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New Report Documents How Rising Transportation Costs Hurt Working Families 

San Diego Ranks 4th in Nation

40.2 Percent of America’s Poorest Families’ Income Spent on Transportation
House Subcommittee Plan Would Slash Affordable Transportation Options
San Diego, CA – A new report shows that transportation costs for households in San Diego are on the rise, with families spending 21 cents on the dollar to get around, well over the national average of 19 cents on the dollar.  Transportation costs are rising fastest for poor families, who are spending 40.2 percent of their take home pay for transportation.  San Diego was ranked as the 4th highest in the nation, and number one in California with 21% of the average household budgets spent on transportation, compared with Los Angeles at 18%, and San Francisco at 17%. This comes at a time when the U.S. House Appropriations Subcommittee on Transportation and Treasury is considering slashing federal funding for affordable transportation options.

“Driving should be a convenient choice, rather than an expensive necessity,” said James Corless, California Director of the Surface Transportation Policy Project (STPP). “Transportation choices put real money back into the pockets of working families.”

Transportation Costs and the American Dream, released today by the Surface Transportation Policy Project, explains how family expenditures on transportation have grown dramatically since land use patterns have become more spread out and transportation choices have become fewer – to the point where they are now the second highest expense category.  Combined, families in San Diego spend 58% of the total family budget on transportation and housing costs, the highest combined costs of any other metropolitan area in the nation.

"This study underscores why San Diego needs to be creative when it considers its long term plans for transit, by moving to a network-based transit system that focuses on getting people from where they are to where they need to go," said Scott Grimes, Senior Program Officer at the San Diego Dialogue. "By investing in a network-based transit system policymakers can help local families to cut the burden that transportation costs place on their monthly budgets."
Current proposals in Congress leave funding for building alternatives to driving in jeopardy.  The rail and transit projects, and projects which create walkable communities throughout the region relies on federal TEA-21 funding, is one of many projects at risk of cuts in the FY'04 budget.  The House Appropriations Subcommittee was scheduled to vote this week, but the controversy surrounding these proposals has delayed the vote.  

The study says most American families spend more on transportation than on health care, education, or food.  For the one in five households in the bottom income bracket, the high cost of transportation may put home ownership out of reach.  The necessity of supporting a vehicle tends to increase household debt and form a rapidly depreciating investment.

The report says high transportation expenses can hurt family finances by shifting money away from an investment in home ownership and toward an asset that depreciates. It recommends strategies such as incorporating social services into public transportation centers, and rewarding families which locate near transit with more home-buying power through Location Efficient Mortgages.  

Heavy government investment in road infrastructure may be contributing to an increase in personal transportation expenses.  The report links higher household transportation expenses to sprawling, auto-oriented development.  The places ranked as most expensive for households in the report have also invested heavily in expanding their highway networks.   

The increase in transportation costs is partly attributed to an increase in driving.  The average driver gets behind the wheel more frequently, and drives more miles, than ten years ago.  In San Diego, driver vehicle miles traveled, or VMT, is on the rise, spending an average of 24 miles per day in the car, that’s an increase from the previous decade, when drivers spent an average of 21 miles a day in the car.

The House Subcommittee proposal would dramatically hinder community efforts to provide transportation options and would lead to even greater auto dependency.  The House proposal also cuts funding for “reverse commute” programs that enable inner-city workers to get to jobs in the suburbs by 40%, would begin the shutdown of Amtrak, and would reduce funding for bicycle and pedestrian projects, historic preservation, and community development. The full House Appropriations Committee is expected to consider the legislation in the very near future.

“We are very concerned about what the House Subcommittee plan will do to America’s working families.  The cost of owning and operating a car is straining our families’ budgets.  Along with the latest spike in gasoline prices, the plan before the House Committee would mean even less money for families to pay for food, health care, education and housing,” said Anne Canby, President of STPP.

The Special Report uses data from the Consumer Expenditure Survey, produced annually by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, to rank metro areas according to the portion of household expenditures devoted to transportation.  The report finds that the metro areas where transportation takes the biggest bite out of the household budget are: Tampa, Phoenix, Dallas-Ft-Worth, San Diego and Cleveland, followed by Houston, Seattle, Pittsburgh Cincinnati and St. Louis.  Much of the variation is due to the development patterns that characterize a metropolitan area, and the availability of public transportation and other alternatives like carpooling and walkable retails areas.  

The report concludes that shifting government priorities to increase public investment in transit and improve existing assets to better accommodate more transportation choices can greatly reduce household costs of transportation – helping American families save hard earned money during tight economic times.

The Surface Transportation Policy Project is a diverse, nationwide coalition working to ensure safer communities and smarter transportation choices that enhance the economy, improve public health, promote social equity, and protect the environment.
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