
 
Peak Car Travel :  An Analysis of  

Trends in the  
National Capital Region 

Ryan Westrom, District Department of Transportation 
 
Tim Garceau, University of Connecticut Geography  
 
 
Presented to MWCOG TPB TFS on Friday, March 20, 2015 

1 



What is Peak Car Travel? 

Nationally 2 
Sources:  FHWA: 2011, 2013; U.S. Census: 2012 



Existing Research 

Peaks identified 
nationally &  

internationally 

Decoupling from 
GDP 

3 Sources:  FHWA: 2011, 2013; U.S. Census: 2012; 
U.S. Department of Commerce: 2012 



Unknowns 
Causes of Peak Car Travel: 
 Great Recession of 2008? 
 Back-to-City Movement? 
 Information Communication Technologies? 

 
 
 

Nature of Phenomenon: 
 Temporary or Permanent? 
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ITE President’s Message, 2012 
 
 
“So will VMT continue its slight downward trend, or 
will it turn upwards and rejoin the economic activity 
trends?  All of these factors will need to be weighed to 
make proper recommendations for future decisions.” 
 

-Rock Miller, Former President, Institute for Transportation Engineers 
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State-Level Patterns:  1992 
National VMT/Capita 
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State-Level Patterns:  1999 
National VMT/Capita 
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State-Level Patterns:  2004 
National VMT/Capita 
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State-Level Patterns:  2011 
National VMT/Capita 
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 Continued overall 
increases 
 

 Alabama & North 
Dakota 
 

2 
states 

Non-Peaking States 
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8 
states 

Peak, Dip & Rise 

 Peak & Decline 
 

 Now increasing, still 
below record-high 
peak 
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41 
states 

Peak & Decline 

 Record-high peak 
 

 Continued overall 
decline 
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First Peak: Washington State 
 

1992:  9,610 

13%  

2011:  8,339 
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Washington, D.C.:   1996 
     (Tied with Nevada for 2nd peak) 

1996:  7,225 

20%  

2011:  5,764 
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Virginia:     1999 
      

1999:  10,754 

7%  

2011:  9,991 
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Maryland:    2005 
     

2005:  10,088 

4%  

2011:  9,628 
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Era States
Total 

Peaking / 
Past Peak

Time

0 23-80 years ago

Washington State 1 23 years ago

Washington, D.C. & Nevada 3 19 years ago

Slowing Growth Virginia + 5 other states 9 16 years ago

Peaking Maryland + 5 other states 33 10 years ago

Post-Peak Indiana 49 6 years ago

Rapid VMT Growth 
Era

Longevity of phenomenon suggests 
it may be permanent in nature 

Peak Car Travel:  Early & Widespread 
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Driving & The Economy 

Gross Domestic Product  
(GDP) Per Capita 

Vehicle Miles Traveled  
(VMT) Per Capita 

y 

x 

Simple Linear Regressions: 
Each state by decade 
 1980-1989 
 1990-1999 
 2000-2011 
 

 
 

150 Regressions total 
 50 states x 3 decade per state 
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Model Results:  Washington, D.C. 

1980-1989 1990-1999 2000-2011 

P-value:   0.06  0.05     0.11  
R-Square:   0.36    0.41   N/A 
Slope:     0.01    0.03     N/A 

Low  
Moderate  

Not  
Significant 

Moderate 
Slightly Positive 
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Model Results:  Virginia 

1980-1989 1990-1999 2000-2011 

P-value:   0.01  0.01     0.88  
R-Square:   0.97    0.63   N/A 
Slope:     0.21    0.12     N/A 

Strong, 
Positive 

Moderate,  
Positive 

Not  
Significant 
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Model Results:  Maryland 

1980-1989 1990-1999 2000-2011 

P-value:   0.01  0.01     0.31  
R-Square:   0.98    0.83   N/A 
Slope:     0.13    0.17     N/A 

Strong, 
Positive 

Not  
Significant 

Strong,  
Positive 
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Driving & The Economy 

40 5 6 
states states states 

 
 Positively-Correlated Negatively-Correlated Not Significant 

1980 - 1989 
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Driving & The Economy 

47 1 3 
states state states 

Positively-Correlated Negatively-Correlated Not Significant 

1990 - 1999 
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Driving & The Economy:  2000-2011 

15 5 31 
states states states 

 
 

Positively-Correlated Negatively-Correlated Not Significant 

Washington (1992 ) 
Oregon (1999) 
Kentucky (1999) 

Utah (2002) 
Alaska (2002) 

2000 - 2011 
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VMT v. GDP:  Three Decades 
1980-1989 1990-1999 2000-2011 

39 states 

5 states 

6 states 

46 states 

1 state 

3 states 

15 states 

5 states 

30 states 

“Behind-the-Curve” States: 

 11 states peaking after 2004 

 2 states that have not peaked 
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Economic-Efficiency-Per-Mile-Driven 
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Evidence for a New Era of Travel  

Widespread 

Longstanding 
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Causes of Peak Remain Unknown 
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Causes of Peak Remain Unknown 

1992:  WA State peaked 
1996:  D.C. & Nevada peaked 
1999:  6 states peaked  
2000:  2 states peaked 
 

Predates 

Expansion of Information Communication Technologies (ICT) 
 
The Great Recession of 2008 
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Exploring Potential Causes 

Back-to-City Movement: 
 
• Young & Old 
 
• Reversal of flight to suburbs? 

• Residential 
• Employment centers  

 
• Transit-Oriented & Mixed Use Development 
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Changing Car Ownership 

31 Source: Santos et al. 2011 



Increased Wealth No Longer Equates to 
Increased Driving 

Positive relationship strengthened 
from 1980’s to 1990’s 

Relationship severed in  
New Era of Travel 

Relationship may be reversing 
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33 
Source: U.S. PIRG 2015 



Planning for a New Era 

2012 ITE President’s Message: 
 
“So will VMT continue its slight  
downward trend, or will it turn 
upwards and rejoin the 
economic activity trends?   
 
All of these factors will need to 
be weighed to make proper  
recommendations for future 
decisions.” 

VMT decrease will most likely continue 
 
We see positive economic growth in 
the face of decreasing VMT 
 
States need to reconsider 
transportation planning approaches to 
focus on increasing access rather than 
congestion reduction 
 
Can D.C. and the MWCOG be a leader 
and model for other agencies? 
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