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“Consumer voice and citizen voice are not the same. Market solutions rest on the logic of individual self-interest and 
this constrains their ability to address the broader collective well-being of the region.”1(p83) 

The Impacts of Austerity and Privatization 

Despite being vital public infrastructure, today’s transportation systems are shaped by the logics of neoliberal capitalism. 
Characterized by the diminishing role of the state, the expansion of private ownership, and the promotion of 
individualism, neoliberalism has today become the dominant ideology underpinning our social structures.2 This has led 
to cuts to public transportation, the rising popularity of public-private partnerships, and the proliferation of private 
services such as Uber and Lyft.3,4  

When public systems are replaced by private ones, “citizens” are replaced by “consumers.”1 The privatization of 
transport then leads to a loss of citizen voice. Neoliberal restructuring – including government rollbacks and 
regionalizing service delivery – has increased transportation needs in many rural communities and shifted costs onto 
users.5-7 When the private sector steps in to address the failures of underfunded and inadequate public systems, 
mobility may be improved for some.8 Ride-hailing services such as Uber and Lyft, for example, are said to be providing a 
“new automobility,” operating in urban, suburban, and even rural areas to provide access to the resources and services 
that automobility offers.9 It is also common for voluntary organizations to step in to meet the needs of members of the 
community – often focusing on a niche group such as elderly or people who need to access health services.5,6  Too often, 
however, immobility and inequality are worsened by private transportation models that increasingly benefit the already 
well-off, while creating gaps in transportation access for others – particularly those in isolated and remote areas.6-8 

These private and voluntary solutions emerge as a direct result of choices made in transportation policy-making that 
privilege automobility and private profit at the expense of the public good.7 While these alternatives may benefit some, 
they serve to erode the role of the state, put further pressure on the social economy sector, and lead to the further de-
prioritization of an equitable public transportation system.4,7,10 Canada is in danger of developing a permanent mobility 
underclass in which structural immobility intersects with other sources of disadvantage and “limits their ability to obtain 
and keep jobs, access basic services, contribute to society or maintain a reasonable quality of life.”8 Transportation 
needs to serve more than those who can pay, and must ensure democratic decision-making, equitable outcomes, and 
community benefit.  

Democracy and Public Participation 

Public involvement is fundamental to the democratic governance of transportation as a public good.1,11 People have the 
right to participate in decisions that affect their lives and communities – particularly people of colour, low-income 
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people and others who have been historically disadvantaged by 
transportation policy.11,12 Effective public involvement can reduce the 
negative outcomes of transportation projects (or their withdrawal) and 
lead to more equitable policy-making.11,12 

There are several examples and proposed models of public 
participation in transportation decision-making. Each reflects ways  
that the public can have more control over their mobility and help to 
institutionalize transportation equity: 

1. Unger et al.’s guidance document outlines the role of the public in 
shaping the definition of social and economic sustainability and the 
ways that transit agencies work toward it.13 

2. Comprehensive transportation assessments and/or community-
wide needs assessments bring a diverse group of community 
members and stakeholders to the planning table.5 

3. The Pennsylvania Department of Transportation’s Every Voice 
Counts project includes a Public Involvement Strategy and 
Checklist with a number of important considerations for engaging 
affected populations with the transportation planning process to 
promote more equitable and just outcomes.12 

4. Triplett proposes a 6-step public participation process to achieve 
civic engagement in transportation policy-making.11 

Rethinking Transportation Outcomes: From Economy to Equity 

The turn to democratic decision-making for equitable outcomes 
pushes against the dominant economic approach to transportation 
policy. Traditional cost-benefit analyses appear to be apolitical, but 
they ignore local needs, priorities, and members of the public; exclude 
important impacts; value economic efficiency over equity; and 
unequally distribute costs and benefits – largely to the harm of already 
marginalized groups and the benefit of those who are already more 
privileged.14,15 Equity-oriented approaches to transportation policy  
and appraisal include triple bottom line measurements,13,16 the social 
return on investment methodology,10 the balanced scorecard 
approach,26 various equity analyses,15,17 and additional models that 
expand the parameters of transportation appraisal and considerations 
for transportation decision-making.14,18-22   

Push-backs against neoliberal changes to transportation are emerging, 
not only through the shifts to democratic decision-making and more 
equitable transportation described above, but also through returns to 
public ownership and creativity in the public sector. The rising return 
to public ownership and innovative public service models reflects the 
shortfalls of private ownership and has the potential to be more 
economically stable, democratic, and equitable.23-25 
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