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The Role of the Transportation Professional in the
United States Local Government Decision Making

Tae Gyu Kim * Charles H. Kooshian

| . INTRODUCTION

Good transportation is essential to people’s quality of life and
an area’s economic health. A transportation system acts as the
veins and arteries of our society by providing for the mobility of

people and goods, and it also provides a skeleton of the modern
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society by influencing patterns of growth and economic activity
through accessibility to land. The performance of the system has
important policy implications in itself and it is closely related to
other policy issues, such as air quality, energy consumption, social
equity, smart growth, economic development, safety, and security.

Because of the importance of transportation, our society invests
a large portion of its resources on building and operating an
efficient system. Due to the enormous costs of constructing and
maintaining transportation infrastructures, however, government
is usually the only organization that can afford it. The United
States has the most extensive transportation system in the world:
there are 3,966,485 miles of roadway: 129,137 miles of rail:
943 miles of light rail: 19,572 airports: 26,000 miles of
navigable channel; 161,189 miles of oil pipeline; and 1,411,381
miles of oil pipeline in the United States in 2002 (Bureau of
Transportation Statistics, 2005).

As the major providers of transportation infrastructure, all
levels of government in the United States have been deeply
involved in planning, designing, constructing, operating, and
maintaining transportation systems in that country. Transportation
professionals in the government have played a key role in the
process.

In this paper, the structures of four levels of government in
the United States and their roles and relationships in providing
transportation systems and services are briefly reviewed. This is
followed by a description of how federal transportation funding
is delivered to state and local governments. The third section
describes how transportation professionals are involved in local
governments transportation decision making. The paper is

closed with a conclusion.
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Il. GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT IN TRANSPORTATION

There are four hierarchical levels of government involved in
transportation in the United States: federal government (US
DOT), state government (state DOT), regional government (MPO),
and local government (city or county government). Their different
roles in the urban transportation planning are summarized in
Table 1.

(Table 1) Roles of Government: Likely Responsibilities in the
Urban Transportation Planning Process®

Strategic [Long - Range |Subarea & [Short range Programming Project
Agency | & Policy |  System corridor | & project | Priority Budeeting d r10Jec t
Planning | Planning | planning | planning [coordination udgeting| developmen
Federal F F F F F F F
State P P L/P L/P P L L
Regional L L P/L P/L L P S
Local
County P P P/L L/P P L L
City P P P/L L/P P L L
Operating
Agency P P L/P L/P P L L

*L=lead role: P=participant: F=financial support: S=supporting role
Source: Schofer, 1981

1. Federal Government

The Untied States Department of Transportation (US DOT) is
the primary agency in the federal government responsible for
shaping and administering policies and programs to enhance the
transportation system and services. US DOT develops and
coordinates policies and administers the financial and regulatory
actions to provide a national transportation system. In other
words, US DOT oversees the transportation planning and project
activities of State Departments of Transportation (state DOTs)
and Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) and supplies
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funding needed for transportation planning and projects, as seen
in Table 1.

The organizational structure of US DOT has evolved and
continuously expanded over time and currently consists of twelve
individual operating administrations (OAs) and the Office of the
Inspector General (OIG):

e Office of the Secretary (OST)

¢ Federal Highway Administration (FHWA)

¢ Federal Transit Administration (FTA)

e Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)

¢ Federal Railroad Administration (FRA)

e Maritime Administration (MARAD)

® Saint Lawrence Seaway Development Corporation (SLSDC)

® National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA)

e Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA)

e Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration

(PHMSA)
e Surface Transportation Board (STB)

® Research and Innovative Technology Administration (RITA)

The organization of the twelve OAs is based on mode and
function. Each OA is responsible for a mode of transportation or
an intermodal aspect of the transportation system. Among the
federal agencies above, FHWA and FTA are especially important
to state, regional, and local governments, because FHWA and
FTA administers the federal programs of the most common
surface modes in the United States: FHWA carries out the
federal highway programs in partnership with the state and
local agencies and FTA provides federal assistance to regional

and local transit providers to develop new transit systems and
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improve, maintain, and operate existing systems. They also
oversee to ensure that federal funds are used efficiently and
funding grantees follow federal mandates along with statutory

and administrative requirements.

2. State Government

The next level of government is the state government. Under
the federal law, the states have the power for planning, design,
construction, and operation of federal - aid and state highways,
and administration of federal and state transit aid. For these
tasks, each of 50 states in the United States has its own
Department of Transportation (DOT). The structure of state
DOTs vary from state to state, but in most states the
organization of a state DOT is by mode, function, or some
combination of the two. For example, the Texas Department of
Transportation (TxDOT) is organized by function. TxDOT
consists of 7 offices and 21 divisions. The jurisdiction of the 7
offices includes audits: civil rights: international transportation
on US Mexico border: legislative affairs: legal advice: public
information: research and technology Implementation. The 21
divisions are responsible for automobile theft prevention: aviation:
bridge; construction: design: environmental affairs; finance:
general services; human resources; information systems; maintenance;
motor carrier; motor vehicle: occupational safety: public transportation:
right of way: traffic operations: transportation planning and programming;
tourism: Texas turnpike: and vehicle titles and registration. The
divisions develop and implement policy, manage statewide programs
and provide other support and services for the districts. In

addition, TxDOT has 25 geographic districts that are responsible
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for highway development locally. Most transportation planning,
design, right of way acquisition, construction, and maintenance
are accomplished locally to meet unique area demands.

State DOTs support all the transportation modes, but their
main responsibility is for a statewide highway system. The state
owned systems include 94 percent of the Interstate and freeway
mileage in the United States, 97 percent of the arterials in rural
areas, and 43 percent of the arterials in urban areas (Federal
Highway Administration, 2003). Because federal highway funds
and ownership of the highway network are under the control of
the state, state DOTs spend a large portion of their resources on
building and maintaining state highways under their responsibility.
Although they play a role in other modes (freight rails, passenger
rails, ports, transit, aviation, etc) through policy development
and support for capital investment, they rarely have the design,
construction or operating responsibility for these modes. For
example, TxDOT received about 3.4 billion dollars in federal
funds (half of the total TxDOT budget) in 2004, 97 percent was
for highways, 1 percent for aviation, 1 percent for traffic safety,

and 1.2 percent for transit (Texas Department of Transportation,
2005).

3. Regional Government

The third level of agency involved in a region’s transportation
issues is the metropolitan planning organization (MPO). Federal
law requires the formation of an MPO for any urbanized areas
with a population greater than 50,000 to ensure a continuing,
cooperative, comprehensive (3C) planning process. As metropolitan

areas expand and become decentralized, this regional level of



98 ws 7|lsn A, M2d M2%, 2005 62

planning becomes important, because nearly all regional problems
facing cities cross their jurisdictional boundaries. In this case,
national solutions are often too generic and not effective, while
local solutions are often too narrow, not taking into account
cross jurisdictional impacts.

MPOs are a regional transportation policy making organization
that is made up of local governments and transportation authorities
in the region. The main responsibilities of the MPOs are to
develop a long range metropolitan transportation plan (MTP) for
their respective region with a planning horizon of at least 20
years, to prepare a minimum 3 year transportation improvement
program (TIP) based on the MTP, and to manage unified
planning work program (UPWP) work tasks and budget. There
are typically three constituent bodies within MPOs: a policy
board, a technical committee, and a staff. The policy board is
composed of elected officials, state DOT officials, other transportation
officials, and transit providers (in larger regions.) It is a
governing body that makes policy and funding decisions. The
technical committee consists of transportation professionals in
the region, such as heads of the planning, implementation, and
operating agencies. This committee reviews the MTP, TIP,
UPWP, project selection process criteria, special transportation
planning studies, etc., and makes recommendations to the Policy
Board. MPO staff supports the boards and is one of the main
sources of information for decision makers. The staff collects
data and prepares documents so that information is easily
accessible to board members. The staff also coordinates stakeholder
input and feedback.

MPOs are not the actual implementing agencies for projects.

In other words, they usually do not design, build, operate or
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maintain any part of the transportation system. Rather, they
provide overall coordination of planning and programming transportation

projects and operations that use federal funds.

4. Local Government

One of the main roles of local governments, i.e. cities and
counties, is to build and maintain roads within their jurisdiction.
They own 56.4 percent of the arterials, 85.0 percent of collector,
and 95.1 percent of local roads in urban areas, and 2.6 percent
of the arterials, 60.0 percent of collector, and 85.8 percent of
local roads in rural areas in the United States in 2003 (Bureau
of Transportation Statistics, 2005). Traffic operation has also
been a forte of urban local governments. As seen in Table 1,
local governments usually play a leading role in projects that
are locally funded and of local scope. In addition, local governments
are given a strong role in initiating and programming projects
when a MPO develops a TIP.

Transit operations are usually operated at the local or
regional level. Therefore a transit authority may be organized as
department of local government (i.e. Sun Metro in the City of El
Paso), contracted by a local government, or vested in an independent,
usually multijurisdictional, authority (i.e. Southeastern Pennsylvania
Transportation Authority (SEPTA) in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania).

. FUNDING FLOW MECHANISM

The funding for transportation plans and projects comes from
a variety of sources including the federal government, state

governments, local governments, special authorities, impact fees,



100 ws 7|lsn A, M2d M23, 2005 68

and tolls. The primary funding source, however, is funding from
federal transportation programs. Federal funds for highways and
transit come mainly from the federal highway trust fund and
partly from the federal general fund. The highway trust fund is
created from federal tax on motor fuel, trucks and trailers,
tires, and heavy vehicle use.

The Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act of 1991
(ISTEA) gave the states and localities more flexibility to use
federal transportation funds as they deemed appropriate. It
allowed funds from some programs to be used for varied purposes
(for example, Surface Transportation Program (STP)). Prior to
ISTEA, most federal transportation funds were strictly allocated
by program categories and there was very little flexibility in
using funds from one category to support projects in another.
For example, highway funds were exclusively for highways and
transit funds were for transit.

Most federal funds for highways are distributed by formula to
state DOTs. The state DOTs then decide how to spend and
allocate the money to urban and rural areas, based on local
priority and needs. However, most federal transit funds for
urban areas are distributed directly to the transit agencies,
some by formula and some at the discretion of the FTA. (Federal
transit funds for rural areas are administered by the state
DOT.)

Federal funding usually requires state and local matching.
Normally the federal funds pay for 80% of the projects and
require 20% matching state or local funds. In most states, state
transportation trust funds or highway only trust funds that are
mainly derived from state motor fuel taxes and motor vehicle

registration are the main state transportation funding source for
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matches or state projects. Local transportation funding is usually
generated from sales and property taxes.

ISTEA greatly strengthened MPO responsibility by giving them
authority to allocate Surface Transportation Program (STP) and
Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality(CMAG) funds. This
programming authority gives the MPOs the ability to select some
of the projects to be carried out in their region independent from
the state DOT. Even with this change, the state DOTs continue
to control more than 90% of the federal highway funds. Under
this system, local governments usually receive federal funding
through the state DOT or MPO in their region.

V. ROLE OF TRANSPORTATION PROFESSIONALS
IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT

Transportation professionals in local governments should have
expertise in two areas: Their primary role is to provide technical
knowledge and skills and their second role is to interact with
citizens, other agencies, and officials. Having both types of
expertise, local transportation professionals play important roles
in planning and operating process. Their technical expertise is
dominant in study design, model development and analysis,
development of alternatives, and specifying and implementing
the chosen alternatives. In addition, their interaction know how
is also useful to facilitate collaboration with citizens and elected
officials. A local transportation professional acts as a bridge
between citizens and decision makers. They play a supporting
role in helping citizens state their needs and values and in
helping elected officials understand citizen’s needs and issues as

well as set goals and policies.
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As in any organization, transportation professionals in local
agencies have varied specialties. The smaller the agency, the
more likely the professional will have multiple responsibilities.
The common fields of interest include planning, environmental
assessment, design, construction, operations and maintenance.
Each section below will cover one of these fields and describe
the transportation professional's role in the decision making

process.

1. Planning

The main responsibility of the transportation professional at
the local planning level is to make informed recommendations to
the local elected decision makers. They can recommend major
capital investment projects and can also advise on the regulation
of private development. Transportation planners review the
potential effects of land use plans and may make recommendations
in those areas to account for the interrelationship between land
use and transportation.

Planning departments often have transportation planners make
long and short term recommendations for capital infrastructure
investment. These planners go through a process of gathering
input from stakeholders such as commuters, neighborhood residents,
and businesses to identify transportation needs and issues and
develop goals and objectives for their areas. This can be a highly
political process during which technical issues are balanced with
non technical pressures. The planners formulate projects to
accomplish the goals and objectives within a given time frame.
Transportation planners are also tasked with finding ways of

prioritizing goals and actions to meet financial constraints.
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The results of the infrastructure planning process are formally
recorded in three main documents: the Long Range Transportation
Plan, the Thoroughfare Plan, and the Short Range Transportation
Plan. These documents often have various names but the purposes
remain the same.

Long Range Transportation Plans list transportation goals
desired within a ten or twenty year time frame. A list of projects
to meet those goals is shown with their cost estimates. Sometimes
the list of projects is divided into smaller time frames.

Thoroughfare Plans are maps showing the location and size
of arterial streets needed to support projected future growth.
These plans are also used to reserve or obtain right of way from
landowners, as it becomes needed.

Short Range Transportation Plans, sometimes called Capital
Improvement Plans, list projects that will be built within a
certain fiscal time frame using money that is already set aside.

The responsibility of the transportation professional when
preparing the documents above is to provide expert recommendations
to the political decision makers, who have final approval
authority. Each document is subject to amendment by elected
officials before final approval.

Local transportation planners perform technical analysis using
tools such as travel demand models and demographic projections,
sometimes developed by their own agencies, but often based on
the framework developed by higher level government agencies.
Local agencies must coordinate their plans with the state and
federal agencies that provide funding for large projects.

The other planning task is regulating private development so
as to ensure that local goals for transportation are accommodated

as new development is built. Planners or engineers review
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zoning and subdivision applications and site plans for traffic
impact and conformance to master plans. They are often asked
to provide transportation engineering assessments and opinions
on corridor studies, trip generation, levels of service, site design,
site development traffic impacts, or proposed annexations. Local
government transportation professionals often review information
provided by private developers or their consultants rather than

producing the studies themselves.

2. Environment

The environmental role consists of reviewing environmental
analyses of alternatives and reporting the possible environmental
effects of given projects. Usually an environmental professional
performs the analysis and their report is one of the inputs the
transportation professional uses to select the best alternative.

An important part of the environmental task is the analysis of
the air quality impacts of transportation projects. Areas of the
US with poor air quality are subject to special rules under the
Clean Air Act Amendments (CAAA) of 1990, which require air
quality analysis in order to use federal funds to construct
projects. While an overall analysis of air quality impact of the
long range plan is done by the MPO, local transportation
professionals need to provide detailed information for any
projects they wish to fund from the CMAQ budget category.

Other environmental assessments are also required when using
federal funds as well. Depending upon the potential environmental
impact of a project a detailed environmental impact statement
could become necessary. Local transportation professionals may

need to perform, coordinate or review these environmental studies
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in the course of their work. They may recommend mitigation
measures that allow a project to be carried out although it will

have demonstrated environmental impacts.

3. Design

Local government transportation professionals provide professional
counsel and technical services to the developers, engineers,
contractors, design consultants, citizen groups and other city
departments regarding construction of all public improvements.
They review designs of both public and private projects to
ensure they meet standards and specifications. Although the
difference between a policy and a technical review is sometimes
difficult to specify, non technical decision makers generally
defer to professionals in such cases. A technical review by
engineers is not usually subject to approval by elected officials.

Examples of design decisions made by professional staff include:
engineering design and layout of roadways or transit infrastructure,
horizontal and vertical roadway alignments, traffic safety studies,
and traffic impact analysis, safety issues, traffic calming, area
wide signalization, traffic control design placement and maintenance,
on/off street parking design and regulations, street light design
and designation, on street pedestrian and bicycle facilities, weight
restrictions, and truck routes. When policy makers enter the
design process they choose among alternatives provided by the
transportation professional.

A special type of transportation professional deals with land
acquisition. Specialists in right of way acquisitions perform work
that includes negotiations, relocations, utility adjustments, appraisals

and acquisitions. These professionals make recommendations
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regarding purchase prices and locations of lands to be acquired.

Elected officials approve final decisions.

4. Construction

Transportation professionals or other engineers in local
agencies are generally given the responsibility to develop and
monitor the execution of the Capital Improvement Program, at
least as it relates to intersection improvement, traffic signal
construction, speed hump installation, and other mobility related
projects. Local professionals may manage major street or transit
infrastructure projects themselves or contract the management

out to other government or private organizations.

5. Operations

Transportation professionals in local agencies can be responsible
for operating the traffic signal system, developing signal timing,
designing and maintaining a fiber optic communications network
and implementing ITS programs. They may implement traffic
signals, street light systems, flashing beacons, intersection
geometrics, pavement marking plans or other operational projects
when justified by safety studies, warrant studies, 85th percentile
speed studies or other such analysis.

Generally the decision to implement these programs is at the
discretion of the operations professional, but subject to funding
approval by elected officials. Prioritization of projects is done by
the transportation professional but political pressures can intervene
at the time of funding approval.

Port, airport and transit operations can be included in this
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category as well. Professionals in responsible agencies make a
multitude of daily operational decisions at their own discretion.
However, policy and funding authority is usually given to a
controlling board or council. This board may be separate from
other local government officials, especially if the funding for the
agency comes from their own revenues or from state or federal

agencies.

6. Maintenance

Various departments of local agencies carry out maintenance
of infrastructure. Roadway repair, such as drainage, striping,
resurfacing and signage is often under a Street Department.
ITS infrastructure and signalization hardware may be under
Streets or Traffic department responsibility. Transit vehicle
maintenance, airports, freight terminals, etc. are usually under
separate authority.

All these departments or agencies submit budgets for maintenance
to their respective governing bodies. If the governing body
cannot fund the entire request, the department is asked to
decide what items have priority and which should be dropped.
As in operations decisions, political pressure can have an effect

on maintenance priorities.

V. CONCLUSION

The United States government system is arranged in multiple
levels. Transportation professionals have an important role at
each level. Final decision making power at all levels, in

transportation and other matters, rests in the hands of elected
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officials. The expert knowledge of transportation professionals is
accepted in the form of recommendations to the governing officials.
In planning, major capital projects are developed using an
elaborate process aimed at ensuring that public input is taken
into account. The local planning professional is often deeply
involved in gathering facts and opinions from stakeholders
before developing their formal recommendations. Their professional
judgment has great influence on the final decision, but the
ultimate power is still in the hands of the democratic process.
Depending upon the character of the project, the general public
may take great interest or very little interest. More often than
not, the judgment of the transportation professional is respected.
Day to day operations, construction and maintenance decisions
are left to transportation professionals, so long as they follow
the policies set forth by the governing bodies. The budget
process is also a key to the governing bodies authority over
lower level decisions. Many operation policies are set simply by
the availability of funding.
In the United States, the government transportation decision
making structures are effective at taking into account the
various needs and wishes of a large number of stakeholders,
leading to the formulation of long range goals and objectives
that can be planned and implemented on a systematic basis.
Under this structure, transportation professionals are working
in many different departments and agencies of local government.
The system enables them to coordinate with each other to
accomplish the broad mission of improving mobility. Finally,
the interaction of the transportation professional with the local
government officials and the public results in the development
of high quality transportation systems that are able to serve the
needs of a diverse group of users.
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