
CHAPTER 14  

Robert Bernstein has been involved with both shorter work-time and alternative 

transportation, issues he sees as closely connected, for many years.  He’s the coordinator

of a list serve for the national shorter work-time movement (www.swt.org) and he’s been 

involved as a transportation planner in hometown of Santa Barbara, California.  When I 

called to ask him to write this chapter, he was in the process of a long and painful 

recovery from a terrible accident—he’d been hit by a car while riding his bicycle to 

work.  The accident had been nearly fatal and Robert is still healing from his many 

injuries.  Despite his condition, Robert readily agreed to write the chapter.

THE SPEED TRAP

By Robert Bernstein

“The cities will be part of the country; I shall live 30 miles from my office in one 

direction, under a pine tree; my secretary will live another 30 miles away from it 

too, in the other direction, under another pine tree. We shall both have our own 

car. “We shall use up tires, wear out road surfaces and gears, consume oil and 

gasoline. All of which will necessitate a great deal of work...enough for all.”—

Architect Le Corbusier, The Radiant City (1967)

When we think of transportation-caused pollution, we usually think of air 

pollution, noise pollution or perhaps water pollution caused by roadway runoff.  But 



geographer John Whitelegg uses the term “Time Pollution” to describe a far more 

pernicious transportation effluent.

The causal arrow of transportation and time demands points both ways. If we 

have more time, we can choose slower less energy-intensive modes of transport. But, 

conversely, a poor transportation system forces us to spend more time in transit or spend 

more time earning the money for transport or, to do both.

Imagine being back at the early part of the last century and being the first person 

on your block who owns a motor vehicle. What freedom and mobility you suddenly 

have! What sex appeal, if you are a young man!  You are literally the king of the road as 

you cruise along at 25MPH, almost ten times the speed of a typical pedestrian.  

Remember Mr. Toad and his “Motorcar”?!

But what happens as more of your neighbors acquire this amazing new 

technology?  First, there’s a traffic jam and a search for parking. Suddenly, having a car 

does not seem to be quite as much of an advantage. Yet civic leaders realize they must 

respond to the demands of this new elite of motorists, especially since they are the ones 

with the most money, power and campaign contributions.

Public money is spent to “improve” the roads. Streets are paved with tougher 

surfaces. Corners are rounded to allow these vehicles to make turns without having to 

slow down as much. And, most importantly, streets are widened not only to 

accommodate the increase in traffic, but also to accommodate the increased demand for 

places to store these vehicles.



Storage is not only needed at home. It is also needed at work, at the market and at 

the ball park.  The entire landscape changes as porches give way to wider roads and 

garages. Who wants to sit out and read on a front porch anyway when noisy, polluting 

traffic rushes past?

Those rounded street corners make crossing the street on foot riskier and more 

time-consuming. Walking feels frightening at times and the rest of the time it is just less 

pleasant with the noise and fumes of the motor cars. It also feels slower and almost 

pointless compared with the rush of activity in the road.

DOUBLY DEPRIVED

As roads are “improved” and vehicles get faster, cheaper and more common, 

something else begins to happen: Neighborhood shops and markets give way to more 

distant “supermarkets.”

This is the big turning point. Walking was already becoming less pleasant and 

more dangerous. But it was still possible to take care of all daily needs without a car. 

With the loss of neighborhood suppliers, however, a car becomes a necessity.

What is the alternative? Long walks or long waits for public transit to get to ever 

more distant places of daily business. If you don’t have a car you are not only at a 

disadvantage relative to those who do. You’re actually at a disadvantage relative to your 

own situation when no one had a private motor vehicle.

This is what is meant by “time pollution.” The speed and mobility of the motorist 

actually force non-motorists to spend more of their day in transit. The non-motorist has 



no more choice in the matter of time pollution than she does to avoid breathing 

automobile-polluted air or listening to automobile-created noise.

How many of us are affected by this? Even in the prosperous car-oriented United 

States, about one-third of all people do not drive. While some choose this lifestyle, most 

are either too young, too old, too disabled or too poor to drive.

Even one generation ago, half of all children walked or bicycled to school. Today,

the figure is just one in ten. Children lose autonomy, self-confidence and the ability to 

make new friends just being out and about. And, the Centers for Disease Control have 

targeted this as a prime cause of childhood obesity and the consequent rise of what used 

to be called “adult onset” diabetes, heart disease and other diseases of inactivity.

In terms of time, this means parents must become chauffeur to their children.  

Women bear the brunt of this forced labor. Women are also more likely not to own a car 

and are more vulnerable when walking or waiting for transit on sidewalks that are 

becoming ever more deserted.

SLOWER THAN WE THINK

But what about the time of the motorist? Motor vehicles average much lower 

speeds than commonly assumed. Over all driving conditions, average speed is only 

25MPH.  By AAA estimates, it costs about 50 cents per mile to own and operate an 

economy car. At a median wage of $15 per hour, this means the average American 

spends an extra two minutes to earn the money to go each mile. 

But, as the late social critic Ivan Illich pointed out, this only tells part of the story. 

The average American motorist drives over 12,000 miles per year.  We spend 850 hours 



per year either driving or earning the money for driving. And where does all of that 

movement get us? To exciting new vistas and experiences? Only a tiny fraction of our 

time is spent in such activities. Every new technology is hyped as saving time and 

expanding horizons. The car ads show scenes of smiling drivers zooming along scenic 

mountain or coastal roads, or open highways.

Rarely do we see the reality of daily motoring: Sitting in traffic jams on the way 

to the job that pays off the car loans. Or driving to the shopping center to get the aging 

vegetables that have replaced the fresh ones from the local grocer.  And where did those 

vegetables come from? The local farms have all been paved over to make room for the 

shopping malls and their vast parking lots. Now our food comes from hundreds or 

thousands of miles away and most children grow up with no idea of where it was grown.

CHANGING LAND USE

There is a dynamic relationship between time spent on transportation and land 

use. For thousands of years of human history, land use patterns were relatively 

unchanged.  People lived within a few minutes of their daily needs.  Farms, shops, parks 

and later schools, factories and medical facilities were all near home.

Relatively dense cities were surrounded by satellite towns and villages with 

forests and farms in between. There were obvious corridors of transportation between the 

satellite towns and the main cities.

When railroads began to develop, they were built along those obvious corridors 

and land use patterns were not significantly changed. In Europe today, railroads still 

connect the centers of most mid to large towns and cities. Travelers and business people 



arrive by rail close to where they do business, see cultural and historic sites and find 

lodging.

Not so in most of the U.S. today. Why is the U.S. so different? We are told that 

Americans have a “love affair” with the automobile. Perhaps.  But this is not the whole 

story.

Historian Ashleigh Brilliant traces the interesting history of the only U.S. city 

designed originally around high-speed rail. Surprisingly, that city is Los Angeles. High-

speed rail allowed far-flung cities to be in easy commuting time from downtown. This 

made the Los Angeles area effectively very large.

But development was all clustered along those rail lines in traditional cities with 

walkable downtown areas and surrounding citrus groves and orchards.  It was with the 

introduction of private motor vehicles that this changed. Motor vehicles can go at equal 

speed in any direction.  They are not confined to rails. And private cars are not confined 

to historical corridors between satellite towns and central cities.  They can go every 

which way and that leads to a land use that never existed in all of human history: 

suburban sprawl. Suburban sprawl fills in all of the open space between satellite towns 

and central cities.

Obvious corridors of transit disappear and it becomes impossible to get to most 

needs without a private car. The result is a vicious circle of cars creating sprawl and 

sprawl creating forced dependence on cars.

SUBURBAN NATION



Since the 1950s, 86% of US population growth has occurred in the suburbs. Two-

thirds of jobs created from 1960 to 1980 were in the suburbs. While 10% of all motor 

vehicle trips are suburbanites commuting into a city to work, 40% of trips are 

suburbanites commuting across the sprawl to jobs in suburbia.

How did this happen in America? Thanks to the popular movie “Roger Rabbit” 

many Americans know the story of the destruction of the Los Angeles commuter rail 

system by a real-life conspiracy of auto, tire, bus, paving and oil interests.

But that does not explain most of what has happened, any more than the Civil 

War explains the end of slavery in the United States. In both cases, larger economic 

forces were at work.  While most Americans are aware of subsidies for Amtrak and for 

urban buses and subways, few are aware of the far greater subsidies for private motor 

vehicle use.

AUTOS ON WELFARE

While fuel taxes have historically been used to pay for paving certain roads, most 

of the infrastructure that serves motorists is not paid through motoring user fees.  Some 

examples of these externalized costs that effectively subsidize private motor vehicle use:

*“Free” parking on public streets, at places of work and shopping. 

*Mortgage tax deductions for suburban homeowners with no such benefit for 

urban renters. 

*Highway patrols and roadway fire and rescue operations. 

*The cost of providing military force to secure the flow of oil. Half of all oil 

consumed in the U.S. is used to move vehicles on trips of three miles or less.



Noise, vibration, air, water and soil pollution are not only objectionable, they are 

also expensive. They reduce productivity of farmland, increase maintenance costs for 

structures, create large health impacts and lower property values.

But the biggest externalized cost of motor vehicles is the land they use.  Motor 

vehicles require ten times the space of people on foot and substantially more than that of 

people on bicycles or on transit. Almost all of that land is paid for through general funds 

and tax credits from general funds.

The Sierra Club Web site includes a page in its Sprawl section called “America’s 

Autos on Welfare.” It cites eight different studies with estimates from $300 billion to 

over one trillion dollars per year in subsidies for private U.S. motor vehicles.

OVERWORKING FOR CARS

These subsidies have at least three major effects on work time. The immediate 

effect is the 100 to 300 extra hours per year that each Americans needs to work to pay for

them.  But the subsidies also make it impossible for other transportation modes to 

compete, thereby eliminating transportation choices. This in turn has two other effects.

It forces Americans to work another 400 or more hours per year to pay for the 

immediate non-subsidized costs of driving. And, it leads most Americans to spend 

another 450 hours or so a year in traffic generated by the unique sprawl created by 

subsidized motor vehicle use.

FREEDOM OF CHOICE

Americans are proud of their freedom and independence. Yet, if most Americans 

are asked why they drive to work, they generally give one of two answers: Either they 



say there is no alternative available.  Or, they say that it is unsafe to walk or bike to work 

through the traffic of all of the other motorists. Neither is a matter of free choice.

Both are the result of the vicious circle of sprawling land use and forced 

automobile dependency. And both are the result of American economics which reward 

those who drive and which penalize those who do not.

Many Americans have moved to suburban areas to escape urban crime. Yet Alan 

Durning of Northwest Environment Watch did a study of the Pacific Northwest that 

showed this safety was an illusion. Suburban dwellers avoided some death and injury 

from slightly reduced crime.  But this was far outweighed by the increase in traffic deaths

and injuries resulting from their need for more driving!

One attempt to mitigate the problem of time spent in suburban commutes has 

been to change to more flexible work hours. This has meant staggered start and end times

for work or for some, working four longer days each week. While this has reduced peak 

demand of road capacity, it has broadened the peak so that in much of America, “rush 

hour” now includes most of the day.

Work time flexibility alone seems to provide little advantage to offset the 

damaging time demands of a society that is overly dependent on private motor vehicles.  

Shorter work-time might help here—more people would choose to walk, bike, or use 

public transit if they had more time--but the gains would be even greater if they were 

combined with a reduction of our dependence on the automobile.



It is no coincidence that Europeans have far more free time than Americans and 

that Europeans are not so dependent on automobiles.  Europeans drive less than half as 

much as we do, and that gives them more time directly and indirectly.

Having free time allows one to walk, bike or take the bus and to travel at a more 

leisurely pace. But a society that is designed around walking, biking and transit is also 

one that ends up with more free time!
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