 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Vol. 14, No. 3
Travel Behavior 
May/Jun 2003


Increasing Reliance on the Automobile Documented in the Latest Survey 


Reprinted from Innovation Briefs

New data from the 2001 Nationwide Household Transportation Survey (NHTS), released in January 2003, confirms the overwhelming dominance of the private car as a mode of personal transportation in America. Auto ownership is now almost universal, with 91.7 percent of American households owning at least one car, and 58.5 percent of households owning two or more vehicles. The car has become a virtual necessity for every segment of the population, including the poor, minorities, and the elderly, reports Prof. John Pucher of Rutgers University in the first detailed analysis of the 2001 NHTS data.
T

he National Household Transportation Survey (NHTS), and its precursor, the Nationwide Personal Transportation Survey (NPTS) have been tracking Americans’ travel habits since 1969. Unlike the decennial Census, which provides information only about journey-to-work, the NPTS and NHTS surveys report data on all trips, both urban and rural. The 2001 NHTS was conducted over a 14-month period, from March 2001 to May 2002 and is based on telephone interviews of nearly 26,000 households nationwide.


In a wide-ranging  interview, John Pucher, professor of urban planning and transportation at Rutgers University, paints a dramatic picture of the growing dominance of the automobile and the decline in public transportation usage in America, as revealed by the 2001 NHTS data. 


Trends in Modal Split for Daily Travel, 1969-2001 (all trip purposes) 

	Mode of Transportation
	1969
	
1977
	
1983
	
1990
	
1995
	
2001

	Automobile
	
81.8
	
83.7
	
82.0
	
87.1
	
86.5
	
86.4

	Transit
	
3.2
	
2.6
	
2.2
	
2.0
	
1.8
	
1.6

	Walk
	
n/a
	
9.3
	
8.5
	
7.2
	
5.4
	
8.6

	Bicycle
	
n/a
	
0.7
	
0.8
	
0.7
	
0.9
	
0.9

	Other (school bus, taxi)
	
5.0
	
3.7
	
6.5
	
3.0
	
5.4
	
2.5


Source: Federal Highway Administration, Nationwide Personal Transportation Surveys, 1969, 1977, 1983, 1990 and 1995; National Household Transportation Survey, 2001

Note: The decrease in auto mode share from 1995 to 2001, and the corresponding increase in walk mode share are due to a change in sampling methodology that captures previously unreported walk trips.


While the aggregate nationwide statistics shown in the table reprinted above confirm the increasing reliance on automobile travel, they hide enormous variations in travel behavior depending on trip purpose, geography, and income, Pucher points out. For example, the transit share of work trips is more than twice as high (3.7%) as that of all trips. Regional variations are also significant. The most transit-oriented region, the Mid-Atlantic, has a 2001 transit modal share that is 15 times higher (5.8%) than that of the least transit-oriented region, the East South Central region (0.4%). (Indeed, New York City alone accounts for half of the nation’s transit riders and thus dominates not only the Mid-Atlantic but also national statistics on transit usage). The Pacific and New England regions follow the Mid-Atlantic region as the second and third highest transit-oriented regions (2.2% and 1.8%, respectively). 

Auto Ownership

Three common indicators of motorization tell the story. The number of motor vehicles per household rose from 1.2 in 1969 to 1.9 in 2001; the number of vehicles per licensed driver increased from 0.7 to 1.1; and the number of vehicles per 1000 persons jumped from 340 in 1960 to 766 in 2001, giving the United States the highest rate of personal vehicle ownership in the world. 


As was to be expected, the 2001 NHTS confirms that the rate of auto ownership rises with increasing household income. The data shows that, while 26.5% of households with incomes of less than $20,000 have no motor vehicle, this rate declines to only 5% of households in the next highest income category ($20,000-$40,000). (For  households with incomes of over $75,000 it becomes an insignificant one percent). As Pucher observes, the United States is probably unique in the world in that roughly three-fourths of even the poorest households own a car. America’s sprawling metropolitan areas force almost all households to use cars to reach most destinations. 


The level of multiple car ownership is also striking. Nearly 60 percent of all households in America own two or more vehicles, with 37 percent of households owning two vehicles and 21 percent owning three or more vehicles.  


The rising car ownership rates are bad news for transit, Pucher thinks. The doubling of auto ownership per capita since 1960 is surely one of the most important reasons for the steady decline in transit’s modal share. Most households abandon public transportation as soon as they own their first car. And the still rising level of auto ownership will remain a strong deterrent to transit use in the coming years.

Travel Behavior and Travel Patterns

The 2001 NHTS reveals some interesting facts about travel behavior. Perhaps the most surprising is the fact that the automobile has become the primary mode of 

travel not only for the affluent but also for the poor, minorities and the elderly. Even the lowest-income households make only 4.6% of the trips by any form of public transit. Indeed, low income households use cars 17 times more than transit for their urban trips (75.9% vs. 4.6%), Pucher notes.. 


A major factor contributing to the erosion of transit ridership is the declining relative importance of the city center as a metropolitan work trip destination. As more and more jobs move out to the suburbs, even low-income wage earners are forced to use cars to reach their jobs–often in carpools. Another contributing factor is the declining number of work trips as a proportion of total trips. Travel to work–which traditionally has been the principal source of transit ridership–accounted for less than one-fifth of all trips in 2001.


The 2001 NHTS also confirms the overwhelming reliance of the elderly on the private car. Indeed, the elderly are less likely to use public transit than the population as a whole (1.3% vs. 1.6% of all trips).

Implications for Policy
Despite the growing dominance of the car across all income levels, public transportation continues to play a major 

role in providing mobility to disadvantaged groups in large metropolitan areas. In cities with a population of 3 million or more, transit serves roughly 10% of the trips of the poor. We agree with Pucher that, despite the rising levels of auto ownership, public policy must not ignore the plight of the small minority whose livelihood and access to basic services still depend essentially on public transportation. 
# 

John Pucher is a professor in the Bloustein School of Planning and Public Policy at Rutgers University. An MIT graduate, he is the author of “The Urban Transport Crisis in Europe and North America” (MacMillan Press, 1996). He can be reached at pucher@rci.rutgers.edu. or 732/932.3822, ext. 722. Pucher was assisted in his research by John L. Renne, a graduate student and lecturer at the same university.
