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Executive Summary

America’s infrastructure is in rough shape. 
Many of our roads, bridges and transit 
systems are aging and in need of repair.

Yet, year after year, state and local governments 
propose billions of dollars’ worth of new and ex-
panded highways that often do little to reduce con-
gestion or address real transportation challenges, 
while diverting scarce funding from infrastructure 
repairs and 21st century transportation priorities.  

Nine proposed highway projects across the 
country – slated to cost at least $10 billion – 
exemplify the need for a fresh approach to 
transportation planning and spending. These 
projects, some originally proposed decades ago, 
double down on the failed transportation strategies 
of the past while causing harm to local communities 
and absorbing scarce transportation dollars. They 
are but a sampling of many questionable highway 
projects nationwide that could cost taxpayers tens 
of billions of dollars to build, and even more money 
over the course of upcoming decades to maintain.

Local, state and federal decision-makers should 
reevaluate the need for the projects profiled in this 
report, along with others that no longer make sense 
in an era of changing transportation needs. Instead, 
they should focus on real, long-term transportation 
solutions, including maintaining our existing roads 
and bridges, repairing potholes, and investing in 
public transportation, bicycling, walking and other 
options.

Americans’ transportation needs are changing. 
America’s transportation spending priorities 
aren’t.

•	 State governments continue to spend billions 
on highway expansion projects that fail to solve 
congestion. 

 º Expanding highways draws new drivers to the 
roads, often resulting in a rapid return to the 
congested conditions the expansion projects 
were originally supposed to solve.

 º In Texas, for example, a $2.8 billion project 
widened Houston’s Katy Freeway to 26 lanes, 
making it one of the widest freeways in the 
world. But, just a few years after completion, 
morning commute times were 30 percent longer 
and afternoon commute times were 50 percent 
longer.1 And in California, the $1.6 billion widen-
ing of Interstate 405 in Los Angeles delivered 
little benefit in terms of reducing rush-hour 
congestion.2

•	 Highway expansion is not a national transporta-
tion priority.

 º Highway expansion is often pitched as a way to 
deal with projected future increases in travel. 
Over the last decade, however, growth in driving 
has slowed, with the average American in 2016 
driving fewer miles than he or she did in 2002.3

 º Forecasts of future growth in driving are often 
inflated. Americans are now expected to drive 
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nearly a trillion fewer miles per year in 2020 
than federal officials projected in 2004.4

•	 Highway expansion absorbs money that can be 
used for more pressing needs. 

 º In 2012, federal, state and local governments 
spent $27.2 billion on expanding the highway 
system – consuming more than one out of 
every four capital dollars spent on the nation’s 
road network.5

 º Continued spending on highway expansion 
diverts funds that could be used to address the 
nation’s roughly half trillion-dollar backlog of 
road and bridge repair needs and its $90 billion 
backlog of transit repair needs, as well as to 
expand transportation choices for Americans 
through investments in public transportation.6

States continue to spend billions of dollars on 
new or expanded highways that fail to address 
real problems with our transportation system, or 
that pose serious harm to surrounding communi-
ties. In some cases, officials are proposing to tack 
expensive highway expansions onto necessary repair 
and reconstruction projects, while other projects 
represent entirely new construction. Many of these 
projects began or were first proposed years or de-
cades ago, or are based on long-outdated data. 

Questionable projects poised to absorb billions 
of scarce transportation dollars include:

•	 I-405 Widening, California, $1.9 billion – Widen-
ing one of the nation’s busiest stretches of Inter-
state highway in Orange County would draw new 
traffic to the road, create new bottlenecks, and 
replicate the failed approach to congestion relief 
of an earlier I-405 widening project in Los Angeles.  

•	 I-4 “Beyond the Ultimate,” Florida, $2.2 billion 
– The construction of tolled express lanes along 
40 miles of highway has been pitched, in part, as 
a way to avoid bottlenecks created by another $2 

billion highway expansion project now underway 
in Orlando.

•	 I-75 North Truck Lanes, Georgia, $2 billion – 
Construction of the nation’s first long-haul, truck-
only lanes would represent a giveaway to the 
trucking industry, while undermining a rail-based 
approach to freight movement in Georgia that is 
intended to get trucks off the roads.

•	 I-84 Expansion, Connecticut, $715 million – 
Proposed widening of I-84 in Danbury directs 
state funds to a road where traffic has barely 
increased in the last decade, even amid growing 
demand for better rail service and severe state 
budget woes.

•	 State Routes 53/120, Illinois, $2.3 billion –  
A proposed toll road in the Chicago suburbs 
would jeopardize the environment and lacks a 
viable funding plan.

•	 I-66 “Inside the Beltway” Expansion, Virginia, 
$140 million – A bold plan to reimagine a subur-
ban D.C. highway and expand access to trans-
portation options is accompanied by a politically 
motivated highway widening project.

•	 I-30 Widening, Arkansas, $632 million – Widen-
ing a highway that cuts through the heart of Little 
Rock would impede the city’s downtown revival 
while potentially causing as many transportation 
problems as it solves.  

•	 I-73, South Carolina, $1.3 billion – A proposal 
for a new Interstate linking I-95 to Myrtle Beach 
is unnecessary, environmentally damaging, and 
would divert money from a growing crisis in road 
maintenance in the Palmetto State. 

•	 Madison Beltline widening, $1 billion – The 
budget-strapped state of Wisconsin, which has 
already delayed other highway projects, continues 
to consider widening a highway around Madison, 
even as demands grow for more and better public 
transportation. 
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Previous Highway Boondoggles reports in 
2014 and 2016 identified 23 dubious highway 
expansion projects costing an estimated $37 
billion that merited additional scrutiny. Of 
those projects, six have been canceled, are on 
hold, or are under significant revision. Among 
projects put on hold or facing new scrutiny are 
the following: 

•	 An extension to an existing toll road in 
southern California was denied on the 
grounds that it and a future additional exten-
sion would threaten local water resources. 

•	 Plans for the Dallas Trinity Parkway are 
uncertain after community-led opposition 
to the proposed toll road resulted in a new, 
downscaled design and new questions about 
how the project would be funded.

•	 The Illiana Expressway tollway in Indiana and 
Illinois was suspended amid budget concerns 
and has been the subject of court challenges 
that leave its future in severe doubt.

•	 A proposal to widen I-94 in Milwaukee 
was denied funding by lawmakers and the 
governor due to the state budget crunch and 
following strong opposition from community 
advocacy groups.  The land-use group 1000 
Friends of Wisconsin found that the state 
Department of Transportation systematically 
overestimated traffic projections to justify the 
expansion. 

•	 The future of the proposed Mon-Fayette 
Expressway outside Pittsburgh is in question 
as the region’s planning agency is reconsider-
ing the project and local officials are looking 
into the possibility of repurposing the funds 
currently dedicated toward its construction.

Federal, state and local governments should stop 
or downsize unnecessary or low-priority highway 
projects to free up resources for pressing 
transportation priorities. 

Specifically, policy-makers should:

•	 Invest in transportation solutions that reduce 
the need for costly and disruptive highway 
expansion projects. Investments in public trans-
portation, changes in land-use policy, road pricing 
measures, and technological measures that help 
drivers avoid peak-time traffic, for example, can 
often address congestion more cheaply and effec-
tively than highway expansion.

•	 Adopt fix-it-first policies that reorient trans-
portation funding away from newer and wider 
highways and toward repair of existing roads and 
investment in other transportation options. 

•	 Use the latest transportation data and require 
full cost-benefit comparisons, including future 
maintenance needs, to evaluate all proposed 
new and expanded highways. This includes 
projects proposed as public-private partnerships. 

•	 Revise transportation forecasting models to 
ensure that all evaluations of proposed projects 
use up-to-date travel information, reflect a range 
of potential future trends for housing and trans-
portation demand, and incorporate the potential 
impacts of shifts in other transportation options, 
including public transit, biking and walking, along 
with newer options such as carsharing, bikeshar-
ing and ridesharing.

•	 Give funding priority to transportation 
projects that reduce growth in vehicle-miles 
traveled, to account for the public health, 
environmental and climate benefits resulting from 
reduced driving.

•	 Invest in research and data collection to better 
track and react to ongoing shifts in how people 
travel. 
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Introduction

The future of America’s infrastructure is at the 
center of political debate in a way it hasn’t 
been in decades. Talk of a potential trillion-

dollar federal infrastructure package – and rising con-
cern about the deteriorating condition of the nation’s 
aging roads, bridges, railroads, transit systems and 
water infrastructure – have led some to believe that 
a new wave of investment in infrastructure is right 
around the corner.

But will that investment be smart, helping to meet 
the goals of enhancing the quality of life in our cities 
and towns, improving the quality of our air and water, 
assuring the sustainability of our communities in an 
era of growing concern about climate change, and 
meeting the needs of a 21st century economy? Or will 
it be wasted on “bridges to nowhere,” on showpiece 
infrastructure heavy on glitz but light on impact, and 
on projects that double down on failed approaches 
that have left our nation and its people poorer, sicker 
and more miserable than we otherwise would be? 

The track record of local, state and federal spending 
on transportation does not inspire confidence. For 
decades, governments have continued to spend tens 
of billions of dollars on highway expansion projects 
that do little to address real transportation problems, 
even as they help push the nation toward an ever-
more car-dependent future. Such unwise infrastruc-
ture spending often creates additional problems 
– from damage to public health to increased conges-
tion on local streets – that require the expenditure of 
even more public money to fix. 

Cities and towns around the country are increasingly 
embracing new approaches to transportation prob-

lems that were once thought to be best solved by 
pouring new concrete. Revitalizing walkable urban 
areas, expanding access to public transportation, 
improving safety and comfort for pedestrians and 
people on bikes, and, in recent years, experiment-
ing with new tools such as shared mobility services 
and information technology solutions, all have the 
potential to address transportation problems in ways 
that are popular, effective and often cheaper than 
highway expansion.

The projects highlighted in this report put a spotlight 
on the tension between extravagant highway expan-
sion binges and smarter transportation approaches 
that deliver greater benefits for the public, but are 
often starved of necessary investment. The “boon-
doggle” highway projects featured in this report have 
been proposed in Red and Blue states; in urban, sub-
urban and rural areas; and in fast-growing and slow-
growing areas. In nearly every case, local residents 
and, in many cases, local officials have proposed 
alternative approaches that better meet local needs.

As the nation considers new investment in infrastruc-
ture, it is critical that those investments flow toward 
critical maintenance and repair projects, as well as 
new projects that meet today’s 21st century priorities 
and needs. To achieve that goal, we must take a hard 
look at how today’s transportation dollars are spent, 
and learn the lessons of the recent past. The projects 
highlighted here, as well as the nearly two dozen 
projects included in previous Highway Boondoggles 
reports, stand out as cautionary tales with lessons 
that should be taken to heart by public officials at 
every level of government.
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The Problem with Highway 
Boondoggles

The United States continues to spend tens of 
billions of dollars each year to expand our 
highway network, even as existing roads and 

bridges crumble and other pressing transportation 
needs go unmet. 

Highway Expansion Doesn’t Solve 
Our Transportation Problems

Highway Widening Does Not Solve 
Congestion
Building a new highway or widening an existing one 
is often billed as a way to reduce traffic congestion. 
Nearly a century of highway construction in the Unit-
ed States, however, suggests that it does not work. 
Since 1980, the nation has added more than 800,000 
lane-miles of highway – paving more than 1,500 
square miles, an area larger than the state of Rhode 
Island – and yet congestion today is worse than it was 
in the early 1980s.7

For decades, transportation researchers have under-
stood why building and widening highways does not 
eliminate congestion.8 Expanding a highway sets off 
a chain reaction of societal decisions that ultimately 
lead the highway to become congested again – often 
in only a short time. Businesses may choose to move 
or establish new locations on the outskirts of the city 

in order to take advantage of the new highway. 
People may choose to move farther away in pursuit 
of cheaper housing (after spending more on trans-
portation in the process). Commuters who had left 
early for work in order to avoid traffic might travel 
at rush hour once again. People who had taken 
transit might get back into their cars. 

The ability of these changes – collectively termed 
“induced demand” – to take up additional space on 
highways, ultimately resulting in the return of con-
gestion, is so predictable that it has been called the 
“Fundamental Law of Road Congestion.”9 Examples 
of recent highway expansion projects that failed to 
relieve congestion include the following:

Katy Freeway
In Texas, the Katy Freeway was known as far back 
as 2002 to be a very congested highway.10 A $2.8 
billion highway widening project was promoted as 
a fix for the congestion.11 The highway became one 
of the world’s widest – with 26 lanes in parts.12 

And yet, travel times worsened considerably. By 
2014, 85 percent of commutes along that high-
way took longer than they had in 2011.13 Morning 
commutes took more than 30 percent longer, and 
afternoon commutes took more than 50 percent 
longer.14
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I-405 in Los Angeles
The $1.6 billion widening of I-405 that disrupted 
commutes for five years – including two complete 
shutdowns of a 10-mile stretch of one of the nation’s 
busiest highways – had no success in reducing rush 
hour congestion (though it did shorten the length of 
rush hour somewhat).15

Just five months after the widened road reopened, 
the rush-hour trip took longer than it had while con-
struction was still ongoing.16 

Highway Expansion Is Not a Pressing 
Priority
Complaints about traffic congestion are as common 
as complaints about the weather. Yet, in much of the 
country, traffic congestion is not demonstrably worse 
than it was a decade ago. Slower growth in driving 
could make highway expansion even less of a priority 
in the years to come.

Figure 1. Total and Per-Capita Vehicle-Miles Traveled, United States20
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According to the Texas A&M Transportation Insti-
tute, the average automobile commuter in America’s 
metropolitan areas spent as much time in congestion 
in 2014 (42 hours a year) as he or she did in 2006.17 
After doubling between 1982 and 1999, the average 
number of hours spent in congestion increased 17 
percent between 1999 and 2014.

Part of the reason for the slowdown in the growth 
of congestion is the slowing of the rate of growth in 
the number of miles Americans drive each year. After 
roughly six decades of nearly continuous, rapid in-
creases in the number of miles driven by the average 
American, the early 2000s saw this “Driving Boom” 
come to an end. Between 2004 and 2013, the number 
of miles driven by the average American fell by 6.5 
percent.18 Despite recent increases in driving, espe-
cially following the decline in gasoline prices in 2014, 
the average American drove fewer miles in 2016 than 
he or she did in 2002.19 
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For years, highway agencies have justified highway 
expansion based on the assumption that driving will 
continue to increase steadily and rapidly in the years 
to come. These forecasts shape transportation agen-
cies’ estimates of the funding needed for infrastruc-
ture maintenance, repairs and expansion.  At a more 
local level, highway agencies regularly cite forecasts 
of congestion 20 to 30 years in the future to justify a 
highway widening project today. But those assump-

tions are changing. In its most recent biannual report 
to Congress, the U.S. Department of Transportation 
(U.S. DOT) issued markedly lower traffic forecasts for 
the next two decades than it has in recent years. In 
2004, the U.S. DOT forecast that Americans would be 
driving 4.2 trillion miles per year by 2020; today, the 
U.S. DOT forecasts that we will drive only 3.26 trillion 
miles – a difference of 24 percent, or nearly a trillion 
fewer miles per year.21

Figure 2. Travel Growth Forecasts Have Not Corresponded to Reality22

The colored lines on this chart indicate vehicle travel forecasts made by the U.S. Department 
of Transportation in its biannual Conditions and Performance report to Congress, while the 
black line indicates actual vehicle-miles traveled. After underestimating the rate of growth 
in vehicle travel in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the report has dramatically overestimated 
the long-term rate of travel growth since the early 1990s. U.S. DOT recently revised its 
procedures in the hopes of producing more accurate forecasts in the future.
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The emergence of new transportation technologies, 
changes in patterns of development in and around 
U.S. cities, and broader shifts in demographics and 
the structure of the U.S. economy make it particularly 
difficult to predict future demand for transportation. 
Many of the factors that drove rapid and sustained in-
creases in driving in the 20th century – growing avail-
ability of cars, rising workforce participation due to 
the Baby Boom and the entrance of women into the 
workforce, and mass suburbanization – are unlikely to 
be present in the same way in the 21st century. While 
recent trends such as sustained lower prices for gaso-
line and the advent of automated vehicles may alter 
Americans’ driving behaviors in the years to come, it 
is much too early to assume that they will result in a 
return to the torrid growth in driving that took place 
in the second half of the 20th century.

Highway Expansion Takes Money 
from Other Transportation 
Priorities

Highway Expansion Is Costly
Highway expansion costs the United States tens of 
billions of dollars each year. In 2012, federal, state 
and local governments spent $27.2 billion expand-
ing the highway system – including new roads, new 
bridges and widenings of existing highways.23 Those 
expansion projects absorbed more than one out of 
every four capital dollars spent on highways in 2012, 
a lower share than previous years, but still a massive 
investment during a period of minimal growth in 
driving.

The Transportation Funding Gap Is 
Growing
At the same time, the traditional sources of funding 
for highway programs – gas taxes and other so-called 
“user fees” – are increasingly failing to keep up. 

Many Americans believe that the taxes they pay 
at the pump are sufficient to cover the cost of the 
roads they use. While that has never been entirely 
true, today, so-called “user fees” cover a smaller 
share of highway costs than has been true historical-
ly. The real value of gas taxes and other charges on 
highway users actually declined between 2002 and 
2012, the result of slower growth in driving, more 
fuel-efficient cars, inflation, and the unwillingness of 
the federal government and many states to increase 
gasoline taxes.24 

The result has been increased borrowing for high-
way expenses and a growing dependence on 
revenue from general funds supplied by taxpayers, 
regardless of how much or how little they drive. 

Highway Maintenance, Transit and 
Other Needs Are Growing
Continued highway expansion amid stagnating gas 
tax revenues means that limited funding is available 
for other transportation needs – including needs 
that are increasingly urgent in the 21st century. 

•	 Road repairs – As many of the roads and bridges 
the nation built in the mid-20th century near the 
end of their useful lives, local governments are 
struggling to meet day-to-day infrastructure 
maintenance needs and often defer action to a 
later date. This has caused a roughly half trillion-
dollar backlog of highway and bridge repair and 
rehabilitation.25 As streets, roads and bridges 
continue to age, the cost and urgency of mainte-
nance and repairs can only be expected to grow. 

•	 Transit repair and expansion – Similarly, the 
nation faces a nearly $90 billion repair and 
rehabilitation backlog for its public transporta-
tion systems.26 Americans also are increasingly 
demanding expanded access to public trans-
portation. According to a 2014 ABC News poll, 
Americans favor transit improvements over road 
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expansion as a solution to congestion by a margin 
of 54 to 41 percent.27 In November 2016, voters 
across the country approved $170 billion in new 
investment in transit on local ballots.28 

•	 Local needs – Local governments also clamor 
for funding to expand bike lanes, improve condi-
tions for pedestrians, fix potholes, and engage 
in “complete streets” transformations and other 
improvements to local streetscapes. Often, these 
improvements cost just a tiny share of the cost of 
a major highway project, but deliver significant 
improvements in quality of life and expand the 
mobility options available to local residents. 

Highway Expansion Damages 
Communities and the Environment
Highway expansion can cause irreparable harm to 
communities – forcing the relocation of homes and 
businesses, widening “dead zones” alongside high-
ways, severing street connections for pedestrians 
and cars, reducing the city’s base of taxable property, 
and creating noise, pollution and disruption that 
degrades quality of life.

According to former U.S. Transportation Secretary 
Anthony Foxx, roughly 1 million Americans were 
displaced by highway construction during the first 
20 years of the Interstate Highway System.29 Many of 
those who were not displaced found their commu-
nity life disrupted. A 2006 study found that U.S. cities 

would have added 8 percent to their population 
between 1950 and 1990 if urban freeways had not 
been built, compared to the 17 percent decline 
that occurred amidst the urban highway boom.30 

Such displacement and disruption continues. In 
Tampa, the Florida Department of Transportation’s 
“Tampa Bay Express” project threatens to dis-
place a community center built by local residents 
and disrupt a resurgent urban neighborhood.31 
(See page 36.) In Detroit, a proposal to expand 
Interstate 94 through the heart of the city would 
destroy a historic recording studio once used by 
Charlie Parker, Aretha Franklin and a parade of 
other American musicians.32 (See page 40.)

Highway expansion also fuels additional driving 
that contributes to climate change. Americans 
drive more per-capita – and produce more carbon 
pollution from transportation per-capita – than 
residents of any other major industrial nation.33 
By encouraging sprawling development patterns 
and nudging more people to take to the roads, 
highway expansion makes it more difficult for 
the nation to meet its national clean air goals and 
international commitments to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions, such as the Paris Climate Agree-
ment. In order to achieve the dramatic reductions 
in carbon pollution needed to prevent the worst 
impacts of global warming, the United States and 
the world must promote low-carbon forms of 
transportation wherever possible. Highway expan-
sion does just the opposite.
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Highway Boondoggles 2017

America’s continued construction of ever-
wider highways costs tens of billions of 
dollars each year – money that increasing-

ly comes out of the pockets of ordinary taxpayers, 
regardless of how much they drive, and is diverted 
from more pressing needs such as highway repair, 
transit repair and expansion, and local street im-
provements. Those highway expansion projects are 
a relic of outdated thinking and often fail to do the 
job they are intended to perform: reducing conges-
tion. They also degrade the quality of life in many 
communities and contribute to environmental 
problems such as global warming. 

In this report, we identify nine highway “boon-
doggles” – projects with large price tags that are 
unnecessary and/or threaten to damage the com-
munities surrounding them. 

Some of these projects were originally proposed 
decades ago, at a time when concepts such as 
induced demand and the impact of driving on the 

global climate were not well understood. Others 
represent more recent trends, such as the use of 
tolled “express lanes” to expand highway capac-
ity in areas where widening would otherwise be 
politically or financially impossible. 

In this report, we address three types of projects:

•	 New highways or relocations of existing 
highways.

•	 Projects that add new lanes to existing roads.

•	 Highway expansions that are unnecessarily 
tacked onto needed highway reconstruc-
tion and repair projects. Many highways are 
currently reaching the end of their useful lives 
and require major reconstruction. In many 
cases, however, highway agencies have added 
expansion onto these reconstruction projects, 
making them more expensive and disruptive 
than they should be. 

Boondoggle (n): Work or activity that is wasteful or 
pointless but gives the appearance of having value.

– Google Dictionary34
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While not every state or region is included in the list 
of misguided highway projects below, nearly every 
state has one or more highway expansion projects 
whose wisdom is questionable. The projects high-
lighted in this report are not necessarily the worst 
highway boondoggles in the nation, but they are 
representative of the costs of proceeding with disrup-
tive projects that do not have a compelling transpor-
tation rationale.

Interstate 405 Expansion, Orange 
County, California
Estimated cost: $1.9 billion

A failed approach to reducing congestion on the 
nation’s busiest Interstate would create bottlenecks 
elsewhere.

Figure 3. I-405 Widening, Orange County, California

Interstate 405 in southern California is the busiest 
Interstate highway in the nation, carrying more than 
370,000 vehicles a day as it crosses from Los Angeles 
County into Orange County.35 The American Highway 
Users Alliance – a pro-highway group – labeled the 
stretch of “the 405” between Interstate 605 and Cali-
fornia state highway 22 the second-most congested 
highway in the United States in 2015.36

For as difficult as congestion is on the 405, local of-
ficials forecast a horrific future in which drivers spend 
hours each day stalled out on the highway. A 2011 
traffic study forecast that, by 2040, traffic along the 
16-mile stretch of I-405 between Interstate 605 and 
State Route 73 in Orange County would slow to just 5 
to 8 miles per hour during rush hour – slower than a 
bike ride. A morning northbound rush hour trip that 
took 18 minutes in 2009 is forecast to take an hour 
and 54 minutes by 2040, while a morning south-
bound trip that took 37 minutes is forecast to take 
2 hours and 43 minutes. A traveler going north on 
that stretch in the morning and south in the evening 
would spend 3 hours and 41 minutes on I-405 every 
day if those projections were to bear out.37 

The idea that hundreds of thousands of people 
would voluntarily spend that much time on their 
daily commutes without seeking out other options 
defies common sense. Nonetheless, in an effort to 
forestall this dystopia, the Orange County Transpor-
tation Authority (OCTA) has proposed a $1.9 billion 
expansion of I-405 – tacking on an additional lane for 
three-quarters of the segment’s length, and creating 
two tolled “express lanes” in both directions by add-
ing a new lane and converting an existing carpool 
lane.

Would it work? A cautionary tale can be found just 
a few miles up the road, where, in 2014, Los Angeles 
County completed the rehabilitation and expansion 
of I-405 through Sepulveda Pass – a project that 
wound up costing more than $1.6 billion, 55 percent 
more than its budget.38 
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Photo: Orange County Transportation Authority

The project, which added a carpool lane to the 
northbound side of the highway and caused five 
years of construction delays, has not made rush hour 
traffic appreciably better, though it has reduced the 
length of the period each day during which drivers 
suffer from delays.39 A 2015 study sponsored by LA 
Metro, the agency that implemented the project, 
estimated that the project had produced less than 
half the total reduction in vehicle delay anticipated 
by its 2008 environmental impact statement.40 

Planners of the Sepulveda Pass widening did not 
account for the phenomenon of induced demand – 
when drivers shift their behavior to take advantage 
of new capacity. Indeed, the project’s 2008 environ-
mental impact statement found that it “would not 
generate traffic but rather facilitate the redistribu-
tion of existing and future traffic.” 

41

Orange County planners are not making the same 
mistake. Widening I-405, they assume, will increase 
vehicle travel in the corridor by 4.5 percent, or 80 
million miles per year, by 2040 versus a scenario 

in which the highway is not expanded.42 They also, 
however, assume that traffic on I-405 will increase 
even without widening, with 34 to 37 percent more 
cars using the road by 2040 (compared with 2009 
traffic levels).43 It is this assumed increase in driving 
that contributes to the horrific projections of future 
gridlock used to justify the expense of the project. 

In reality, however, traffic on I-405 hasn’t been 
growing that quickly. Between 2009 and 2015, traffic 
counts from the California Department of Transpor-
tation (Caltrans) suggest increases of only 1 percent 
during that time period at two locations at either end 
of the corridor.44 (See Figure 4, page 16.) The stagna-
tion in traffic growth on the highway suggests that 
regional growth may not be taking place in the ways 
planners initially expected, or that congestion in the 
corridor may be encouraging people to make alter-
nate travel, living and work decisions that reduce the 
amount of time they spend on the 405. Expanding 
the highway could very well bring many of those who 
currently avoid the 405 back to the highway – gener-
ating new traffic that causes congestion to return.

Interstate 405 south of Los Angeles is the busiest Interstate highway in the 
country. A plan to expand the highway in Orange County could draw even more 
traffic to the road.
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Communities along the 405 are worried that bring-
ing more cars to the road will affect their quality 
of life. The cities of Seal Beach and Long Beach on 
the northern end of the project area have filed suit 
against the project, arguing that the expansion will 
cause traffic headaches at the Los Angeles/Orange 
County line where the new lanes are planned to 
disappear.46 One possible action to address their 
concerns – widening the 405 on the other side of 
the border within Los Angeles County – would 
further increase the cost of the project and increase 

the potential for even more drivers to hit the 
road, creating bottlenecks at other points of the 
system.

Those additional cars will also make it harder for 
California to meet its goals for cutting green-
house gas emissions. California has been a na-
tional leader in reevaluating transportation and 
land use planning in light of its strong commit-
ment to addressing climate change.47 Widening 
the 405 runs counter to that emerging priority. 

Figure 4. Annual Average Daily Traffic for Interstate 405 in Orange County45

 -

 50,000

 100,000

 150,000

 200,000

 250,000

 300,000

 350,000

 400,000

Seal Beach/605 Brookhurst St. Junction Route 73

An
nu

al
 A

ve
ra

ge
 D

ai
ly

 Tr
af

fic

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015



Highway Boondoggles 2017 17

Interstate 4 “Beyond the 
Ultimate,” Florida
Estimated cost: $2.2 billion

Widening 40 miles of highway in central Florida, in 
part to avoid bottlenecks created by another $2.3 
billion expansion project down the road, would 
only waste more money.

When Interstate 4 was built through Orlando in the 
1960s, few could imagine the city’s future growth. 
The population of Orange County, where Orlando 
is located, has more than quadrupled since 1960, 
while the Orlando area has simultaneously experi-
enced the growth of a tourism economy that draws 
more than 66 million visitors each year – more than 
any other U.S. city.48

Like many other Sunbelt cities, Orlando grew up 
during the age of the automobile – with locals and 
tourists trapped on highways like the congested 
I-4, which connects Florida’s east and west coasts. 
Today, the state of Florida is in the midst of yet 
another attempt to build its way out of congestion 
with the construction of the I-4 Ultimate project 
through downtown Orlando – a project whose ef-
fect of pushing congestion outwards is now being 
used to justify another multi-billion dollar highway 
expansion.

“I-4 Ultimate” is a massive, six-year reconstruction 
and expansion project that will transform 21 miles 
of highway – adding two tolled “express lanes” in 
both directions and rebuilding bridges and in-
terchanges along the highway’s length. The $2.3 
billion project is being completed as a design-build 
public-private partnership, with the concessionaire, 
I-4 Mobility Partners, receiving availability pay-
ments over the course of the project’s life, and toll 
revenue from the dynamically priced express lanes 
expected to cover half of the cost of the project.49 
The project is the beneficiary of a $950 million 
federal loan under the Transportation Infrastructure 
Finance and Innovation Act (TIFIA).50

Figure 5. I-4 “Beyond the Ultimate,” Florida

Florida transportation leaders see I-4 Ultimate as a 
“signature corridor” in the words of a Florida Depart-
ment of Transportation (FDOT) spokesman, quoted 
in 2015 in Orlando Weekly. “The DOT wants the drive 
on I-4 to be just as much of the Florida experience 
as palm trees, sunshine, the great weather, Mickey 
Mouse, Harry Potter, all the things that people come 
to Central Florida for,” said FDOT public information 
official David Parks. To achieve that goal, FDOT is re-
portedly spending $40 million on “decorative touch-
es” such as “a signature pedestrian bridge, accent 
lighting, fountain illumination, art sculptures and 
monuments, and other architectural treatments.”51

The construction of I-4 Ultimate may, however, create 
bottlenecks and congestion farther up and down 
the highway as the widened road – which will almost 
certainly attract more cars – narrows from 10 lanes 
to six north and south of the city. Former U.S. Repre-
sentative John Mica described the situation this way 
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in comments to the Orlando Business Journal: “Once the 
I-4 Ultimate is done, just close your eyes and imagine 
four more lanes plus increased traffic pouring in from 
Kirkman Road in the next four years; you’re looking at 
a disastrous situation if we don’t do something about it 
right now.”52

The proposed solution: spend an additional $2.2 billion 
or more on a project called “I-4 Beyond the Ultimate.” 
“Beyond the Ultimate” would extend the new express 
lanes north and south of the section currently under 
construction, affecting 40 additional miles of highway.53 
The southern section of the project passes through a 
tourism-heavy area with resorts such as EPCOT and Sea 
World, while the northern section travels through a sub-
urban area with heavy commuter traffic into and out of 
central Orlando each day.54 Construction of the project 
could affect several hundred properties, including a 
shopping center popular with visitors to Disney World.55  

The majority of the project received federal approval in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s, but FDOT is now in the 
midst of a re-evaluation study needed to obtain ap-
proval for changes to the project, which was originally 
slated to have high-occupancy vehicle lanes in place of 
the currently proposed toll lanes.56

Orlando has been making headway in adding new 
transportation options for residents and visitors that 
do not require being stuck on I-4 or adjoining roads. 
The city of Orlando has committed to a complete 
streets policy, has planned expansions of bus rapid 
transit and considered light rail transit, and has add-
ed carsharing and bikesharing options.57 In 2014, the 
region launched its SunRail commuter rail service, 
which serves a north-south corridor roughly parallel 
to I-4, and expansions of the line to the north and 
south are planned. SunRail service, however, has 
been extremely limited – with trains once every half 
hour during rush hours, service ending mid-evening 
on weekdays, and no service on weekends. Ridership 
on the line has struggled but could be improved 
with investments in additional service. 

The reconstruction and expansion of I-4 through 
Orlando reflects a big bet that highway expansion 
and tolled express lanes can finally address conges-
tion – a bet that hasn’t worked out well elsewhere in 
Florida, with the spread of express lanes generating 
complaints among drivers in parts of the state.58 The 
“Beyond the Ultimate” project would be yet another 
big bet in favor of car-dependency and automobile-
oriented sprawl.

The “I-4 Ultimate” widening 
project in Orlando is 
intended to create a 
“signature corridor” 
with tens of millions of 
dollars’ worth of special 
architectural features. It may 
also create bottlenecks north 
and south of the city, lending 
momentum to calls for 
the “Beyond the Ultimate” 
express lanes project. 

Illustration: Florida Department of Transportation
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Interstate 75 North Truck Lanes, 
Georgia
Estimated cost: $2 billion

An expensive experiment with toll-free truck-only 
lanes competes with a rail-based solution to move 
freight across Georgia.

Interstate 75, which runs north-to-south through 
Georgia and bisects Atlanta, is one of the busiest 
trucking corridors in the United States.59 The Port of 
Savannah, Georgia – which sits to the south and east 
of Atlanta – is not only the nation’s fourth-largest con-
tainer port, but also one of its fastest-growing.60

Freight from ships unloaded in Savannah is often 
transported up Interstate 16 where it eventually 
merges with truck-laden Interstate 75 headed north 
toward the Atlanta area. State officials hope that 
freight traffic through Savannah will continue to grow 
in the future, with a major dredging project, sched-
uled to be completed in 2019, equipping the harbor 
to handle the larger ships enabled by expansion of 
the Panama Canal.61 

The Georgia Department of Transportation (GDOT) 
is in the early stages of considering a $2 billion plan 
to build the nation’s first long-haul truck-only lanes 
along a nearly 40-mile stretch of I-75 from just north 
of Macon until just south of Atlanta. However, the 
project would represent a major giveaway to the 
trucking industry at the expense of Georgia taxpayers, 
largely duplicates rail-based solutions that are already 
being implemented in the state, and, along with other 
highway expansion projects across Georgia, appears 
to be moving forward in the absence of rigorous 
analysis to determine whether it is a wise use of funds. 

Officials tout several potential benefits from the truck-
only lanes: the prospect of reduced congestion on 
general traffic lanes, as well as improved safety.62 A 
GDOT-commissioned study by Cambridge Systemat-
ics estimated that the project would reduce the num-
ber of hours vehicles spend in delay in the corridor by 
40 percent in 2030.63

But there may be a better way to alleviate truck con-
gestion: remove the trucks from the road altogether 
by distributing freight by rail from the Port of Savan-
nah to other parts of Georgia.

The Port of Savannah is uniquely located along two 
Class I freight rail lines (CSX and Norfolk Southern). 
To take advantage of that location, and to reduce 
congestion from trucks exiting the port, the Georgia 
Ports Authority has proposed a plan, called Network 
Georgia, to create six “inland ports” – locations where 
freight could be offloaded from trains serving the 
Port of Savannah and loaded onto trucks for distribu-
tion to regional markets across the Southeast.

One of those proposed inland ports, in Murray 
County in northwest Georgia, would directly reduce 
the need for truck shipping between Savannah and 
points to the north and west of Atlanta – the same 
trips that would be served by truck lanes on I-75. 

Figure 6. I-75 Truck Lanes, Georgia
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The inland port would sit at the end of a 388-mile 
freight rail line operated by CSX, enabling cargo to be 
unloaded from ships and placed on trains to bypass 
congested portions of Interstate 75 and other high-
ways around Atlanta, providing ready access to re-
gional markets in Appalachia and beyond.64 The Ports 
Authority estimates that, when fully up and running 
in 2018, the facility will have a capacity of 50,000 con-
tainers per year. The state of Georgia is contributing 
$10 million toward construction of the facility.65  

Implementing two solutions – one rail-based, one 
highway-based – to address the same challenge of 
truck traffic on the state’s highways has raised eye-
brows. One Georgia-based logistics analyst, quoted 
at Trucks.com, said that the truck lane project “makes 
no sense.” “When you have GDOT coming out with 
this plan and the Georgia Port[s] Authority coming 
out with the strategy of building an inland port,” said 
Cathy Morrow Roberson of the firm Logistics Trends 
& Insights. “It doesn’t appear they got together to 
discuss this.” 222

Duplication of effort isn’t the only issue with the 
proposal. Under the proposal, the truck-only lanes 
would be untolled – likely a necessity if they are to 
attract traffic from cost-conscious truckers. But the 
result would be a giveaway to the trucking industry, 
with Georgia taxpayers covering the cost of construc-
tion and upkeep of the lanes in part through revenue 
from a 2015 package of gas tax increases and other 
fees, while receiving only indirect benefits from 
the investment.66 (The package also included new 
highway impact fees of $50 to $100 on large trucks 
that generate only a small portion of the additional 
revenue in the package.)67

The project would also represent a risky endeavor 
for the state of Georgia, adopting a concept that has 
not been tried in the United States at anywhere near 
a similar scale. A March 2016 article in the Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution labeled the plan a “$2 Billion 
Gamble,” noting that it would be twice as expensive 
as the costliest highway construction project in Geor-

Photo: US Army Corps of Engineers

Georgia DOT’s 
plan to build 
$2 billion 
truck-only 
lanes is one of 
two competing 
projects being 
developed 
to alleviate 
truck traffic 
originating 
from the Port 
of Savannah. 
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gia’s history to date.68 The project is also contingent 
upon continued growth in traffic at the Port of Savan-
nah, which could be jeopardized by more protection-
ist trade policies. 

Nor is the I-75 project the only highway project mov-
ing forward in Georgia without rigorous evaluation. 
A December 2016 audit by the Georgia Department 
of Audits and Accounts alleged that GDOT had failed 
to adopt best practices in the evaluation and selec-
tion of highway expansion projects. According to the 
audit, GDOT’s planning department “lacks detailed 
policies and procedures to guide key selection and 
programming decisions, and the basis for the deci-
sions are not well-documented.” The audit specifi-
cally called out the I-75 truck lanes proposal, noting 
that the project “was programmed without a full and 
complete assessment of the need for the project, 
evaluation of options and the pros and cons of each, 
and an explanation for the option selected.”69  

The need for more data-driven and results-oriented 
transportation decision-making in Georgia is espe-
cially urgent as the state prepares to spend as much 
as $750 million to $1 billion per year generated by a 
2015 transportation funding bill.70

It will likely be several years before the project goes 
forward. But with millions of dollars being spent else-
where to support freight traffic to the Port of Savan-
nah and major questions about the effectiveness of 
the concept, the speculative giveaway to the trucking 
industry should be put on hold. 

Interstate 84 Expansion, 
Connecticut
Estimated cost: At least $715 million

Connecticut faces tough decisions about whether 
to expand highways like I-84 or invest in improved 
public transit.

Connecticut is struggling. A third consecutive year 
of population decline, the loss of major corporations 
such as General Electric and declines in manufactur-
ing, as well as persistent fiscal woes have left the 
Nutmeg State looking for ways to turn the tide. 

One idea has been to reinvest in the state’s infra-
structure. Connecticut Gov. Dannel Malloy has 
proposed a 30-year, $100 billion plan to invest in 
transportation across Connecticut.71 Unveiled in 
2015, the “Let’s Go CT” plan includes an estimated 
$36 billion in investment in bridges, $31 billion in 
highway investments, $22 billion in expenditures on 
the state’s rail system, and $2.8 billion in bus system 
investments.72 

For the Danbury area in western Connecticut, which 
sits along both Interstate 84 and a commuter rail line 
to New York City, the long-term plan includes major 
investments in widening I-84 and electrifying and 
extending the Danbury branch line of the Metro-
North commuter railroad. But with funding for the 
full “Let’s Go CT” plan uncertain, Connecticut may 
be soon be forced to make difficult choices about its 
transportation priorities.

Figure 7. I-84 Widening, Connecticut
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The state’s five-year “ramp-up” investment plan 
includes $30 million to improve the connection 
between the Danbury branch line and the main New 
Haven Line serving New York City – an investment 
intended to reduce delays and improve service.73 But 
it also includes the expensive widening of an eight-
mile stretch of I-84 in Danbury, while falling short of 
the long-time goal of electrifying and extending the 
Danbury branch rail line. 

In December 2016, the state of Connecticut took the 
first steps toward widening I-84, hiring consultants to 
begin planning for a project that is estimated to cost 
more than $700 million, without counting the poten-
tially substantial costs of acquiring additional right-
of-way for the road.74 

I-84 serves as a key transportation link in Danbury, 
carrying both north-south and east-west traffic across 
the region, as well as local traffic. But while conges-
tion is a problem on I-84, traffic on the road has 
been roughly stable over the last 15 years. On I-84 in 

Danbury, daily traffic at one of the highway’s busiest 
points increased by only 5 percent in total between 
2000 and 2015.75 Statewide, vehicle-miles traveled in 
Connecticut increased by only 0.2 percent per year 
between 2001 and 2015.76 (See Figure 8.)

Meanwhile, ridership on the Metro-North rail system 
has been rising sharply, including on the Danbury 
branch. Ridership on Metro-North’s New Haven Line 
(which includes the Danbury branch) has skyrocketed 
over the last two decades, increasing by an average 
of 1.6 percent per year between 1996 and 2007 (with 
the exception of 2001, the year of the terrorist attacks 
on New York City), and 1.5 percent per year from 2007 
to 2016.78 Ridership on the Danbury branch itself in-
creased by 9.4 percent in 2015 following investments 
made to improve service on the line, before dropping 
slightly in 2016.79

There is even more potential for growth in ridership. 
A 2013 study estimated that electrification of the 
current Danbury branch line and expansion of service 

Photo: Daniel Case at the English language Wikipedia (CC BY-SA 3.0) 
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would reduce trip times along the line by 19 per-
cent, increase ridership by 46 percent by 2030, and 
reduce vehicle-miles traveled by 4 million miles per 
year, at a cost of approximately $400 million.80 

But, despite their inclusion in the long-term “Let’s 
Go CT” plan, the Danbury branch electrification plan 
and extension of the branch to New Milford – both 
of which have been sought by local officials for 
years – do not appear to be in the state’s immediate 
plans. A 2016 state study concluded that “invest-
ment in these two improvements is not justified at 
this time.”81

Danbury is not the only place in Connecticut where 
public transportation is in high demand and the po-
tential for increased ridership is high. The launch of 
Connecticut’s first “bus rapid transit” service, called 
CTfastrak, in 2015, topped ridership expectations, 
with weekday ridership from May to November of 

2016 up 20 percent from the year before.82 The early 
success of CTfastrak has prompted calls for expand-
ing express bus service in the state, including from 
Hartford to Storrs, which is home to the University of 
Connecticut.83

Those plans for better transit – along with continu-
ation of existing transit services – have been jeop-
ardized by the state’s budget woes. In late 2016, the 
state Department of Transportation – which runs 
the transit system in several Connecticut cities – was 
asked to plan for a 10 percent budget cut. Proposed 
changes included increasing transit fares, reducing 
service, putting off plans to extend CTfastrak, and 
cutting back on commuter rail service across the 
state.84 The announcement of the proposed fare 
hikes and service cuts came just two weeks before 
Connecticut announced its intention to move for-
ward with the I-84 expansion in Danbury.

Figure 8. Annual Average Daily Traffic, I-84 at Milepost 5.59 (Exit 5), Danbury, CT77
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Like many other states, Connecticut also faces large 
and growing road repair needs. Nearly three out of 
four of the state’s roads (73 percent) are in mediocre 
or poor condition.85

Connecticut’s long-term plans to improve rail transit 
and serve growing demand for better public trans-
portation are promising, and the investments the 
state has made thus far appear to be paying off. But 
tensions between transit and highway investments 
are already appearing, even though the numerous 
big-ticket highway renovation and expansion proj-
ects identified in “Let’s Go CT” – including the I-84 
widening in Danbury – have barely begun to move 
forward. 

Recent trends in rail ridership and vehicle travel, 
along with ample research documenting the inability 
of highway widening to reduce congestion, suggest 
that Connecticut should be firm in prioritizing public 
transportation, as well as expensive and neces-
sary repairs to existing highway infrastructure, over 
expansion projects. As a 2003 state government-
commissioned study found, “… adding capacity 
to highways induces additional traffic, as people 
take additional automobile trips and new develop-
ment creates even more demand. It is now generally 
accepted that states cannot build their way out of 
congestion.”86 

Illinois State Route 53/120
Estimated cost: $2.3 billion to $2.65 billion

An unaffordable and unneeded road project would 
threaten the environment and fuel sprawl.

Illinois State Route 53 travels north-to-south across 
Chicago’s western suburbs. Northwest of the city, an 
expressway portion of Route 53 ends at the border 
between Cook County (home to Chicago) and sub-
urban Lake County. For decades, local, county and 
state officials have considered extending Route 53 
northward along a new right-of-way, where it would 
branch east-to-west as a bypass of existing Route 120, 
paving over open space from Interstate 94 to rural 
lake communities. 

Figure 9. Illinois State Route 53/120 Project Map87
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In 1993, the Illinois Legislature authorized the 
Illinois State Toll Highway Authority to build the 
23-mile highway as a toll road – a measure that 
touched off heated debate within the county. 
Proponents argued that existing and anticipated 
traffic congestion in Lake County required action; 
opponents argued that the road would accelerate 
suburban sprawl and result in more traffic on local 
roads.88 The plan was eventually shelved. 

In 2006, Lake County officials initiated new conver-
sations about the proposal. A 2009 non-binding 
referendum in Lake County saw 76 percent of vot-
ers express support for the concept of extending 
Route 53, though the referendum did not specify 
how the road would be paid for.89 The Toll Highway 
Authority and the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for 
Planning (CMAP) both added the highway to their 
transportation plans.

In an effort to surmount the controversy around 
the project, the Illinois State Toll Highway Authority 
convened a Blue Ribbon Advisory Council (BRAC) 
to recommend how best to proceed. In 2012, the 
BRAC accounted for the first time for the environ-
mental damage the extension would inflict, recom-
mending the construction of a “modern boulevard” 
with a number of environmental features and inte-
gration into comprehensive plans for multi-modal 
mobility and future development in the area.90

The proposed roadway had several novel features. 
It was to be designed as a tolled, four-lane, limited 
access highway, but with a maximum speed of 45 
miles an hour, with tolls varied based on conges-
tion levels. 

A feasibility analysis produced in 2015 identified 
several possible sources of funding:

•	 A value capture mechanism that would direct 
one-quarter of the additional real estate tax 
revenue from non-residential development in 

the corridor to a “Sustainable Transportation Fund” 
that would support environmental impact mitiga-
tion;

•	 An additional four cents per gallon county gas tax, 
charged to drivers throughout the county, half of 
which would be used to fund the highway; 

•	 Tolling and congestion pricing along the Route 
53/120 corridor; and,

•	 Funding from increased tolls charged elsewhere in 
the county.91

Several of these options, however, come with great 
uncertainty. Dependence on tolling and value from 
property taxation would create incentives to maxi-
mize traffic and commercial development in the area 
– that is, to encourage further sprawl and automo-
bile dependence. Some of the funding mechanisms 
would require legislative approval. Moreover, toll 
revenue, which is always difficult to forecast, is made 
especially uncertain given the road’s relatively low 
speed limit and high (proposed 20 cents per mile) toll 
rates, compared to the 6 cents per mile average for 
the rest of Illinois’ toll roads.92 Even with this package 
of funding options, the feasibility study identified a 
considerable “funding gap” of $1.36 billion to $1.91 
billion, which the study recommended come from 
tolls on other segments of the Illinois Tollway system, 
as well as state and federal funding.93

The Illinois State Toll Highway Authority has contin-
ued momentum toward building the project, voting 
to allocate $10 million in late 2016 toward the $50 mil-
lion, four-year process for developing an environmen-
tal impact statement for the project.94 But concerns 
about the project’s costs and impacts, and rising local 
opposition, threaten its continuation. Local residents 
concerned about the project’s costs and environmen-
tal impacts have pushed local officials and organiza-
tions to reverse their prior support for the project and 
the Toll Highway Authority to abandon it.
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In mid-2016, Lake County Board Chairman Aaron 
Lawlor, who co-chaired the BRAC, reversed course 
and urged that plans for the highway be scrapped, 
stating that it has become clear that “the financial 
and political realities have become insurmount-
able.”95 Lawlor called instead for a new vision for the 
corridor – where the Illinois Department of Transpor-
tation had been acquiring land for highway right-of-
way for decades – that would include a trail system, 
coupled with other road and transit improvements 
throughout the county.

Interstate 66 Expansion  
“Within the Beltway,” Virginia
Estimated cost: $140 Million 

A promising approach to the D.C.-area’s congestion 
challenges is accompanied by an unnecessary road-
widening project.

The Washington, D.C., area experiences legendary 
traffic congestion. For decades, the Capital region 
has been of two minds about how to address traffic: 
lay more asphalt or provide alternatives to driving 
through investments in transit, smart land use, and 
transportation demand management.

Arlington County, Virginia, located across the Po-
tomac River from Washington, has long exemplified 
the latter approach. When the D.C. region began 
planning the Metrorail system in the 1960s, with two 
lines running through Arlington County, county of-
ficials lobbied for what would later be called a “smart 
growth” approach to the region’s future – pushing 
for the Metro Orange Line to connect existing town 
centers as opposed to being built in a highway 
median, and focusing intense new development 
near the Metro stations while preserving the subur-
ban feel of much of the county.96 Over the decades, 
Arlington County also became a national leader in 
transportation demand management – investing in 
infrastructure and partnering with local businesses 

and institutions to encourage travel by means other 
than single-occupancy driving. 

Those efforts paid off. By 2011, the county’s transpor-
tation demand management programs were shifting 
more than 40,000 car trips each day to other modes, 
reducing traffic and congestion.97 In 2013, 46 percent 
of workers in Arlington County used modes other 
than driving to work, compared with just 34 percent 
in the D.C. region as a whole.98 And, despite 40 per-
cent growth in jobs and population over the previous 
three decades, the number of cars traveling on major 
streets in the county increased only modestly, and on 
some streets even declined.99

Interstate 66, which travels through the county 
between Washington, D.C., and more-distant Virginia 
suburbs, has long been an example of this approach 
to encouraging shared rides and reducing vehicle 
trips. Since its opening in Arlington County in 1982, 
the roadway has been dedicated entirely to high-oc-
cupancy vehicles (along with vehicles serving Dulles 
International Airport) heading into D.C. in the morn-
ing and out of the city in the evening. 

Today, while traffic in the peak direction is much 
reduced by the HOV restrictions, I-66 experiences 
congestion at other periods. Indeed, the highest traf-
fic levels are often in the “reverse commute” direc-

Figure 10. I-66 Widening “Inside the Beltway”



Rebuilding Crumbling Roads and Bridges Can Mean Repeating 
Mistakes of the Past

In recent years, transportation reformers have argued for a “fix-it-first” approach to transportation spending 
that prioritizes maintenance and reconstruction of existing infrastructure over highway widening and other 

forms of system expansion. 

There are, however, existing pieces of highway infrastructure that were bad ideas in the first place – including the 
many freeways that were plowed through the heart of American cities in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s. Organizations 
such as the Congress for the New Urbanism, in its Freeways Without Futures series of reports, have argued for re-
moval of these freeways, while cities around the country have grappled with options such as depressing highways, 
capping them, or rerouting the traffic they carry.107

Money spent to rebuild highways that shouldn’t have existed in the first place does not fall within the definition of 
“boondoggle” spending as defined in this report. But, it does represent the potential misuse of public resources – 
as well as a missed opportunity to improve transportation and quality of life in our cities. Among the cities dealing 
with aging, misguided highways are the following:

•	 Birmingham, Alabama – Birmingham’s booming downtown is severed from the economically challenged 
neighborhoods to its north by a bridge that carries Interstates 20 and 59 through the heart of the city. Built 
in 1971, the bridge has been seen by downtown and neighborhood interests alike as a hindrance to the city’s 
further revitalization and growth – creating a “dead zone” of parking lots and highway ramps, and a wider area 
where property values are low, dragging down the city’s tax base.108

Over the last decade, recognizing that the bridge was coming to the end of its useful life, people in Birmingham 
have put forward several ideas for how the elevated structure could be eliminated and the city knit back togeth-
er. But the Alabama Department of Transportation, arguing that the current bridge is unsafe, has proposed re-
construction on close to its current alignment. The proposed widening of the bridge would bring it even closer 
to renovated downtown buildings, hotels, entertainment complexes and cultural venues. It would perpetuate 
the separation of downtown from the city’s northern neighborhoods. And it would come at an estimated cost 
of $750 million.109

•	 Hartford, Connecticut – Interstate 84 slices through Hartford along a viaduct built in 1965 that divides the city. 
The viaduct has reached the end of its useful life, providing an opportunity to rethink the interaction between 
I-84 and the surrounding city. Options on the table include replacement of I-84 on its current layout, replace-
ment with a different elevated highway, reconstruction of the highway at ground level, and tunneling. In 2016, 
the state Department of Transportation announced its preference to replace the highway with one that runs 
slightly below ground level, at a cost of $4.3 billion to $5.3 billion.110 Construction could begin as soon as 2022, 
but as yet there is no plan in place for financing the project.

•	 Providence, Rhode Island – For years, Providence residents pushed for a new vision for the interchange of U.S. 
Route 6 and State Route 10, which currently divides the city. Among the solutions considered were converting 
the expressway into an “urban boulevard” and a proposal favored by the state Department of Transportation to 
rebuild and cap the highway, at a cost of $595 million.111 However, citing deterioration of the existing highway, 
Rhode Island Gov. Gina Raimondo announced in September 2016 the abandonment of both concepts in favor 
of an immediate reconstruction of the 6-10 interchange on roughly its current footprint. The state’s subsequent 
plans for the reconstruction of the road have addressed some of residents’ most serious concerns, but the 
ambitions of Providence residents for a transformational rethinking of the relationship between the highway 
and the city are unlikely to be met. 
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tion during rush hours.100 Moreover, the success of 
Arlington’s efforts to promote transit-oriented de-
velopment has led to more demands for improved 
transit, bicycling and pedestrian connections.

To address those challenges, the state of Virginia 
initiated a process to evaluate alternatives for the 
I-66 corridor. The result was a 2012 state-commis-
sioned report that recommended a package of 
improvements, including the conversion of I-66 to a 
high-occupancy/toll road – with tolls varying based 
on the level of congestion – during rush hours. 
In 2015, regional planners and Arlington County 
officials expressed support for the plan under the 
assumption that toll revenue from the road would 
be used to support expanded multimodal transpor-
tation options in the corridor and that the study’s 
proposed widening of parts of I-66 would be 
deferred until the success of the tolling and mul-
timodal portions of the plan were evaluated, or at 
least until 2025.101

The plan was consistent with Arlington County’s 
successful track record of addressing traffic through 
demand management, providing resources to 
expand the range of transportation choices avail-
able to people along the corridor. It would also 
have averted the expenditure of $140 million by the 
Commonwealth of Virginia on a road widening that 
might never have become necessary.

The proposal, however, attracted opposition from 
some leaders in the Virginia Legislature, including 
representatives of counties in D.C.’s exurbs, who 
filed legislation to block it.

The objections led to several compromises in the 
plan – including the elimination of tolls in the reverse 
commute direction (which often experiences signifi-
cant congestion) and abandonment of a plan to raise 
the HOV threshold from two to three occupants.102 It 
was, however, legislators’ insistence that widening of 
the eastbound side of I-66 happen immediately – not 
years in the future – that nearly brought the effort to 
a screeching halt. In February 2016, however, Virginia 
Gov. Terry McAuliffe reached a compromise with the 
Legislature in which the widening was permitted to 
proceed.103

The overall project may still deliver net benefits for 
the D.C. area. The region is already moving forward 
with a series of multimodal projects, including 
expanded bus service and the installation of transit 
information screens in key areas, that will be in place 
when tolling begins on I-66.104 

But the expensive widening of I-66 will create 
problems that the previous plan did not. Arlington 
County has expressed concern about the potential 
for increased noise, the impact on local streets, and 
other issues.105 The environmental assessment for 
the project also forecasts that construction of the 
additional lane will result in 2.7 percent more vehicle-
miles traveled along roads affected by the project by 
2040 compared with a “no build” alternative.106 The 
political process that led to the addition of widening 
to the I-66 project also undercuts Virginia’s recent 
efforts to minimize the impact of politics in trans-
portation planning through the implementation of a 
data-driven process for project selection. 
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Interstate 30 Widening, Arkansas
Estimated cost: $632 million

Widening I-30 through the heart of Little Rock would 
reverse momentum toward urban revitalization.

Interstate 30 runs north-south through the heart of 
Little Rock and North Little Rock, linking the com-
munities by a bridge across the Arkansas River. The 
Arkansas Highway and Transportation Department 
(AHTD) has proposed to replace the bridge, which 
was built in the 1950s, with a wider span connected 
to expanded highway links on both sides of the river, 
encompassing 6.7 miles of highway.

Like many urban downtowns around the country, 
downtown Little Rock has been revitalized over the 
past decade, with much of the new growth centered 
on the banks of the Arkansas River, including in the 
River Market cultural and entertainment district on 
the west side of I-30 and the area surrounding the 
Clinton Presidential Center on the east side. 

The AHTD plan to widen I-30 from six to 10-12 lanes 
threatens that revitalization and reverses regional 

policies that had encouraged a shift away from 
auto-oriented development. Regional plans dating 
from the mid-1990s had expressed the desire to limit 
all freeways in the Little Rock area to no more than 
six lanes, with additional travel needs addressed by 
improvements to local streets and transit. 112

Arkansas transportation officials’ justification for 
further widening the barrier created by I-30 is that 
the existing highway is crowded and its antiquated 
design creates safety issues. But congestion problems 
on the existing highway – while they exist, especially 
at rush hour – are not especially severe. The typical 
rush-hour trip through the corridor currently takes 11 
to 12 minutes, compared with 5 to 7 minutes at “free-
flow” speeds.113

Conditions, AHTD predicts, will get worse in the years 
to come, with travel times increasing to 16 to 18 min-
utes.114 But those estimates are based on projected 
increases in vehicle travel through the corridor of 15 
to 25 percent under a “no build” scenario by 2041 – a 
pace of traffic growth much faster than has been 
experienced in the corridor over the last decade.115 
Daily traffic on I-30 south of its connection with I-630 
increased by about 5 percent between 2007 and 2016 
(state officials project a 25 percent traffic increase 
near this location by 2041), while traffic on the I-30 
bridge itself has been stable over the last decade (of-
ficials forecast 15 percent traffic growth by 2041).116 If 
traffic does not increase as quickly as AHTD predicts, 
the projected growth in congestion may not materi-
alize.

Ironically, widening the highway could bring even 
more cars to the road. The state’s traffic and safety 
study assumes that a 10-lane road will attract 4 to 7 
percent more traffic than an 8-lane road, and that an 
8-lane road would attract 15 to 18 percent more traf-
fic than a 6-lane road.118 An analysis commissioned by 
the Arkansas Policy Panel suggested that expanding 
I-30 would pull in rush hour traffic that currently trav-
els on roads outside the city center and that travels at 
different times of day.119

Figure 11. Interstate 30, Little Rock, Arkansas
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Figure 12. Annual Average Daily Traffic on Interstate 30 Bridge, Little Rock117
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Photo: Arkansas State Highway and Transportation Department via Arkansas Times

Widening of 
Interstate 30 
in Little Rock 
would represent 
a step back from 
years of efforts to 
shift away from 
auto-centric 
transportation 
planning. 

The potential for significant 
“induced demand” on I-30 has 
led local officials to express 
concern about the impact of 
the widening on city streets 
and on connecting highway 
traffic. Regional planners have 
estimated the potential costs 
of widening other freeways in 
the system in order to avoid 
the formation of bottlenecks 
created by the I-30 project to 
be as much as $4 billion.120 

Local residents and elected 
officials have expressed many 
concerns about the plan, 
which is currently in the midst 
of an environmental analysis 
required to receive federal ap-
proval for the project.121
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Madison Beltline, Wisconsin
Estimated cost: $1 billion

Expanding Madison’s beltway would strain state 
transportation funds, even as demands for sustain-
able transportation options and better maintenance 
are growing.

The Madison Beltline was originally built in 1950 as a 
two-lane rural highway to bypass downtown Madi-
son, Wisconsin. Over time, the road has been ex-
panded and has become more congested, and today, 
state officials are working on a study to determine 
when to rebuild the 19-mile stretch of the Beltline 
from Middleton to Highway N east of Interstates 39 
and 90, and to consider whether more lanes should 
be added. 

Rebuilding and widening the Madison Beltline would 
be a massive endeavor, lasting years and costing 
as much as a billion dollars. It is also one of many 
highway widening projects the state of Wisconsin has 
considered or teed up in recent years – despite a seri-
ous transportation funding crunch.

Michael Davies, head of the Federal Highway 
Administration’s Wisconsin office, wrote to state 
officials in December 2016, in relation to Wiscon-
sin’s highway spending spree, that “[t]here are so 
many projects under development, we do not 
believe all of them can advance on a reasonable 
schedule based on likely funding scenarios.”122 
These projects include the Beltline on the south 
side of Madison, I-39/90/94 between Madison 
and Wisconsin Dells, and Highway 100 between 
Layton Ave. and Silver Spring Drive in Milwaukee 
County.

Major projects have been delayed, such as the 
$1.1 billion reconstruction and expansion of I-94 
from Milwaukee to the Illinois border, originally 
scheduled to be completed by 2016 and now 
delayed until at least 2021 and possibly 2028. Gov-
ernor Scott Walker has indicated opposition to an 
increase in the gas tax or registration fees as a way 
to keep all projects on schedule, leaving the state 
with a limited transportation budget and funding 
obligations for ongoing major projects.123 

The Wisconsin Department of Transportation is considering widening the 
Madison Beltline, even in the midst of a transportation funding crisis. 

Photo: WisDOT
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Wisconsin also faces increasingly critical demand for 
repair and maintenance of existing roads. Former 
Wisconsin transportation secretary Mark Gottlieb 
warned in late 2016 that the state’s limited transpor-
tation budget combined with current spending plans 
would lead to a doubling of the number of roads 
in poor condition over the next decade. Gottlieb 
testified that 42 percent of the state’s 12,000 miles of 
Interstate, state and U.S. highways in Wisconsin could 
be in poor condition by 2027.124

The state’s financial problems are magnified by 
recent findings that state transportation officials un-
derestimated the cost of a series of highway projects 
by a combined $3 billion.125

Wisconsin has also underfunded public transpor-
tation – an especially attractive alternative in the 
Madison area, where transit ridership increased by 
24 percent between 2005 and 2015.126 The share of 
state transportation spending dedicated to transit 
decreased between 2000 and 2013, leaving many sys-
tems struggling to provide quality service for increas-
ing numbers of riders.

Transit-based alternatives to Beltline widening have 
been studied, including a Bus Rapid Transit corridor 
along the Beltline, additional express bus service and 
the creation of rail line. One study found that a bus 
rapid transit system could attract about 2,600 riders 
a day.

Wisconsin faces difficult choices regarding both how 
it will raise money for transportation and how it will 
prioritize spending it. Moving forward with Madison 
Beltline expansion in the face of those challenges will 
only make those challenges worse.

Interstate 73 in South Carolina
Estimated cost: $1.3 billion

A new Interstate highway route would cost more 
than a billion dollars even as highway maintenance 
elsewhere in the state is lacking.

Figure 13. Interstate 73 Study Area in  
South Carolina131
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Interstate 73 is a planned highway originally autho-
rized in 1991, intended to run from Charleston, South 
Carolina, to Detroit, Michigan. With the exception of 
82 miles in North Carolina, grand plans for the high-
way have so far come to naught. Michigan decided 
to postpone the road and instead upgrade existing 
roads.127 Ohio is addressing individual congestion 
issues along the corridor.128 Although the Virginia 
Assembly passed its first funding bill for the project, 
to the tune of $40 million a year in 2017, it remains far 
from having the approximately $4 billion needed to 
build its portion of the road.129

South Carolina hopes to be the next state, after North 
Carolina, to build a significant share of the route. In 
2003, the South Carolina Department of Transporta-
tion (SCDOT) held public meetings and came up with 

Map: South Carolina Department of Transportation
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five possible routes for the road, to be followed by 
environmental impact studies. Upon completion of 
the studies, the state again adjusted the plans. The 
current plan is to convert State Route 22 (an express-
way that runs from Myrtle Beach to just north of 
Conway, South Carolina) into part of the Interstate 
73 route and build a new highway north of Conway 
parallel to U.S. 501 and State Route 38.130

Due to the complexities of planning such a massive 
project, the route has been split into two segments. 
The I-73 Southern Project is the portion of the road 
between Interstate 95 and the Myrtle Beach region, 
while the I-73 Northern Project will link Interstate 
95 in South Carolina to the future I-73/I-74 in North 
Carolina.132 

The 42-mile I-73 Southern portion claims to connect 
the Myrtle Beach/Conway area to the northwest 
between Mullins and Marion with the intention of 
serving residents, businesses, tourists and hurricane 
evacuation, with an anticipated opening date of 
2025.133 Right-of-way plans are complete and con-
struction plans are available for the southern portion 
of the route.134

Photo: Pendragon1998 at English Wikipedia (public domain)

The southern 
portion of I-73 
would negatively 
impact 325 acres 
of wetlands and 
divide existing 
ecosystems. 

The road that I-73 would be replacing on its southern 
leg – U.S. 501 – serves daily traffic of about 26,000 
vehicles per day at its busiest point (near the inter-
section with SC 22), a figure that has increased only 
modestly since 2009.135 The lack of heavy traffic for 
most of the year, coupled with the availability of 
alternative routes to and from Myrtle Beach, has 
taken one option for financing the highway – toll-
ing – largely off the table. A tolling study conducted 
for the South Carolina Department of Transporta-
tion found that only 52 percent of drivers traveling 
to Myrtle Beach would pay a toll capped at $2, while 
22 percent would not pay a toll even if it shaved 15 
minutes from their trip.136 Further, the report found 
that the southern portion would only generate $5.2 
million in tolls in its first year, increasing to $32.7 mil-
lion by 2050.137 Such revenues would be unlikely ever 
to cover the cost of the project, estimated at $1.29 bil-
lion in the project’s 2007 final environmental impact 
statement.138

More than just an unnecessary expense, the southern 
portion of I-73 would negatively impact 325 acres of 
wetlands and divide existing ecosystems. This project 
represents the most extensive proposal to affect 
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the state’s wetlands in recent years. The wetlands’ 
benefits are especially crucial in times of increased 
flooding – an especially sensitive issue given the 
devastating floods that affected the state in 2015 and 
2016.

Plans for the highway also come as South Carolina 
struggles to pay for basic highway maintenance and 
safety improvements. In early 2017, S.C. Department 
of Transportation Secretary Christy Hall made an 
urgent call to improve thousands of miles of rural 
highways that were increasingly dangerous.139 Hall 
claimed more than half of the state’s pavement is 
beyond rehabilitation and needs to be replaced, a 
costly problem that could have been avoided if the 
state had acted proactively on maintenance needs. 

Quoted in the Charleston Post and Courier, Hall said, 
“We doubled our paving program to $415 million 
a year, but we should be investing close to $900 
million a year.”  

The governor’s office also recently said about 35 
percent of the state’s highway system is rated as 
in “poor” condition and in need of immediate 
repair.140 The state also has an extensive backlog 
of structurally deficient bridges – bridges with one 
or more key elements that are considered to be in 
“poor” or worse condition – that require funding. 
The Federal Highway Administration’s 2016 bridge 
inventory found over 10 percent of all bridges, 
or 964 bridges, in the state were structurally 
deficient.141
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Catching Up on Old Boondoggles

Previous Highway Boondoggles reports in 2014 
and 2016 identified 23 dubious highway 
expansion projects costing an estimated $37 

billion that merited additional scrutiny. Of those 
projects, as of February 2017, one had been canceled, 
three were on hold with significant potential for 
cancellation, two were under revision, 10 were in the 
midst of further study and review in advance of con-
struction,142 and seven were under construction. 

A review of those projects follows.

2016 Projects

California: 710 Tunnel
Status: Study and Review

The proposal to drill a highway tunnel to link I-210 
and I-710 is still the most expensive, most polluting 
and least effective option to address the San Gabriel 
Valley’s transportation issues.143 Previous attempts 
to build a highway in this area have been repeatedly 
stopped due to opposition by residents. The project 
was reanimated by the passage of Measure R, a half-
cent sales tax increase that is intended to improve 
Los Angeles County’s transportation system, with 
specific focus on the region’s transit system. 

A five-city coalition, including Glendale, Pasadena, 
Sierra Madre, South Pasadena and La Cañada 
Flintridge, joined together with other organizations 
to oppose the tunnel.144 Studies have shown the 
tunnel would add 40,000 cars and trucks to the 
area, leading South Pasadena to adopt a resolution 

opposing the tunnel and instead endorsing multi-
modal alternatives such as “Beyond the 710” and 
“Connecting Pasadena,” which would alleviate 
congestion without inducing more driving.”145 
Among the ideas in those proposals: removing the 
freeway stub of Route 710 through Pasadena entirely 
– leaving the area with fewer miles of freeway, rather 
than more.

Colorado: Widening I-70 in Denver
Status: Study and Review

In January 2017, the Federal Highway Administration 
gave its final approval to the Colorado Department 
of Transportation’s (CDOT) I-70 reconstruction and 
expansion project.146 The approval clears the way for 
CDOT to use federal funds to widen I-70 between 
Brighton Boulevard and Tower Road, a 12-mile stretch 
of road estimated to cost $1.2 billion, with one new, 
tolled express lane in each direction.147 

Construction of the project is now expected to 
start in 2018 and will require the destruction of 
56 homes and 17 businesses in the surrounding 
neighborhood.148 But the highway still faces 
considerable and growing local opposition.  
Neighborhood residents and the Sierra Club Rocky 
Mountain Chapter filed a lawsuit in March 2016 
against the Environmental Protection Agency to stop 
the project from moving forward.149  That lawsuit was 
followed by a November 2016 civil rights complaint 
filed with the Federal Highway Administration.150
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Residents claim the expanded highway will worsen 
air quality in an area already affected by poor 
health outcomes closely linked to air pollution 
from transportation. A recent study showed 
that the 80216 zip code, which is home to two 
neighborhoods around the I-70 project area, had 
elevated levels of pollution compared even to parts 
of Los Angeles.151 CDOT argued that moving part 
of the currently elevated portion of the roadway 
below street level with a park over it compensates 
for the negative impacts of the road. However, the 
park only covers a small portion of the expansion 
near Swansea Elementary School and concerns 
remain regarding highway pollution rising on 
either side of the park.152

Connecticut: Widening I-95  
across the State
Status: Study and Review

Widening I-95 in Connecticut is part of Connecticut 
Gov. Dannel Malloy’s $100 billion, 30-year plan 
to fix the state’s transportation system. (See I-84, 
Connecticut, page 31.) The project – to add an 
additional lane on both sides of I-95 along the 
length of the entire 110-mile corridor – would cost 
the state $11.2 billion – over 10 percent of the total 
funding for the governor’s proposed plan.153

Despite criticism, the State Bond Commission 
approved a second $1 million allocation to 
develop a plan for the widening of I-95 along 
the Greenwich-New Haven corridor.154 In 2002, a 
state-commissioned study examined the issue of 
congestion on I-95 and concluded that “adding 
capacity to highways induces additional traffic, as 
people take additional automobile trips.”155 The 
report instead endorsed improved rail service 
along Metro-North rail for passengers and freight 
as a way to alleviate congestion.156

Florida: Tampa Bay Express Lanes
Status: Study and Review 

The Tampa Bay Express project, estimated to cost at 
least $3.3 billion, is a plan to expand I-275, building 
tolled express lanes on the highway (including on 
the Howard Frankland Bridge), as well as I-75 and 
I-4. The highway would have significant negative 
impacts on urban neighborhoods adjacent to 
I-275, which tore a hole through the historic Central 
Avenue business district, Seminole Heights and 
West Tampa when it was first built.157 In 1996, the 
Federal Highway Administration approved plans to 
expand I-275 but the state never moved forward, 
enabling a resurgence in some of the areas that 
would have been destroyed by the road.158 Residents 
have indicated a strong preference for improving 
the area’s existing transit system instead of spending 
on expensive highway projects. In a recent analysis 
of public transit coverage and usage in the country’s 
30 largest metro areas, Tampa Bay ranked 29th in 
four of the six main measures of transit coverage 
and usage, and 30th in two others, highlighting the 
area’s desperate need for transit investment.159

In June 2016, the Hillsborough County Metropolitan 
Planning Organization voted to keep the project 
in the region’s long-term transportation plan. In 
December 2016, Florida Department of Transpor-
tation (FDOT) Secretary Jim Boxold told a state 
Senate panel that he wants to “hit the reset but-
ton” on the Tampa Bay Express project following 
widespread opposition, though it does not appear 
that the “reset” includes major substantive changes 
to the overall project.160 One portion of the project, 
changes to the Howard Frankland Bridge, which 
were scheduled to begin construction in 2019, came 
under such fire from critics that it had to be revised 
by the state.161 Despite intense opposition from local 
residents, as of February 2017, the Tampa Bay Ex-
press project was still on the FDOT’s work program, 
meaning that the state is still funding early portions 
of the plan, such as land acquisition.162 
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Iowa: U.S. Route 20 Widening
Status: Under Construction

The state of Iowa is currently spending $286 million 
in scarce transportation funding to widen another 40 
miles of U.S. Route 20, with construction expected to 
be completed in 2018. Based on traffic forecasts, only 
a small portion of U.S. 20 might have enough traffic 
in 2039 to justify widening.163  

In 2015, Iowa’s governor and legislature joined to-
gether to pass a 10-cent increase to Iowa’s gas tax, 
promising that the funds would be used to address 
the pressing need to repair crumbling roads and 
bridges throughout the state.164 However, since the 
tax took effect, highway construction projects such 
as the U.S. 20 widening have been accelerated, indi-
cating that some of the additional funding is instead 
being used to continue needlessly increasing a state 
road system that is already too expensive to main-
tain. 

New Mexico: Paseo del Volcan 
Extension
Status: On Hold

Lawmakers in the Rio Rancho area are struggling 
to get funding for a $96 million, 30-mile road that 
would start near the Santa Ana Star Center on 
Unser Boulevard in Rio Rancho and connect with 
I-40 beyond the Petroglyph National Monument.165 
One of the central purposes of the new highway 
would be to connect new sprawling development 
to Albuquerque. This development, however, would 
consume precious water resources and was shown to 
be unpopular during the Albuquerque and Bernalillo 
Comprehensive Plan meetings. The meetings 
instead highlighted a general preference for urban 
revitalization over suburban sprawl.166

North Carolina: I-77 Express Lanes
Status: Under Construction

The $650 million, 26-mile I-77 Express Lanes project is 
moving forward after a lawsuit, a tense gubernatorial 
race, and organized opposition. The project includes 
the conversion of existing carpool lanes into 
tolled express lanes as well as the construction of 
an additional toll lane in each direction between 
Charlotte and Cornelius.167 The I-77 Express Lanes’ 
design and construction phase is expected to take 
over three years, with all lanes opening to traffic by 
late 2018.168

Opposition to the express lanes has come in multiple 
forms, including attempts by North Carolina legisla-
tors to cancel the contract with I-77 Mobility Partners, 
the private entity charged with building the express 
lanes.169 A lawsuit regarding the legal authority of I-77 
Mobility Partners has also gone before the courts, 
with the attorney for Widen I-77 saying the private 
company shouldn’t have the sole authority to set toll 
prices because it has no responsibility to act in the 
public’s interest; North Carolina law requires all public 
projects to primarily serve the public interest.170 

Ohio: Portsmouth Bypass
Status: Under Construction

The 16-mile, four-lane highway to bypass 
Portsmouth, Ohio, is currently being built for $429 
million in an area where driving has declined and 
existing roads desperately need funding for repairs.171 
The Portsmouth Bypass, now renamed the Southern 
Ohio Veterans Memorial Highway, will be Ohio’s 
first public-private partnership and one of the most 
expensive road projects undertaken in the state.172 
It is projected that the bypass will be completed by 
December 2018.173
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Pennsylvania: Mon-Fayette Expressway: 
Route 51 to I-376
Status: Under Revision

In November 2016, the Pennsylvania Turnpike 
Commission put the $853.4 million Mon-Fayette 
Expressway, a 14-mile toll road expected to run from 
Route 51 in Jefferson Hills to I-376 in Monroeville, 
on its list of six projects that officials might suspend 
if future financial conditions worsen.174  A prior part 
of the project, to connect the highway along the 
Monongahela River into Pittsburgh, had already 
been cancelled due to cost and environmental and 
community concerns.175 According to officials with 
the Pennsylvania Turnpike Commission, the entity 
responsible for building the road, construction of 
the expressway would require the acquisition of 
600 to 650 properties, with areas like Duquesne and 
Dravosburg being the most affected.176 

In March 2017, the Southwestern Pennsylvania 
Commission, the regional planning organization for 
the Pittsburgh area, voted to table consideration 
of whether to keep the highway in the region’s 
transportation plan, prompting the Turnpike 
Commission to cease engineering work on the 
project. Regional leaders are inquiring about whether 
funding for the project – provided through legislation 
passed decades ago – can be repurposed for other 
transportation needs in the Monongahela Valley.177

Texas: State Highway 249 Extension
Status: Study and Review

Following the 2015 opening of the six-mile portion 
of the 249 Tomball Tollway, the Texas Department of 
Transportation is still looking to further extend State 
Highway 249 all the way to College Station, home to 
Texas A&M University.178 The expansion would mean 
a two-phased approach to the approximately $350 
million, 30-mile, six-lane highway from Pinehurst in 
Montgomery County through Todd Mission in Grimes 
to College Station. 

During a June 2016 public hearing, nearby 
residents expressed opposition to the road and 
showed preference for the no-build alternative. 
While Grimes County Commissioners previously 
opposed the road, they changed their mind 
following commitments from Texas Department 
of Transportation for $4 million in new frontage 
roads and intersection improvements.179 The 
Texas Department of Transportation cleared the 
official route and the agency expects selection 
of a design-build consulting team in spring 2017 
with construction set to begin in summer 2017.180 
Construction of the road will require the acquisition 
of over 600 acres of right-of-way, much of which 
is currently owned by ranchers and farmers, and 
would result in divisions of existing grazing areas.181 

Texas: State Highway 45 Southwest
Status: Under Construction

Construction of the 3.6-mile, $109 million State 
Highway 45 Southwest project started on 
November 8, 2016.182 The Central Texas Regional 
Mobility Authority contracted with McCarthy 
Building Companies for the construction portion of 
the project. Construction is expected to last three 
years, with the new expressway slated to open in 
late 2019.183 Models suggest the new road will cause 
increased traffic on Austin’s MoPac Expressway, 
a road already suffering from heavy congestion. 
Future plans to further expand State Highway 45 
Southwest across Farm-to-Market Route 1626 and 
connecting directly to I-35 would draw even more 
traffic to the road and consequently to the MoPac 
expressway.184 

Washington: Puget Sound Gateway 
Status: Under Revision

The Puget Sound Gateway is a $2.8 billion to 
$3.1 billion project between Seattle and Tacoma, 
expanding State Route 167 between Tacoma and 
Puyallup by two lanes and State Route 509 from 
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Kent to Burien by two lanes as well as converting the 
existing HOV lane to an express lane on Interstate 
5 between the ports of Tacoma and Seattle.185 
Evaluations of toll revenue potential for the project 
estimate that tolls would only contribute about 
$330 million toward the total project cost between 
2021 and 2060.186 Even after passage of a $16 billion 
statewide transportation package in 2015, which 
included funds for the project, additional funds are 
still needed to build portions of the project.187 

2014 Projects

Arizona and Nevada: I-11
Status: Arizona: Study and Review

Nevada: Under Construction

The first phase of the Interstate 11 project between 
Phoenix and Las Vegas – a 15-mile, $318 million 
segment in Nevada – has been under construction 
since April 2015.188 The second phase will be built in 
Arizona, where an environmental impact statement 
is currently being assembled by the Arizona 
Department of Transportation.189 In January 2017, 
the Arizona Department of Transportation opened 
a 45-day public comment period and collected 
hundreds of comments from residents, tribal nations 
and agency representatives in accordance with the 
National Environmental Policy Act process for Tier 
1 of the Environmental Impact Statement.190 No 
funding had been identified as of June 2016 for the 
Arizona portion of the road.191

California: Tesoro Extension
Status: Canceled   

In 2016, an agreement between the Orange County 
Transportation Corridor Agencies, the California 
Attorney General and a coalition of national and local 
environmental groups succeeded in protecting the 

San Onofre State Beach and canceling prior 
approval of the Tesoro Extension project.192 
The plaintiffs claimed the environmental 
impact statement was lacking accuracy 
and that the project would damage the 
surrounding environment – specifically, 
a highly popular park that is home to 11 
endangered and threatened species.193 Even 
before the agreement, tollway officials had 
started reaching out to groups opposed to 
the extension to discuss a reassessment of the 
project.

Colorado: C-470 Express Lanes
Status: Under Construction

Construction on the new C-470 Express 
toll lanes started in November 2016 and is 
expected to last until spring 2019. The $230 
million project will add new tolled express 
lanes along 12 miles of the existing highway 
southwest of Denver.194 In 2015, residents 
expressed concerns with CDOT that the 
additional lanes would increase noise pollution 
in the area. In December 2016, a federal judge 
ruled that the residents had failed to show 
that noise barriers were needed and did not 
approve the injunction to halt construction of 
the express lanes.195

Georgia: Effingham Parkway
Status: Study and Review

The 6.36-mile parkway is intended to connect 
State Route 30 to Bluejay Road.196 In 2016, the 
state officially pledged $44 million for the 
parkway project following a gas tax increase 
passed by the legislature.197 The project had 
previously been stalled by local opposition to 
the displacement of homes and because the 
Chatham County Commission Chairman hadn’t 
wanted to make the parkway a priority.198   
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Illinois and Indiana: Illiana Expressway
Status: On Hold

The organizations Openlands, Midewin Heritage 
Association and Sierra Club Illinois won a major 
lawsuit in October 2016 against the Illiana Toll Road 
project – a $1.3 billion highway intended to stretch 
from I-55 in Illinois to I-65 in Indiana.199 The project 
was cancelled last year after facing harsh public 
criticism, though concerns remained that it could be 
resurrected. The decision follows an earlier case in 
which a court ruled the environmental review of one 
portion of the project violated U.S. environmental 
law, calling it “arbitrary and capricious.”200 Because 
the environmental review for another portion of 
the project relied on that initial review, the judge 
declared it to be invalid. 

Michigan: Widening I-94 through 
Detroit
Status: Study and Review

The I-94 expansion project in Detroit is a proposed 
$2.7 billion widening of a 6.7-mile stretch of 
highway through the heart of the city.201 The project 
was reanimated by the Michigan Department of 
Transportation after it was abandoned in the 1990s 
and involves moving existing interchanges, adding 
a lane in each direction, and demolishing buildings 
along the way in an area struggling to recover from 
economic recession.202 Two neighborhoods that 
had been making significant headway in economic 
recovery – Midtown and New Center – would be 
even further separated by the highway, creating 
large losses in land development potential.203  
Currently, the project is slated to begin in 2019, with 
construction expected to end in 2036.204

North Carolina: I-26 Connector
Status: Study and Review

The I-26 Connector project is a 7-mile, $750 million 
proposed freeway that would connect I-26 in 
southwest Asheville to U.S. 19/23/70 in northwest 
Asheville.205 In January 2017, the North Carolina 
Department of Transportation (NCDOT) proposed 
changes that would accelerate the project 
completion date to 2024. The state now plans to use 
bonds to finance the connector, with anticipated 
federal highway fund receipts expected to repay 
the bonds. NCDOT is also changing the project to a 
“design-build” project, meaning that the construction 
company that wins the contract will draw up final 
project designs as well as build the connector.206 
Previous plans to widen I-240 as part of the I-26 
Connector project were dropped after better 
congestion measures and data were used to rank 
proposed projects, though the potential for widening 
remains on the table for the future.207

Ohio: Cleveland Opportunity Corridor
Status: Under Construction

The Cleveland Opportunity Corridor is a $331 million, 
five-lane, three-mile planned boulevard that would 
connect I-490’s eastern end to the northeastern 
University Circle neighborhood.208 Critics had 
previously pointed out that the road is unnecessary 
since there are several routes in the area that connect 
the two points already. A dispute over hiring local 
residents for the project had led the City of Cleveland 
to temporarily withhold funding and support for the 
project in mid-2016, but an agreement with state 
officials in February 2017 cleared the path for the 
project to continue moving forward.209 
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Texas: Dallas Trinity Parkway
Status: On Hold

The proposal for a $1.5 billion, nine-mile toll-road 
along the Trinity River between I-35 and U.S. 75 has 
gotten swept into the larger conversation about 
the future of toll roads in Texas and the future of 
urban development in Dallas. In August 2015, the 
Dallas City Council voted unanimously to revise and 
downscale the road to a four-lane version, instead 
of the previously proposed six-lane toll road.210 

Previous analysis of the toll road showed it would 
increase traffic on other highways in Dallas and 
increase overall vehicle-miles traveled in the area 
considerably.211 Published reports in November 
2016 indicated that the North Texas Tollway 
Authority, one of the entities taking part in building 
the project, was no longer interesting in building 
and managing the Trinity toll road due to its small 
revenue potential.212 

Washington: Alaskan Way Viaduct
Status: Under Construction

The Alaskan Way Viaduct includes the construction 
of a two-mile tunnel to bypass downtown Seattle, 
a mile-long stretch of new highway to connect 
to the tunnel, a new overpass to bypass train 
blockages near Seattle’s busiest port terminal, 
demolition of the viaduct’s downtown waterfront 
section, and a new Alaskan Way boulevard along 

the waterfront.213 The purpose of this massive project 
is to replace the existing Alaskan Way Viaduct, an 
elevated section of State Route 99 that is aging and 
vulnerable to damage from earthquakes.

The project, a $3.1 billion undertaking, has been 
mired in controversy and delays from the start.214 
Bertha, the boring machine being used for the 
project, was stuck underground for two years 
after only advancing one-ninth of the way to its 
final destination. Bertha was eventually fixed and 
completed tunneling for the project in April 2017, 
but the previous delay is sure to cause millions in 
damages due to time wasted. As of December 2016, 
it was estimated that $149 million more would be 
needed to complete the project.215

Wisconsin: I-94 East-West Expansion in 
Milwaukee
Status: Study and Review

The Wisconsin Department of Transportation wants 
to add two lanes along a 3.5-mile corridor of I-94 
west of downtown Milwaukee.216 The new version 
of the plan is a scaled-down idea of the previously 
proposed double-decker highway. The project is 
expected to cost between $825 million and $1.15 
billion but no funding sources have been identified.217 
Gov. Scott Walker did not include any funding for the 
project in the 2017 to 2019 state budget.218 Previous 
estimates of a possible completion date for the 
project were as late as 2028.219



42 Highway Boondoggles 2

Conclusion and Recommendations

America spends tens of billions of dollars each 
year on highway expansion projects that 
do little to address congestion, create other 

problems for our communities, and absorb scarce 
resources that could be used to meet other, more 
pressing transportation needs. 

Officials at all levels of government – local, 
state and federal – should reexamine proposed 
highway expansion projects in light of changing 
transportation needs, and adopt a series of other 
policy changes to prioritize real transportation 
improvements. Specifically, they should:  

•	 Invest in transportation solutions that reduce 
the need for costly and disruptive highway 
expansion projects. Investments in public trans-
portation, changes in land-use policy, road pricing 
measures, and technological measures that help 
drivers avoid peak-time traffic, for instance, can 
often address congestion more cheaply and effec-
tively than highway expansion.

•	 Adopt fix-it-first policies that reorient transpor-
tation funding away from highway expansion and 
toward repair of existing roads and investment in 
other transportation options. 

•	 Use the latest transportation data and require 
full cost-benefit comparisons for all projects, 
including future maintenance needs. This 
includes projects proposed to be completed via 
public-private partnerships. 

•	 Revise transportation forecasting models to 
ensure that all evaluations of proposed projects 
use up-to-date travel information, reflect a range 
of potential future trends for housing and trans-
portation, and incorporate the impact of all 
transportation options, from public transit, biking 
and walking, to newer options such as carsharing, 
bikesharing and ridesharing.

•	 Give funding priority to transportation 
projects that reduce growth in vehicle-miles 
traveled, to account for the public health, 
environmental and climate benefits resulting from 
reduced driving.

•	 Invest in research and data collection to better 
track and react to ongoing shifts in how people 
travel. 



Appendix 43

Appendix: Safeguarding the Public 
from the Potential Pitfalls of 
Privatization220

With federal and state transportation bud-
gets stretched thin, public officials eager 
to pursue highway expansion projects 

increasingly consider so-called “public-private part-
nerships,” or PPPs.

The idea behind PPPs is to share the cost, risks and 
rewards of transportation projects between govern-
ment and private entities. PPPs can take many forms 
– from structures in which the vast majority of the 
risk and reward accrue to the public to those in which 
the private sector takes near-complete responsibility 
for financing, building and operating a road.

Several of the projects highlighted in this report are 
toll roads to be built through PPPs. At their best, PPPs 
promise to leverage the experience and unique capa-
bilities of private sector firms to build transportation 
projects more quickly and cheaply than the public 
sector could do through traditional forms of private 
contracting. However, PPPs also bring with them a 
number of potential dangers for the public interest:

•	 Risk may turn back on the public: PPPs are 
often sold to the public and decision-makers as 
ways to reduce the financial risk to the public 
of transportation projects, but private investors 
seek to minimize potential risk on their long-term 
investment. Since events over several decades 
may unfold in unanticipated ways, the public 
sector can end up taking on a greater share of risk 
than originally understood. Whereas high-profile 

highway PPPs in the middle of last decade 
generally took the form of granting long-term 
leases for toll concessions, in recent years private 
toll road financiers have been far less willing to 
assume the risk that projected driving increases 
won’t materialize. Recent deals are far more 
likely to be based on an “availability payment” 
model, where the government assumes the chief 
risk of lower-than-projected traffic volume and 
promises to pay the toll road builder and opera-
tor for ongoing availability of the lanes.

•	 Loss of control over transportation policy: 
Especially when private sector entities structure 
deals to recoup their investment in highway 
projects through tolls or other user fees, PPP 
contracts often include provisions that are 
intended to assure private entities of revenue. 
Those provisions include “non-compete” or 
“compensation” clauses that limit government’s 
ability to make improvements on adjacent roads 
without also compensating the private entity. 
These provisions limit the public’s control over 
transportation policy by adding potentially 
prohibitive costs to normal policy decisions. 
At worst, public officials may feel compelled to 
make transportation decisions based on what 
is best for the toll road operator as opposed to 
what is best for the public as a whole.

•	 Poor decisions based on less visible costs: 
Politicians can view private investment through 
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PPPs as “free money” that enables the construction 
of projects that would otherwise be more politi-
cally difficult to finance through the traditional 
method of issuing public bonds or raising public 
tolls. The money that will be paid to PPPs is a kind 
of off-budget debt that will be paid later in some 
form by the public.221 That disconnection can 
grease the wheels for projects that might other-
wise not get built, but it can also create a bias in 
favor of projects favored by PPP financiers, even 
when they do not merit being the highest priority.

Projects that shift responsibilities toward 
the private sector have broad and long-term 
ramifications for the transportation system as 
a whole, and are typically locked in with mul-
tigenerational contracts. It is imperative that 
governments subject PPP projects to evaluation 
and transparency standards at least as rigorous 
as those that apply to more traditional publicly 
financed projects.
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