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What economic and political interests guide 
transportation-related decisions around the world?

According to Eduardo Vasconcellos, transportation policies in both developing and 
developed nations are created to serve an economically privileged, politically 
connected middle class.

•  Prioritization of roads over public transportation and non-motorized travel            
encourages access and opportunity for the most mobile classes.

•  Policies and actions are guided by a narrowly modernist and technocratic vision 
that ignores ethics, equity, and sociology.

• Planners and policy makers come from a particular class and make decisions based 
on their own political and economic interests and ideologies.

  
•  Excluded populations lack opportunities for political involvement and participation.

Perils of Automobile Dominance

How does a focus on cars over other forms of transportation 
affect our economy, social structure, environment, and health?

Economic & Public Fiscal Costs
• Heavy public subsidies support road infrastructure.
• Congestion wastes time and energy, increases stress, and causes more accidents.
• Crashes wipe out 2-4 percent of GDP.
 
Social and Environmental Costs
• Cars killed approximately 20 million people during the 20th century. Pedestrians and 

the poor are particularly vulnerable.
• 30 to 60 percent of the surface area of North American cities is consumed by roads 

and parking lots, decreasing social/civic interaction and harming communities.
• Car pollution drives climate change, worsens health, and degrades ecosystems.
• The high cost of cars makes them unaffordable for many, particularly in the third 

world, and creates a stratification of society and space.
 

Transportation and Land Use

How do transportation systems impact patterns of 
development? How do land uses encourage 

different forms of travel?

Feedback Loop
1. Advances in technology and investments in transportation change accessibility   
    levels, which affects the intensity of development and the mix of land uses.
 
2. Changes in land use and intensity affect travel patterns, which exert 
    considerable influence on the development of new transportation infrastructure.

3. Starting with either land use or transportation, the basic positive feedback 
    system leads inevitably to a hierarchy of activity centers and transportation links   
    connecting them.

•  The decline of public transit in the United States is due in part to suburbanization 
and other changes in land use and activity patterns. The shift in urban geography of 
American cities has outpaced investment in transit infrastructure and decentraliza-
tion makes center-serving transit systems obsolete.

•  Transportation investments don’t create new growth, but funnel existing growth 
into desired locations.  Using transit as an engine for economic development usually 
comes at the cost of other areas of the region and generally attracts development 
meant for high income populations.

What should we try to achieve by planning and 
investing in urban transportation systems?

Perspective #1
Move people from A to B in the most efficient and effective way possible. Other goals 
are secondary.

Perspective #2
Promote a multitude of benefits for society, such as economic opportunity, 
environmental sustainability, and more efficient land use. 

Perspective #3 
Create jobs and and stimulate the economy. 

Perspective #4
Build a more equitable society by improving access for disadvantaged populations.

Goals of Transportation Planning Political Economy of Transportation

“People prize the mobility and 
freedom of movement conferred by 
the car. Because individual choice 

behavior -- the desire to drive where 
and when one wants -- is 

accompanied by increasing social 
and environmental costs, a change is 
course is more important now than 

ever.” (p. 1)

“A transit metropolis is a region 
where a workable fit exists between 
transit services and urban form. In 
some cases this means compact, 

mixed-use development well 
suited to rail services, and in others 

it means flexible, fleetfooted bus 
services well suited to spread-out 

development.” (p. 1)

“The space adapted to automobile 
use is often large and widely dis-

persed, in which people inside the 
vehicles hide themselves from others 
and people outside the vehicles feel 
threatened and excluded from using 

the public space.” (p. 185)

“Bureaucracies and technocracies 
seem to be closely associated with 

specific social sectors, especially the 
middle class.” (p. 79)
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Equalization strategies
• Make cars more expensive: registration fees, 

purchase quotas, and import taxes.
• Make driving more expensive: congestion pric-

ing, fee zones, elimination of free parking, and 
higher gas taxes.

• Control speed and use: traffic calming, com-
plete streets, and driving bans.

• Make transit more attractive: eliminate trans-
fers, enhance speed and comfort, design for 
multi-modal connectivity.

• Make cycling and walking safer and easier 
through multi-modal investments.


