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covery and overgenerous federal funding during the pandemic.
In a recession, when budgets are squeezed, such spending is
likely to come under political attack. Democrats have long main-
tained, correctly, that unlawful immigrants by and large work
hard and pay taxes, but receive few benefits. That line will be
harder to sustain as these programmes grow—to the relish of the
nativist right, who will deem their warnings vindicated.

Only Congress can sort out the confusion of half-built border
walls, seesawing presidential decrees and contradictory state re-
gimes. Immigration reform, with an orderly path to legal resi-
dency for those who pay taxes and do not commit crimes, was
once a bipartisan pursuit. It has been forgotten amid the Trum-
pian takeover of the Republican Party. Some Democratic sena-
tors, like Bob Menendez and Catherine Cortez Masto, remain
committed to the idea of trading a route to citizenship for stron-
ger border security and faster immigration courts, which today

are overwhelmed. The party’s left has turned instead to day-
dreaming about abolishing America’s immigration authority.
The pity is that a labour shortage makes this an especially propi-
tious time for mending the system. 

When the federal government works, it establishes a legal
floor of rights and obligations that states cannot fall below, but
can choose to exceed. On abortion, climate change and immi-
gration, however, it is failing. In its place, Democratic and Re-
publican states are looking ever more balkanised and the courts
are filling the vacuum, creating confusion and uncertainty. 

In 1858, as American states began dividing over slavery in the
run up to the civil war, Abraham Lincoln warned that: “A house
divided against itself cannot stand. I believe this government
cannot endure permanently half-slave and half-free.” This isn’t
1858 and immigration isn’t slavery. However America’s fissures
are running alarmingly deep. !

In auckland, the largest city in New Zealand, public-transport
fares have been cut in half. In London politicians leave pas-

sive-aggressive notes on civil servants’ desks telling them to
turn up for work and implore people to start going back to the of-
fice. Eric Adams, the mayor of New York, has asked bank bosses
to set an example by riding the subway. 

None of it seems to be working. The subway is only two-
thirds as busy as it was before covid-19. Auckland’s bus system
was half as busy in April as it was three years earlier. Despite
fears of “carmageddon”, people have not swapped public trans-
port for the private kind. They are simply moving around less
(see Britain section). 

Although travel is likely to recover a little further, a return to
the pre-pandemic pattern seems implausible. One clue is that
not all journeys have declined. Parisians made
more shopping trips last summer than they did
before covid appeared. In New York Sunday tra-
vel has held up better than weekday travel.
What has collapsed is rush-hour commuting,
particularly among well-paid workers in the
knowledge economy. That suggests the change
in behaviour is caused not by fear of infection—
which might be expected to diminish over
time—but by a fundamental resetting of work habits. 

Rich countries should accept this new reality, and start build-
ing transport systems to match. Infrastructure projects that just
add capacity to conventional suburb-to-city-centre routes now
seem pointless, especially in the biggest cities. They are rooted
in the idea that urban travel is like an asterisk, or the spokes of a
wheel, with people squeezing onto radial roads and railway
lines. Travel is now more like a spiderweb. People take fewer, of-
ten shorter journeys along thinner routes; they move to the side,
as well as in and out. That explains why buses, which are often
used for short journeys, have emptied out less drastically than
commuter trains. 

Now that people travel less predictably, there is a stronger
case for innovations such as on-demand buses and “mobility as

a service”, which weaves together public transport and personal
modes such as taxis and hired bikes. These make better use of
the existing infrastructure, and come closer to the convenience
of cars. Antwerp, Genoa and Helsinki lead in this area. British
cities need to do something more basic, by integrating their pub-
lic-transport networks. Outside London, they tend to have a
clutch of bus companies, some railway lines and perhaps a tram
system, all doing their own thing. The result is confusion and of-
ten greater cost for the public. 

Countries should not down tools on public-transport pro-
jects. Their populations are growing, and they will need to cut
congestion and carbon emissions. But instead of building more
radii, along the lines of London’s new Elizabeth line or the tun-
nel being dug at huge expense under the East river in New York,

they should make it easier to travel around cit-
ies, or from one satellite town to another.

For the time being, governments will have to
shell out to keep public-transport systems from
collapsing. But another source of money will
eventually have to be found to replace lost fare
revenue. The best one is road pricing. Countries
should stop holding referendums on conges-
tion-charging schemes and get on with creating

them. They would also be wise not to muddy the waters by ex-
empting electric vehicles from the charge. Road pricing ought to
be primarily for managing demand and raising money for public
transport. Other levers—regulations, subsidies and fuel duty—
can be used to get people out of the most polluting vehicles. 

The transition from asterisks to spiderwebs will be di!cult.
Everybody from motorists to transport unions will complain.
But at least a couple of things have become easier. Because so
many people have learned to work from home, engineers should
not fear to work on roads or railways between Monday and Fri-
day, rather than disrupting a string of weekends. And any trans-
port union that threatens to strike is welcome to try. The days
when unions could paralyse cities by shutting down public
transport are over. Along with much else. !
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