How Can Smart Technology Drive Performance
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The question Lisa posed is “What role can technology play in measuring and improving the [transportation] system's performance, and how can the federal government best encourage the adoption of effective technological solutions to the country's transportation problems?”

If we think of “technology” in the broadest sense to include not simply devices and electronic systems that can be manufactured, but also processes and human behaviors that will be encouraged through better policies, then a very powerful technology we should implement is road pricing and tolling. 

This is the conclusion of the recently released Bipartisan Policy Center report and the reports of the two congressional commissions that preceded it: the 2008 Policy and Revenue Study Commission report and the 2009 Infrastructure Financing Commission report. All three reports represent a steady drumbeat of calls to reform the current transportation funding system.

The Bipartisan Policy Center report emphasizes “that existing revenue mechanisms fail to take advantage of the fact that the performance of the transportation system can be directly influenced by how users pay for it.” (Emphasis added). Moreover, the report says, “the gas tax in the United States is very low relative to most developed countries, which means that all taxpayers subsidize the full costs of road use regardless of their contribution to system costs. This has resulted in artificially high demand and a substantial shortfall in the revenues necessary to cover the costs of maintaining the transportation network.”

The Bipartisan Policy Center report goes on to say, “Federal policies and funding should assist states and local governments in developing sustainable funding sources including eliminating federal restrictions on road pricing, supporting efforts by states to implement direct user charges and expanding TIFIA credit support.” 

If we want to improve the performance of the transportation system, as Lisa suggests, then we cannot continue to use antiquated policies, mindsets, and “technologies.” Toll operators around the world right now are successfully linking payment for the transportation system with use of the system, sending highly accurate price signals to users that encourage more efficient transportation use decisions. Technologies such as electronic toll collection, open road tolling, and congestion charging allow these price signals to be sent in real time without stopping, without waiting, and without barriers. 
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