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A fairer way toward transport pricing

	The funding model upon which our transportation system is built has created a vicious cycle of financial, social and environmental unsustainability. There is a widely held misconception that motorists ‘pay’ for the roads and therefore have a right to drive on them. This has resulted in contention within public discourse when it comes to building a transport system for the future. 

Unlike most other network utilities, we have separated payment from access, which leads to the great tragedy of the commons known as congestion. While we’ve accepted that adding lane capacity will not solve the problem due to induced demand, we’re still naïvely disregarding this fundamental principle when we pursue strategies of mode-shift. In the absence of pricing mechanisms, any extra capacity on the roads will be absorbed by more car travel. 

As private motor vehicles become gradually more independent of fossil fuels for each kilometre travelled, we are turning our attention towards a mechanism to replace fuel excise duties as our primary infrastructure funding tool. There are several alternatives that hold promise, but will they leave us better or worse off? How much should we focus on efficiency at the expense of equity? 

The application of any revenues raised is critical in understanding and achieving vertically equitable outcomes against the status quo. The marginal social cost of private vehicle travel is not even close to being captured in fuel taxes, yet we continue to invest almost all revenue back into highways. If we want a fairer way of pricing transport, we need to charge motorists a visible and marginal cost. What’s more, they shouldn’t get that money back in the form of new roads.  
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