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Does Los Angeles deserve its reputation as the car capital of the world? The answer isyes and no. A major
three year study by the authors for the International Association of Public Transport (UITP) in Brussels has
unearthed someinteresting results. The Millennium Cities Database for Sustainable Transport collected
comprehensive data on 100 international cities on all continents. It examined patterns of land use, private
and public transportation, transportation infrastructure, transportation economics and externalities.

Surprigngly, for those who portray Los Angeles as having missed the bus (and the train),
including ourselves, there are some mild rebukes contained in this new database. Los
Angees comes in as the 5th most automobile-dependent city in the world in terms of per
capitaannua car use, not number 1. Top position is reserved for Atlantaand not by a
smal margin. Atlanteans travel awhopping 12,545 miles each per year, whereas
Angdenostrave 7,694 miles. Also ahead of Los Angeles are Houston (10,627) and San
Diego (8,285).

By any dretch of the imagination, LA’ s performance on automobile useis nothing to

boast about. It issky high in an internationa context. However, the fact that Los Angeles
is not top dog in the automobile stakes warrants further investigation. How could it be
that the metropolitan area set up in every sphere of popular culture as the spiritua
birthplace of suburban sprawl, the automobile and the urban freeway, not be topsin auto-
dependence?

The new database provides some opportunities for further exploration. For example, the
centrepiece of LA cultureisits freeway system, which isindeed impressive, if you like
that kind of thing. However, of the 10 US regions examined, it only achieves Sth placein
freeway length per capita, with only the Chicago metro region having less freeway on a
per person bass. Even the Tri-State Region of New Y ork has more. LA has hdf the per
capitafreeway provison of Atlanta, Houston, Denver and San Diego.

Furthermore, internationa research clearly shows that higher dengities lead to lower car
use and higher trandt use and LA is portrayed as the archetypd low dengty region of the
world. But in another ironic twist for a city replete with contradictions, US Census data
on the dengity of urbanized areas clearly indicates that LA is actudly the densest
urbanized areain the United States. The New Y ork Tri-State region is 25% lower in
dendty than Los Angeles.

Los Angeles, in an internationa context, is clearly one of the densest auto-dominated
regionsin the world. Thisis one reason for its dightly lower use of cars than might be
expected. But more important to the future of Los Angdlesin this period of intense



uncertainty over future oil availability and the price of gasoline, is the advantage that Los
Angeles has over other US regionsin terms of its potentid for public trangt.
Charicatured asthe ultimate anti-transit environment in the world, what the dataredly
show isthat it is atrangt-oriented environment waiting to happen - that is, if decision-
makers would only give it the qudity trangt system it deserves, but which it has been
deprived of for haf acentury. At each turn in LAis higtory, since the systematic
dismantlement of arguably one of the best urban railway sysemsin the world (the
Pecific-Electric system), LA has chosen to bestow dl its transportation funds on
freeways.

Today we see this Situation reflected in the datain a cruel way. In aregion that could
support enormoudy expanded trandt service provision, we have the spectacle of one of
the smdlest trangt networks. At amere 14 miles of trangt service per person annudly, it
languishes at 7th out of the 10 US regions. Only Houston, Phoenix and San Diego have
less trangt service per inhabitant. Tri-State New Y ork, the highest trangt provider, offers
37 miles per person. Of course, in Europe and other parts of the world, transit supply
ranges up to 100 miles per person, so LA isclearly adwarf in thisfactor.

In accord with this Stuation, trandt usage in LA teeters on the brink of irrelevancein
context with its car use, though clearly it is not the wordt in the US sample. Neither
should its struggling transit use be dismissed, especidly in an urban area where pesk
period congestion throttles the life of the city every weekday. At a mere 49 trips per
inhabitant every year, it dill beats Phoenix with 15, Houston with 20, San Diego with 27,
and Denver with 32 and in this context does reasonably well, especidly consdering the
hodtility of the environment in which trangt is forced to operate. Car commuters should
be more grateful than they are for the small mercies of LAis trangt system and should be
more supportive of efforts to expand trangt in aregion that has the potentia to become a
thriving trangt metropolis over the next 20 years. For the cynics, scoffers and naysayers,
it would be ingtructive to reflect upon just how quickly LA destroyed the wonderful
trangt system it once had and how in only a short aperiod of time it converted to amost
totd reliance on the car. Things can reverse. Thisistherole of public policy and
enlightened decison making.

There are of course policy reasons for the picture painted above. Cities choose to
prioritise their trangportation funds according to certain cultural and philosophica
assumptions. There are two basic postions. First, we have the cities that seek to
maximise individua or private advantage, thereby threatening the integrity of the urban
system as awhole. Such cities usudly end up with seemingly intractable problems that
make them easy fodder for extreme solutions. Atlantais currently going through such
trauma with extreme cals for more road building to counter congestion. And then there
are the cities that maximise efficiency and livahility of the city asawhole and regp
system-wide benefits, with some restraints on individua behaviour. These cities are
usudly the ones renowned for their quality of life, avoiding extreme Stuations by
baancing individua and collective bendfits. These are dso cities in which trangit and
even non-motorised modes redlly work and ddliver hedlthy competition to the
automobile.



Such priorities can be reflected in data. In the Millennium Cities Database we cd cul ated
a5 yearly average investment in roads and trandt sysemsin al cities InUS citiesasa
whole there is 4.5 times more investment in roads than in trandt and in LA it iseven

more extreme at over 6 times more. It is not possible for trangt to begin to play a bigger
rolein US cities whilgt such glaring imbaances pergst. In Houston, for example, we find
that theratiowas 9 to 1 in favour of roads and in Phoenix 70 to 1. So again, LA is not the
worgt, with at least some investment in new rail, but it is ill not at alevel whereby we
can expect miracles from trangt. By way of contrast, in European cities, roads recelve
only 1.25 times more investment than public trangit. In other words, roads and trangt in
Europe are on roughly equa investment footings compared to the Situation in the US,

There are many more untapped stories to be told from this new wealth of urban data. It
has taught us that Los Angdles should not necessarily be the pariah of the sustainable
cities movement, as convenient asit is at timesto pillory acity for its obvious excesses.
What is more difficult, but ultimately more congtructive, isto see the postive Sde of
problematic environments like LA. Atlanta may be afar more deserving outcast in
sugtainable trangport, but even here caution is required because its much maligned
MARTA rall system actualy accounts for just under haf its trangit usage of 51 trips per
cgpitain aregion with a dendty that is one-quarter of LAis. But of course, we al know
that rail canit work in alow dengity region. Hmm.

What LA redly shows usis that with some nurturing and strategic exploitation of its
natural densty advantage, the region could dramatically increase its trangit offering and
use and begin to reverse haf a century of rampant automobility.



