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New Census Data Provides a Reality Check

Reprinted from Innovation Briefs, Vol. 13, No. 4, July/August 2002

The 2000 Census figures released in early June offer dramatic evidence of how a decade of prosperity, rapid population growth and continued suburbanization have changed the travel habits of working Americans.  The data serves as a reality check to those who have been preaching the doctrine of “Smart Growth” and  predicting the collapse of the automobile-based society. The census figures show that despite a decade of promotion of public transportation and carpooling and despite substantial investment in rail transit, Americans have become ever more reliant on cars.  Between 1990 and 2000, the number and percentage of people driving alone to work increased, while the number and percentage of carpoolers substantially decreased. Multi-car ownership continued to soar, while the use of public transportation as a share of total travel declined. A summary of the new census findings is presented below. 
T

he latest data comes from the Census Supplementary Survey which is based on the “long form” that went to 20 million households (one in six) across the nation.  The new statistics contain a wealth of information about the changes that have occurred in Americans’ commuting habits during the last decade.

A National Snapshot of Commuting Habits 

In the year 2000, nationwide, the automobile was the overwhelming travel choice of commuters going to work, with 75.7 % of all workers driving alone. Carpooling was second at 11.2%, followed by transit at 4.7 %. A total of 2.9% of us walked to work and 3.3% worked at home.

More Workers Are Driving Alone

During the decade of the ‘90s, the percentage of workers who drove alone increased in 36 out of the 40 largest metro areas (CMSAs), and nationwide stood at 75.7%, up 3% from 1990. Michigan had the highest rate of solo commuters (83.2%) followed by Alabama (83.0%), Ohio (82.8%) and Indiana (81.8%). Of the 40 largest metropolitan areas,  the District of Columbia and New York had the lowest drive-alone rate (38.4% and 56.3% respectively), while Detroit, St. Louis, Kansas City, Indianapolis, Hartford and Louisville had the highest rates (all, between  82% and 83%). All told, 15 of the 40 largest metro areas and 12 of the 50 states had drive-alone rates of 80% or higher. 

Fewer Workers Are Carpooling 


Nationwide, carpooling to work declined from 13.4% in 1990 to 11.2% in 2000, a 16 % drop. The percentage of workers carpooling decreased in 36 out of the 40 largest metropolitan areas. Los Angeles had the highest carpool rate (15.2%), followed by Phoenix (15.3%), Las Vegas (15%), San Antonio (14.7%) and Dallas-Ft.Worth (14.0%). Eight metro areas (mostly in the northeastern states) had a carpool rate of less than 10%. 

Transit Market Share Has Declined 

During the decade of the ‘90s, the number of work trips taken on public transportation remained substantially the same (6,069 million in 1990,  6,067 million in 2000), but transit’s market share declined from 5.27% to 4.73% a 10.3% drop nationwide. This decrease was not distributed evenly. For example, transit share of work trips actually increased in Portland, OR (from 4.8% to 5.7%), Seattle (from 6.1% to 6.8%),  and Las Vegas (from 2.0% to 4.1%, a 100% increase!). But in 28 of the 40 largest metro area, the proportion of transit riders declined, although the decline was less than 0.5% in 18 of those areas. Transit had its sharpest decline in Atlanta (from 4.5% to 3.7%), Chicago (from 13.4% to 11.5%),  Philadelphia (from 10.2% to 8.7%), and Kansas City (from 2.1% to 1.3%).


Of the 40 largest metropolitan areas (CMSAs),  New York/No. New Jersey metro area had the highest proportion of transit riders (24.9%) in 2000, followed by Chicago (11.5%), San Francisco (9.5%), Washington-Baltimore (9.4%) and Boston (9.0%).  Five other MSAs  (Philadelphia, Seattle, Pittsburgh, Portland, OR, and New Orleans) had between 5% and 9% of workers commuting by transit

Commutes Are Getting  Longer 


Americans are spending more time than ever getting to work. Between 1990 and 2000, the average travel time to work nationwide rose by almost three minutes, to 25.5 minutes. Of the 40 largest metro areas, New York-No. New Jersey had the longest average one-way commute (34.0 minutes), followed by Washington-Baltimore (31.7 min.), Atlanta (31.2 min.) and Chicago (31.0 min.). All the remaining 36 metro areas averaged less than 30 minute commutes, but none had commutes of less than 20 minutes.  Commuters in Atlanta reported the largest increase in travel time, averaging 5.2 minutes.

Commentary

The reasons for the trends described above are well understood. During the decade of the ‘90s, solo driving increased and carpooling declined because more people could afford cars (the number of households without cars dropped from 11.5% in 1990 to 9.3% in 2000), a growing number of workers moved to spread-out suburbs, and more jobs migrated to far-flung locations that are poorly served or  not served at all by transit. Moreover, more workers had irregular work hours and  many time-pressed commuters began to run errands on the way to and from work, making ridesharing and public transportation more inconvenient if not impossible. 


Are the trends of the last decade likely to continue in the years ahead? Most demographers and social observers see no indications that the fundamental forces affecting these trends are about to lessen. These forces include a healthy rate of household formation, rising incomes, low mortgage policies that encourage home ownership, affordable land on the urban periphery, and strong personal preferences for the livable, low-density environment of the suburbs.

The fact that many center cities are undergoing a healthy economic revival and gentrification is not seen by demographers as inconsistent with continued metropolitan decentralization. The two demographic trends exist side by side. However, as the 2000 Census plainly has shown, the outward migration of people and businesses dwarfs the movement of “empty nesters” and young professionals to the center cities.


The latest figures from the Washington region confirm the continued strength of the outward population movement. Since 2000, the outer suburbs have experienced population growth of 7.8%, the inner suburbs have grown at a rate of only 1.6%, and central city population has actually declined by 0.2%.


This leads us to the overall conclusion that, in the absence of a cataclysmic energy crisis, we can expect

 the trends of growing metropolitan dispersal and falling urban population densities to continue. And this, in turn, suggests that – willingly or reluctantly – we shall remain reliant on the motor vehicle as our primary means of personal transportation and goods movement as far into the future as we can see. 
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