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Cascade Commentary

QuickPoint | Portland’s War on Cars 3:
Ending the War on Automobiles

By Randal O’Toole

Editor’s note: This is part 3 in a series “Portland’s War on Cars” from a new
report by the Cascade Policy Institute, The Portland Transportation Disaster: The
High Cost of Anti Auto Planning in Portland. Read part 1 titled, “Portland’s War
on Cars: Losing the War on the Automobile; ” and part 2 titled, “Portland’s War
on Cars: Ignoring the Benefits of Automobiles.”

In 1970, traffic accidents killed close to 55,000 people per year. The average car
got only 13 miles per gallon. Motor vehicles spewed so much pollution that Mount
Hood was often invisible from Portland on sunny days.

Today, many of these problems have been greatly reduced. Automotive air
pollution has declined by nearly 90 percent. Fuel economies have nearly doubled.
Highway fatalities in 2025 were 30 percent lower than 1970.

None of these improvements resulted from efforts to reduce driving. Instead,
Americans drive three times as many miles today as they did in 1970. In fact,
attempts by cities to reduce driving by not building more roads made solving these
problems even more difficult as cars waste fuel, pollute more, and are involved in
more accidents in congested traffic.

If Portland and Metro truly care about the future of the region, they will end the war
on the automobile and adopt policies that increase mobility and allow people to
safely, efficiently, and quickly reach their economic, social, and other destinations.
Here are four ways to do so:

1. Add high-occupancy toll lanes to all the region’s freeways and manage them so
that they will never get congested. Uncongested freeway lanes can move twice as
many vehicles per hour as congested ones, so keeping the new lanes uncongested
will give people more economic opportunities and reduce congestion on the
existing lanes as well by attracting vehicles off those lanes.

2. Develop a data-driven safety program that fixes actual traffic safety hazards
rather than relies on slogans and generic policies such as reduced speed limits.

3. Improve regional equity by creating a low-interest loan program to help low-
income people buy electric or otherwise fuel-efficient automobiles.

4. Redesign TriMet’s route map. TriMet works for people who are going to or
from downtown Portland but completely fails people going anywhere else.
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Without increasing current transit operating costs, TriMet could design a system that
serves other important economic centers such as the airport, Beaverton, and
Hillsboro as well as it currently serves downtown.

Automobiles are wonderful tools that greatly improve people’s lives. If there are
problems associated with them, the solution is not to try to discourage driving but to
promote automobiles and roads that are cleaner, safer, and more fuel efficient. That
should be Portland and Metro’s goal.

Read the full report, The Portland Transportation Disaster.

All numbers cited in this commentary are from or calculated from the U.S. Department of
Transportation, Department of Energy, or Census Bureau data. For more information, see
O’Toole’s full report, The Portland Transportation Disaster.

Randal O’Toole is an Adjunct Scholar at Cascade Policy Institute, Oregon’s free market public
policy research organization. He is a transportation and land-use policy analyst and the author of
several books, including American Nightmare: How Government Undermines the Dream of
Homeownership and Romance of the Rails: Why the Passenger Trains We Love Are Not the
Transportation We Need. He writes from Central Oregon.

Cascade Policy Institute is a tax-exempt educational organization as defined under IRS code 501 (c)(3). Nothing
appearing in this Cascade Commentary is to be construed as necessarily representing the views of Cascade or its
donors. The views expressed herein are the author’s own.
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