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A study commissioned by business and labor leaders opposed to the single-occupant driving ban into Manhattan has found that 190,000 fewer people a day have been crossing by car into the borough south of 60th Street since the restrictions were imposed. And the study projects that the ban could cost the city $1.5 billion in lost spending, tolls and taxes if continued for a full year. 

In essence, the findings suggest that the city's goals in imposing the ban last September -- to encourage commuters to double up in cars, to drive at off-peak times or to switch to mass transit -- are not being met. Instead, the study seems to show that many people have decided that if they cannot drive alone into Manhattan when they want, they just won't come at all. 

''On any given day the impact might not be all that apparent to people or to businesses, but the cumulative effect over a year is going to be very large,'' said Hugh O'Neil, an economic development consultant and a former executive with the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, who conducted the study along with Sam Schwartz, a traffic consultant and former deputy transportation commissioner for the city. 

City officials, who were given initial results of the study several weeks ago, say that they are still analyzing them but believe the numbers are fundamentally flawed because the traffic survey was not comprehensive enough and included traffic counts from a Friday, traditionally a lower traffic day. Furthermore, city officials said they disagreed with the conclusions and added that numbers they had collected showed that the ban was causing people to car-pool and to commute earlier or later in the morning. 

''So we do believe that the ban has been very good in terms of stretching out the morning rush hours and trying to bring some semblance of order back to traffic flow,'' said a spokesman for the city's Department of Transportation, Tom Cocola. 

The ban, which prohibits lone drivers from entering Manhattan between 6 and 10 a.m. on weekdays via the Brooklyn, Manhattan and Queensboro Bridges, and the Holland, Lincoln and Queens-Midtown Tunnels, was put into place on Sept. 25 after several days of traffic jams miles long caused, in part, by security checkpoints and widespread street closings. 

The congestion grew so bad that it even delayed the start of a Yankee game, and city officials said they believed it was wounding the city's already wounded economy, making businesses less efficient and raising delivery costs. (One government-sponsored traffic study, conducted well before the terrorist attack, estimated that congestion in the city's central business district, Manhattan south of 60th Street, cost the city $1 billion a year.) 

The city began the ban using the authority given to the mayor's office under emergency orders that are re-issued every five days. Under normal circumstances, such a ban would require environmental and economic studies, months of public hearings and, eventually, a change in state law. 

At first, criticism came largely from parking garage owners, who complained that their business was cut by as much as 40 percent. But over the last two months, opposition to the ban has begun to grow, with restaurant and hotel owners, labor leaders and retail store owners complaining that the ban itself is hurting the city's economy, keeping away shoppers, diners and tourists. They add that Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg's projection of a $4.5 billion budget deficit next year means the city cannot afford to discourage anyone from coming to the city. 

''Our desperate need is to revitalize and stimulate our economy,'' said Brian M. McLaughlin, president of the Central Labor Council, an umbrella organization representing more than one million union members. ''And this ban has clearly prevented the opportunity to lift the economy and try to bring the city back to normal.'' 

The study, conducted during four days in November, using pneumatic car-counting cables stretched across several major roads and at bridges, found that 137,000 fewer cars came into Manhattan south of 60th Street compared with the previous October, when the city and other agencies take an annual traffic count. 

Using an estimate of the average number of people in cars crossing into the city, the consultants doing the study arrived at a loss of 190,000 people a day from 2000 to 2001. While the loss could be attributed to several factors -- fear of terrorism, loss of jobs, offices moving to the suburbs -- the study asserts that it is caused mainly by the traffic ban because mass transit has not experienced a proportionate drop-off in riders since the attack. 

The most troubling trend since the ban took effect, Mr. Schwartz said, is the steep drop-off in traffic not just from 6 a.m. to 10 a.m., when car-pooling is enforced, but also during the other 20 hours of the day, and at crossings with no restrictions, like the George Washington and Triborough Bridges. 

This seems to happen because of confusion about the restrictions and fear that driving into the city has become too uncertain, he said, adding that much of the drop-off appeared to be not from business commuters but day-tripping tourists. 

CAPTIONS: Photo: A traffic agent monitored cars last September on the Queensboro Bridge as a morning ban on one-rider commuting into Manhattan took effect. (Angel Franco/The New York Times) 
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