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How much is that construction project on the Pike 

costing us?1 
 

Stuck in traffic on the Massachusetts Turnpike last month, Boston 

Business Journal Editor George Donnelly calculated a back-of-the-envelope 

estimate of the economic losses commuters can expect during a two-year 

construction project now underway on the last leg of the roadway near 

Boston.2  Donnelly found that the “Mass Pike-pocalypse”  -- the cumulative 

effect of getting stuck in traffic for 20 minutes a day -- could cost the state 

economy approximately $269 million over the two-year project.  Long-term 

benefits of reconstruction aside, that’s a huge amount of money that could 

have been saved with more effective planning by state transportation officials.  

 

Here’s how he arrived at his figure:  

 

Population using Turnpike per day 50,000 

Average salary per person in $ per year $70,000 

Total salary $3,500,000,000 

Total salary per day $9,589,041 

14 days loss of salary a year due to traffic congestion $134,246,575 

Total Salary Loss for 2 years $268,493,151 

 
                                                        
1 Sereyreach Cha scha2@suffolk.edu Research Intern, Beacon Hill Institute, Frank Conte, 
Project Manager for the State Competitiveness Index. The authors would like to thank 
Professor Jonathan Haughton, Professor of Economics at Suffolk  University,  for his helpful 
comments and guidance.  
2 George Donnelly,  "The Mass Pike-pocalypse: The Economic Impact That Hasn't Been 
Counted,”  Boston Business Journal.  September 3, 2014. 
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Donnelly correctly identifies some of the costs and his estimate is a good first 

pass. 

 

We recently attempted to build on the BBJ’s foundation using a similar 

method but adding more factors.  For our purposes, we checked with the 

Massachusetts Department of Transportation and found that around 309,776 

vehicles used the Metropolitan Highway System portion of the MassPike 

every working day, including both eastbound and westbound vehicles.3 We 

use the total number of vehicles and divide by 4 to estimate the number of 

vehicle going to work during the morning peak hour, which are 77,444 

vehicles. We took our average salary per person data for the Boston-

Cambridge-Quincy metro area from the Bureau of Labor Statistics ($59,080), 

which is slightly lower than BBJ’s salary figure.4  The MassDOT’s real time 

management system found that travel time on the affected stretch of roadway 

rose from 6.2 minutes in September 2013 to 15.75 minutes in September 2014.5 

Multiply the value of time by the incremental time lost waiting in traffic (9.55 

minutes) and one gets a total time cost over two years of $182 million. Even if 

time spent commuting is valued at half of the wage rate – this is standard 

practice – the time cost would amount to $91 million over two years. 

 

In addition to the cost of time, there are other costs associated with waiting in 

traffic, and these need to be included too. The writer David Levinson thinks it 

costs $0.34 per minute to drive (excluding time costs). Here is the breakdown 

of his driving costs per minute:6 

                                                        
3 Massachusetts Department of Transportation Daily Transaction Count 2013 for MHS 
portion of turnpike. (Available upon request.) 
4 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, "Boston-Cambridge-Quincy, MA-NH - May 2013 OES 
Metropolitan and Nonmetropolitan Area Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates."  
(Apri1 2014).  
5 Boston Globe, “How bad is Turnpike traffic compared to last year?” October 2, 2014. 
6 As quoted in Kevin Harnett. "How Much Driving Really Costs per Minute –Boston Globe, 
August 8, 2014. See David M. Levinson, “We don’t pay enough for transportation,” August 4, 
2014,  http://transportationist.org/2014/08/04/we-dont-pay-enough-for-transportation/.  

http://transportationist.org/2014/08/04/we-dont-pay-enough-for-transportation/


  
• $0.05   for fuel (including gas taxes) 
• $0.075  for vehicle ownership costs (loan, or value of vehicle) 
• $0.05   for repairs, oil, and maintenance   
• $0.05   for insurance 
• $0.0133  for other fuel-related tax for transportation infrastructure  

(replacing vehicle taxes and general revenue) 
• $0.10   for externalities (excluding crash externalities)  

 

We think these numbers are too high for our purposes, because we are 

interested in the cost of delaying a car in congested traffic.  So some revisions 

are in order.  When cars are idling they do not use much gas – perhaps only 

half as much per minute as usual, or less. The ownership cost is fixed, and 

does not change just because one is stuck in traffic.  A car that does not move 

does not experience wear and tear as quickly as one subject to normal driving 

conditions, so we halve this amount. The insurance cost is also fixed, so it is 

also not an incremental cost factor. The additional fuel tax is best measured in 

proportion to gasoline use. Lastly, for the external costs, we want to quantify 

the effects of the pollution, CO2, and noise, but not the congestion cost (which 

Levinson includes here, but we treat separately). For that reason, our estimate 

of the external costs is just a third of the Levinson level shown here. Here is 

the breakdown of costs that we use (per minute waiting on the Pike): 

 

• Fuel (including taxes )               $0.025 
• Repairs, oil and maintenance  $0.025 
• Additional fuel tax for infrastructure $0.0067 
• Externalities (including pollution) $0.05  

 

This gives a total cost of 10.67 cents per minute waiting in traffic. Multiply 

this by the cumulative number of hours spent waiting and one arrives at a 

total of $39 million over the two years. 

 



Adding the two sets of costs together we get a grant total of $222 million in 

costs, borne by drivers and the public, as a result of the congestion caused by 

the repairs (or $130 million if time is valued at half the wage rate). 

 

No one is denying the need to maintain roads, and to undertake major 

renovations periodically. However, the question that needs to be asked is this: 

If the costs to drivers and the environment were included in the calculations, 

would the work be done differently? The objective should be to minimize the 

social cost of maintaining infrastructure, not merely minimizing the 

construction costs. 

 

Considerations about the economic costs of traffic are important and have a 

bearing on overall competitiveness, that is to say economic growth.  While 

Massachusetts enjoys broad competitive advantages, problems with its 

infrastructure have diminished its potential. 7 In 2013 Massachusetts ranked 

46th in the BHI Competitiveness Index for the average travel-time-to-work 

ranking. 

Calculation on Cost of Worker Commuting 

 

Population Using MHS Eastbound daily 77,444 

Average annual salary/person $59,080 

Total of salaries $4,575,391,520 

Total of salaries per working day $18,301,566 

4.97 days loss of salary a year due to traffic 

congestion 
$91,031,227 

Total time cost over 2 years of delays $182,062,454 

 

                                                        
7 See Beacon Hill Institute’s State Competitiveness Report 13th edition (April 2014) 
http://www.beaconhill.org/Compete13/Compete2013.pdf.  

http://www.beaconhill.org/Compete13/Compete2013.pdf


Calculation on Driving and Pollution Cost due Traffic Congestion 

assuming the congestion only occur on the Eastbound when workers 

commute to work. 

Population using MHS eastbound 77,444 

Average vehicle’s gas and pollution cost per minute $0.1067 

Total Driving and Pollution Cost per minute: $8,263 

Total Driving and Pollution Cost for 9.55 minutes of delay $78,914 

Total Driving and Pollution Cost a year $19,728,569 

Total Driving and Pollution Cost for 2 years $39,457,137 

Total Cost of 2 years Traffic Congestion: $221,519,591 

 

 

 
 


