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cost, which refers to the potential higher 
risk for traffic accidents. As quoted in 
Forbes.com, research has shown that 
long commutes can lead to:

“short-term memory loss, more days 
of missed work and such ailments 
as higher blood pressure, muscle 
tension and an accelerated heart 
rate.”

The harm generated by these two 
costs is not something that commuters 
can directly feel on a day-to-day basis. 
That is why these two costs are easily 
overlooked. 

In its recent report, Forbes.com 
released a list of metro areas that 
were deemed the most unhealthy 
commute cities in the nation The full 
report can be accessed at: http://www.
forbes.com/lifestyle/2007/07/23/
health-commute-pollution-forbeslife-cx_
avd_0724commute.html.
The city that contains the highest 
percentage of the three components 
constituting an unhealthy commute is 
defined as the most unhealthy commute 
city. The three components are:

particle pollution levels• 
delays per traveler during peak • 
hours
per-capita fatal car accidents• 

Figure 8 shows the list of unsafe commuting 
cities. Two metropolitan areas in southern 
California are on the top of the list. Ranked 
1st is Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, 
and ranked 3rd is Los Angeles-Long Beach-
Santa Ana. These two are also among 
the most congested areas in the nation 
as shown in Figure 7. The San Francisco-
Oakland-Fremont area, where some San 
Joaquin County residents commute to, is 
ranked number 17.

mOsT eXPensive 
COmmuTe CiTies

People spend most of their income on 
housing. What is the second item they 
spend the most on? It is not food, clothes, 
or health services. Surprisingly, it is 
transportation. A report based on the most 
recent 2005 Consumer Expenditure Survey 
by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, shows 
that on average Americans allocate 18.0% 
of their budget to transportation, and 32.7% 
to housing.

What does the transportation cost really 
represent? For the most part, it represents 
the cost of commuting to work because 
most of our traveling consists of the work 
trip. That is why longer commuting times 
should imply higher transportation costs.

Forbes.com recently released a list of 
the 10 most expensive commute cities 
in America, based on a report conducted 
by Surface Transportation Policy 
Partnership The article can be accessed 
at: http://promo.realestate.yahoo.com/
americas_most_expensive_commute_
cities.html. 

According to this report, the most 
expensive commute city is the one 
where the share of transportation 
expenditures is the highest. Their 
list, however, is based on the 2003 
consumer expenditure survey. Figure 9 
provides a list based on the most recent 
2005 consumer expenditure survey.

According to this measure, Phoenix, 
Arizona is the most expensive commute 
city in 2005 with transportation taking 
about 21.5% of total expenditures. 
This is larger than Los Angeles, the city 
known as the most congested city in the 
nation, with a 19.7% share. It sounds 
contradictory, doesn’t it? Moreover, why 
isn’t Tracy, whose mean-travel-time is 
much higher than those cities on the list? 
There are two main reasons: first, the 
whole sample of the study consists of 
only the 24 largest metropolitan areas 
in the nation; and second the measure 

applies to people living in 
those cities, which excludes 
those who work in those 
cities but commute from 
another area.

Rank Metro Area

1 Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario
2 Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Marietta
3 Los Angeles-Long Beach-Santa Ana
4 Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown
5 Washington- Arlington- Alexandria
6 Detroit-Warren- Livonia
7 Chicago- Naperville- Joliet
8 Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington
9 San Diego-Carlsbad-San Marcos
10 St. Louis
17 San Francisco-Oakland-Fremont

Source: Forbes.com

Figure 8.  Most Unhealthy Commute Cities

Rank City
Mean-Travel-

Time 
(Minutes)

1 Phoenix, AZ 21.50% 17.9

2 Anchorage, 21.20% 26.9

3 Los Angeles, CA 19.70% 29.6

4 Houston, TX 19.50% 22.9

5 San Diego, CA 18.90% 22.6

6 Pittsburgh, PA 18.70% 25.7

7 Honolulu, HI 18.10% 23.9

8 Detroit, MI 18.10% 23.2

9 St. Louis, MO 17.90% 21.7

10 Portland, OR 17.60% 26.4

Source: calculated from 2005 Consumer Expenditure Survey and 2005 
American Community Survey

Share of 
Transportation 

Expenditure

(defined based on the methodology described in Forbes.com)

Figure 9.
Ten Most Expensive Commute Cities in 2005
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A further look at the time-series data 
shows that the list can drastically 
change from time to time, suggesting 
that the share of transportation 
expenditures may not be an appropriate 
tool to rank those cities.

There is one thing we learn from 
this report: a negative relationship 
exists between housing costs and 
transportation costs. Workers who 
spend less on housing costs will have 
a greater chance of spending more on 
transportation, and vice versa. Figure 
10 shows that as expenses on housing 
increase, expenses on transportation 
declines. There are few exceptions, but 
the trend clearly confirms the negative 
relationship between the two.
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Figure 10.  Relationship between Housing Costs and Transportation 
Costs in 24 Selected Metro Areas in the Nation

Source: calculated from the 2005 Consumer Expenditure Survey, 
Bureau of Labor Statistics
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