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Editorial
Jobs and cars

March 11, 2012 

Our opinion: Traffic in and out of Saratoga County is increasing even faster than the overall population. Economic opportunities have their own steep cost.

It hardy requires looking up the census data to see what an anomaly Saratoga County is, one of the few places in upstate New York that’s been growing for the past few decades. Just look at the slow crawl of traffic on the Northway, especially at rush hour.

Between 120,000 and 130,000 cars a day are on a highway that was built for a region of smaller towns when farmland and open space were only beginning to give way to suburban sprawl. Traffic peaks on the Northway and nearby Route 9 at almost 150,000 cars a day.

Twenty years ago, average daily traffic on the Northway heading in and out of southern Saratoga County more like 77,000 cars.

We might have seen it coming. Today’s Saratoga County population of about 220,000 is 20 percent higher than it was 20 years ago and 43 percent higher than 30 years ago. And it’s not like Americans are driving much less.

The result is that increases in traffic are more than double the rate of population growth.

So, overdue solutions, anyone?

Speak up — before more people driving more cars make the Northway resemble, oh, Long Island. Even if the rate of population growth in Saratoga County slows a bit, as it has in the past decade, it still remains the epicenter of the region’s prospects for better jobs.

The most obvious solutions, alas, are also the most unlikely. A wider bridge over the Mohawk River would be a costly, long-term undertaking. And public transportation is a limited option, with money for the construction of light rail service simply not available.

Reason for encouragement comes in a more practical, yet more modest form, namely the Capital District Transportation Authority’s pursuit of more park-and-ride lots and consideration of more express bus service.

You would think the bus would be a more appealing option for Northway commuters, especially if the CDTA succeeds in getting preferential treatment over other traffic — like being able to travel on the highway shoulder in congested areas like the stretch between Exits 7 and 8.

Yet only about 1,260 people a day use the existing park-and-ride lots. Almost all of them are commuters, but few are heading to jobs in Saratoga County. Some 85 percent of them work in Albany.

That leaves transportation planners trying to find ways to make all those cars and trucks move more efficiently. The simplest, and least controversial, would involve message boards that change the speed limit and steer drivers away from the Northway during heavy traffic.

The more ambitious ways of managing traffic would be decidedly less popular. They include carpool lanes, traffic lights that limit how many cars can enter the Northway at one time and even tolls for an express lane.

Something to think about while you’re crawling along in highway traffic, or watching those who are. This is what growth looks like, rare sight that it is upstate.
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