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Introduction

If economics 1is that branch of study vhich concerns itegelf vith the
allocation of scarce resources among competing needs, road pricing is that
area of transport economics concerned vith the allocation of road space, en
increasingly mscarce commodity. Road congestion, particularly in urban
areas, is rapidly becowming a severe social problem. The number of private
cars registered in the Dublin area has increased sixfold since 1951, car
ovnership in the Dublin area could be in excese of 300,000 by 1991, (1)
Traffic speeds in the city centre can be as lowv as 2.2 m.p.h.

Present charges aon private vehicle holders include ‘fuel, vehicle and

" expenditure tax. These comprise ° potential tvo part road charge, the
fixed charge (car tax) is a payment for admission to the road system, vhile
the variable charge (fuel tax) is a payment for the use of that system.
Currently the rates of tax are not set with any pricing principle in mind,
and it is agreed that these taxee do not provide an instrument to restrict
the use of the roads in the right places at the right times. (#2)

Before I proceed to discuse the nature of the congestion problem a word of
caution is neceasary with regard to the title of this article. The vords
road pricing may lead to the misconception that the imposition of a
congestion tax is in a way an attempt to use a normal price system in
gelling road space. A price for road space arrived at by the normal
process of the market vould not include the major constituent of s
congestion tax, the charge for externalities.

Congestion

The aim of a congestion tax is to obtain a more efficient use of road

space. In so far as this is a question of estimating the optimal use of
the existing capacity the economist is explicitly concerned with
conventional marginal analysis. Imposing a congestion tax involves

marginal social cost pricing but in a special and limited sense. The only
social cost considered is that imposed on other road users.
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Looking at figure 1, wve see the demana
for and the user cost of a link in a
AL road asystem(+3). It assumes vehicles
are homogenous and that an ideal pricing
syastem ig available. Up to the point A
; i uger coste remain constant, indicating
( P, D that until this Llevel of usage is
! L f reached, users do not impede each other.
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Hovever beyond A not only does every

. { additional motorist raise the cost to
———— himgelf, but by raising the A.C. he also
4 &, 68 causes each of the motoriste already
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(3} The Trangport Consultative Commiseion Report on Dublin Bue Lanes.

2 Smeed Report, 1964, H.M.S.0.

*3 Harrison, A. J., The Economice of Transport Appraisal.
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