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If things need to change look to yourself first
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Preface

Much research has answered the question ‘what can make economic activity on
this planet sustainable?’ Yet we see ever growing depletion of the biosphere. It
is time to ask what is stopping sustainability? This book is the culmination of a
research project seeking an answer to that question in the field of transport and
urban planning. The purpose of the book is to explain the importance of local and
national institutional change in a world seeking to tackle global environmental
problems such as climate change. Through an examination of transport planning
in Australia, the book challenges the conventional wisdom by showing, through
original research, how ‘car dependence’ is as much an institutional as a technical
phenomenon.

To the engineers and consultants who have borne the major responsibility
for transport planning since the beginning of the last century we say this. We
salute your work and the immense professional competence you have displayed in
carrying it out. The vision of road engineers was the vision of many in twentieth
century society. Railway engineers worked hard to serve the demands of politicians
to reduce dependence on the budget. The theory of path dependence specifically
avoids any idea that the agents who diligently carry out the work of governments
are to blame for following a path which all their intelligence tells them is desired
by society. All we ask is for you now to look closely at where that path is leading
and apply your undoubted problem solving skills to shaping a new path that will
better serve to give cities and the planet a future.

Case studies in three metropolitan cities show how Australian transport policy
has become institutionally fixated on a policy path dominated by private, road based
transport. Exploration of key documents over some fifty years, and interviews
with key actors, demonstrate the existence of storylines supporting infrastructure
for cars and militating against investment in public transport and other forms of
movement. Our research shows how policy systems become encrusted around
investment to accommodate private cars, erecting an impenetrable barrier against
more sustainable mobility and accessibility solutions.

The book represents a new approach to understanding transport policy that
brings political-institutional analysis to what has traditionally been the domain
of engineering and technology. The way its empirical content is connected to this
theory and the issue of sustainability makes its findings applicable to most cities
of the developed world, and to fields beyond transport planning.

Carey Curtis and Nicholas Low
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Chapter 1
Introduction

The twentieth-century vision of urban transport contained five crucial elements.
First, the vision itself was of unimpeded, individual, motorized mobility. Along
with this promise of individual mobility, went speed. Vehicles should at all times
be able to travel at speeds consistent both with their design capacities and a
reasonable level of safety for the drivers and passengers. Second, however, the
attempt to realize this promise for all who could drive provoked traffic congestion,
which then became the dominant transport problem of the twentieth century. Time
lost moving at less than the optimum speed was time, and therefore money, wasted:
the cost of congestion. Third, the solution to traffic congestion was to build more
and better roads to accommodate private vehicles moving at speed. The higher
the speed of the vehicles, the greater the separation between them necessary for
the safety of people in cars, and so the more road space was required. Fourth,
as realization of the promise became a historical fact, a simple technology was
developed to project the growth of ‘demand’ for individual motorized mobility,
and predict the road space needed to meet it. The fifth and final element was the
implicit assumption that the planetary environment would for ever provide the
necessary resources to fuel the vision and absorb its wastes.

This vision is powerful because it taps the human urge for freedom. ‘Of all the
specific liberties’, wrote the philosopher Hannah Arendt, ‘which may come into
our minds when we hear the word “freedom”, freedom of movement is historically
the oldest and also the most elementary. Being able to depart for where we will
is the prototypical gesture of being free’ (Arendt, 1955: 9). The first half of the
twentieth century was full of the ideology of human emancipation by the private
car (see Davison, 2004: 112—116). The vision is strongly compatible with liberal
capitalism: freedom of consumer choice, the free market and, above all, the free
movement of labour. The transport vision grew within the shell of free market
economics, which in turn emerged from the powers that shaped the eighteenth
century philosophy of the Enlightenment. So perhaps it is fair to talk of the ‘traffic
enlightenment’.

The twentieth-century vision has nowhere been achieved, not even in that urban
icon of the twentieth century, Los Angeles. Indeed the Urban Mobility Report,
2010, of the Texas Transportation Institute which tracks congestion in American
cities reports Los Angeles as the most congested of the 15 largest US conurbations
with 515 million hours travel delay in 2009 (Texas Transportation Institute,
2010). But in England the transformation of the urban environment necessary for
its achievement was considered in the ‘Buchanan Report’, Traffic in Towns. In
a portion of central London (east of Euston Road and north of Tottenham Court
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Figure 1.1 Buchanan’s design for partial redevelopment

Source: Traffic in Towns, A Study of the long term problems of traffic in urban areas, Report
of the Working Group (led by Colin Buchanan) HMSO 1963 Figure 192, Page 147 ‘The
design for partial redevelopment — plan at ground level showing the primary, district and
local distributor road system together with the parking and service areas.’
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Road), the Buchanan team calculated the consequences ‘if every person should
seek to go to work by car, every shopper to use a car, and the residents to have all
they desired in the way of cars and parking spaces’ (Working Group, 1963: 130).
Their conclusion: ‘when we considered the consequences for the primary [road]
network of a vast continuous spread of areas similar to our study area, for this is
what the middle of London really comprises, we realized that the network would
become impossibly large and complicated’ (ibid.). Nevertheless the Buchanan team
decided to try out a compromise version: not what might be needed within the area
itself, but ‘what could be practically contrived in the way of a network to bring
traffic to and from the area’ (ibid.). The radical transformation required for even
this compromise is shown in Figure 1.1. It was a shocking wholesale demolition of
the urban fabric, and its reconstruction around a pattern of motorways and ‘urban
rooms’ segregated from the main flows of road traffic.

At this high point of the ‘traffic enlightenment’ in the 1960s, when popular
belief in the virtue of the private car was strongest, the modernist architecture of
reconstruction was still fashionable, the level of oil field discovery was peaking,
and the ‘environment’ meant merely the local physical space, the Buchanan Report
was a tipping point of sorts, or perhaps a Janus gateway between the past and the
future, facing two ways, at once recognizing the impossible cost of the vision yet
still hankering after its partial realization.

Throughout the latter half of the twentieth century in the developed world,
there were many complaints and protests launched against implementation of the
‘traffic enlightenment’ vision of motorized individual mobility. But they gained
little traction. Commenting on the Buchanan Report, Peter Self, then chairman
of the Town and Country Planning Association, sensibly observed, ‘Should
we not utilize the best means of transport for each particular purpose? For city
centres, this would imply heavy use and almost complete reliance upon public
transport, which is particularly well suited to this task. Conversely, the best
prospects for motorization surely lie in the conception of a regional complex of
new and expanded towns, each relatively small” (Self, 1963: 1228). But by the
1960s an institutional carapace of organizations, policies, beliefs and practices
had, throughout the developed world, been built around the vision, protecting it
from challenge from without.

It was never enough to show that implementation of the vision had serious
negative side effects or externalities. It was never enough to show that the vision
was not equally applauded by everybody, that some sections of the population
were losers from its pursuit. It was not enough to point out the vision’s large
opportunity costs. It was not enough to demonstrate that pursuit of the vision in
urban areas was destructive of the quality of the urban environment. It was not
enough to show that building or improving roads only added to traffic on the road
system. The policy path was sufficiently entrenched to brush off such challenges.
Despite more subtle arguments to the contrary, the conventional wisdom continues
to assert that fighting congestion is in the public interest, that the public are voting
with their wallets to buy and use cars, and that the rest are vested interests with
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axes to grind. If the result is traffic congestion, the common sense solution is
to build more road space to free up bottlenecks. It is politically ‘courageous’ to
oppose such popular trends.

What has finally exposed the glorious vision as a lying mirage are two
discoveries of the last century whose consequences have yet to be fully confronted
by the state apparatuses of our times. These are the catastrophe of climate change
induced by combustion of fossil fuel (Weart, 2003, provides a fine and readable
account of the discovery of human induced climate change), and the peak and
subsequent decline of the oil supply (Deffeyes, 2002; Campbell, 2005).! Whatever
the individual pleasures — and they are many — of the use of private motor vehicles,
a vision in which their use is the dominant mode of urban transport cannot be
defended when only a small rich minority will be able to afford it, and when
its pursuit causes climate change. The world today stands on the threshold of a
mobility catastrophe. The peak of oil production and climate change immediately
confront the world, and governments around the world have yet to offer a robust
and truly effective solution. It is not enough to argue that vehicles will have to
change. Rather urban transport, and possibly our habits of mobility, will have to
change. The forces preventing that change are now shown to be deeply irrational.

Many different kinds of values, some of them contradictory, are usually rolled
up in the term ‘sustainable’ (Low, 2003). They will not be debated here. Suffice
it to say that a transport vision that does not recognize and is not adapted to the
realities of climate change and peak oil is not sustainable. The purpose of this book
is to report an investigation of the institutional barriers preventing the development
of a new vision compatible with these realities and in those terms ‘sustainable’.

Research Approach

This book draws on a major research project which set out to examine one particular
policy domain, transport, in order to examine how discursive and institutional
structures within government influence the achievement of sustainability targets.
Our research questioned how far and fast government agencies move policy
towards environmental sustainability. We argued that this depends not only
on plans and programmes espousing the goal of sustainability, but also on the
existence of barriers to implementation, and opportunities for innovation, resulting
from existing discursive and institutional structures. The central hypothesis is that
‘discourse networks’ play a key role in the paradigm shift entailed by ‘sustainable
development’.

The ‘discourse network’ is a concept used to explain the interconnectedness
of ideas, decision-makers and their mental models of reality: what is ‘important’,

1 There is a debate about whether the peak of oil production has passed or is still to
come. But the facts are mired in the politics of oil. There is really no scientific debate worth
mentioning about the facts of climate change.



