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Road Socialism
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Abstract. Road socialists maintain that government is the best manager for the nation’s
vehicular transportation arteries, Contrary to their views, the present author maintains that the
managerial role can best be fulfilled by private entrepreneurs. Under highway privatization,
he claims, traffic fatalities and automobile congestion will be sharply reduced.
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Introduction

What arc the best institutional arrangements for roads, streets, highways,
sidewalks and other such thoroughfares for human and vehicular traffic? The
economics profession can be divided into two camps with regard to this issue.

On the one hand are the road socialists'. They dominate?. In their view, it
is an unquestioned, and unquestionable fact that roads must inevitably and
necessarily be managed by government. It is never explicit, but is rather
implied by their mode of analysis. They believe that roads are a ‘public
good.” Privatizing them is quickly brushed aside as preposterous. A private
enterprise highway and street industry is viewed in much the same manner
as was free market agriculture by the planners during the heyday of Soviet
collectivized agriculture — as inconceivable.

What is the job of the economic analyst under such assumptions? It is
1o serve as a sort of managerial consultant, much in the same manner that
the economist in the U.S.S.R. would advise the Minister of Agriculture about
crop rotation, fertilizers, etc.? Only now the analysis concems itself with such
matiers as road safety, congestion, planning for new clover leafs, etc.

On the other hand there are the road capitalists®, or privatizers.’ In their
view, streets and roads are no more a necessary part of the state apparatus than

° The author wishes to thank the North American Editor of Transport Policy, and an
anonymous referee from the present jounal, for helpful suggestions and commentary on an
earlier draft of this paper.
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are cars, railroads, subways, baseball bats, lima beans or rubber bands. The
former sct of products can and should be analyzed along the lines everyone
agrees are appropriate for the latter.

The purpose of this present paper is to do just that, and to focus on one
aspect of the overall analysis: that having to do with highway fatalities.

Two analogies to traffic safety

Suppose that a gunman shot a person with a rifle. Hauled into court, his
‘defense’ was that the bullet killed the victim, not he, the defendant. True,
this man would concede, he aimed the gun and pulled the trigger, but he was
200 hundred yards away from the victim when he died, so he couldn’'t have
been responsible for his death.

Our reaction to this “defense’ would properly be one of dismissal, on the
ground that the murderer was confusing proximate with ultimate cause. We
would mcte out to this murderer whatever penalties were accorded such
behavior. The bullet was the proximate cause of the death. But the gunman,
in aiming at the victim and pulling the trigger, was ultimately responsible for
his demise. and therefore should pay for this crime to the full extent of the
law.

Now consider the case where a restaurant goes out of business. The proxi-
mate causes arc badly cooked and cold food, surly service, dirty conditions,
lack of personal safety, poor decor, etc. But the ultimate responsibility, surely,
lies with management. 1t and it alone failed to hire good cooks, to ensure
that the waitresses, busboys, cleaners, bouncers, interior decorators, exterior
architects, cte., did their assigned tasks in a satisfactory way. A competent
manager would either get his employees to change their behavior, or he would
fire them, and hire proficient ones in their places. This all stems from the fact
that the good munager can recognize talent, and has the motivation to insist
upon it.

Road socialism

What is the point of all this discussion of restaurant failures and excluse
making killers? What does it have to do with road safety under socialism?
Simply this. The way the most economists approach this issue is akin to
the “defense’ of the murderer, or the advice of the restaurant consultant who
ignores the munager. Instead of focussing on the real cause of traffic fatalities
- government ownership and management of the nation’s highway network
- many cconomists have instead concentrated on a plethora of proximate
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causes, preeminently vehicle speed, driver alcoholism, safety regulations and
inspections.

The theoretical analysis of highway safety rests on some principles which
are quite elementary, indeed distressingly so. They are so obvious that one
would feel the greatest reluctance to repeat them on the pages of a professional
journal were it not that a great public policy (road socialism) has been erected
upon either ignorance or a repudiation of them.’

It is in order to rectify this great oversight that we must examine how
neo-classical economists have been dealing with road fatalities.

Mainstream analysis

Consider first Crandall, et al. (1986, pp. 1-2). These authors intensively
analyze automobile regulations for over 200 pages. They state at the outset:

It is now possible to look back over nearly two decades of experience
to evaluate this strategy of regulating the undesirable by-products of the
automobile and to determine whether some of the regulatory programs
should be redesigned. This book is designed to provide a comprehensive
examination. . .

Although they do indeed subject a whole host of restrictions to great scruti-
ny, they never once mention the chief constraint on the market: public owner-
ship and management’. Thus, the concept of privatization completely eludes
them.

With regard to the thousands of people slaughtered on the nation’s high-
ways each year, they (1986, p. 155) adopt a rather cavalier and Pollyana-ish
perspective:

This program... (of federal automobile regulations) ... has been the
best planned and administered and the most successful in achieving its
goals. Our estimates indicate that highway fatalities would be about 40%
greater were it not for the safety features adopted since the beginning of
this program.

It cannot be denied that road fatalities have decreased somewhat over the
last decade or so. But their assessment is overly optimistic, for it compares
vehicular deaths on public highways not with those on private ones, but with
fatalities on public roads in previous years when there were fewer safety
regulations in effect. The public managers may be improving on their dismal
record of a decade or two ago, but this is hardly relevant to a public-private
comparison. To extend the socialism analogy, it is as if Stalin were bragging


















