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CHAPTER 1 
 INTRODUCTION 

 

The Texas Transportation Instituteôs Urban Mobility Report ranks the 

Chicago metropolitan region third among urban areas nationwide with 

respect to travel delay, excess fuel consumption and the cost of traffic 

congestion, surpassed only by the Los Angeles and New York-New Jersey 

metropolitan regions.  In 2007, Chicago-region travelers lost an estimated 

189 million hours and wasted over 129 million gallons of fuel due to 

traffic congestion.  The annual cost of the wasted travel time and fuel 

alone was estimated at $4.2 billion.  This estimate, while substantial, does 

not account for the true economic impact of traffic congestion in the 

region. 
1
 

 

Other studies have estimated the costs of traffic congestion in the Chicago 

metropolitan region to be even higher ï a study conducted by the 

Metropolitan Planning Council estimated that traffic congestion on the 

Chicago regionôs expressways and arterials results in an annual loss of 

$7.3 billion, comprised of wasted time, fuel and environmental damage.  

The study estimated that eliminating roadway congestion would create 

approximately 87,000 jobs that are lost due to labor and transportation 

costs.  The study further estimated that congestion adds 22 percent to peak 

period travel times in the region. 
2
 

 

These studies illustrate the magnitude and scale of the impact of traffic 

congestion on mobility and economic activity in the Chicago region.  

While these issues are not new or unique to the Chicago metropolitan 

region, they provide the backdrop for the current study. 

 

                                                 
1
 2009 Urban Mobility Report, Texas Transportation Institute, Texas A&M University, 

http://mobility.tamu.edu, July 2009. 
2
 Moving at the Speed of Congestion: The True Costs of Traffic in the Chicago 

Metropolitan Area, Metropolitan Planning Council, August 2008. 

http://mobility.tamu.edu/
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FHWA VALUE PRICING PILOT PROGRAM 

The FHWAôs Value Pricing Pilot Program was initially authorized by the 

Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act (ISTEA) as the 

Congestion Pricing Pilot Program.  The program has continued under 

subsequent Federal transportation reauthorizations, most recently under 

the Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A 

Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU), with the goal of encouraging 

implementation and evaluation of value pricing pilot projects to manage 

congestion on highways through tolling and other pricing mechanisms. 

 

In 2007, the U.S. Department of Transportationôs Federal Highway 

Administration (FHWA) awarded the Illinois State Toll Highway 

Authority (the Illinois Tollway) a grant under the FHWAôs Value Pricing 

Pilot Program to study the potential of congestion pricing in the Chicago 

region.  The FHWA provided the majority of the funding for the study, 

with a twenty percent match from the Illinois Tollway. The Illinois 

Tollway subsequently selected Wilbur Smith Associates, Inc. as the 

technical consultant for the study. 

 

PRIOR ILLINOIS TOLLWAY VALUE PRICING PILOT STUDY 

The current study is the second grant awarded to the Illinois Tollway 

under the FHWA Value Pricing Pilot Program.  The prior effort, the 

Illinois Tollway Value Pricing Study, awarded by FHWA in 2003, was 

focused on developing a congestion (or ñValueò) pricing pilot project on 

the Illinois Tollway system.  During the course of this study, the Illinois 

Tollway decided that its long range objectives were best achieved through 

a system-wide capital improvement program and new toll rate structure, 

rather than a pilot project on a specific corridor.  The scope of the study 

was subsequently modified with FHWA approval to provide input to the 

system-wide toll rate change. 

 

To fund the new 10-year capital program, ñOpen Roads for a Faster 

Future,ò the Illinois Tollway adopted a new toll rate structure in 

September 2004 that took effect on January 1, 2005.  The new program 

included implementation of open road tolling at all its mainline toll plazas, 

extensive rehabilitation and widening of much of the urban portions of the 

system, and the construction of a 12.5-mile extension to the Tollway 

system.  The new toll structure established a two-tier system for passenger 

vehicles, with drivers paying via electronic toll collection receiving a 50 
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percent discount over cash-paying customers.  Truck toll rates were 

converted from a multi-class system based on the number of axles to a 

three tier system (small, medium and large trucks).  In addition, trucks 

using electronic toll collection were provided discounted rates for 

traveling during off-peak periods, overnight and on weekends.  The new 

toll structure thus incorporated elements of congestion pricing, charging 

higher rates to trucks during peak periods and differential toll rates by 

payment type for passenger vehicles. 

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The Chicago Regional Congestion Pricing Study, the focus of this report, 

is a federally-funded study to determine the feasibility of congestion 

pricing in the Chicago region.  The goals of the study are: 

 

Á To define the appropriate role for congestion pricing in the Chicago 

region; 

Á To educate the public and policy makers about congestion pricing; 

Á To obtain input from stakeholders and select appropriate congestion 

pricing strategies; 

Á To prioritize routes for implementation of congestion pricing; 

Á To quantify the traffic and mobility impacts of alternative congestion 

pricing strategies; and, 

Á To estimate the potential toll revenue that could be generated from 

congestion pricing. 

 

SCOPE OF THE STUDY 

The current Chicago Regional Congestion Pricing Study differs from the 

prior Illinois Tollway Value Pricing Pilot Study primarily in its geographic 

reach ï the current study considers the impact of congestion pricing on 

both tolled and non-tolled expressway routes in the Chicago Metropolitan 

region.  Expressway routes that generally fall within the urban areas of 

Cook, Lake and DuPage Counties were included as candidates.  The 

southern extension of the Veterans Memorial Tollway within Will County 

(designated as Interstate 355) from Interstates 55 to 80 was not included in 

the study as it opened as recently as November 2007, and does not 

currently experience traffic congestion.  The only non-tolled expressway 

study route that falls outside the three counties is Interstate 80, a portion of 

which falls in Will County.  Figure 1 illustrates the candidate routes 

considered for pricing in this study. 
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The Chicago Regional Congestion Pricing Study also considered variable 

pricing, primarily higher toll rates during the morning and evening peak-

periods, compared to the midday off-peak period.  In addition, the study 

included a concentrated outreach effort to educate stakeholders and policy 

makers on congestion pricing, as well as to obtain input from stakeholders 

in defining the appropriate role that pricing can play in managing regional 

mobility, prioritizing routes for implementation, and developing a 

consensus among stakeholders and policy makers. 

 

Figure 1:  Candidate Congestion Pricing Corridors 
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STUDY PARTNERS 

This study required a variety of expertise to achieve its goals.  The study 

was led by the Illinois State Toll Highway Authority (the Illinois 

Tollway), an instrument of the State of Illinois created to provide for the 

construction, operation, regulation and maintenance of a system of toll 

highways in northern portion of Illinois, including the Chicago suburban 

area.  The Illinois Tollway operates approximately 286 miles of limited 

access highways, all of which are designated as part of the Interstate 

Highway system.  The Illinois Tollway is joined by the Metropolitan 

Planning Council (MPC), a nonprofit group of business and civic leaders, 

who conducted public and stakeholder outreach for the study.  Wilbur 

Smith Associates, Inc., served as the technical consultant for the study, 

with assistance from EJM Engineering, Regina Webster & Associates, and 

the Resource Systems Group, Inc. 

 

The study required input from, and coordination with, planning agencies 

in the Chicago region.  This was accomplished by establishing a technical 

committee within the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning 

(CMAP).  The CMAP Transportation Committee was selected as the 

appropriate technical committee to provide input to the study, as it 

included representatives from research and academia, transportation 

advocacy groups, the Illinois Department of Transportation, the Chicago 

Department of Transportation, regional transit agencies, the Illinois 

Tollway, all Chicago metropolitan region counties, as well as the Councils 

of Mayors, FHWA and the Federal Transit Administration (FTA).  Results 

of the study were presented to the CMAP Transportation Committee on a 

periodic basis. 

 

CURRENT CHICAGO AREA CONGESTION 

The most recent CMAP Congestion Management System report for 

northeastern Illinois, dated July 2006, estimated through travel demand 

modeling that 11.3 percent of the daily arterial roadway vehicle miles 

traveled (VMT) experienced congestion in 2005, as did 6.4 percent of the 

daily expressway VMT.  The study estimated that, by the year 2030, 

congested arterial VMT would increase to 12.8 percent, while 6.5 percent 

of the expressway VMT would experience congestion.  Congested 

conditions were expected to occur if the volume of traffic on a roadway 

segment exceeded its capacity, i.e., the Volume/Capacity ratio (V/C) is 

greater than one. 
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The daily arterial roadway congested vehicle hours of travel (VHT) was 

estimated to increase from 26.6 percent to 29.1 percent between 2005 and 

2030, while daily expressway congested VHT was expected to drop from 

28.6 percent to 24.1 percent.  The decrease in the estimated share of 

congested VHT between 2005 and 2030 reflects higher traffic growth in 

less-congested outlying areas. 

 

More recent estimates provided by the 2009 Urban Mobility report 

published by the Texas Transportation Institute indicated that, in 2007, 79 

percent of Chicago-area peak-period VMT was congested.  Congestion 

was estimated to occur on 62 percent of the total freeway and arterial 

roadway lane-miles in the Chicago region in 2007. 

 

Travel demand modeling conducted for two-hour morning and evening 

peak periods by Wilbur Smith Associates using the 2030 regional travel 

demand model (obtained from CMAP in 2007), estimated that, for 

expressway roadways (Illinois Tollway routes and IDOT Expressways 

combined), approximately 37 percent of AM peak period VMT and 25 

percent of PM peak period VMT in 2010 experiences congestion 

(congestion is defined by V/C ratios exceeding 1).  Fourteen percent of 

AM peak period and 9.6 percent of PM peak period VMT was estimated 

to occur under severely congested conditions (defined by V/C ratios 

greater than or equal to 1.2) in 2010. 

 

THE IMPACT OF DOING NOTHING 

Even assuming the committed capital and operational improvements in the 

2030 Regional Transportation Plan, traffic congestion in the Chicago 

region is expected to continue to increase. 

 

PROJECTED EXPRESSWAY ROADWAY CONGESTION 

By the year 2020, AM and PM peak period congested VMT on 

expressways are projected to increase to 41 and 30 percent, respectively, 

with the proportion of severely congested VMT in the AM and PM peak 

periods increasing to 18.3 and 12.7 percent, respectively.  By 2030, the 

share of congested VMT is expected to increase to approximately 50 and 

41 percent in the AM and PM peak periods, respectively.  29.4 percent and 

20 percent of the AM and PM peak period VMT is projected to occur 

under severe congestion by 2030.  These projections are summarized 

graphically in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2:  Projected Expressway Congestion 
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The spatial pattern of congestion in the region is illustrated for the AM 

and PM peak periods for the years 2010, 2020 and 2020 in Figure 3. 

 

Based on the prior discussion, it is evident that congestion management 

strategies must be implemented to manage future traffic congestion.  

Investments in infrastructure and adoption of operational strategies will be 

necessary to mitigate the impacts of traffic congestion.  However, these 

investments must be made strategically, and where possible, incorporate 

policies that result in more efficient utilization of the transportation 

system.  Congestion pricing is one such strategy, which, if properly 

designed and implemented, can help manage and mitigate future traffic 

congestion. 

 

REPORT STRUCTURE 

Chapter 2 of this document presents the approach employed in this study.  

The baseline data collection and development of operating profiles for 

each of the candidate corridors is described in Chapter 3.  A summary of 

the literature review and case studies conducted is presented in Chapter 4.  

Chapter 5 presents the market research conducted, including the results of 

focus groups and a Stated Preference survey.  Chapter 6 presents the 

results of the stakeholder outreach.  The goals and objectives for 

congestion pricing established for the Chicago region, as well as the 

congestion pricing strategies selected for evaluation by stakeholders, are 

described in Chapter 6.  The managed lane concept is described in Chapter 

7, together with alternative management objectives and strategies to 

achieve those objectives.  Chapter 8 outlines the modeling approach and 

key assumptions for managed lanes, the selected congestion pricing 

strategy.  The Corridor Screening Analysis, the first phase of technical 

evaluation is described in Chapter 9.  Chapter 10 presents refined analysis 

for three selected corridors.  Chapter 11 presents high-level toll collection 

equipment and operating and maintenance costs for managed lanes on the 

three selected corridors.  Finally, Chapter 12 outlines the subsequent 

studies and steps required for implementation of congestion pricing in the 

Chicago region. 
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Figure 3:  Projected Spatial Congestion Patterns ï 2010, 2020 and 2030 


