Congestion Pricing
EXPRESS LANES TO THE REGION’S FUTURE
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Congestion in the Chicago region costs drivers time, money,
and patience. Building expressway capacity is critical to handle
our traffic, but construction alone cannot completely relieve
congestion, especially with growth in traffic over time. A new
strategy is needed, one that gives drivers the option to avoid
congestion. As recommended by the GO TO 2040 comprehensive
regional plan, it is time for our region to implement congestion
pricing, which creates express toll lanes that help manage traffic
and give drivers better choices for getting around.
CMAP is working with its partners to define the challenges,

opportunities, and anticipated outcomes of implementing
congestion pricing on the new expressway construction projects
recommended by GO TO 2040. These include two new facilities — the
Illinois Route 53 north extension and Illinois Route 120 bypass and
the Elgin-O’Hare West Bypass — plus new lanes on the I-90 Addams
Tollway, the I-290 Eisenhower Expressway, and the I-55 Stevenson
Expressway. As summarized in a new technical report, Congestion
Pricing: An Analysis of the GO TO 2040 Major Capital Projects, CMAP
staff conducted detailed computer modeling and analysis of the
factors and projected results from pricing these new projects.

See www.cmap.illinois.gov/congestion-pricing/ for an interactive
web microsite with an emphasis on how it is working elsewhere
and how it will work on the new expressway construction projects
recommended by GO TO 2040. The microsite describes congestion’s
benefits and potential challenges, along with the CMAP technical
report’s computer modeling and analysis.
CMAP seeks to engage elected officials, transportation implementing

agencies, and all other affected parties in a campaign to support
widespread implementation of congestion pricing. The CMAP
computer modeling, technical report, and microsite demonstrate the
following anticipated benefits:
• Dramatically faster, more reliable travel times.
• Better options for travelers.
• No projected spill-over effect to adjacent arterials.
• Enhanced revenue for the transportation system.

Express toll lanes give travelers choices
With congestion pricing, toll rates in express lanes rise at times
when more drivers want to use the highway, then tolls fall when
demand is low.
The simple logic of supply and demand can help to manage highway resources more effectively:
Drivers will choose to enter or leave the express toll lanes based on the variable cost. The toll
rate can be finely calibrated to manage demand at a level that leads to faster, more-reliable travel
times. Higher prices during peak periods may also reduce congestion by encouraging travelers
to carpool, take transit, or consider alternative routes and times for their trips.

After a driver enters the express
toll lanes, an overhead device
reads the vehicle's electronic transponder and automatically charges the toll —
similar to the Illinois Tollway's open road
tolling system.
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How congestion pricing works on an express toll lane
Signs indicate
upcoming points
of access to the express
toll lanes.

At the access points,
signs indicate the toll
charged to travel certain
distances. Prices are set to
ensure smooth traffic flow
and reliable speeds in the
express lanes. Transit
vehicles and registered
carpools typically ride free or
at a discount.
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Express lanes are typically separated
from the general purpose lanes with
plastic pylons or double-striping.
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The GO TO 2040 Connection
GO TO 2040 strongly advocates the implementation of congestion

Source: Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, www.cmap.illinois.gov/congestion-pricing.

pricing. Congestion pricing for new expressways or lanes tends
to pose fewer challenges because it doesn’t require conversion
of existing lanes. Implementing it for existing roads would be
more challenging, but it also might bring greater benefits — more
congestion relief and bigger savings in travel time. In the future, our
region should also consider congestion pricing for existing roads.

Benefits

Challenges

Congestion pricing offers many benefits to both individuals and the
general public. Individuals choosing to use the express lanes benefit
from reliable travel times, and all drivers have the choice to avoid
congestion when needed. The general public actually saves money
due to more-efficient use of expressways. Congestion pricing can
also allow for enhanced transit service.

Concerns about congestion pricing include potential equity
issues and traffic spillover. However, the experience of other
cities shows that these challenges are manageable and usually
less significant than they first seem.

Providing a Choice
Congestion pricing gives all motorists a choice they would not otherwise have,
and it charges only drivers who opt to use the congestion-priced lanes. Surveys
from other cities have shown that, rather than use the express toll lanes every
day, drivers generally use the lanes only for two or three trips per week as needed.

Fast, Reliable Travel Times
When priced appropriately, another appeal of congestion pricing is that traffic in
one or two lanes always flows freely, even during rush hour. Drivers will not need
to leave early as “buffer time” to avoid arriving late, freeing up that time for more
worthwhile purposes. CMAP’s modeling analysis shows that, on average, express
lanes’ travel times would be 31 to 66 percent faster than current travel times.

Better Efficiency
Roads with express toll lanes that are priced appropriately can actually
carry more traffic than roads without congestion pricing. Up to a point, any
expressway can carry more and more cars and still flow freely. However, each
extra driver slows traffic down a little bit more, and as traffic slows, the volume
of traffic that the expressway can carry falls. If congestion pricing can maintain
free-flow speeds, an express toll lane can carry more traffic than a regular lane, which
promotes the most efficient use of the road and saves everyone money over the long term.

Benefits of Reduced Congestion
Express toll lanes can help reduce congestion’s broader negative impacts on the
environment, safety, and the economy. Vehicle emissions are lower when traffic
is moving freely than during congested conditions. Since congestion pricing
helps maintain consistent travel speeds, it also tends to improve air quality.
Because crashes occur more frequently in congested conditions, congestion
pricing also promotes lower accident rates. Reducing congestion helps to improve economic
productivity, because commuters and commercial vehicles waste less time in traffic.

Enhanced Transit
Congestion pricing provides opportunities to enhance transit service. Transit
vehicles can have free access to express toll lanes, which ensure reliable travel
times and fast speeds. This sort of express bus service is cheaper to provide
than rail transit. With the right institutional arrangements, surplus tolling
revenues could help pay for transit service.

Equity Concerns
One concern is that low-income drivers would be unable to afford congestionpriced lanes. However, CMAP’s modeling analysis indicates that drivers from
all income groups would use congestion-priced facilities. The median income
of express lane users would be 13 to 19 percent higher than users of the general
purpose lanes -- somewhat higher, but not dramatically so.
Surveys in other regions show similar results. For example, surveys about I-394 in Minnesota
found that 55 percent of low-income respondents used the express toll lanes at least once, as
did 70 percent of middle-income respondents and 79 percent of upper-income respondents. In
total, 64 percent of lower-income respondents approved of the I-394 express lanes. On Southern
California’s SR 91, about one-fifth of rush-hour drivers make less than $40,000 a year, and over
half of commuters with incomes less than $25,000 approved of the toll lanes.
Policies should be adopted to address equity concerns. For example, transit vehicles could use
express lanes for free, and with the right institutional arrangements, surplus revenues from
congestion pricing could be used to fund transit service. In another approach, drivers in the
region could be given a base number of “lifeline” travel credits for free travel, then they would
only pay for travel above that level. Another possible alternative is that lower-income drivers
could be charged a discounted toll rate or be allowed to deduct tolls from congestion pricing on
their state income taxes.

Traffic Spillover
Another concern about congestion pricing is that the regular lanes will become
more congested as they absorb the drivers who are not willing to pay the
premium. Some drivers would use local roads instead of the expressway, shifting
congestion onto those streets. However, CMAP’s modeling analysis indicates
that implementing congestion pricing on new capacity would lessen delays on
local roads by 6 to 10 percent. Still, this issue requires more study on specific
highways. Locations of access points should be chosen to minimize spillover, and if needed,
surface streets could be improved to handle increased traffic.

Engineering Feasibility
Accommodating congestion pricing can be a significant engineering challenge,
particularly for existing highways. Available right-of-way, safety, traffic
operations, enforcement, technology, and environmental concerns all need to be
considered. However, CMAP expects that congestion pricing will be feasible on
many roads in the Chicago region, as it has been found feasible elsewhere.

CMAP Regional Findings
To help understand how it would work here in metropolitan
Chicago, CMAP conducted in-depth computer modeling analysis to
estimate results of implementing congestion pricing on GO TO 2040’s
recommended new expressways and lanes. The CMAP technical
report explores the effects of congestion pricing on the new
highway facilities recommended in GO TO 2040.
What are typical travel time savings with congestion pricing?
A driver using an express lane during the morning peak would have his or her trip shortened 31
to 66 percent, depending on the road, relative to current travel times. Travel times would also be
more reliable.

To what extent would congestion change on expressways and
on corridor arterials?
With the construction of new capacity and the implementation of pricing, congestion delay
on the existing lanes would drop by 24 to 33 percent, depending on the road. Delay related to
congestion on arterial roads in the corridor would decrease by 6 to 10 percent because of the
added capacity on the expressways. Users of the express lanes, general purpose lanes, and
arterials in the corridor would all benefit. If buses run on the express lanes, transit users will
also benefit from high travel speeds.

What charge would be required to achieve free flow speeds in
the express lanes?
The charge would vary by facility, but an amount $0.05 to $0.31 per mile above the base toll (or
above zero on existing free roads) during the morning peak would be required. The projected
prices are well within the range observed on other congestion-priced facilities in the U.S.

Would congestion-priced facilities exclude lower
income users?
People at any income level choose to use congestion-priced facilities based on how important
the travel time savings are to them. This study found that the median household income of
express toll lane users would be 13 to 19 percent higher than the income of general purpose lane
users, but the results show some users from all incomes choosing to pay the premium.

How often would the typical driver choose to use
the express lane?
Surveys in other areas suggest that drivers who use the express lanes at all take them for two to
three one-way trips per week on average. Drivers do not choose to take those facilities every day,
but only when they need to.

How much additional toll revenue would be generated by
congestion pricing?
CMAP studied only new facilities, for which gross annual revenue from congestion pricing is

calculated to be approximately $74 million. The costs of toll collection have not been subtracted
from this figure.

For new congestion-priced express toll lanes on existing expressways, travel time savings run
from 11 minutes on the I-90 Addams to 25 minutes on the I-55 Stevenson. On new expressways,
compared to current travel times, the express lanes would improve by 10 minutes on the ElginO’Hare West Bypass and 31 minutes on the Illinois Route 53 north extension and Illinois Route
120 bypass.

Travel time savings from the addition of new lanes with
congestion pricing, travel times in minutes
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Travel time savings from new expressways with congestion pricing,
travel times in minutes
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2 I-55 Stevenson Expressway

CMAP Corridor Findings

In November 2011, Pace began a two-year
demonstration of express bus operations on the
I-55 shoulder between the southwest suburbs
and downtown Chicago. Early results indicate
improved ridership and reduced travel times for
transit commuters. If a new lane were added, it
could be congestion-priced for automobiles and
could allow buses to ride for free. The Illinois
Department of Transportation is studying
construction of a new lane on I-55.
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Trip Modeled: Express lane
between I-355 and Dan Ryan at
morning peak (23 miles)
Target Speed: 55 mph
Average Express Toll:
$2.76 (no tolling currently)
Express Lane Time Savings:
25 minutes faster than current travel
General-Purpose Lane Time Savings:
9 minutes faster than current travel
Arterial Benefit: 6 percent less congestion
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3 I-290 Eisenhower Expressway

4
3

IDOT is now conducting a study of options to
improve travel conditions in the I-290 corridor.
Among the possible alternatives is an additional
new managed lane in which certain strategies,
such as pricing or vehicle eligibility requirements,
are applied to meet performance objectives.

Trip Modeled:
Express lane between Mannheim Road and
Damen Avenue in morning peak (11 miles)
Target Speed: 55 mph
Average Express Toll: $3.41 (no tolling currently)
Express Lane Time Savings:
23 minutes faster than current travel
General-Purpose Lane Time Savings:
4 minutes faster than current travel
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Arterial Benefit: 7 percent less congestion

4 Elgin-O’Hare West Bypass
The Illinois Department of Transportation (IDOT)
and the Illinois Tollway are studying travel
conditions around O’Hare International Airport.
They propose to widen the existing Elgin-O’Hare
Expressway, extending it east approximately
as far as York Road, and to build a north-south
expressway at the western edge of O’Hare to
connect I-90 and I-294. This project could readily
include congestion pricing. CMAP’s modeling of
the Elgin-O’Hare West Bypass assumes all lanes
would be congestion-priced.

1 I-90 Addams Tollway
The Illinois Tollway’s current capital program,
Move Illinois, includes funding to add a new lane
in each direction on the Addams Tollway from
I-294 to Rockford. Construction is expected to
begin in 2013. The new lanes will include new
infrastructure to support congestion pricing. The
I-90 Corridor Planning Council, a group of elected
officials and local business leaders, recommends
congestion pricing on the added lanes. The Tollway is currently conducting a more detailed study
of the Addams, but CMAP’s high-level findings
suggest benefits to congestion pricing on that
road. One issue that must be resolved: Adding a
lane on the Addams — congestion-priced or not
— will create a bottleneck at the Kennedy.

Trip Modeled: Express lane between Elgin
and I-294 at morning peak (23 miles)
Target Speed: 55 mph
Average Express Lane Toll: $2.53
(general-purpose toll lane is currently $1.30)
Express Lane Time Savings:
11 minutes faster than current travel
General-Purpose Lane Time Savings:
6 minutes faster than current travel
Arterial Benefit: 7 percent less congestion

5 Illinois Route 53 North Extension

and Illinois Route 120 Bypass

An Illinois Tollway Blue Ribbon Advisory Council
completed a report in spring 2012 that recommends an extension of Illinois Route 53 north into
Lake County to join Illinois Route 120, which would
have a bypass to the south of Grayslake. This
diverse group of stakeholders recommended that
the new highway be built as a four-lane parkway,
with all lanes congestion-priced and a speed limit
of 45 mph.

Trip Modeled: Elgin-O’Hare Expressway and
Western O’Hare Bypass extension from US 20 to
the Addams Tollway at morning peak (18 miles)
Target Speed: 55 mph
Average Express Toll: $4.50 (anticipated
general-purpose lane toll would be $3.60)
Time Savings:
10 minutes faster than current travel
Arterial Benefit: 8 percent less congestion

Trip Modeled:
IL 53/120 extension from Schaumburg to
Waukegan at morning peak (23 miles)
Target Speed: 45 mph
Average Express Toll: $6.67 (anticipated generalpurpose toll lane would be $4.60)
Time Savings:
31 minutes faster than current travel times
Arterial Benefit: 10 percent less congestion

Public Acceptance
Previous surveys in the Chicago region suggest that the
public would accept congestion pricing.

Elsewhere in the U.S. (see map below), approval rates for the SR-91 Express Lanes
in Orange County, California, climbed from about 40-45 percent before the project
was completed to 59-72 percent after completion. A recent SR-91 Express Lanes survey
found that 90 percent of users were satisfied with the facility, and 97 percent felt safe using
the express lanes. The San Diego I-15 Express Lanes exhibited a similar pattern, with public
approval climbing from 28 percent before the project opened to 55 percent during the
second phase of the project. Two-thirds of respondents approved of a proposal to
expand the express lanes in 2002 — the ultimate test of whether the public sees
value in congestion pricing.

In a survey of existing tollway users, 54 percent said they would pay an extra
toll if it would ensure congestion-free travel. In that same survey, 58 percent of
individuals given information about express lanes were in favor of the Tollway building them.
Support for congestion pricing generally increases as the public becomes familiar with using it.

Seattle
SR 167
WASHINGTON

MINNESOTA

Minneapolis
Alameda County
CA

Orange
Orange
County
County

I-394

Salt Lake City
I-15

I-580

I-15 extension

Los Angeles
I-10
I-110

SR
SR 91
91

UTAH

Washington, D.C.

COLORADO

VIRGINIA

Denver

OPERATIONAL
UNDER CONSTRUCTION

I-495 (Virginia)

I-25
Dallas
Dallas -- Ft.
Ft. Worth
Worth
I-820/SH
I-820/SH 183/121
183/121
I-635/I-35E
I-635/I-35E

Atlanta

SH-121/114
SH-121/114

I-85

San Diego County
I-15

I-95

I-35W

I-680

Santa
Santa Clara
Clara County
County
I-880/SR
I-880/SR 237
237

Baltimore

El
El Paso
Paso
Loop
Loop 375
375

Houston
TEXAS

I-10
US 290
I-45 (North)
I-45 (South)
US 59 (North)
US 59 (South)

GEORGIA

FLA.

Broward County
I-595
Miami
I-95
I-95 extension

Regional Campaign for
Congestion Pricing
CMAP and its partners are embarking on a sustained campaign to

convince implementing agencies and elected officials in Springfield
that congestion pricing is a necessary, near-term tool to
manage traffic and pay for infrastructure improvements.
To express your opinion or to join the effort, contact Jesse Elam,
Senior Planner (312-386-8666 or jelam@cmap.illinois.gov).

About CMAP
The Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP) is the
official regional planning organization for the northeastern
Illinois counties of Cook, DuPage, Kane, Kendall, Lake, McHenry,
and Will. CMAP developed and now leads the implementation of
GO TO 2040, metropolitan Chicago’s first comprehensive regional
plan in more than 100 years. To address anticipated population
growth of more than 2 million new residents, GO TO 2040 establishes
coordinated strategies that help the region’s 284 communities
address transportation, housing, economic development, open
space, the environment, and other quality-of-life issues.
See www.cmap.illinois.gov for more information.
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