





Table 1. LOS for Urban Streets, Adapted from the Highway Capacity Manual®

Level of Service | Control Delay (s/veh) ::Z\erﬂlsopufgﬂea:;ﬁ
A <10 > 85
B >10and < 20 > 67 and < 85
C >20and < 35 >50and <67
D >35and < 55 > 40 and < 50
F >55and < 80 >30and <40
F > 80 <30

While LOS is rooted in quantitative, volume-to-capacity analysis,
itis reported in a qualitative, A-to-F letter scale, like a school report
card. Intersection LOS is rarely reported as, for example, “84 seconds
of delay,” but instead as “LOS E.” This terminology implies that the
intersection has failed, even if it has only exceeded its capacity for
15 minutes of the day. Asserting that a roadway has failed is not a
descriptive statement; it is a call to action.

To illustrate the value-laden nature of this measure, we have
restated three of its implicit assumptions as explicit “guiding
principles” that could be included as part of a community’s
long-range plan. While these principles would undoubtedly result is
a great deal of public debate if presented to the public for consider-
ation, in practice they are given little or no consideration because
they are layered as implicit assumptions in the use of LOS asa
performance measure.

Principle 1: Cars are more important than people.

While most transportation plans include a goal stating the
importance of moving people and goods, LOS, the primary
performance measure used in support of this goal, says nothing
about moving either. The appropriate measure of the movement
of people is the number of people that are transported through a
spot or along a corridor, such as persons per hour per lane. Instead
of providing us with information on people, LOS tells us only
about automobile delay and vehicle speeds. Its connection to the
movement of people and goods is made indirectly by the inference
that: 1) Most, if not all, of the movement of people and goods will
occur through the use of private automobiles; and 2) Any strategy
that reduces motorist delay or increases motorist speed will also
enhance the movement of people and goods.

Under this measure, the people onboard a full 50-person bus
are each valued at one-fiftieth the worth of a person driving alone
in a car. The needs of bicyclists and pedestrians are not measured
at all. Any design changes that create delay or discomfort
pedestrians, such as alteration in signal timings, are seen as
entirely positive from an LOS perspective if they reduce vehicle
delay or increase speed on urban streets. Transit, walking, and
cycling are treated as being worthwhile only insofar as they lead to
reductions to motorist delay, regardless of however efficient they

may be at moving people.

Principle 2: We should provide roadway capacity greatly in excess of
what is actually needed.

The rank ordering of urban streets from A to F presumes that A is
an optimal solution. This encourages transportation professionals to
prefer solutions that not only meet the needs of the most congested
hour (or even 15 minutes) of the day, but which greatly exceed it.
From an economist’s perspective, LOS F is ideal, since this represents
the point at which transportation supply comes into balance with
demand at the peak hour. Additional capital investment in roadway
expansion would be economically inefficient and wasteful. From the
perspective of “main street” retailers, LOS E is preferable because it
maximizes the number of passing motorists who can see their shops.

Principle 3: New development should occur in suburban and exurban
locations, rather than in established urban areas.

Economically successful cities and main streets are usually
congested, and few offer the opportunity to widen streets and
intersections to increase capacity. Nonetheless, LOS tells us that
these are “failing” locations where additional development, and the
trips it may generate, is undesirable.

This is evidenced by the State of Florida’s concurrency program,
which requires developers to pay impact fees if the trips generated
by a proposed development reduce level-of-service below acceptable
levels (typically D or E). Because many urban streets are already
operating below these levels, the impact fees assessed on a developer
would require them to address not only the impacts of their
development, but the costs of bringing the surrounding streets
up to standard. Rather than pay these fees, developers opted to
instead bypass urban areas altogether, shifting their projects to
suburban and exurban locations that have comparative little traffic
and thus excess capacity and higher LOS. The problem became so
pronounced that the state allowed local governments to abandon
the use of LOS through the creation of “concurrency exception
areas,” where LOS-based standards no longer apply.*

Does Level-of-Service Even Matter?
The transportation profession has become so accustomed to using
LOS as its primary measure of system performance that we often fail
to ask why such a measure is important. While it may be true that
traffic delay is inconvenient for motorists, so what? Is this a problem
that needs to be “resolved?” Is it a problem that can be resolved?

The current reliance on LOS is based on two philosophi-
cal assumptions. The first is the idea that a region’s economic
performance is linked to vehicle delay or, stated another way that
traffic congestion is a drag on our economy that should be reduced or
eliminated. The second is the assumption that we could resolve the
problem of traffic congestion if only we made sufficient investments
in transportation infrastructure and operational enhancements.

As best as can be determined, both assumptions are wrong.
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(see Figure 2), they are increasingly shown to be associated with
higher land values (and thus property taxes)."” With the ongoing
decline of the federal-aid gas tax as a source for funding transporta-
tion infrastructure, local governments are increasingly focused on
transportation investments that generate value for their communities,
both socially and fiscally.

The National Association of City Transportation Officials
(NACTO), which counts most major U.S. cities among its members,
has developed its own guidance on the design of urban streets. The
NACTO Urban Street Design Guide has this to say on LOS:

[it] inadequately captures a project’s potential benefits. As a metric,
it is mono-modal, measuring streets not by their economic and
social vibrancy, but by their ability to process motor vehicles.*®

Far from being concerned with motorists, the NACTO guide is
focused principally on reallocating right-of-way and signal timings
to promote the needs to pedestrians, cyclists, and transit. Unlike
the American Association of State Highway Officials’ A Policy on
Geometric Design of Highways and Streets (the “Green Book”)* and
the Transportation Research Board’s Highway Capacity Manual,?
which say almost nothing about their guiding values and principles,
the NACTO guide is explicit about the aims it seeks to advance,
beginning with the delineation of six guiding principles, and
allowing communities to determine for themselves whether these
principles, and the actions they encourage, are appropriate.”

Conclusion: Four Considerations

“The right course of action is always a matter of choice, never of fact.”*
We conclude this paper with four general considerations.

First, while observational data may be objective “facts” about

the world, the decision to define performance using one type of

data, rather than another, is a value choice. As we have sought to

demonstrate with the example of LOS, defining transportation

system performance based on the delay experienced by motorists is

not a value-neutral decision. It has profound effects on the types of

transportation investments that will be valued by decision makers

and thus the types of projects that will result.

Second, we should be sensitive to that fact that performance
measures are “organizers of attention.” They direct the attention of
decision makers and the public to specific phenomenon. In so doing,
they not only signify that the phenomenon is important, they are also
a call to action.” The adoption of LOS as a performance measure does
not simply indicate that we are concerned with vehicle delay; it asserts
that we ought to prioritize projects that reduce delay.

Indeed, many project needs statements for urban streets begin with
the identification that LOS has either declined, or that it is expected to
decline at some point in the future. As a result, projects are initiated

with the express purpose of reducing vehicle delay; once such a needs
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statement is issued, any solution that is to be regarded as “acceptable”
must be shown to reduce vehicle delay. Adding highway lanes will
always be successful by this measure (if we ignore triple convergence).
Converting an existing traffic lane into a dedicated busway will
always be “unacceptable” since it will almost certainly increase vehicle
delay. That a dedicated busway can result in a 15-fold increase in the
person-capacity of the travel lane is treated as being inconsequential.**

This would be no particular problem if a community preferred
improvements that reduce vehicle delay over improvements to
transit, but surveys of communities throughout the United States—
including places as culturally disparate as Southern California
and Houston, Texas—show that the majority of transportation
stakeholders do not share these values.”>* Instead, there is general
consensus that investments in transit are preferable to investments
in additional highway capacity.

This leads to the third consideration for transportation profes-
sionals, which is that we should to be aware of how our performance
measures relate to the values and desires of the public which we serve.
If there is a substantive disconnect between the recommendations that
emerge from our performance measures and the projects sought by
our stakeholders, then we are using the wrong performance measures.

Fourth and finally, we must recognize that the adoption and
use of performance measures is not simply a statement of values, it
is an expression of power. Performance measures direct attention
to specific phenomenon and encourage specific courses of action.

The decision to highlight certain transportation phenomena, and

not others, brings with it a command of public resources. And

since public resources are finite, any expenditure of public funds
necessarily diverts those resources from advancing other ends. The
simple adoption of a performance measure creates winners and losers.

As professionals, we are stewards of the technical and factual
information that informs transportation decision making. We are
responsible for ensuring that the ends we seek to advance, and the
measures that support them, reflect the needs and interests of the
public we have been entrusted to serve. itej
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