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Does the United States have too much urban road infrastructure? The 
question, for all its simplicity, remains largely unanswered. Existing 
scholarship focuses on related questions, such as whether new road 
investments reduce congestion, whether land use policies can reduce 
the amount that people drive, and what types of investments and 
policies are mostly likely to reduce traffic collisions. The question is 
also anathema to national discourses about transportation investments. 
Outside of a few notorious projects and the worst excesses of urban 
renewal, the media and politicians treat road investments as inherently 
productive investments in the future and even shining examples of 
bipartisan cooperation. The concept of megaregions frequently relates 
to the development that has occurred along the interstates that connect 
metropolitan areas. Megaregional connectivity is also frequently used 
as an argument for increased largescale transportation investments, 
whether roads, highspeed trains, or airports. Yet the residents of urban 
areas with the most roadway per capita are generally the poorest, spend 
the most on transportation, have the highest likelihood of dying in a 
traffic collision, and generate the most transportation-related global 
and local pollution (Figure 1). For example, the metropolitan areas 
with the least roadway per capita have twice as much wealth and only 
a quarter as much driving. 
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Figure 1. Traffic fatalities, GDP, and VMT per capita by the total 
roadway per capita in US metropolitan areas. The y-axis values are 
normalized by the average across metropolitan areas. 
 
This research project examines a series of interwoven questions about 
how, where, and why state and federal governments finance and 
construct large arterial and highway projects and whether the benefits 
of these projects tend to outweigh their financial, social, and 
environmental costs. Answering these questions will contribute to a 
larger inquiry into whether US cities, metropolitan areas, and 
megaregions have too much roadway. The focus is on large arterial, 
highway, and freeway investments, where most urban travel occurs 
and where state and federal investment policies have the largest 
influence on travel behavior, economic development, and urban 
growth. Although aspects of the research will touch on transit 
investments, which are particularly well studied, the benefits of transit 
depend largely on the state of road infrastructure in US urban areas. 
 
The first major research task will review public documents and 
congressional testimony to examine how, where, and why state and 
federal governments finance and construct large arterial and highway 
projects. The emphasis is on roadway construction since 1992, shortly 
after the completion of the interstate highway and the signing of 
federal Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act, which 
announced a major departure from earlier roadbuilding practices. 
Instead of examining economic costs or benefits, decisions about 
large-scale road investments tend to relate to: (1) historical path 
dependency; (2) political economy; (3) formulaic and circular 
statements about the purposes and needs of an investment; and (4) 
poorly theorized and implemented traffic impact measures. 
 



The next research task will examine two or more case studies of 
nationally notorious road investments, such as the Big Dig in Boston 
and the bridge to nowhere in Ketchikan, Alaska, that made headlines 
as a sign of wasteful spending during the 2008 national elections. 
Adopting a critical case study approach, I will examine these cases in 
relationship to other state and national investments. If even the most 
notorious projects are supported by existing investment criteria, then 
the investment criteria are unlikely to prevent investments in other 
projects where costs only moderately outweigh benefits. For every 
outrageous investment, there would be scores of investments that 
should not have been built but have received little scrutiny.  
 
The third research task will develop metropolitan-level empirical 
analysis of the existing roadway system. While there is a fair amount 
of research into the economic benefits that new road investments 
generate, these benefits are rarely weighed against either the financial 
costs of construction and maintenance or the substantial economic, 
social, and, environmental costs associated with the additional driving 
that roadway investments are known to induce. Depending on discount 
rates, for example, the total EPA-estimated carbon-cost of the US 
road-transportation system ranges from about $20 to $135 billion per 
year. By comparison, the federal gas tax raises $35 billion annually.   
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