
 

How to avoid cars clogging our cities during
coronavirus recovery
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As we re-open our economy and workers gradually return to workplaces,
overall travel will increase. However, the need to maintain social
distancing means public transport can't operate at usual capacity. And
fears of crowded public transport will lead to commuters making a much
higher proportion of trips in private vehicles—unless they are offered
viable alternatives such as the ones we discuss here.
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https://translink.com.au/sites/default/files/assets/resources/travel-information/COVID-safe-transport-plan.pdf
https://translink.com.au/sites/default/files/assets/resources/travel-information/COVID-safe-transport-plan.pdf
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/cool-it-andrews-urges-feds-as-victorians-surge-back-to-work-20200528-p54xgg.html


 

Our initial analysis (as yet unpublished) of Australia's major cities
suggests a shift to cars will produce severe traffic congestion if even a
modest proportion of the workforce returns to their usual workplaces
during the COVID-19 recovery. In this article, we suggest some public
transport solutions to avoid congestion caused by a shift to car travel.

Globally, this trajectory is already becoming apparent. As lockdowns are
eased, car use is rising much more quickly than public transport use. The
latest figures from cities as diverse as Berlin, Los Angeles, Chicago,
Auckland and Sydney all show this.

What are the implications of this trend?

First, the shift to private vehicles will be a bigger problem in cities with
centers traditionally served by public transport than dispersed, car-
dominated regions. Modeling by Vanderbilt University in the US showed
an 85% shift of mass transit riders to cars would increase daily commute
times by over sixty minutes in New York, but merely four minutes in
Los Angeles. This is because public transport serves a mere 5% of
journeys to work in Los Angeles but 56% in New York.
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https://techxplore.com/tags/public+transport/
https://techxplore.com/tags/public+transport/
https://techxplore.com/tags/transport/
https://www.apple.com/COVID19/mobility
https://lab-work.github.io/therebound/
https://censusreporter.org/profiles/40000US51445-los-angeles-long-beach-anaheim-ca-urbanized-area/
https://censusreporter.org/profiles/16000US3651000-new-york-ny/


 

Impact of physical distancing on public transport capacity. Credit: International
Transport Forum, OECD

In cities that rely heavily on public transport, or even those with car-
dominated suburbs but transit-dominated centers such as Sydney and
Melbourne, a shift to cars for CBD trips will very quickly overwhelm the
capacity of the road network. Pre-pandemic, 71% of trips to the Sydney
CBD and 63% to Melbourne's CBD were on public transport. So, while
travel volumes may remain well below pre-pandemic levels for some
time, road traffic is recovering faster than other travel modes.

Sydney's and Brisbane's road traffic volumes have already returned
largely to pre-pandemic levels even while most CBD offices remain
empty. Melbourne isn't far behind. Returning commuters are in for a
shock.

What can we do about it?

Several commentators suggest now may be the time to apply congestion 
pricing – charging a fee to use roads in peak periods. However, when
many people are making travel decisions based on the health risks, such
policy may not produce the desired behavior change.
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https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/respacing-cities-resilience-covid-19.pdf
https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/respacing-cities-resilience-covid-19.pdf
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2071.0.55.001~2016~Main%20Features~Journey%20to%20Work%20to%20Place%20of%20Work~60
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-19/coronavirus-changing-the-way-we-move-around-our-cities-forever/12158612
https://www.enotrans.org/article/COVID-19-lessons-for-congestion-pricing/
https://reason.com/2020/05/19/is-america-headed-for-a-post-coronavirus-traffic-apocalypse/
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The alternative is to improve commuters' public transport options, rather
than trying to price congestion away. The aim should be to allow it to
operate more effectively while still providing room for on-board social
distancing.

This is no easy task, yet it may be politically and technically easier than
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rapidly bringing in a comprehensive road-pricing regime. Even with
social distancing restrictions, public transport will use roads more
efficiently than private cars.

The return to work must be gradual and supported by considerable
flexibility in working hours. This will help manage peak demands. But
on its own it's not enough if frequent public transport services continue
to be offered only during a limited commuter peak.

More services, more often

So, public transport services need to run at high frequencies for many
more hours in the day. Some analysts suggest services be run at peak
frequencies for most of the day.
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https://humantransit.org/2012/09/the-photo-that-explains-almost-everything.html
https://humantransit.org/2012/09/the-photo-that-explains-almost-everything.html
https://sensibletransport.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Policy-Note_IST_COVID-19_20.05.20.pdf
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Many suburban bus services, particularly direct services along arterial
roads, should run much more often than their existing peak offerings.
Routes can be tweaked to remove unnecessary detours that lead to slow
travel times.

These frequent, direct services should be supported by rigorous cleaning,
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https://www.adelaidemetro.com.au/Announcements2/Service-updates/Public-transport-changes-in-response-to-coronavirus


 

visual guidance to maintain separation on platforms and within vehicles,
and tools to help identify crowded vehicles.
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Most importantly, we need to rapidly create "pop-up" dedicated bus
lanes right across metropolitan areas. These lanes allow busses to avoid
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https://transportnsw.info/COVID-19
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/travel/travel_news/article-6368309/LNER-installs-seat-sensors-train-help-passengers-avoid-standing.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-03-01/how-tactical-transit-lanes-help-busses-beat-traffic
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-03-01/how-tactical-transit-lanes-help-busses-beat-traffic
https://techxplore.com/tags/metropolitan+areas/
http://www.its.ucla.edu/publication/best-practices-in-implementing-tactical-transit-lanes/


 

being held up by increasing traffic volumes. Although bus lanes may
reduce capacity for private vehicles, when busses run frequently they are
a much more efficient use of scarce road space.

Faster travel times for public transport would, in turn, mean operators
could deliver more frequent services with existing fleets and drivers.
This would reduce the operational cost of allowing for social distancing.

  
 

  

This photo shows how much road space cars, buses and cyclists require to
transport an equivalent number of people. Credit: Cycling Promotion Fund/We
Ride Australia

Frequent services on these pop-up corridors will provide a critical, time-
competitive alternative to driving. Although not without its challenges, 
implementing a fast and frequent bus network is conceptually
straightforward and the cost is modest compared to the congestion
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http://www.its.ucla.edu/publication/best-practices-in-implementing-tactical-transit-lanes/
https://techxplore.com/tags/private+vehicles/
https://nacto.org/publication/transit-street-design-guide/introduction/why/designing-move-people/
https://www.weride.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Canberra-Transport-Photo_x3-hi-res_2400px.jpg
https://www.weride.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Canberra-Transport-Photo_x3-hi-res_2400px.jpg
https://humantransit.org/2018/09/why-your-bus-network-may-never-improve.html
https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-adds-20-miles-busways-and-bus-lanes-40-miles-short-mtas-request


 

impacts it could offset.

This solution will require a nimble and co-operative approach from state
and local transport authorities and private operators. Success will mean
our transit-centered CBDs and district centers continue to function
efficiently.

In the longer term, a fast and frequent metropolitan transit network will
leave a lasting positive legacy, supporting carbon reduction and city-
shaping investments such as Sydney's Metro and Brisbane's Cross River
Rail. Failure will lead to crippling congestion that erodes the economic
and social strength of our previously vibrant cities.

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