reflect 
changing preferences for housing and 
transportation among Millennials and 
others, and incorporate the availability 
of new transportation options such 
as carsharing, bikesharing and 
ridesharing.

•   Invest in research and data collection 
to more effectively track and react to 
ongoing shifts in how people travel. 
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After World War II, the United 
States experienced decades of a 
self-perpetuating cycle: over and 

over again, new highways sparked new, 
automobile-oriented development that led 
Americans to drive more miles in their 
cars. As Americans drove more, they paid 
more in gasoline taxes, which was spent 
building more and bigger highways to al-
leviate the congestion that inevitably arose 
on the initial batch of highways. The newly 
uncongested highways sparked renewed 
development, which led to more driving, 
which further increased gas tax revenues 
and paid for more lane-miles to address 
the latest congestion problems.

This cycle continued until, early in 
the 21st century, the music stopped. The 
growth in vehicle travel in the U.S. 
slowed, then stopped, then reversed. 
Americans’ appetite for sprawling devel-
opment and ever-longer commutes, once 
seemingly endless, began to abate. Gas 
tax revenues declined, partly as a result 
of rising vehicle fuel economy and the 
slower growth in driving. Meanwhile, the 
roads and bridges built during the early 
years of America’s highway building spree 

Introduction

began to show their age, requiring ever 
more expensive repairs.

But amid all those changes, one thing 
stayed the same: public officials’ desire 
to build more, wider and bigger roads. 
Even as the federal government has been 
hurtling toward a “transportation fiscal 
cliff” with the potential insolvency of the 
Highway Trust Fund, many state and 
local officials have proven unwilling to 
change course, continuing to put forward 
expensive and fanciful proposals for new 
and bigger highways based on flimsy or 
outdated rationales.

Those rationales—of speculative and 
uncertain promises of economic devel-
opment, of the urgent need to address 
hypothetical future congestion on roads 
that have recently seen declines in traf-
fic—may once have been sufficient in 
the days when highway revenue seemed 
endless and the competing demands for 
transportation funds seemed few. Today, 
however, every dollar spent on a wasteful 
highway expansion project is a dollar that 
can’t be spent fixing our existing roads 
and transit systems, adding a new light 
rail line in a growing American city, or 
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exploring ways to serve America’s chang-
ing transportation needs more effectively 
and efficiently.

America faces tough choices. The 
good news, however, is that there is 
plenty of room for improvement. The 
11 projects highlighted in this report 

illustrate a problem but also represent 
an opportunity—the amount of money 
that can be saved by cutting or downsiz-
ing these projects and others like them 
is more than enough to make a down 
payment on America’s 21st century trans-
portation needs. 
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of those changes will continue, state and 
federal officials continue to spend vast 
amounts of money on new and expanded 
highways.

Why Americans Are  
Driving Less 
Driving has declined for a variety of rea-
sons. While the economic recession con-
tributed to the fall in driving, the downturn 
began years before the economic decline. 
More importantly, many of the forces con-
tributing to the fall in driving are likely to 
be lasting. 

•   Market saturation: The Driving 
Boom was driven in part by increases 
in the number of cars and licensed 
drivers per household, both of which 
peaked during the 2000s and have 
subsequently declined.7

•   Workforce participation declines: 
The percentage of Americans in 
the workforce increased during the 

During the six decades after World 
War II, with short interruptions for 
crises such as the OPEC oil embar-

goes, Americans drove more and more 
each year. Annual miles driven per capita 
skyrocketed from 5,400 in 1970 to just 
over 10,000 in 2004.1 During this “Driv-
ing Boom,” government invested more 
than $1 trillion in highway capital projects, 
often expanding highway capacity with the 
intention of relieving growing congestion, 
but with the actual result of fueling even 
greater dependence on cars.2

Today, however, the Driving Boom is 
over. Americans now drive no more in 
total than we did in 2005. (See Figure 1.) 
And we drive no more on average than we 
did at the end of Bill Clinton’s first term 
as president.4 (See Figure 2.) If old Driv-
ing Boom trends had continued, Ameri-
cans would currently drive an average of 
about 11,300 miles annually instead of the 
current average which has fallen to just 
below 9,400. In fact, as Figure 1 shows, 
Americans are driving a total of about a 
three hundred billion fewer annual miles 
today than if Driving Boom trends had 
continued.5 Yet, despite those changes in 
behavior, and the likelihood that many 

Americans’ Driving Habits Have 
Changed; Government Transportation 
Spending Habits Have Not
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Figure 1. Vehicle-Miles Traveled in the United States, 1946-20133

Figure 2. Vehicle-Miles Traveled per Capita in the United States, 1946-20136
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Driving Boom, but has been falling 
in recent years and is expected to fall 
farther as the Baby Boomers age.8

•   High gas prices: Gasoline prices 
have been high for much of the last 
decade and government forecasters 
anticipate that they are unlikely to fall 
significantly in the foreseeable future. 
Gasoline prices can have a significant 
short- and long-term influence on 
individuals’ driving habits.9

•   Urban resurgence: The long-term 
trend toward automobile-oriented 
suburban development has slowed or 
stopped. In the early 2010s, central 
cities grew faster than their suburbs 
for the first time in 90 years.10 

•   Increased use of transit and other 
non-driving modes: The use of non-
driving modes of transportation—
transit, bicycling and walking—is on 
the rise. In 2013, transit ridership in 
the U.S. hit its highest point since 
1956.11 In addition, recent years have 
seen the emergence of new forms of 
mobility such as carsharing, bikeshar-
ing and ridesharing whose influence is 
just beginning to be felt.12

•   Changing preferences among 
young people: These changes in 
transportation behaviors have been 
occurring fastest among members 
of the Millennial generation. Young 
Americans drove 23 percent fewer 
miles on average in 2009 than they 
did in 2001.13 Millennials are not only 
the largest generation in the United 
States, but they will be the primary 
users of the transportation infrastruc-
ture we build today.14

The U.S. Still Spends Vast 
Amounts of Money on  
Highway Expansion
Despite nine consecutive years of declining 
per-capita driving, the United States con-
tinues to spend about as much on highway 
expansion as we did in the last years of the 
Driving Boom.

Even with the dramatic change in 
driving trends, federal, state and local 
governments spent about as much money, 
in inflation-adjusted dollars, on highway 
expansion projects in 2010 (the most recent 
year for which a total is available) as they 
did a decade earlier.15 In 1999, the federal 
government anticipated that Americans 
would be driving 3.7 trillion miles per 
year by 2013—26 percent more miles 
than we actually did.16 The U.S. DOT 
now forecasts that we will not attain those 
vehicle-miles traveled (VMT) levels until 
sometime between 2021 and 2026, while 
another government agency forecasts that 
they may not be reached for another two 
decades.17 It is possible that, at least in areas 
that are experiencing little to no population 
growth, we may never surpass the peak lev-
els of VMT of the mid-2000s, but existing 
transportation models have largely failed to 
incorporate recent changes in trends.

Meanwhile, the highway construction 
spree continues—often at the expense of 
other important transportation priorities. 
From 2009 to 2011, state governments 
spent $20.4 billion a year constructing 
new roads or expanding the capacity of 
existing roads.18 During that same period, 
states spent just $16.5 billion repairing and 
preserving existing roads, even as those 
roads’ conditions worsened.19

If the states had spent their road-build-
ing money on repairs instead, they could 
have halved the number of roads in poor 
condition by 2011. If that practice had 
continued, no state-owned roads would 
be in poor condition by the end of 2014, 
according to an analysis by Smart Growth 
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America and Taxpayers for Common 
Sense.20

The United States has continued to 
spend big on highway expansion even 
as revenues from the gasoline tax, other 
truck-related excise taxes and highway user 

Figure 3. Federal Highway Trust Fund Highway Excise Tax and User Fee Revenues 
and Highway Expenditures, 2000-201223

fees have stayed stagnant or declined.21 
(See Figure 3.) The total shortfall in the 
Highway Trust Fund that needed to be 
made up with revenues from the general 
fund between 2004 and 2014 topped $50 
billion.22 
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Across the United States, there are 
countless proposed highway proj-
ects—many of them originally con-

ceived of during the Driving Boom—that 
represent unnecessary or inefficient expen-
ditures of public resources. These projects 
come in several forms:

•   New highways or relocations of  
existing highways.

•   Projects that add new lanes to existing 
roads.

•   Highway expansions that are unnec-
essarily tacked onto needed highway 
reconstruction and repair projects. 
Many highways originally built in the 
mid-20th century are now nearing the 
end of their useful lives and require 
major reconstruction. In many cases, 
however, officials have added expansion 
proposals onto these reconstruction 
projects, making them more expensive 
than they might otherwise be. 

This report highlights eleven pending 
h ighway project s that represent a 
questionable expenditure of public resources 

at a time of strained transportation budgets 
and competing needs. 

While not every state or region is in-
cluded in the list of misguided highway 
projects below, nearly every state has one 
or more highway expansion projects whose 
wisdom is called into question by changing 
transportation trends or shifting priorities 
for transportation investment. The proj-
ects highlighted here are not necessarily 
the worst highway expansion projects in the 
country, but they are representative of the 
heavy potential costs in terms of money and 
community impacts of proceeding with 
disruptive projects that may no longer have 
a compelling transportation rationale.

Seattle’s Alaskan Way  
Viaduct
$3.1 billion to $4.1 billion
Seattle’s aging Alaskan Way Viaduct is a 
crumbling and seismically vulnerable el-
evated highway along the city’s downtown 
waterfront.24 After an earthquake damaged 

Eleven Questionable Highway Projects 
Demonstrate the Need for  
New Priorities
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the structure in 2001, state engineers 
decided that the highway needed to come 
down, but the question of how (and wheth-
er) to replace it sparked nearly a decade 
of heated debate. The Washington State 
Department of Transportation (WSDOT) 
rejected calls to replace the Viaduct with 
a combination of surface street and transit 
improvements, choosing instead an option 
that would result in more capacity: boring 
a mammoth tunnel underneath the city’s 
urban core. At 57 feet in diameter, it would 
be the widest bored tunnel ever attempted, 
with the full project carrying an estimated 
cost of at least $3.1 billion25 and perhaps as 
much as $4.1 billion.26

Digging a double-decker tunnel was 
always the riskiest option for replacing the 
Viaduct. Beyond its exorbitant cost, the 
tunnel carried a high risk of going over 
budget. In 2010, WSDOT acknowledged 

a 40 percent chance of a cost overrun, with 
a five percent risk that overruns could top 
$415 million. (See Figure 4.)27 Shortfalls 
from tunnel tolls represent an additional 

Alaskan Way Viaduct looking south 
from Victor Steinbrueck Park, Pike 
Place Market. 

Figure 4. Cost Overrun Probabilities31

Credit: Washington State Department of Transportation
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financial risk: Soon after settling on the 
tunnel, the state cut its tolling revenue pro-
jections in half.28 State officials later sug-
gested that further reductions in estimated 
revenue might be forthcoming.29 Together 
with other potential revenue shortfalls, 
some estimates projected that the funding 
gap could reach $700 million.30

Since 2010, the financial risks of the 
project have only increased. “Bertha,” the 
“world’s largest tunneling machine,” has 
been stuck underground since December 
2013 and is not expected to be able to re-
sume work until March 2015—and then 
only if precarious on-site repairs can be 
successfully completed.32 The project is 
also stuck in disputes over whether taxpay-
ers or the project’s contractor must pay the 
estimated $125 million to repair the giant 
boring machine to get it going again, and in 
a lawsuit about whether the rescue opera-
tion should even be undertaken.33

The expensive tunnel is not projected 
to improve traffic significantly compared 
with the rejected streets-and-transit hybrid 
alternative, a combination of a four-lane 
urban-scaled street on the waterfront, 
one additional lane on a nearby interstate 
highway, and hundreds of millions of dol-
lars in improvements to city streets and 
area bus service.34

WSDOT’s own statistics show that the 
tunnel, if completed, would likely increase 
traffic delays downtown compared with the 
rejected streets-and-transit plan. At best, 
the tunnel was projected to reduce traffic 
delays in the surrounding four-county 
region by only about 1 percent, compared 
with the rejected alternative; and those 
delays could have been further reduced by 
expanding transit service under the hybrid 
plan.35

With the tunnel now stymied, some 
elements of the hybrid plan have been 
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temporarily put into place to relieve 
congestion caused by the construction, 
and have even been extended to accom-
modate the construction delays.36 (Their 
ability to help is, however, hampered by 
the fact that other transit services in the 
community are on the chopping block.)37 
According to WSDOT’s 2013 Annual 
Traffic Report data, traffic at one end of 
the Alaskan Way Viaduct was on a de-
cline before tunnel construction began, 
and has since declined even more.38 (See 
Figure 5.) In the region, average daily 
traffic has dropped 23 percent, and transit 
ridership has leapt 42 percent.39

If the tunnel is ever finished, and if a 
proposal to charge tolls on the tunnel goes 
through, the project will have spent billions 
of taxpayer dollars to attract fewer driv-
ers than are using the existing roadways 
right now. Traffic projections for even 
the cheapest tolls are at least 8 percent 
and perhaps as much as 35 percent below 
what the traffic volume has become during 
construction.41

While the money spent on the tunnel-
ing project thus far may never be recouped, 
state officials have an opportunity to revisit 

the scope of the project and select options 
that are less likely to cause financial and 
traffic turmoil.

Extending California 241
$200 million
Southern California’s toll road agency has 
proposed to extend an existing toll highway 
that might eventually span inland Orange 
County and connect to Interstate 5. The 
number of cars on previous sections of 
the highway, however, have failed to meet 
expectations. Also, the agency is already 
struggling to avoid default on its debts.

California 241 is one of several toll roads 
in Orange County built and operated by 
the legislature-created Transportation 
Corridor Agencies (TCA). California of-
ficials enabled the creation of toll roads 
in the area in the late 1980s amid both a 
shortage of state transportation funding 
and the perception of insatiable demand 
for more highway capacity.42

Credit: Transportation Corridor Agencies

California’s Toll Road 241.
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Demand for travel on California 241, 
however, hasn’t met official projections for 
a decade.43 In recent years—and especially 
since the collapse of the housing bubble in 
2007—traffic on existing sections of Cali-
fornia 241 has been in decline. 

The TCA measures road use by count-
ing the number of transactions conducted 
by toll payers on the combined Foothill/
Eastern Toll Roads, which includes not 
only Route 241 but also Routes 133 and 261. 
The TCA’s count shows fewer transactions 
in fiscal year 2014 than in fiscal 2004.44 (See 
Figure 6.) As indicated by the dotted trend 
line below, there were about 32 million 
fewer transactions in fiscal year 2014 than 
would have been expected if the trend from 
2000 to 2006 had continued. 

TCA data do not allow measurement of 
traffic on Route 241 alone, but California 
Department of Transportation data do 
and show a similar trend: Traffic peaked 
in 2007 and has not shown a return to 

that level. By 2012, the most recent year 
for which data are available, traffic on 
Route 241 was lower than it was in 2002.46 

(See Figure 7.) Traffic is 36 percent lower 
than it would have been if pre-2006 trends 
had continued. As a result, since 2007 toll 
revenue has not met projections.47 The toll 
roads’ system-wide revenue has been so 
low that the TCA was recently at risk of 
defaulting on $2.4 billion in bonds.48

Despite the road’s declining use trends, 
the TCA has proposed a $200 million 
“Tesoro Extension” project to extend the 
road 5.5 miles, in what the agency intends 
to be the first stage of a 16-mile extension 
of Route 241.50 The project would add to 
the financial liabilities of an agency that is 
already in trouble. 

The TCA’s financial woes come despite 
several attempts by the state of California 
to help the agency. The agreement between 
the Transportation Corridor Agencies and 
the state’s transportation agency, Caltrans, 
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lets the TCA borrow money to build roads, 
and then collect tolls until its roads’ con-
struction and operations debts are repaid, 
after which point the highways would 
become free to all drivers.51

While the bonds are not backed by the 
state of California, Caltrans, which main-
tains the TCA’s roads, must approve any re-
financing that would extend the TCA’s debt 
repayment schedule. In 1997, the TCA got 
permission to extend tolling on California 
241 and two nearby toll roads (Routes 133 
and 261) from 2033 to 2036, to get more 
time to pay off the roads’ construction 
costs. In 2011, the TCA was allowed to 
extend that time further, to 2040.52 In 2013 
it asked for and received approval to extend 
tolling even longer, to 2053.53 As a result of 
stagnant driving and the TCA’s financial 
woes, drivers in Orange County will be 
paying tolls on these roads for decades 
longer than originally anticipated.

The TCA has also raised toll rates, 

which, Businessweek reported, “helped 
the agency’s revenue reach a record $111.8 
million . . . even as the number of vehicles 
using the roads fell to a 12-year low.”54 
The TCA’s finances show no sign of 
improvement—income has been “about 
75 percent of projections,” according to 
Businessweek.55

These facts have led critics to assail the 
financial case for the extension plan. An 
analysis by the free-market-supporting 
Pacific Research Institute found “there 
is scant evidence that the viability of the 
241, which is currently questionable, is 
improved with the extension.” Conclud-
ing that drivers are not willing “to pay 
a toll that is high enough to cover all 
maintenance, operational, and capital in-
vestments necessary to support the road,” 
the Pacific Research Institute declared, 
“Spending money on plans to extend the 
241 . . . is not justifiable and should cease 
immediately.”56
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Interstate 11 from Phoenix 
to Las Vegas
$2.5 billion
Arizona and Nevada have proposed a $2.5 
billion project to expand U.S. 93 through 
the desert between Phoenix and Las Ve-
gas—a change that would mean the road 
could be added to the federal Interstate 
highway system and renamed I-11—despite 
planners’ acknowledgments that barely 
any of the existing 200-mile road has any 
congestion at present, and that even under 
conditions of rapid traffic growth, that will 
not change substantially.57

Justifications for building Interstate 11 
often begin by noting that Phoenix and Las 
Vegas are the two largest adjacent U.S. cit-
ies that are not linked by an Interstate high-
way.58 But the two cities are linked by an 
existing highway—U.S. Route 93—which 
may not boast the designation of “Inter-
state,” but is a four-lane divided highway 
for all but 45 miles of its length between 
Phoenix and Las Vegas. The remaining 45 
miles largely traverse sparsely populated 
areas. The Interstate 11 project would 
widen those remaining stretches, and make 
other modifications of varying scope to the 
entire length of the highway.59 

It is telling that in the official summary 
of reasons for constructing I-11, traffic 
and congestion are mentioned last, and 

only in terms of the potential of “reaching 
unacceptable levels of congestion, threat-
ening economic competitiveness.”60 Recent 
trends in travel along the corridor show 
that at nearly all of the highway’s traffic 
counter locations, traffic growth has been 
slower than is forecast in project docu-
ments or has actually declined.61

The state Departments of Transporta-
tion (DOTs) show 12 locations between 
Phoenix and Lax Vegas where they pro-
jected traffic counts and where actual 
traffic counts can be compared. In all 12 
locations the DOTs projected that traf-
fic would increase in the future. In 10 
of those locations traffic counts failed to 
reach DOT forecasts. In only two loca-
tions did traffic counts actually surpass the 
forecasted level; the only such location in 
Arizona was the six-mile stretch of U.S. 
93 between the Nevada border and the 
remote Kingman Wash Road. In six loca-
tions along the route, traffic counts were 
reduced altogether.62

Indeed, the argument proponents make 
for I-11 seems to be as much about attract-
ing more traffic to the Las Vegas-Phoenix 
corridor as reducing congestion. 

The Corridor Justif ication Report 
released by the Nevada and Arizona De-
partments of Transportation claims that 
9 percent of existing highways in the sur-
rounding megaregion—which the report 
extends as far away as Los Angeles—were 
“unacceptably congested” in 2011. It claims 
that if no major road-building investment 
is made, and economic and population 
growth continue along current trend 
lines, 28 percent of the megaregion’s high-
ways—again, many of them in the Los 
Angeles region—will be “unacceptably 
congested” by 2040.63 In other words, the 
justification for the project in the middle 
of the desert is based largely on expecta-
tions for worsening traffic in Los Angeles. 
Project proponents argue that I-11 will 
reduce congestion in this broader region 
by siphoning off interstate traffic that had 

Credit: Nevada Department of Transportation and 
Arizona Department of Transportation

The I-11 project would expand the ex-
isting road between Phoenix and Las 
Vegas, part of which is shown here. 
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through the heart of Dallas. Proponents 
claim that it is needed to relieve crush-
ing regional traffic congestion that they 
expect will only worsen over time.70 But 
planning documents suggest that the $1.5 
billion project would have only very lim-
ited impact on congestion and would be 
susceptible to flood damage.71 A growing 
chorus of city leaders is asking whether 
the highway is really compatible with a 
Dallas that is experiencing major urban 
revitalization driven in part by expansion 
of public transportation and quality of life 
improvements that would be hampered by 
a vast new highway.72

This project has been justified in part by 
forecasts of rapid growth in traffic in the 
project area in the decades to come. In most 
parts of the project area, however, planners 
are anticipating far greater growth in driv-
ing between now and 2035 than actually 
took place between 2007 and 2012, the 
most recent years for which traffic data are 
publicly available. Indeed, traffic actually 
declined between 2007 and 2012 at eight of 
12 specific locations affected by the route 
where officials forecast traffic to increase 
by 2035.73 (See Figure 8.)

The Trinity Parkway is part of a mas-
sive proposed highway expansion plan for 
the Dallas-Fort Worth area, with those 
additional projects costing as much as an-
other $5 billion.75 Advocates of the Trinity 
Parkway have argued that it is an essential 
piece of that broader plan.76 

But Dallas community leaders have ex-
pressed concerns that building the Trinity 
Parkway would interfere with other impor-
tant goals, including the goal of revitalizing 
downtown Dallas. The highway would run 
directly next to an area along the Trinity 
River where wildlife and habitat preserva-
tion are in the works, including protection 
of a 6,000-acre hardwood forest and 4,000 
more acres for trails, parks and lakes.77 Al-
ready, Dallas residents are taking advantage 
of new parks, trails and other amenities 
along the river, the enjoyment of which 

once passed through southern California 
and directing it to the Phoenix-Las Vegas 
corridor instead.64

Proponents of the project hope it will 
spur economic development by drawing 
long-distance truck traffic to the corridor. 
Regional economic-development planners 
have been trying since at least 1991 to take 
advantage of opportunities they see in the 
North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) to create a high-capacity freight 
corridor running north-south between 
Canada and Mexico in the region between 
the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Ne-
vada and Cascade ranges.65 

Backers of the widening also include 
major real-estate developers along the 
highway route, who hope to build major 
new residential and commercial projects. 
One developer sees so much potential to 
develop sprawling housing and commercial 
projects in the desert between Las Vegas 
and Phoenix that he is offering to donate 
land on which to build the highway.66 

While construction of Interstate 11 
might have a limited transportation benefit, 
other investments being made in the region 
are beating expectations at meeting press-
ing needs and could use additional support. 
From 2003 to 2013, Phoenix’s transit rider-
ship rose 45.9 percent, from 50.3 million to 
73.4 million.67 Its light rail system, opened in 
2008, is already beating ridership expecta-
tions, a stark contrast with driving failing 
to reach forecasted levels.68 With 20 miles 
of track in place, there are plans to add 10 
more miles in the next decade, and to triple 
ridership in the next 30 years.69

Dallas Trinity Parkway
$1.5 billion 
The Trinity Parkway is a proposed nine-
mile, six-lane urban highway (with tolls) 
that would run along the Trinity River 
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since 2010 “expert advice [saying] not only 
not to build the [Trinity Parkway] but to 
tear down, depress or somehow link over 
most of its existing freeways,” to bolster 
connections within the community. And 
he observes that rather than sparking 
downtown development, highways in 
Dallas have killed the growth in areas 
that surround them.79 A local cit y-
planning advocate in Dallas who for a 
decade supported the parkway wrote in a 
June 2014 column for the Dallas Morning 
News that “I have changed my mind and 
now confess publicly my opposition to 
building this highway.” He argued that 
its construction would jeopardize the 
successes of recent major “quality of life” 
investments in the area where the highway 

would be threatened by construction of a 
major highway connector. 

Even the original proposer of a Trinity 
roadway is horrified by the plan for a su-
perhighway. Alex Krieger, a planning pro-
fessor who originally discussed a modest 
access road outside the levees to approach 
the nature preserve recently apologized to 
the Dallas community, saying “a … high-
way is not the thing to do.”78

Some prominent Dallas leaders who 
originally supported the idea of the 
Trinity Parkway have changed their 
minds upon further consideration of 
what it would do to the fabric of the city. 
A magazine publisher who had strongly 
backed the proposal in the late 1990s now 
says that city officials have had in hand 
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would go, including outdoor recreation 
opportunities.80 Other developments in 
the city, such as improved light rail and 
infill development in urban neighborhoods 
could also benef it from funding for 
additional transportation options.81

The sacrifices Dallas would need to 
make in both quality of life and dollars-
and-cents do not appear to be worth it 
for the congestion reduction benefit the 
project would deliver. According to the 
project’s final environmental impact state-
ment, the percentage of highway lane-
miles in the project area that are subject 
to traffic congestion is expected to be the 
same in 2035 regardless of whether the 
project is built or not.82 In the aggregate, 
construction of the highway is anticipated 
to induce drivers to travel 1 million more 
vehicle-miles per day in the project area in 
2035 compared with a “no build” scenario, 
with those drivers spending an additional 
11,000 hours a day in their cars.83 

Tolled Express Lanes on 
Colorado 470
$153 million
Local and state officials are eagerly pushing 
forward on a $230 million project to add 
new tolled “express” lanes along an exist-
ing 12-mile stretch of a road southwest of 
Denver that was built in the late 1980s.84 
The original Colorado 470 encouraged 
the expansion of far-flung development, 
benefiting a set of suburban land devel-
opers.85 But recent analysis suggests that 
expanding the highway would deliver little 
net benefit, and that the expanded highway 
may not receive as much use as planners 
anticipate. 

The $230 million C-470 project has 
two elements. The first is a $77 million 
reconstruction effort that will add struc-

tural support to the existing two lanes in 
each direction, which will remain free 
to drivers.86 The additional $153 million 
would be used to build additional lanes 
on a 12-mile stretch between Platte Can-
yon Road and I-25, on which tolls would 
be charged to drivers.87 Tolls would be 
assessed in-lane, at-speed, with variable 
rates based on time of day.88

While the need to reconstruct the 
existing roadway has not been contested, 
the state’s own analysis finds limited 
benefits from adding new lanes. Accord-
ing to the state’s analysis, the benefits of 
building the additional lanes—including 
time and fuel savings for drivers—will 
not exceed the costs until 2032 at the 
earliest, and more likely not until 2040.89 
In other words, a Denver-area resident 
who turns 18 in 2014 would only begin 
to see the region benefit from the project 
when she is 36 years old, and more likely 
not until she is 44.90 

Nearly all of those benefits result from 
anticipated reductions in congestion that 
assume that traffic on the existing C-470 
will increase at a brisk pace. But recent 
trends on the highway put that assumption 

Credit: Colorado Department of Transportation

Express lanes on I-25 in Denver. The 
Colorado Department of Transportation 
wants to add express lanes to C-470 
south of the city.
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in doubt. Data are limited because CDOT 
operates just one continuous traffic counter 
on this section of C-470, but between 2002 
and 2014, traffic at that location increased 
by an average of 0.5 percent per year.91 Yet 
CDOT assumes that traffic will increase 
by an average of 1.9 percent per year from 
2015 through 2035.92 Traffic has increased 
at that projected rate in only two of the last 
11 years, while actually declining in four 
of those years.93 (See Figure 9.) CDOT 
does not explain why it expects an almost 
four-fold increase in traffic growth when 
current trends are moving in the opposite 
direction.

While the C-470 project would be paid 

for in part by tolls, the public sector would 
also bear a significant share of the costs in 
taxes. Toll revenues are expected to sup-
port $103 million in toll-revenue backed 
bonds, which would supplement $80 mil-
lion in federal funds, $22 million in state 
funds, and $10 million in contributions 
from nearby local and county govern-
ments (who have already started pitching 
in what is projected to be an additional 
$20 million in planning costs and making 
related improvements).95 If the increase in 
toll-paying traffic projected by CDOT 
does not occur, further general revenue 
tax dollars may be required to make up 
the difference.
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Double-decking I-94  
in Milwaukee
$800 million
In Milwaukee, the Wisconsin Department 
of Transportation has proposed expand-
ing a segment of I-94 that runs east-west 
through the city. WisDOT wants to in-
crease the capacity of I-94, widening the 
road in places and adding a second deck 
to the highway for a narrow stretch that is 
bounded by three cemeteries—at a cost of 
$800 million over and above just repairing 
the existing road.96 Local officials have 
registered their opposition publicly, and 
have asked WisDOT to study alternatives, 
including those that would not expand the 
highway.97 Members of the community 
have advocated against the widening and 
in support of transit, bicycle and pedes-
trian projects—as well as repair of exist-
ing roads—instead.98 WisDOT projects 
that traffic will increase in the corridor, 
but traffic counts have been declining in 
recent years.

Other transportation modes could use 
significant investment. State funding for 
the Milwaukee County Transit System 
(MCTS) budget has been slashed, lead-
ing to route restructuring, curtailment of 
service and fare increases, all of which have 
made MCTS buses less convenient and 
less useful.99 Research by the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison Center for Economic 
Development found that at least 77,000 
jobs in the Milwaukee metropolitan area 
became inaccessible by transit due to cuts 
in service since 2001.100 (Fully 43 percent of 
MCTS riders use its buses to get to work; 
52 percent do not have a valid driver’s li-
cense and 23 percent choose to ride the bus 
despite the availability of a car.)101

Not surprisingly, ridership has dropped, 
which hurts all Milwaukeeans.102 To benefit 
not only riders but everyone in the commu-
nity, MCTS seeks funds to expand transit 
in ways that also reduce car travel, such as 
by adding new local bus routes, extending 
service hours and frequency, and limiting 
fare increases to no more than inflation.103 

Credit: Wisconsin Department of Transportation

The east-west stretch of I-94 where expansion has been proposed runs horizontally 
through the middle of this aerial view of Milwaukee. The Stadium interchange is at the 
center. 
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Since 2010, the funding situation has only 
partially improved: though the 2013-2015 
biennial state budget bumped up statewide 
transit aid, it failed to restore the full 10 
percent cut that hit local agencies in the 
previous budget.104

Expanding the highway would also dis-
place businesses, and residents who would 
live near the double-decker highway are 
concerned about lower property values.105 
City leaders have protested the plans and 
even encouraged state leaders to save the 
money for other, more pressing needs.106 
Both the city of Milwaukee and Milwaukee 
County have passed resolutions opposing 
the highway expansion and urging state 
leaders to invest in local transportation 
improvements such as road repair and 
transit instead.107

WisDOT’s latest description of the 

need for the project says, “This section of 
I-94 carries high traffic volumes, which 
currently vary between 138,000 and 
156,000 AADT (Average Annual Daily 
Traffic). These traffic volumes are expected 
to grow to a range from 171,000 to 181,000 
by 2030.”108

That 2014 statement about traffic count 
numbers, however, oddly uses 2010 figures, 
while WisDOT’s own data show traffic 
instead dropping on that stretch of I-94 
between 2010 and 2012, the latest year for 
which data are available.109 It is not clear 
why WisDOT ignores its own most recent 
data. (See Figure 10.)

The decline in traffic on that stretch is 
matched by statewide trends: vehicle-miles 
traveled in Wisconsin peaked in 2004, and 
have remained stagnant for a decade.111 (See 
Figure 11.) 
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Unfortunately, WisDOT has a recent 
track record of justifying highway ex-
pansion projects based on projections of 
future traffic increases that turn out not 
to materialize. For instance, WISPIRG 
Foundation research from 2013 found that 
traffic counts on seven recently completed 
highways in Wisconsin were well below the 
projected amounts that were used to justify 
the expansions.113

Expanding I-94 through Milwaukee is 
an expensive and community-damaging 
solution to a congestion problem that has 
not gotten appreciably worse for at least a 
decade—one that will take money away 
from other transportation projects of 
greater use to the public.

Widening Detroit’s I-94
$2.7 billion
Michigan highway planners want to spend 
$2.7 billion to widen Interstate 94 through 
the heart of Detroit, saying that the exist-
ing road needs not just resurfacing and bet-
ter bridges, but also more capacity.114 State 
officials continue to push forward with the 
project despite Detroit’s rapid population 
loss and other woes, and despite the fact 
that traffic volume on the stretch of road 
being considered for expansion is no higher 
than it was in 2005.115 Expanding the high-
way might even make Detroit’s economic 
recovery more difficult by further sepa-
rating two neighborhoods that have been 
leading the city’s nascent revitalization. 
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The proposal would widen a seven-mile 
segment of I-94 (called the Edsel Ford 
Expressway) that runs in a trench sunk 
through the center of the city between 
the Midtown and New Center neighbor-
hoods.116 Those areas are important for the 
city’s revitalization because of their central 
location; their efforts including boosting 
arts and culture, retail and commercial 
space, innovative planning, and promo-
tion of downtown living have been gaining 
steam in recent years.117 In fact, better con-
necting the neighborhoods is one reason 
for a $140 million streetcar project that 
broke ground in late July 2014. Officials 
have already begun calling for expansion 
of that project, but funds are currently 
lacking.118 The proposed expansion of the 
highway would meanwhile have the op-
posite effect, widening the physical trench 
between the neighborhoods and removing 

11 bridges across the freeway that would 
not be replaced.119 As a result, bicycle rid-
ers and pedestrians in the area would have 
to travel as much as six blocks out of their 
way to reach destinations.120

Transportation officials say many build-
ings in the neighborhoods would have to 
be removed to make room for the wider 
road. The project requires displacing or 
demolishing 12 commercial buildings, 14 
single-family homes, two duplexes and two 
apartment buildings with 14 units between 
them, as well as three buildings either on 
or eligible for inclusion in the National 
Register of Historic Places, including the 
city’s oldest recording studio.121

These impacts could be lessened—along 
with the project’s cost—if state officials 
opted to rebuild the highway on its existing 
footprint. Despite Detroit’s plummeting 
population and the reduced use of the high-

Credit: Mode Shift

Several buildings, including Detroit’s oldest recording studio, at left, would be destroyed 
by the proposed expansion of I-94 as it runs through the city.
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way in recent years, planners—citing data 
compiled as early as 2002—say the road 
could not handle the traffic it previously 
handled, nor the level of use they predict 
for its future.122

The project’s original documentation, 
from 2003, anticipated that vehicle-miles 
traveled in the region would increase by 
more than 11 percent by 2025. In fact, 
VMT in the region decreased by 14 percent 
by 2013.123

Traffic counts throughout that section 
of road show that of 11 segments where 
comparisons are possible, 10 saw 2012 
traffic lower than it was in 2000, and the 
11th saw less traffic in 2012 than in 2003.124 
(See Figure 12.)

Questionable and outdated as the proj-
ect’s future traffic projections seem, they 
remain crucial as the justification for not 

simply rebuilding the existing road surface 
and pedestrian bridges, which do need ma-
jor work, but also adding a full travel lane in 
each direction on the highway, plus wider 
shoulders, additional lanes for entering and 
exiting the highway, and parallel service 
roads on both sides running the length of 
the project distance.126

Southeastern Michigan residents have 
questioned the merit of prioritizing high-
way expansion in the region. A November 
2012 survey of residents of the city of De-
troit and seven surrounding counties found 
that more people say they “would rather 
live with current levels of traffic congestion 
(63 percent) than pay more to reduce traffic 
congestion (37 percent).”127

Plenty of other transportation priorities 
lack funding. Other than the streetcar, 
there is no rail transit in the region. A 

Figure 12. Annual Average Daily Traffic (AADT), I-94 from I-76 to Conner Avenue, 
Detroit, 2000-2012125
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March 2014 Wall Street Journal article 
highlighted the advanced age and poor 
repair of Detroit’s buses—and noted that 
almost two-thirds of Detroit residents 
with jobs commute to workplaces outside 
the city limits. Public transportation in 
Detroit has long been of low quality, and 
recent efforts to improve transit service in 
the city have fallen victim to the city’s fiscal 
woes—a problem that does not seem to be 
slowing down the progress of the highway 
project.128

Illiana Expressway
$1.3 billion to $2.8 billion
Illinois and Indiana are proposing to build 
a new highway across the far southern 
extent of the Chicago metropolitan area 
at a cost of more than $1 billion—and 
perhaps as much as $3 billion. Intended to 
divert truck traffic from Interstate 80, the 
tolls charged to finance the highway could 

instead discourage trucks from using the 
roadway.

The proposed Illiana Expressway would 
extend from I-55 in Wilmington, Illinois, 
to I-65 in Hebron, Indiana, at the south-
ernmost reach of the Chicago metropolitan 
area, traversing a largely rural and thinly 
populated area.

The wisdom of the project has been 
questioned by staff of the region’s metro-
politan planning organization, the Chi-
cago Metropolitan Agency for Planning 
(CMAP), which said the project “expose[s] 
the State of Illinois to extensive financial 
risk,” even as it offered “unsubstanti-
ated economic development potential” 
and “negligible impacts on regional trans-
portation performance.”130 Further, the 
staff criticized the planning process for 
significantly underestimating potential 
costs—by at least 30 percent and possibly 
as much as 400 percent as compared with 
other similar highway projects around the 
country.131 A memo from the CMAP staff 
also notes that the staff projections show 
an economic impact only one-fifth as large 
in 2040 as that projected by the highway’s 
planners.132

Despite objections from Chicago Mayor 
Rahm Emanuel and Cook County Board 
President Toni Preckwinkle, and the 
CMAP board’s resounding rejection of 
the tollway in a 10 to 4 vote, the Illinois 
Department of Transportation (IDOT) is 
proceeding with the tollway on the basis of 
a vote of approval by CMAP’s policy com-
mittee.133 In October, the CMAP board 
will consider a regional comprehensive plan 
that includes the Illiana.134 Environmental 
groups have brought a lawsuit challenging 
IDOT’s continued development of the 
tollway, alleging that the committee vote 
violated the required approval process laid 
out in Illinois law.135 Cost estimates for the 
highway range between $1.3 billion and 
$2.8 billion if related work on connecting 
roads is included.136 Illinois taxpayers are 
already on the hook for $250 million of that 

Credit: Environmental Law and Policy Center

The Illiana Expressway would run right 
next to the Midewin National Tallgrass 
Prairie, a 19,000-acre area being re-
stored to its natural state.129
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cost, and Indianans will pay an additional 
$80 million to $110 million, even though 
the road is set to be built and operated by a 
private company that will charge tolls and 
profit from the proceeds.137 (See text box, 
“Protecting the Public from the Potential 
Pitfalls of Privatization.”)

Those cost numbers are just starting 
points. To make the project attractive 
for potential private-sector partners, 
Illinois taxpayers would have to kick in 
between $440 million and $1.1 billion 
in subsidies, and Indiana taxpayers will 
need to contribute additional amounts.138 
According to CMAP staff, too few details 
of a proposed public-private partnership 
are available to make a more precise 
estimate of the public contribution, but 
the lower the toll rates will be, the more 
public support will be needed.139 This is 

problematic because higher toll rates will 
reduce actual use of the road.

It is unclear how much demand there 
actually is from drivers for the new route. 
The financing of the road is premised on 
strong and growing toll proceeds, yet 
tolling will reduce the number of drivers 
using the road—and therefore reduce the 
road’s potential benefit to the transpor-
tation system. Many drivers avoid toll 
roads, especially when tolls are high and 
there are toll-free alternatives. Trucks 
are even more likely than passenger cars 
to stay away and the larger the truck, the 
more likely it will go elsewhere. At even 
the lowest level of toll considered by the 
proposal, more than half the tractor-
trailer trucks that would use the road if 
it were free are expected to avoid it; at 
the highest considered toll, more than 
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80 percent will use other roads instead.140 

Further undermining the arguments 
for the road’s utility are planners’ traffic 
projections for the 18-county region that 
is designated as being affected by the Il-
liana project.141 The data show that from 
2001 to 2010, the number of vehicle-miles 
traveled (VMT) in the region grew by an 
average rate of 0.42 percent a year.142 But 
official IDOT projections still anticipate 
rates of driving increase from the Driving 
Boom era. IDOT projects that from 2010 
to 2040, VMT would grow more than 
twice as fast as last decade, at an annual 
rate of 0.91 percent.143 So far, since 2010, 
the region’s VMT has actually dropped 
by an average rate of 0.49 percent per 
year.en (See Figure 13.)

Cleveland’s Opportunity  
Corridor
$331 million

The Ohio Department of Transportation 
(ODOT) is promoting a $331 million, 
three-mile, five-lane road construction 
project starting at I-490’s terminus south of 
the city’s downtown and running northeast 
to the University Circle neighborhood.148 
But it’s hard to see what need it would be 
meeting. The number of miles driven in 
and around Cleveland has been stagnant 
for more than a decade. And though project 
proponents have tried to package the proj-
ect as an “opportunity corridor” that would 
help the disadvantaged neighborhoods 

Credit: Bob Perkoski

Residents of this troubled Cleveland neighborhood that would have to be destroyed to 
make room for a large road have not had their voices heard or their needs met by Ohio 
Department of Transportation officials. 
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the road would traverse, the communities 
that would supposedly benefit have other 
priorities. Part of the neighborhood would 
also have to be destroyed to make room 
for the road.

Expanding road capacity is a question-
able investment given recent travel trends 
in the Cleveland area. While ridership on 
the regional transit authority has been in-
creasing,149 vehicle-miles traveled (VMT) 
in Cuyahoga County rose an anemic 0.3 
percent from 2000 to 2013, an annual 
average of 0.02 percent.150 In the five 
counties making up the Cleveland-Elyria 
Metropolitan Statistical Area, VMT 
climbed just 1.9 percent from 2000 to 
2013, an annual average increase of 0.14 
percent.151 (See Figure 14.)

Critics of the project point out that 
the $100 million per mile set aside for 
constructing the new road could instead 

provide more than enough money to 
fix all the roads in Cleveland that need 
repaving and repair.153 (ODOT declared 
that it has a “fix-it-first” policy that is 
supposed to prioritize repair of existing 
roads over construction of new highways, 
but the agency lacks policies to ensure the 
principle is actually followed.)154 The $331 
million price tag is also larger than the 
annual budget of the city’s public transit 
system.155 That system already does not 
adequately serve the existing neighbor-
hoods, and in fact is slated to serve them 
worse with the expected closing of a key 
rail rapid-transit stop.156

The positive economic effects that 
project backers claim will flow to the 
neighborhoods traversed by the Oppor-
tunity Corridor are vague at best.157 And 
local developers are skeptical that any 
benefit of the road would arrive without 
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significant additional public invest-
ment.158 The project design documents 
acknowledge that some impacts on the 
local neighborhood will be “dispropor-
tionately high and adverse,” including 
relocating 76 households and 16 busi-
nesses, as well as a church, and turning 
nine roads that currently connect with 
other streets into dead ends.159

In an effort to mitigate those impacts, 
and provide options for local residents 
without cars, ODOT proposes to build 

two pedestrian/bicycle bridges over the 
new road, improve bus shelters along the 
new road, and “create a new entrance 
to the St. Hyacinth neighborhood by 
constructing enhancements . . . [that] 
will include street trees and sidewalk and 
pavement repairs or improvements.”160 
Community residents, however, say most 
of that work wouldn’t be needed if not 
for the new road itself, and in any case 
it’s not enough to boost local economic 
development measurably.161 And those 

Protecting the Public from the Potential Pitfalls of  
Privatization146

With federal and state transportation budgets stretched thin, public officials 
eager to pursue highway expansion projects increasingly consider so-called 

“public-private partnerships,” or PPPs.
The idea behind PPPs is to share the cost, risks and rewards of transporta-

tion projects between government and private entities. PPPs can take many 
forms—from structures in which the vast majority of the risk and reward 
accrue to the public to those in which the private sector takes near-complete 
responsibility for financing, building and operating a road.

Several of the projects highlighted in this report are toll roads to be built 
through PPPs. At their best, PPPs promise to leverage the experience and 
unique capabilities of private sector firms to build transportation projects 
more quickly and cheaply than the public sector could do through traditional 
forms of private contracting. However, PPPs also bring with them a number 
of potential dangers for the public interest:

•   Risk may turn back on the public: PPPs are often sold to the public and 
decision-makers as ways to reduce the financial risk to the public of trans-
portation projects, but private investors seek to minimize potential risk on 
their long-term investment. Since events over several decades may unfold in 
unanticipated ways, the public sector can end up taking on a greater share of 
risk than originally understood. Whereas high-profile highway PPPs in the 
middle of last decade generally took the form of granting long-term leases 
for toll concessions, in recent years private toll road financiers have been far 
less willing to assume the risk that projected driving increases won’t materi-
alize. Recent deals are far more likely to be an “availability payment” model, 
where the government assumes the chief risk of lower-than-projected traffic 
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are just the community members who 
have gotten involved in a process that has 
taken significant criticism for leaving out 
the voices of local residents.162

A highway construction project makes 
little sense as an economic development 
tool for the neighborhood, where as many 
as 40 percent of residents do not drive at 
all.163 It also goes against the expressed 
desires of residents around the region, 
who are calling for increased investments 
in public transportation and in the de-

velopment of communities that are less 
dependent on cars. 

A 2012 survey by the Natural Resourc-
es Defense Council found that “a com-
bined 68 percent of Cuyahoga County 
respondents say improving public trans-
portation (35 percent) and developing 
communities where people don’t have to 
drive as much (33 percent) are the best 
‘long term solutions to reducing traffic’ 
in their area—rather than other options 
like building roads (21 percent).”164

volume and promises to pay the toll road builder and operator for ongoing 
availability of the lanes.

•   Loss of control over transportation policy: Especially when private sec-
tor entities structure deals to recoup their investment in highway projects 
through tolls or other user fees, PPP contracts typically include provisions 
that are intended to assure private entities of revenue. Those provisions 
include “non-compete” or “compensation” clauses that bar government from 
making improvements on adjacent roads without also compensating the 
private entity. These provisions limit the public’s control over transportation 
policy by adding potentially prohibitive costs to normal policy decisions. At 
worst, public officials may feel compelled to make transportation decisions 
based on what is best for the toll road operator as opposed to what is best for 
the public as a whole.

•   Poor decisions based on less visible costs: Politicians can view private 
investment through PPPs as “free money” that enables the construction of 
projects that would otherwise be more politically difficult to finance through 
the traditional method of issuing public bonds or raising public tolls. The 
money that will be paid to PPPs is a kind of off-budget debt that will be paid 
later in some form by the public.147 That disconnection can grease the wheels 
for projects that might otherwise not get built, but it can also create a bias in 
favor of projects favored by PPP financiers, even when they do not merit be-
ing the highest priority.

Projects that shift responsibilities toward the private sector still have broad 
and long-term ramifications for the transportation system as a whole, and 
are typically locked in with multigenerational contracts. It is imperative that 
governments subject PPP projects to at least as rigorous evaluation and trans-
parency as more traditional publicly financed projects.
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Georgia’s Effingham  
Parkway
$49 million to $100 million
Transportation officials in a rural area 
northwest of Savannah, Georgia, are wor-
ried that an existing state highway will 
be unable to cope with growing traffic 
volumes if hoped-for industrial expansion 
and resulting population increase occurs. 
Their proposal is a new $37.4 million 
highway. Recent trends, however, suggest 
that traffic isn’t growing as quickly as had 
been anticipated, raising questions about 
whether the new highway is necessary. 

The proposed Effingham Parkway is a 
$37.4 million road that would run parallel 
to the existing Georgia Route 21.165 Con-
necting the new highway to other exist-
ing local roads will require spending an 
additional $11.5 million on nearby road 
work.166 State plans include expansion to 
four lanes in the future, and specify a 
total price tag of $100 million.167

Traffic on Route 21, however, has 

failed to grow at the rate anticipated 
by officials along most of the relevant 
length.168 Of five locations on Route 21 
parallel to the proposed parkway where 
both projections and traffic counts were 
available, only one saw traffic increase at 
an average rate higher than is expected to 
happen if the Effingham Parkway is not 
built. The other locations saw traffic rise 
far less than projected, stay flat, or even 
drop.169 (See Figure 15.)

The project’s official justification is 
partly based on hopes that the nearby 
port of Savannah will benefit from in-
creased container ship traffic that could 
come as a result of the present widening 
of the Panama Canal, but it is no sure 
thing that Savannah will receive fund-
ing to adapt the harbor to wider ships, 
or –even if it does—that the harbor 
would outcompete the other East Coast 
ports that are also angling for these giant 
ships.171 And even if both those things 
occur, the Effingham Parkway would 
not be a major recipient of any traffic 

Georgia officials hope the Port of Savannah and nearby roads will see more freight 
traffic after the Panama Canal is widened.  

Credit: Georgia Ports Authority



Eleven Questionable Highway Projects Demonstrate the Need for New Priorities 35

resulting from the shipping, as it is not 
a designated freight corridor. The two 
nearby interstate highways—I-95 going 
north-south and I-16 going west—are 
already the key carriers of freight in the 
region, in addition to rail routes.172

The Effingham Parkway project has 
been downscaled to two lanes from an 
originally planned combination of two- 
and four-lane segments, but the current 
proposal leaves room for future widen-
ing.173 State funding has not yet been 
secured, but the current timeline is for 
work to start in late 2017.174 The interim 
county administrator in June 2014 said 
officials are hoping “to avoid having to 
do a Federal Highway Administration 
environmental impact statement, which 
would lead to a lengthy timeline and an 
even bigger price tag.”175 

Georgia is already struggling to pay 

for its transportation infrastructure—the 
state had enough money to resurface just 
2 percent of its highways in 2013, lead-
ing state Transportation Commissioner 
Keith Golden to tell a legislative com-
mittee that meant roads would only get 
resurfaced every 50 years.176

Georgia has a long history of en-
couraging road expansion with little 
consideration of its specific merits. For 
instance, there is a longstanding “bal-
ancing” system that encourages dividing 
highway funds equally among Congres-
sional districts, regardless of relative 
needs.177 Likewise, the Governor’s Road 
Improvement Program places highway 
access at the pinnacle of transportation 
access needs, and is premised on the idea 
that living within 20 miles of a four-lane 
highway should be a nearly universal 
entitlement for Georgians.178
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North Carolina’s I-26  
Connector
$400 million to $600 million
North Carolina officials have proposed 
expanding I-240, which runs through 
downtown Asheville and connects I-26 
southwest of Asheville to other highway 
routes northwest of the city.179 Local resi-
dents, however, have questioned whether 
the project as currently designed would 
damage a mature, livable neighborhood 
to build road space that is not actually 
needed.180

The I-26 project is a complex mix of re-
construction, rerouting and expansion of 
Asheville’s highway network. The $400 
million to $600 million project is divided 
into three major subsections, each of 
which has been the subject of intense 
debate, including the proposed widening 
of 4.3 miles of four-lane highway through 
West Asheville to eight lanes.181 

State officials cite federal require-
ments to justify doubling the width of 
that 4.3 mile stretch to eight lanes plus 
an additional auxiliary lane on each side, 
and wider shoulders than the existing 
highway.182 Yet traffic data as old as 2004 

suggest that six lanes could be more than 
enough to address the perceived need.183 
And since that study, traffic has not in-
creased significantly along that stretch of 
road. In fact, from 2005 to 2012, traffic 
has dropped on three of the four seg-
ments—and stayed flat on the fourth.184 
(See Figure 16.)

The cost of going to eight, rather than 
six, lanes appears to be unjustified by 
the reduction in congestion that would 
result. The time saved by adding the two 
extra lanes would be just 9.6 seconds per 
driver (out of a 6.5-minute travel time) 
during the morning rush hour and 17.4 
seconds during the evening.186

In light of the lack of justification for 
expanding this segment, and controver-
sies over other areas of the proposal, the 
whole project’s review process is being 
redone, with a new Draft Environmental 
Impact Statement expected to be issued 
in the summer of 2015. It will include a 
new traffic analysis.187 That undertak-
ing is an important step to ensure that 
decisions about the future shape of the 
highway are made with full, updated 
information that reflects recent changes 
in transportation trends. 

Georgia An aerial view of downtown Asheville, North Carolina.

Credit: Abe Ezekowitz
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America has a tremendous need for 
investment in transportation. Across 
the nation, aging roads and bridg-

es—many of them nearing the end of their 
useful lives—need to be repaired or rebuilt. 
Our transit and passenger rail systems re-
quire repairs and technology upgrades to 
meet 21st century needs. And an increasing 
number of Americans are seeking more 
and better transportation options, includ-
ing improved public transportation, better 
infrastructure for bicycling and walking, 
and access to new transportation services 
such as carsharing and bikesharing.

Expanding highway capacity at a time 
of stagnant driving should be low on the 
nation’s list of transportation priorities. 
Yet, current state and federal transpor-
tation policies result in tens of billions 
of dollars being spent each year on new 
highway capacity—even as the federal 
Highway Trust Fund receives repeated 
bailouts as it teeters on the edge of in-
solvency. 

The 11 projects highlighted in this re-
port illustrate the need for a fundamental 
rethink of America’s transportation poli-
cy priorities—one that focuses resources 

on maintaining existing infrastructure 
and expanding the transportation choices 
available to Americans. The projects pro-
filed in this report should be cancelled or 
updated to be more in tune with driving 
trends and community demands.

Specifically, policy-makers should:

•   Reconsider all plans for new and 
expanded highways in light of new 
transportation trends and recent 
changes in traffic volumes. This 
includes highway expansion projects 
proposed to be completed via public-
private partnerships. Just because a 
project has been in the planning pipe-
line for several years does not mean 
it deserves to receive scarce taxpayer 
dollars.

•   Reorient transportation funding 
away from highway expansion and 
toward repair of existing roads and 
investment in other transportation 
options.

•   Encourage transportation 
investments that can reduce the need 

Policy Recommendations
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for costly and disruptive highway 
expansion projects. Investments 
in public transportation, changes 
in land-use policy, road pricing 
measures, and technological measures 
that help drivers avoid peak-time 
traffic, for instance, can often 
reduce congestion more cheaply and 
effectively than highway expansion.

•   Reevaluate transportation forecast-
ing models to ensure that they reflect 

changing preferences for housing and 
transportation among Millennials and 
others and incorporate the availability 
of new transportation options such as 
carsharing, bikesharing and rideshar-
ing into new models.

•   Invest in research and data  
collection to more effectively track 
and react to changes in transportation 
demand.
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