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Since 2007, policymakers have turned to raising tolls and restricting roadway access to help reduce  
traffic congestion and air pollution in New York City, and yet both problems continue to impact the  
metropolitan region. Are there better methods for managing these chronic conditions than congestion pricing? 
And with the impacts of climate change, does the benefit of taking action outweigh the cost to commuters?

We know urban roadway congestion and 
air pollution are interrelated problems. 
That’s why it’s critical we use a regional 
framework as our “system space” for 
developing solutions. Whether you’re 
commuting from New Jersey, one of New 
York City’s five boroughs, or Connecticut, 
every gas or diesel-powered vehicle traveling 
into the city plays a role in this crisis. Our 
tri-state area leaders need to work together 
to develop policies that make a difference 
for the millions who live and work in the 
metropolitan area.

Most commuters agree we need to reduce 
gridlock on roadways, toll bridges and 
tunnels leading to and operating within 
the Manhattan Central Business District. 
We also need to improve air quality, paying 
particular attention to federally regulated 
gas-phase (carbon monoxide) and particle-
phase (fine particulate matter known as 
PM2.5) chemical components.

The New York City Department of City 
Planning’s Sept. 2019 online report, 
Regional Planning: The Ins and Outs of 
NYC Commuting, details a pre-COVID-19 
overview of commuting patterns within the 
New York metro region, which consists of 
all five boroughs of New York City, Long 
Island, the mid and lower Hudson Valley, 
Connecticut and New Jersey.

In 2017, roughly 11 million workers resided 
within this region, generating a complex 
network of commuting behavior. Roughly, 
973,000 workers commuted daily into 
NYC from sub-regional areas. Inner New 
Jersey counties were home to 37% of in-
commuters, followed by Long Island at 
31%, Lower-Hudson Valley at 18%, Outer 
New Jersey counties at 5%, Connecticut at 
5% and Mid-Hudson Valley at 3%. Of those 
commuters, 38% traveled by car, 32% by 
rail, 17% by bus, 11% by subway or PATH 
and 2% by ferry. Manhattan was the work 
destination for about 90% of these total 
transit trips.

These data illustrate one of the main 
problems facing today’s metro-area 
commuters: there is still a dire need for 
efficient and affordable modes of public 
transportation not only in New York and 
Manhattan specifically, but also within the 
sub-regions where many commuters reside.

About 55,0000 New Jersey in-commuters 
traveling by car would be affected by a 
cost-increase if the currently proposed 
congestion pricing strategies were enacted 
on New Jersey in-bound bridges and 
tunnels. Reducing the number of cars 
commuting from inner and outer New 
Jersey by increasing tolls is expected to lead 
to a slight reduction in congestion in the 
Manhattan Combined Business District.

For any commuter who has ever been stuck 
in gridlock in Manhattan, even a “slight 
reduction” in congestion may sound great. 
But what about air quality? Are commuting 
vehicles really the main driver of traffic-
related air pollution?

Peer-reviewed research on sources of fine 
particles (PM2.5) in urban airsheds paints a 
different picture. These data have repeatedly 
shown that diesel-powered trucks and buses 
are actually the major emission sources 
polluting our air.

We can drastically decrease ambient mass 
concentrations of these fine particles if 
diesel on-road vehicles are replaced with 
natural gas and hydrogen fuel cell electric-
powered engines. Another advantage of 
switching to electric vehicles on congested 
urban roadways is the cessation of fine 
particles, carbon monoxide and carbon 
dioxide emissions.

In other areas around the country, 
communities have replaced diesel public 
trucks and transit buses with hydrogen-
powered electric or natural gas vehicles 
to improve air quality. Transit buses 
with hydrogen fuel cell electric engines 
now operate quietly and efficiently in 

Canton, Ohio and Los Angeles, which has 
significantly improved their air quality.

Modified congestion pricing also has the 
potential to help create a decarbonized 
transportation system within our metro-
politan region, which would have a positive 
impact on both congestion and air quality.

Another worthwhile congestion pricing 
policy change our transportation leaders 
should consider? Give commuters who 
drive a hybrid or 100% electric passenger 
vehicles into New York city preferential 
access to control zones — and reduce their 
toll costs as a reward for choosing to drive 
an energy-efficient vehicle.

There is no doubt that transitioning to an 
electric passenger vehicle fleet in New York 
would reduce carbon dioxide emissions 
throughout the region. That is a necessary 
change to enhance our ongoing efforts 
to switch our existing usage to renewable 
sources, such as wind, solar and hydrogen 
fuel cells.

The cost to commuters is a concern but 
the progress we can make toward reducing 
global carbon emissions by enacting smart-
er congestion pricing policies represents an 
invaluable investment in their health. •
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