In October 2011, I spoke at an Occupy Wall St panel on ecology and capitalism. Fellow panelist Chris Williams, author of Ecology and Socialism, took strong issue with my advocacy of congestion pricing for New York City and carbon emission taxes for the United States. At my urging, Chris reiterated his objections in an e-mail, to which I responded with the letter below. — C.K., Nov. 23, 2011

November 3, 2011

Dear Chris —
Thanks for your e-mail from two days ago. I take your points seriously and am glad to engage with you.
The idea of making public transit in NYC free that you advanced in our OWS panel on Sunday and in your e-mail yesterday is laudable. Indeed, four years ago I published a report, Balancing Free Transit and Congestion Pricing in New York City,
 advocating such a program (financed by a $16 congestion charge). I also strongly support higher taxes on high incomes and wealth, so we’re aligned there too. Where we disagree is on congestion pricing itself.
In your e-mail, you criticize congestion pricing on both ethical and strategic grounds. By the former I mean your concern that congestion pricing will lead to increased inequality: “Congestion pricing is really a way of kicking poorer working people without easy access to public transit (or having to carry loads around, like the organic farmers) off the roads.” By the latter, I mean your apparent apprehension that curing congestion and transit deficits through a congestion charge will relieve pressure to tax the rich and otherwise remake society.
I disagree. Congestion pricing will make New Yorkers more equal in mobility, not less. And cost internalization — via congestion pricing in this instance — is a powerful instrument for remaking society. 
Is Congestion Pricing Regressive?
It’s nonsensical to label Bloomberg’s congestion pricing proposal (or mine
) as regressive. The propensity to drive into the Manhattan Central Business District rises with income, whereas transit use is distributed relatively equally across income groups. Thus, a congestion charge whose revenue is dedicated to transit will be income-progressive. Moreover, a “man with van” who services, say, 5 work sites a day for $120 each need only raise his daily call rate to 5.1 to make back his $12 peak-period toll; that should be a snap, owing to the lessening of traffic. As for the fellow from our OWS panel who brings $5,000 worth of organic veggies in his truck to sell at Union Square: he can make back his $20 toll (note that heavier trucks will pay more) by raising the price of his $2.50 a pound string beans to $2.51. Since every other food purveyor will be subject to the same congestion charge, this tiny price rise won’t hurt his market share. Note also that most of the folks picking up the tab will be New Yorkers who can afford to live within the charging zone — further evidence of congestion pricing’s progressivity.
Would it be even more income-progressive to substitute, say, $1 billion in revenue from a millionaires’ tax for the same amount of revenue from congestion pricing? Of course. But the hypothetical availability of a more progressive funding stream than congestion revenues doesn’t make congestion pricing regressive.

Funding Transit

You question whether congestion pricing revenues would indeed go to public transit. That precedent has been well-established by Singapore, London and Stockholm; it was written into the Bloomberg and Ravitch plans for New York; and it is a bedrock demand of current advocacy for congestion pricing here. The connection between a congestion charge and transit funding seems far more intrinsic and likely to survive legislative gaming than the connection between higher taxes on the rich and transit funding.
Managing Traffic Congestion
I agree with you that making transit free in New York City would have a beneficial impact on traffic congestion, even without congestion pricing. I trust you’ll agree with me that the combination of free transit and congestion pricing would reduce traffic congestion even more. More importantly, I’ll argue that congestion pricing alone can cut traffic congestion at least as much as would free transit alone.
Obviously the comparison depends on the toll level and the level of transit service. Using my traffic model, I rough-estimate that congestion pricing with tolls set 35-40% higher than I’m proposing (outlined in Footnote 2) would increase traffic speeds as much as would free transit with no congestion charge.
 Leaving political feasibility aside for now, I think the model’s prediction for congestion pricing is more robust analytically. We know more about how drivers respond to higher prices to drive than about their behavioral response to making transit cheaper and faster.
As for London: you wrote that as head of the GLC in the 1980s Ken Livingstone reduced public transit fares by 15% and had lower rates for pensioners and students, and that “This led to a massive increase in the use of public transportation and subsequent decrease in car use [and was] Far more effective than congestion pricing.” Are you sure? Wikipedia is less effusive:

In the GLC election of 7 May 1981, Livingstone moved to the marginal constituency of Paddington. The Labour Party narrowly won control, having been led through the campaign by McIntosh who said that he would not be deposed. The day after the election, Livingstone challenged McIntosh for the leadership, and defeated him . . . The GLC then reduced London Bus and London Underground fares, paid for by a special 'supplementary rate' in a policy known as 'Fares Fair'. Although the measure was generally popular and led to an increase in the use of public transport, it was challenged by the Conservative-controlled Bromley Council where there were no London Underground stations, and struck down as unlawful by the Law Lords in December, 1981.

This suggests that the fare discount was in effect for no more than six months, and it says nothing about a decrease in road traffic. I would be interested in your evidence that road traffic declined appreciably — particularly since you’ve offered this episode as the basis for your proposition that your free-transit program “would be far more effective” than congestion pricing at reducing traffic gridlock.
As you may know, for years the MTA has been doing some of what Ken Livingstone did in 1981: the authority’s NYC Transit division provides half fares for seniors and three free rides each weekday for students. Moreover, transit fares today are nearly 20% lower in real terms than they were 15 years ago, since provision of discounts via unlimited Metrocards, bonus Metrocards and free transfers has more than offset nominal fare hikes.
 By your assumption that making transit more affordable (without congestion pricing) will cut traffic, auto traffic into and within the Manhattan CBD should have declined during this period. It has not. The hard truth is that many people are so attached to driving that a carrot alone will not draw them away. 
To sum up, to this point: Insofar as relatively few people drive regularly to the Manhattan CBD (as you note), and since most of them are relatively affluent, why then is a congestion charge on their trips (with revenues dedicated to transit) onerous from the standpoint of equity? Equivalently, if few people of limited means stand to be disadvantaged by the charge, and if many people of limited means stand to benefit via better provision of transit paid for by the charge, how would the policy “increase inequality”?
Politics
I’ll make this last part brief. You regard congestion pricing and carbon taxes too as dreary examples of “the politics of the possible — otherwise known as what the rich will allow us to do.” “We've been mired for so long in defeats, setbacks and lack of organization,” you write, “that we've lowered our horizons on the amount of change that’s possible.” 
I disagree strongly with the idea that congestion pricing and carbon taxes are mere tinkering compared to a radical redistribution of wealth and power. I regard internalizing the societal costs of energy and transportation as being nearly as far-reaching as reducing economic inequality; and I consider both struggles as essential to making a just and sustainable world. I acknowledge that inequality makes it harder to win internalization, and I’ve been wrestling with this fact for some time ― and am doing so again now, thanks to OWS. But I fail to see how rhetorical arguments linking congestion pricing to inequality and wishing away the economic and social damage from unpriced congestion help anyone. 

On the ground, meanwhile, there is an acute transit-funding crisis and a chronic traffic-congestion crisis. Both crises are damaging to working people ― not working people, alone, but to millions of them just the same. Congestion pricing is so clearly a way to attack both crises that it deserves support, not dismissal.

Best,

Charles

www.komanoff.net 

� Available as a pdf at this link: <http://bit.ly/ud4zux>.


� My congestion charge envisions inbound-only auto tolls ranging from $3.00 to $9.50 depending on time of day and day of week, and a host of allied features (medallion taxi surcharge, higher tolls for trucks but no charge for their second trip on the same day, etc.) intended to promote efficiency and equity. To view it, please download a spreadsheet I’ve created that traces revenue and traffic impacts along with environmental benefits. Use this link, <http://www.nnyn.org/kheelplan/BTA_1.1.xls>, and, once you’ve opened the file, go to the Traffic Plans page.


� In both cases, weekday traffic speeds increase by around 17% within the CBD and 6% on the approaches.


� <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ken_Livingstone#GLC_leadership:_1981-1986>.


� Currently, the average fare collected per NYC Transit trip is $1.50 for subways and $1.20 for buses, for a weighted average of around $1.40. The transit fare in 1990-1992 was $1.15, and I’ll posit that the limited transfers and discounts available at that time reduced the effective average to $1.05. In nominal terms, then, transit fares have risen by one-third in 20 years. Over the same period, the Consumer Price Index has risen by nearly two-thirds (by 66% from 1991, when the CPI was 136.2 (base period 1982-84=100), to July 2011, when the CPI was 225.9). Combining a 33% nominal fare increase with 66% average inflation yields a 20% real drop in price (since 1.33 / 1.66 = 0.80).
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