
 

Charging the true cost of driving to get New
Zealanders out of their cars
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In light of last week's Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report
confirming human activity is "unequivocally" driving global warming,
here's a striking statistic: in Auckland, road transport modes are 
responsible for 35% of the city's climate-altering emissions.

Overall, road transport accounts for nearly 43% of New Zealand's
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https://at.govt.nz/media/1980587/aucklands-road-transport-emissions-a-new-dialogue-final-may-2019.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/road/
https://www.stats.govt.nz/indicators/new-zealands-greenhouse-gas-emissions


 

greenhouse gas emissions, an increase of over 100% since 1990. Given
the nation's streets are still clogged with conventionally powered
vehicles, what can we collectively do about it—as citizens and in our
cities?

According to the hyperbolic mantra of the #bancars movement, it's time
to get drastic. Of course, the slogan makes a catchier hashtag than the
more rational policy objective: reduce the number of vehicles people
own and the kilometers they are driven each year.

It's also catchier than the policy prescription: invest in alternative modes
and infrastructure that would charge drivers the full social cost of
driving; and restrict the number of vehicles that can enter dense urban
centers through congestion pricing schemes.

But part of the problem with convincing people to get out of their cars is
that we rarely examine the true costs of our dependence on them: the
personal costs, the financial costs, the cost to health and the cost of
investment in road infrastructure—and that's before we get to the cost to
the planet.

New Zealanders are driving bigger cars, traveling greater
distances, and emitting more carbon dioxide as they
go.https://t.co/fce28vtUbT

— RNZ (@radionz) August 9, 2021

Driving is still too cheap

You could walk into a friendly room and quickly have the mood turn
hostile by arguing the so-called "ute tax" doesn't go far enough. The fact
is, however, we already pay in numerous ways for our addiction to cars.
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https://www.stats.govt.nz/indicators/new-zealands-greenhouse-gas-emissions
https://twitter.com/search?q=%23bancars&src=typed_query
https://www.newsroom.co.nz/nzs-car-ownership-culture-cant-be-our-future
https://phys.org/tags/costs/
https://phys.org/tags/financial+costs/
https://phys.org/tags/road+infrastructure/
https://t.co/fce28vtUbT
https://twitter.com/radionz/status/1424835341333135360?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://www.stuff.co.nz/motoring/300331893/kiwis-will-pay-3000-penalty-for-polluting-utes-under-new-policy-aa-says


 

A portion of that cost is paid directly by the driver—buying, insuring
and fuelling the car. To some degree (though probably less than many
believe) drivers also pay for building and maintaining roads through the
fuel tax or road user charges.

These are all labeled private costs because they are paid for directly
from the driver's wallet. To which we can add the less tangible costs to
personal and collective productivity of those wasted hours stuck in
traffic.

What few of us factor into our own car ownership calculations, though,
is the cost we must bear as a society. It's the pollution from a car's
tailpipe that causes anincreased risk of asthma. It's the carbon dioxide
that flows from that same tailpipe and contributes to a warming climate.
It's the NZ$5 billion cost of road crashes across the country each year.

Paying the real price

These are a massive uncharged bundle of expenses everyone in New
Zealand must pay in some way, caused by each driver but not directly
paid by the driver.

These "externalities"—the costs beyond the immediate expense of
choosing to drive—are social costs. Some argue these are in fact higher
than the private costs of driving, and orders of magnitude greater than
the social cost of cycling or walking.

Basic economics tells us that when only the private cost of an activity is
charged it appears cheaper than it really is, thereby encouraging that
activity. But when the social costs are charged, the activity is more
expensive—and less attractive.

Logically, then, to reduce pressure on our roads and environment, drivers
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https://www.popsci.com/car-exhaust-asthma-children/
https://www.transport.govt.nz/statistics-and-insights/safety-annual-statistics/sheet/social-cost-of-road-crashes
https://www.stats.govt.nz/indicators/new-zealands-greenhouse-gas-emissions


 

should face a charge that more closely reflects the actual cost of driving.
That is, the cost of clogged roads, air pollution, climate change, injury
and death.

Congestion charges work

One solution has already been pursued by other cities. Although some
predicted the end of life as we know it when London introduced charges
for inner city driving, in practice the congestion charge significantly
improved the quality of life and business.

It also created a significant new stream of revenue for the public
transportation system, and for cycling and walking infrastructure. Other
cities take a similar approach with good results, including Singapore,
Oslo and Milan. Even in the car-loving US, New York is moving closer
to a congestion charge.

This could be done in a city like Auckland, where the main CBD streets
are often choked with traffic. This congestion increases the cost of
delivering goods to businesses, adds to commute times, reduces the
reliability of public transportation, and makes using active modes like
walking and cycling much more dangerous.

Congestion pricing could, as in London, provide important additional
revenue to Auckland's transit network. Aucklanders currently face the 
third-highest public transport fare in the world. This cost reduces the
viability of public transport. With lower fares, or even free fares,
Aucklanders would rush to public transportation.

Money to pay for better things

With the additional revenue, the city could also expand the fledgling
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https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/ulez_six_month_evaluation_report_final_oct.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/ulez_six_month_evaluation_report_final_oct.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-10-01/congestion-pricing-the-route-more-cities-are-taking-quicktake
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/auckland-public-transport-third-most-expensive-in-the-world/VXIJ6QD56RBJZ4RVYCD7W53BWY/
https://at.govt.nz/about-us/news-events/large-numbers-enjoy-fare-free-saturday/


 

network of cycleways, getting more people out of cars and e-scooters off
footpaths. All of this would result in fewer cars on the road, faster travel
times for everyone and less need for more expensive road building and
maintenance.

No, we don't have to #bancars altogether. But there is substantial room to
inject a bit more rationality into our transport policy.

We could better share existing roads with other modes, reduce pressure
on the climate and help those who rely on public transport to get more
places more affordably.

Market forces got us to where we are today. If we want to address the
climate emergency, we will need to harness the power of pricing and pay
the real cost of our car addiction.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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