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Systematic, well-designed research provides the most effective
approach to the solution of many problems facing highway
administrators and engineers. Often, highway problems are of local
interest and can best be studied by highway departments
individually or in cooperation with their state universities and
others. However, the accelerating growth of highway transportation
develops increasingly complex problems of wide interest to
highway authorities. These problems are best studied through a
coordinated program of cooperative research.

In recognition of these needs, the highway administrators of the
American Association of State Highway and Transportation
Officials initiated in 1962 an objective national highway research
program employing modern scientific techniques. This program is
supported on a continuing basis by funds from participating
member states of the Association and it receives the full cooperation
and support of the Federal Highway Administration, United States
Department of Transportation.

The Transportation Research Board of the National Research
Council was requested by the Association to administer the research
program because of the Board’s recognized objectivity and
understanding of modern research practices. The Board is uniquely
suited for this purpose as it maintains an extensive committee
structure from which authorities on any highway transportation
subject may be drawn; it possesses avenues of communications and
cooperation with federal, state and local governmental agencies,
universities, and industry; its relationship to the National Research
Council is an insurance of objectivity; it maintains a full-time
research correlation staff of specialists in highway transportation
matters to bring the findings of research directly to those who are in
a position to use them.

The program is developed on the basis of research needs
identified by chief administrators of the highway and transportation
departments and by committees of AASHTO. Each year, specific
areas of research needs to be included in the program are proposed
to the National Research Council and the Board by the American
Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials.
Research projects to fulfill these needs are defined by the Board, and
qualified research agencies are selected from those that have
submitted proposals. Administration and surveillance of research
contracts are the responsibilities of the National Research Council
and the Transportation Research Board.

The needs for highway research are many, and the National
Cooperative Highway Research Program can make significant
contributions to the solution of highway transportation problems of
mutual concern to many responsible groups. The program,
however, is intended to complement rather than to substitute for or
duplicate other highway research programs.

Note: The Transportation Research Board, the National Research Council,
the Federal Highway Administration, the American Association of State
Highway and Transportation Officials, and the individual states participating in
the National Cooperative Highway Research Program do not endorse products
or manufacturers. Trade or manufacturers’ names appear herein solely
because they are considered essential to the object of this report.
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FOREWORD

By Staff
Transportation Research
Board

This report contains the results of research into the design and management of cor-
ridor and subarea transportation planning studies. It is intended to provide transporta-
tion organizations, planning practitioners, and transportation decision-makers with
practical tools and guidance for designing, organizing, and managing these studies to
effectively support transportation investment decisions tailored to the specific condi-
tions and performance needs for major transportation improvements. Presented as a
guidebook, it brings together lessons learned from different regions of the country on
corridor and subarea studies with different scopes and levels of complexity. It provides
a structured approach to the process of conducting corridor studies, with an emphasis
on designing each study to address the conditions unique to the particular physical,
social, and institutional environment. The guidebook should be especially valuable to
state Departments of Transportation (DOTs), Metropolitan Planning Organizations
(MPO:s), and local transportation planners, as well as other practitioners concerned with
planning, programming, and implementing multimodal transportation projects. The
report will also be useful as an educational resource into the concepts, tools, and proce-
dures currently employed for establishing and carrying out corridor and subarea studies
that sustain effective transportation planning consensus and timely project development.

Recent federal transportation policy, as embodied in the Intermodal Surface Trans-
portation Efficiency Act of 1991 (ISTEA) and the Transportation Equity Act for the
21st Century (TEA-21), placed a high priority on integrating and coordinating trans-
portation decision-making through improved corridor and subarea transportation plan-
ning studies. This new emphasis represents a shift away from predetermined modal
decisions toward a broader consideration of tailored multimodal solutions within the
context of transportation performance expectations and investment commitments. As
such, this emphasis is intended to result in transportation plans, programs, and deci-
sions that are driven by the needs of the specific area, as opposed to the modal restric-
tions of the funding source or program. Given this emphasis, transportation planning
and development must be based on decisions that reflect the unique needs and charac-
teristics of the area.

Research is needed to build upon the body of work accomplished to date on major
investment studies, corridor studies, and subarea studies in order to assist practitioners
and decision-makers with designing and managing these efforts to achieve the best
possible decisions and plans. Specifically, research is required to define where, when,
and how specific approaches to conducting these studies can be most useful and effec-
tive. There is a vast array of planning environments and transportation corridors within
which such planning studies are conducted. These environments and corridors differ in
terms of adopted policy, available resources, character of the built environment, and
size of the metropolitan area. Analytical and procedural frameworks that fit specific
types of tools to types of situations are needed.



Under Project 8-34, “Major Investment Studies: Development of a Practitioner’s
Guidebook for Effective Study Design, Management, and Implementation,”
TransCore, of San Bernardino, California, developed guidance for use by planning
practitioners and other decision-makers to most effectively design, initiate, manage,
and complete corridor and subarea studies that will support timely implementation of
transportation decisions. Although the Guidebook addresses many of the fundamental
activities that are included in effective corridor planning studies, the emphasis is not
primarily on the study itself. Rather, the emphasis is on how to employ systematic,
effective study procedures to bring stakeholders together with decision-makers to
achieve consensus on transportation decisions. The corridor study should be viewed as
a focal point or catalyst for decision making, not as the goal in itself. The principles and
procedures are intended as guidance to practitioners, to be applied in a way that is tai-
lored to the decisions being made. The Guidebook focuses on the planning-level deci-
sions. However, it emphasizes the importance of carrying out planning and project
development as integrated functions, including a decision-making process that is, in
effect, seamless. The Guidebook also places a strong emphasis on community involve-
ment as part of the decision-making process.
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INTRODUCTION AND EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Purpose of the Guidebook

A decision by a metropolitan area or community to invest in any major infrastructure improvement
is often a major undertaking. Most of these decisions do not come easily, as there are many
perspectives, concerns, costs, and potential impacts. Major improvements to the transportation
system are a prime example of the difficulty. The facilities that carry cars, trucks, buses, and trains
are generally not perceived to be good neighbors, yet these facilities are vital to everyday life.
Decisions on major transportation facilities frequently highlight the dilemmas and tradeoffs
between maintaining mobility and safety for people and goods while minimizing the costs and
impacts, particularly on the facilities’ neighbors. Public policies have been established to promote
cost-effective and environmentally sensitive improvements, but the exact balance of concerns in
any particular area or corridor must be tailored to the unique characteristics (institutional, physical,
financial) of the communities involved.

The Guidebook for Transportation Corridor Studies focuses on making transportation investment
decisions. This is the reason for the subtitle, “A Process for Effective Decision-Making.” Although
the Guidebook addresses the “how-to’s” of effective corridor studies, the emphasis is not primarily
on the study itself. Rather, the emphasis is on how to employ systematic, effective study
procedures in bringing stakeholders together to make transportation decisions. The corridor
study should be viewed as a focal point or catalyst for decision-making, not as the goal in itself. A
corridor study can be conducted following all of the best procedures, and can be prepared as an
excellent paper product, but will be worth little if it is not viewed to be a means for decision-
making. Thus, the term “corridor study” is not used here mainly in reference to a product but
as a process for effective decision-making. The Guidebook suggests certain products, but these
products should always be viewed as contributing to decision-making, not as the ultimate goal. The
principles and procedures are intended as guidance to practitioners, to be applied in a way that is
tailored to the decisions being made. They are not intended to be applied blindly to every situation
in the same way.

Decisions on major transportation investments can be made at several levels. Some are regional in
scale, requiring considerations of how facilities interconnect together within a larger system.
Others focus on a more limited corridor or subarea. The Guidebook for Transportation Corridor
Studies focuses on transportation decision-making at the corridor or subarea level. But it is critical
to remember that there is often interplay between regional and corridor/subarea considerations.
Regional-level decisions need to consider input from individual corridors; corridor-level decisions
need to include regional considerations. Therefore, the Guidebook also addresses concerns that
may be considered more regional in nature.

Corridor Study History

The Guidebook for Transportation Corridor Studies was developed as part of a National
Cooperative Highway Research Program (NCHRP) project originally designed to address “Major
Investment Studies” (MISs). The requirement for MISs was defined in the October 28, 1993,
regulations on Metropolitan Planning promulgated by the Federal Highway Administration
(FHWA) and the Federal Transit Administration (FTA). Prior to the FHWA/FTA joint regulations
on Metropolitan Planning and Statewide Planning, the FHWA and FTA had significantly different
procedures for planning major improvements, notably FTA’s requirements for an Alternatives
Analysis and FHWA'’s highway corridor planning procedures. The MIS requirements consolidated
these procedures into one planning process.

GUIDEBOOK FOR TRANSPORTATION CORRIDOR STUDIES Page ES - |




INTRODUCTION AND EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

On June 9, 1998, President Clinton signed into law the Transportation Equity Act for the 21%
Century (TEA-21). One of the provisions of this legislation was that

“The Secretary shall eliminate the major investment study set forth in section 450.318 of
title 23, Code of Federal Regulations, as a separate requirement, and promulgate
regulations to integrate such requirement, as appropriate, as part of the analyses required to
be undertaken pursuant to the planning provisions of title 23 USC and chapter 53 of title
49, USC and the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (42 U.S.C. 4321 et seq.) for
Federal-aid highway and transit projects. The scope of the applicability of such regulations
shall be no broader than the scope of such section.” (TEA-21, SEC 1308).

TEA-21 also addressed the issue of environmental streamlining. The TEA-21 Summary (available
on the U.S. DOT web site) describes this part of the legislation as follows:

“The Secretary will establish a coordinated environmental review process for the DOT to
work with other Federal agencies in ensuring that major highway and transit projects are
advanced according to cooperatively determined time frames. The coordinated process will
use concurrent, rather than sequential, reviews. It will allow States to include their
environmental reviews in the coordinated environmental review process. The Act also
authorizes the Secretary to approve State requests to provide funding to affected Federal
agencies in order to meet established time limits. If the Secretary finds that a project-
related environmental issue has not been resolved with another Federal agency, the heads
of the two agencies will meet within 30 days (of the Secretary’s finding) in order to resolve
the issue.”

The expectation is that current planning regulations (23 CFR Part 450) and 23 CFR Part 771
(Environmental Impact and Related Procedures) will be modified to reflect the intent of TEA-21.
However, the exact nature of these changes may not be known for some time. The intent of the
Guidebook is to describe and illustrate good practices and procedures for corridor and subarea
planning. Describing good planning practice is independent of the issue of how FHWA and FTA
will reformulate Federal regulations. Nevertheless, practitioners should be aware of any changes in
Federal and state regulations, as they occur, that may affect the planning process. The Guidebook
does not make reference to MISs, other than the historical discussion in this section. There are also
several references to MISs in a variety of examples of corridor study practices that have been
applied by various transportation agencies. But the focus is on good planning practice, not whether
the work took place in response to a regulatory requirement.

Even though the MIS phraseology is not being used in the Guidebook, it is useful to understand the
genesis and intent of the NCHRP project under which the Guidebook was developed. NCHRP
Project 8-34, Major Investment Studies: Development of a Guidebook for Effective Study Design,
Management, and Implementation, was initiated by the Transportation Research Board in 1997 to
help practitioners and decision-makers most effectively design, initiate, manage, and complete
corridor and subarea studies that will support timely implementation of transportation decisions.
As indicated above, the important issue is not so much the name that is used for the study, but the
nature of the activity. Some states or regions may continue to use the MIS terminology. Others
may use the terms “corridor study,” “feasibility study,” “needs study,” and so forth. The purpose is
not to define and categorize types of studies but to help practitioners understand how to bring
stakeholders together to make effective and timely decisions based on useful and appropriate
information generated as part of a study.

The Guidebook brings together lessons learned from actual experiences in different regions of the
country and on corridor/subarea studies with different scopes and levels of complexity. The
Guidebook provides information that addresses issues identified by practitioners as being important

Page ES -2

GUIDEBOOK FOR TRANSPORTATION CORRIDOR STUDIES



INTRODUCTION AND EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

to the successful conduct of corridor/subarea studies. These have continued to serve as the guiding
objectives for the project, even with the changes brought about in the MIS requirements by TEA-
21.

The Guidebook uses the term “corridor study” to represent a range of activities and study elements that
can be useful in bringing information together to help communities make transportation decisions. It
includes the concept of a subarea, not necessarily just a linear corridor. The Guidebook uses the terms
“corridor study” and “corridor planning study” to represent activities in both linear corridors and
subareas. The Guidebook refers to a “corridor study process” not as a rigid step-by-step procedure but
as the overall approach to analysis, stakeholder involvement, and decision-making.

One could summarize the purpose of a corridor study as the following:

“to assist in making planning decisions regarding the design concept and scope
of a transportation investment that best meets community needs, taking into
account a wide range of factors relating to transportation service, impacts, and
financial feasibility.”

A fundamental principle of the Guidebook is to provide agencies with choices of approaches that can
be adapted to a variety of conditions. There is no single right way to conduct a corridor study and
there are no “cookie cutter” approaches. However, there are many lessons learned on good and bad
practices. Practitioners can learn both from successes and from mistakes. The Guidebook is intended
to help practitioners make an assessment of circumstances and to determine the types of
practices, procedures, and approaches that may be appropriate for the given set of conditions.
The follpwmg section provides a summary of some of the key points Exhibit ES-1. Typical Flow
concerning the conduct of corridor studies. It draws from material f a Corridor Stud
throughout the remainder of the Guidebook. Following this summary, ot a Lorridor Study
Chapter 1 concludes with information on the organization of the
Guidebook, definitions, resources, and a description of the research

. . ~ Identifying the Problem
process used in NCHRP Project 8-34. and the Corridor Study Strategy

Summary I"‘ Study Organvization

The subject of corridor studies presents a vast arena of topics,
procedures, and practices that should be covered. A corridor
study brings together —multiple disciplines, including
transportation, community planning, environmental planning and
finance, to name a few. It addresses not only technical issues but
institutional issues as well. It is difficult to cover the breadth of
these issues in a summary. Yet it is useful to condense some of the
primary principles and practices so as to highlight some of the
more important concepts and points to remember.

Community Involvement Planning
Problem Confirmation
Evaluation Criteria

Development & Evaluation
of Initial Alternatives

Development & Evaluation
of Detailed Alternatives

Community Involvement Implementation

Typical Flow of a Corridor StUdy Financial Analysis & Selection

There is no one single approach to conducting a transportation l__ of Preferred Investment Strategy
corridor planning study. Each study needs to be adapted to the

conditions and issues that exist in the local area. However, it is Updated Metropolitan Plan/TIP
useful to have a general structure or process in mind when
conducting a corridor study. Exhibit ES-1 illustrates a typical Project Development

process or flow of a corridor study. The process itself is not
mandated, but represents a series of logical activities that move from
study initiation (e.g., planning for community involvement, problem \.
identification, criteria development) to the evaluation of alternative

implementation
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solutions and recommendation of a preferred alternative or investment strategy. The process may
vary from study to study, or the emphasis on certain elements of the process may change. For
example, in some studies, the development of evaluation criteria may be conducted in parallel with or
even following the development of initial alternatives. Other studies may develop evaluation criteria at
the point shown in the exhibit. This underscores the point that there is no “one-size-fits-all” approach
to corridor studies. Although most of the study elements shown in Exhibit ES-1 will be needed in the
vast majority of cases, each study will need to adapt its approach to the conditions at hand. The
sections below summarize principles for the major study elements outlined in the exhibit.

Identification of Corridor Problems and Issues

One of the fundamental concepts of a corridor study is that alternatives should be developed based
on a thorough understanding of the existing and future problems in the study corridor. For a
number of years, Federal agencies have been recognizing the deficiencies in the “purpose and
need” sections of environmental documents. These sections were often cursory and one-
dimensional, and the needs were even, at times, expressed in terms of a solution (e.g., “need” for
additional capacity). A basic understanding of the corridor problems and issues is needed as the
basis for determining that a corridor study is warranted. This initial definition of the problems and
issues will be confirmed and expanded as additional agencies and the public are brought into the
process.

Based on the lessons learned from practitioners and on a review of problem statements in actual
studies, the following general principles can be stated regarding definition of problems for a
corridor study.

e Problems should not be framed in terms of a solution. There is often a temptation to
jump to possible solutions before the problems are defined or to assume that there could
be only one solution to a problem. For example, saying there is a “need for additional
capacity on facility x” or “need for additional transit service” states the problem in terms
of a solution. Certain types of solutions may strongly address certain types of problems,
but the solutions should not be identified in the definition of the problem.

e Problems should include not only current, known problems, but anticipated future
problems. Background work may need to be done to convince elected officials and the
public that the future problems will actually occur.

e Problems should be stated as specifically as possible. This should include times, days,
and locations of occurrence. This will help in the identification of causes and of possible
solutions.

e Problems should be stated in a way that is understandable to the public and elected
officials. Much of the decision-making will hinge on the extent to which elected officials
and the public understand how alternatives address the identified problems. If they do not
understand the problems, they will have difficulty evaluating the alternatives.

e Problems should be identified in a way that they can be related to the alternatives
(i.e., should be able to answer the question “did an alternative address one or more
problems and to what degree?”).

e Agencies should seek to obtain as much agreement on the problems as possible, early
in the study. For controversial studies, approval of the problem statement by the policy
committee and by agencies involved in subsequent environmental and permitting reviews
is advisable.

e The problem statement should be documented in a way that is consistent with the
requirements of subsequent environmental documentation. In all likelihood, the
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problem statement can be incorporated into subsequent environmental documentation if it
is comprehensive and broadly agreed upon.

Developing the Corridor Study Strategy

The concept of a corridor study strategy reflects the idea that those determining the need for a study
and taking the steps to initiate it should have a basic strategy in mind for how they would go about
it. This should include understanding why they need to conduct the study, what types of decisions
they would expect the study to address, the relationship to subsequent decisions (e.g., in project
development), how the public will be brought in, and some of the basic parameters for how the
study will proceed.

The development of the corridor study strategy is founded on an understanding of why a corridor
study needs to be conducted. There are several possible reasons for initiating a corridor study, such
as

o To determine the strategy that should be put in place to address a current or future
transportation problem.

e To define improvements in a corridor to be placed in the financially constrained Metropolitan
Transportation Plan.

e To determine funding needs to support improvements in a corridor.

e To provide a better context for other planning to be conducted in the corridor. For example, an
agreement on a course of action in a corridor could allow land use plans to be modified to
support the proposed action.

e To set the stage for advance corridor right-of-way preservation.
e To determine how improvements in a corridor will fit into a larger system plan.

A corridor study can involve substantial effort. But it is only one i ] {
step in a stream of decisions that could ultimately result in planning and project
implemented projects that address area goals and objectives. A development should be |
corridor planning study results in the definition of a design concept
and scope for an improvement or set of improvements. Determining
the design concept and scope involves making a decision on the
mode or modes of travel, type of facilities, and the general location of
the improvement. These are planning-level decisions. Project development involves defining the
specific location and design of the improvement. To effectively use the corridor study process, it is
important to remember that planning and project development should be thought of as a seamless,
coordinated decision-making process, not as isolated activities. Project development and
environmental personnel should be involved in the planning phases, and planning personnel should
be involved in the early project development phase to ensure a smooth transition of decision-
making.

thought of as a seamless, |
coordinated decision-making |
process. ;

OO SUSVUUUOUD.

The development of the corridor study strategy will involve addressing questions such as

e What purpose(s) should the corridor study address? What types of decisions should it be
expected to make?

e What should be the timing of the study given the urgency of the decision, relationship to other
plans, relationship to election cycles, and so forth?

o Should the study be conducted under the specific requirements of the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA), or should that wait until later? Typically, the prospect of potentially
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having the study result near term actions increases the likelihood that the NEPA process should
be engaged, if resulting projects are expected to be federally funded.

e Should multiple corridors be examined at the same time or should the focus be on a single
corridor?

Development of the corridor study strategy needs to be a collaborative process so that when the
study is taken into the public arena the purpose and focus of the study will be clear both to the
agencies and to the public.

There is an important relationship between corridor planning studies and the National Environmental
Policy Act of 1969 (40 CFR Parts 1500-1508). Their over-arching goals are basically the same, to
make decisions (or take actions) that are in the overall best interest of the community through a process
of technical analysis of alternative solutions, public information, and collaboration. There are three
classes of actions which prescribe the level of documentation required in the NEPA process (23 CFR
Part 771): (a) Class —Environmental Impact Statements (EIS)}—Actions that significantly affect the
environment; (b) Class II—Categorical Exclusions (CE)—Actions that do not individually or
cumulatively have a significant environmental effect; (c) Class III-—Environmental Assessments
(EA)—Actions in which the significance of the environmental impact is not clearly established. All
actions that are not Class I or II are Class III. All actions in this class require the preparation of an EA
to determine the appropriate environmental document required. NEPA documentation is required for
all projects proposed for Federal funding. State environmental regulations may also apply to these and
other projects.

Agencies will need to make a decision on whether to prepare the NEPA documentation simultaneously

with a corridor planning study or after the corridor study is completed. The decision whether to
include NEPA documentation depends on the objective and timing of the decisions to be made.
Several factors to be considered in this decision are discussed in Chapter 3. However, agencies
should recognize that, even if NEPA documentation is not included as part of a corridor
planning study, the study should be conducted with a recognition that the NEPA process will

apply for resulting projects that use Federal funds. Agencies should think through the relationship
Exhibit ES-2. between planning decisions, project development decisions, and the ultimate
Study Initiation Steps need for NEPA and state-required environmental documentation. In effect,

agencies should think of a corridor planning study and compliance with
| environmental regulations as an integrated set of activities. If this linkage
- Assemble the relevant | is not understood, there is an increased possibility of wasted effort and public

transportation agencies confusion over the decisions being made.
. Assembile all potentially

interested stakeholders i g:
. Prepare draft work plan Study Organization
. Form policy and technical
committees The organization and initiation of a corridor study will be tailored to the
) ::;fg;izigbﬁgggs Ineed for specific circumstances, both institutionally and technically. Exhibit ES-2
illustrates some typical steps in initiating the study. It is typically an
. Select consultant and/or incremental approach, beginning with the formation of mutual
arrange for internal understandings among the government agencies and broadening the
agency resources | involvement to the public. Some of the key principles in study initiation
. Develop outreach/public  |[JEWYULE
involvement plan

. Develop/confirm agenc e . . .
studyon‘:anag em engtlen y e Study initiation meetings, with broad representation of stakeholders,

planiprinciples | are critical to the identification of issues that need to be addressed in any
particular study. A proactive effort should be undertaken to ensure good
representation.

consultant
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e To properly scale the level of detail, focus efforts on those issues that are key to making a
decision and limit effort in areas that will have little to do with the decision.

e A good work plan is critical to the effective undertaking of a corridor study. The work plan
should spell out the methods and approaches as clearly as possible, but must also have the
flexibility to change course in response to circumstances that arise during the study. A work
plan is important whether or not a consultant is involved.

e A clearly defined decision-making structure is important to the successful achievement of
study objectives. Most studies will have technical and policy committees, but the organization
can range from the use of committees already established for ongoing planning purposes to
committees specifically established for the study. The approach often depends on the
geographic scale of the study, the specific issues being addressed, and local practice.

Community Involvement Planning

Community involvement encompasses outreach to four distinct
groups that will be critical to the success of most major corridor
studies: the public, elected officials, the media, and resource
agencies. There is considerable research and documentation
available on community involvement techniques. The techniques
need to be selected in keeping with the corridor study strategy. But it
is important to recognize that how the techniques are carried out is usually even more important
than what techniques are used. Creating adversarial relationships only makes an already tough
decision-making process even more difficult. Consensus is built on listening carefully to what
others are saying, taking it seriously, and keeping the dialogue constructive. It involves finding
areas of common ground and building on them. Agencies that build long-term trust with their
constituents tend to be better prepared to deal with other agencies and the public on individual
corridor studies. The following represent general principles for working with the public, elected
officials, the media, and resource agencies.

. . . how the techniques are |
carried out is usually even

more important than what
techniques are used.

The Public

e Maintain a constructive tone. Those who have problems with a particular course of
action must be encouraged to offer feasible alternatives not merely to speak against the
action. Points of view can be expressed with courtesy and respect, even though they may
differ from the viewpoints of others.

e The dialogue needs to include responsible representation of stakeholder groups as
well as representation of the broader community interests. Responsible representation
means individuals who will fairly articulate the views of the group or groups they represent
not merely convey their own views.

e Representation of broader community interests (i.e., not just those who are negatively
impacted) can be difficult, but is essential to achieving balanced decisions. Opinion polling
can be a useful tool here.

e Avoid hidden agendas and give honest answers. The public tends to recognize when
project participants are being less than honest. It is better to correct a misstatement or
mistake at the earliest possible point, rather than make excuses or hope that no one will
remember.

e Be sure to follow up when promises have been made for information or answers to
questions. Credibility of the process will largely rest on agencies being perceived as
responsive to their constituents. Where follow-up cannot occur in the timeframe originally
stated, provide a revised date to the individuals who have an interest in the answer. In
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Top ten ways to gain credibility (Source: PennDOT
Public Involvement Handbook) ;

1.

2,

. Improve your interpersonal skills.

making promises, agencies should weigh the resources needed to provide the promised
information. If the information cannot be provided, it should be identified as a resource
issue not as mere resistance on the part of agencies.

Do not make promises that cannot be kept and do not soft-pedal the difficulties
inherent in a particular course of action. There may be no way to mitigate the impacts
on some parties or interest groups. Providing honest assessments will establish long-term

credibility and will protect good decisions from being overturned.

Involve people in decisions that will directly affect

their lives.

Provide information that meets people’s needs in a
timely manner.

Listen to what people are telling you; respond to it.
Respect people’s values and feelings.

Speak plain English.

Be open and candid; respond in a personal way,
not as a bureaucrat.

Make only promises you can keep.

Be honest; admit when you do not have the |

answers or when you have made mistakes.
Act consistently trustworthy; do not get defensiv

. Do not downplay uncertainties
nor make more of them than necessary.
Uncertainties will exist. The best approach
is normally to acknowledge the
uncertainties and make them a part of the
decision-making  process.  Sensitivity
testing or risk analysis can be used to set
the limits of the uncertainties.

. Maintain a balance between
providing adequate time for input while
moving the process forward. It may be
best to delay a major decision when more
input is needed, but decisions should not
be delayed merely because they are
difficult. Keep in mind that elected
officials making difficult decisions will
need as much justification as possible.

. Where there are major differences
in views among agencies Or among
segments of the community, it is best to have the dissenting parties at the table, rather
than exclude them from the process. They may still dissent from the ultimate decision,
but at least their input will have been a consideration in the decision.

Document all significant decisions. Having clear documentation of decisions that already
have been made can eliminate much misunderstanding.

Manage expectations by establishing public involvement goals and measures of
achievement. The study initiation meeting should include an opportunity for public
representatives to contribute to the formulation of the public involvement and public
information programs. This activity has several positive benefits. First, it establishes
direction and focus for the public participation. Second, it provides mutually agreed upon
parameters for assessing the success or failure of the involvement process. Third, it
provides boundaries for the subsequent discussions and analyses.

Provide access to data and information. This access includes not only final analyses but
work-in-progress that is properly labeled, described, and reviewed by the agencies. One of
the common complaints of stakeholders is that the methodologies and subsequent analyses
are conducted without appropriate access and explanation of data and study methods. This
will require the planning professionals to explain in simple language the key assumptions,
methods, and procedures, given the state of the art and information available. Many
stakeholders will be unfamiliar with the transportation planning process. A simple
explanation of the process will help them understand how to convey their concerns and the
appropriate time for doing so. This information can be handled cost-effectively through
written materials (handouts at meetings, newsletters, pamphlets, resource papers.).

Page ES - 8
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e Establish the scope and scale of the public involvement process based on the size and
importance of the corridor study. Often, a potentially large transportation investment
will have greater impact and will attract more attention just because of its magnitude.
Some efforts may justify opening a project office in the corridor.

e Coordinate public involvement activities and events so that the public can actually
influence the decisions. The public involvement effort will appear shallow if the key
public input comes after important decisions have already been made.

Elected Officials

Decision-making involves bringing factual information together with the values of the community.
The job of study staff is to provide the best possible technical information and to organize community
input so that decision-makers can make choices that are in the overall best interest of the community.
Elected officials are normally the ultimate decision-makers, in conjunction with the regulatory
authority of Federal, state, and local agencies. Elected officials have many issues to deal with other
than transportation. Information presented to them needs to be concise and to the point. Some of the
considerations in addressing the needs of elected officials include

. They do not like to be surprised. Keeping them informed is
crucial to maintaining study credibility. Once study credibility
is lost, it is difficult to regain. information and the values

. Help them through the decision-making process by keeping of the community.

- options open. When final decisions must be made, help them to |
understand why a recommended course of action is in
everyone’s interest.

Decision-making involves
bringing together factual

) Help them with intermediate decisions. Dealing with issues in bite-size chunks helps
them with the ultimate decision.
. Be sensitive to election cycles. Certain decisions can influence political careers, and these

decisions should be timed with regard to election sensitivities.

J Be sensitive to budgeting cycles. In some cases, it may be important to time study
decisions in advance of budgeting cycles. In other cases, avoiding the budgeting cycle will
help elected officials with their decision.

. Bring newcomers up to speed. Players change frequently. Newly elected officials will
usually need a personal briefing to provide them with the information on prior decisions
and rationale, where the study is headed and so forth.

. Elected officials need information that takes only a short time to absorb and is simple
to understand. Decision-makers have many competing demands on their time.
Voluminous information is counter-productive.

. Develop good communication linkages with elected official aides. Direct access to
elected officials will often be limited, and their aides can be key to communicating crucial
information.

. Work with the town, city, or county clerks to understand their basic procedures for

notification, and when information needs to be submitted for placement on their
agendas. For complex efforts, a comprehensive calendar of these dates should be
maintained.
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The Media

The media are often viewed as foes, but they can actually be a significant resource in obtaining
good exposure for the study. In taking advantage of this opportunity, the following principles
should be considered:

e Help them understand the process, where it has been and where it is going. Their
articles will be more helpful to the public if they understand the big picture.

e Be as open and honest with them as you are with other groups. Hiding information or
the appearance of hiding information usually spells trouble with the media.

e Be proactive in giving them information to shape their story. If they have to drag out
the details, it is more likely that the story will be shaped according to their pre-conceived
notions. Be aware of when reporters may be trying to put words in your mouth and
respond with straightforward, factual information that will be useful to the public.

e Be constructive, not critical, in helping them correct misinformation. Reporters are
being evaluated on how well they do their jobs. If you help them do their jobs, they are
more likely to become your ally. Reporters have pressure, too.

e Convey technical issues in simple, straightforward language. Reporters need to convey
ideas to the public. If you do not simplify it for them, they will do it themselves, and their
interpretation may not be correct.

e Provide one point of contact or spokesperson on the study team to interface with the
media, and make sure that person is consistently available.

e Just as the corridor study has a budget, establish a budget for media outreach. Given
that mass media is still the main way people obtain information for these studies, the study
team should not shortchange the use of these outlets.

Resource Agencies

If a decision hinges on the |

R I UG U] If a decision hinges on the views of a certain resource agency, it is

EL LISV SR YT OVESR D BT imperative that contact be made to identify its perspectives. Resource

NIEE S LRUCGERLRLELIGRIC  agencies are typically accustomed to dealing with specific project

perspectives. proposals, not planning-level alternatives. It is difficult for them to

B voice their concerns on proposals that are too abstract. Yet their early

input and direction can be critical to avoid embarrassing situations,
retracing steps, or unnecessary conflicts. There are ways to obtain resource agency input even at
. the planning stage, but it must be done in a way that the agencies can understand it and deal with it.

The following are observations on resource agency involvement: '

e Protecting resources is their job. It is not their job to present the case supporting a new
transportation improvement. However, they can be given information to understand why
an improvement is important to the community, which is key to helping them see why
working out resource agency impacts is important.

e Resource agencies have limited time to deal with all the issues. Making their life as
easy as possible by going to their turf and making the issues easy to understand is more
likely to elicit a response.

e A viewpoint expressed by a resource agency is not a commitment. Federal, state, and
local regulations spell out what is required to obtain a commitment. If a commitment from
a resource agency is needed to make a key decision, it should be obtained in writing.

S O S EIC
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¢ Understand “who calls the shots.” The viewpoint of a lower level staff person may not
necessarily be the viewpoint of the agency. If it is a critical issue, bring the real decision-
maker into the picture, but do not go around the protocol. A written request may force the
issue if oral communication does not.

e If leadership at the resource agency changes, bring the new staff up to speed.
Response by the new leadership may not be the same as for the previous leadership.

Evaluation Criteria and the Evaluation Framework

Prior to identifying the criteria to be used for evaluation, study managers should consider the
overall evaluation approach or “evaluation framework.” There are several fundamental questions
that should be asked:

e What type of decision is being made? Is the study to recommend a preferred alternative?
Narrow down the alternatives? Address corridor preservation? The evaluation approach may
vary depending on the types of decisions anticipated. (See the discussion of corridor study
strategy in Chapter 3.)

e What information is important to the type of decision being made? This should have been
determined as part of study initiation when key issue areas were discussed (see Chapter 4).
These issues will directly influence the range and type of evaluation criteria.

e Who will be making the decision and providing input to that
decision? The evaluation approach will need to be designed in [ CETIICUT LN TN
a way that provides information that allows decision-makers | tbRat eI
and the involved stakeholders to understand the differences
among the alternatives. The presentation of the information is
often as important as the information itself.

important as the information
itself. =

The selection of evaluation criteria for a corridor study requires balance between having enough
criteria to distinguish among the alternatives, while not generating so much information that the
key distinguishing features are lost. Some of the potential sources of criteria include

e Identified problems. The problems describe the reasons that improvements are being
considered. It is essential that evaluation criteria be included to measure the extent to
which alternatives address the identified problems.

¢ Regional or local goals, objectives, and policies. Goals, objectives, and policies define
what is important to the community. Criteria should be generated to determine the extent
to which these goals, objectives, and policies are addressed by the alternatives.

e Impacts. Alternatives will create impacts of varying degrees of severity. Those impacts
that are likely to distinguish the alternatives or provide information on the overall viability
of any alternative should be reflected in evaluation criteria. The number of these criteria
usually increases with the level of controversy associated with the study.

e Regional project selection criteria. The region may have established a system for
choosing among alternative projects for the Metropolitan Transportation Plan (MTP) or
Transportation Improvement Program (TIP). If any preferred alternative is to be
competing for funding, the criteria used for selection should be considered as candidate
criteria in the corridor study. However, it will probably not be appropriate to consider
these criteria if they tend to focus on specific travel modes or improvement types.

T S S RO
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e State or national funding eligibility. Certain information may be important for obtaining
funding from state or Federal governments. An example would be the FTA’s “New
Starts” criteria for discretionary transit funding. This is not to say that these criteria will
necessarily be discriminators among alternatives in any single corridor. However, in the
course of performing a corridor study that could result in a transit project eligible for such
funding, agencies will usually want to know how the transit alternative(s) will “stack up”
against those criteria. Such funding criteria should be considered as candidate evaluation
criteria, but there is no requirement to do so. These types of criteria generally exist
because they provide some indication of the likelihood of success. Therefore, they should
be considered as a valid source for potential corridor study evaluation criteria.

Some of the factors that should be considered to tailor the

BB cvaluation criteria for any particular corridor study could include
Some good questions to ask in |

cutting down the criteria to a )
manageable level include

Focus information on key issues. Stakeholder input will
generally tell you which issues are likely to be the most important.
Make sure the criteria address these issues. On the other hand,

« |Is the information likely to be

factor

a major
decision? [
e Is it likely that a different |
decision would be made if |

in the |

those performing corridor studies should not live by the adage
“more is better.” More is not necessarily better if the sheer volume
of information clouds the issues that are most important to making
a decision. Decision-makers and the public need the right
information, in consolidated form, to weigh criteria against one

the information were not

provided? another.

« Is the information critical to |
certain stakeholders’ |
support a decision? |

s Can the information
generated to support the |JES
criterion within the |
available budget? ’

. Cost. Resources are limited, and judgments need to be
I made as to how much data collection and analysis can be afforded
be | to support the evaluation effort.

Schedule. While usually not as constraining as cost,
schedules can be a limiting factor.

° Capability of the analysis tools. Although analysis tools
are constantly improving, they also have limitations. There are also
cost implications for applying some of the more sophisticated tools.
The evaluation criteria cannot go beyond the ability of the tools
to generate the information.

e Selection of independent criteria. To the extent possible, the evaluation criteria should
be independent of one another. They should provide new information not just overlap
with information provided already.

Identification and Evaluation of Alternatives

The statement of the problem and development of evaluation criteria represent the foundation of
the corridor study process. The definition and evaluation of alternatives are where the decision-
making process begins to take place. The decisions in certain corridors may be simple and
straightforward, possibly even determined at the study initiation meeting (assuming that all the
stakeholders agree). In most cases, however, multiple alternatives will need to be identified and
evaluated. The exact number and nature of alternatives will depend on the problems and
circumstances being addressed. Some principles include

e Alternatives should directly address the identified problems. The exact number and nature of
alternatives will depend on the problems and circumstances being addressed.

T U ST
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e The result of a corridor study could be a single preferred alternative or investment strategy or
could be a set of reasonable alternatives that are analyzed later in the NEPA process. The
development of the corridor study strategy, discussed in Chapter 3, indicates some of the
possible options.

o Three basic approaches to identifying and analyzing alternatives include a traditional
screening/detailed analysis approach; an incremental “learn-as-you-go” approach; and analysis
of individual components, followed by assembly of those components into alternatives for
further analysis. Studies may consist of a combination of these approaches.

o The financially constrained MTP (minus any corridor transportation improvements that are
included in a study alternative) will be the preferred choice for the base condition in the large
majority of cases. However, there are exceptions, depending on whether the MTP is viewed as
realistically reflecting improvements that could influence travel in the corridor being analyzed.

e One of the most important principles in dealing with uncertainties in assumptions is that the
potential implications be discussed in an open environment so that there are no surprises.
Analysis methodologies should be reviewed with the technical committee or subcommittee
before application.

e Land use has become an important consideration in transportation
corridor studies. There are two primary occasions when land use
should be considered for specific inclusion as a study issue: (1) transportation corridor |
when one or more new major facilities (either highway or IS
transit) are being considered as alternatives and have the |
possibility of influencing land use or (2) when the study has as
an explicit goal the rethinking of land use policies and strategies tied to the transportation
strategy.

Land use has become an |
important consideration in |

o The study team must have qualified individuals involved in each of the subject areas important
to the analysis. The Guidebook provides general information to assist study managers and
other stakeholders in understanding the issues. The methods employed need to be designed by
the stakeholders to address the objectives of each particular study.

Many lessons have been learned over the years regarding the definition and evaluation of
alternatives. Principles that have been applicable to the NEPA process are also generally applicable
to pre-NEPA corridor studies. Listed below are some of the general principles that apply to the
definition of alternatives:

e Alternatives should respond directly to the identified problems and needs.

e A range of alternatives should be identified to provide decision-makers with a
spectrum of choices and tradeoffs. Even though the alternatives should target the same
problems and needs, the objectives may vary (e.g., some may focus on demand reduction,
while others focus on capacity increases or service to different travel markets).

e Alternatives should be developed through a collaborative process.

e Alternatives should be reasonable. Although opinions may differ on what constitutes
reasonableness, responsible agencies need to make decisions that control the number of
alternatives investigated.  Investigating alternatives that have no possibility of
implementation drains off resources that could be applied to addressing other key study
issues.

e Alternatives should be as competitive as possible within the limits of the objectives of
each alternative. If a decision is made to move a particular alternative forward based on
a comparison with other alternatives that were poorly constructed, this could cause the

results of the decision-making process to be vulnerable.
R —
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Financial Analysis and Development of the Preferred Investment Strategy

There are many political and technical aspects to decision-making. Each situation is unique. Each
study has its own historical background, transportation problems, alternatives, impacts, agency
positions, political personalities, constituencies, and so forth. Therefore, one could not expect there
to be a formula by which the optimal decision is reached. However, a good study design will not
only have identified the type of decision to be made but have identified who will make the decision
and the process by which it will be made. Legally, there are several actions that authorize
expenditure of Federal funds on a transportation project. At the planning level, the projects must
be included in the MTP and TIP. In air quality non-attainment areas, the MTP and TIP must also
be in conformance to the State Implementation Plan, and projects must be in that conforming plan
and TIP to receive Federal funds.

At the project development level, the project must be cleared environmentally, receiving either a
categorical exclusion (CE), Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI), or Record of Decision (ROD)
if Federal funds or permits are required. Other appropriate permits must also be obtained. The
identification and commitment of funds by participating agencies, through the approval of budgets and
local capital improvement programs, is also a part of the decision-making process that leads to project
implementation. The point is that there are multiple decisions that lead to implementation of a project.
The role of the planning-level decision is to collectively determine the course of action that is in the
best interest of the community. It is up to the stakeholders to determine that a decision has been made.
For studies conducted under NEPA, the recognition of the decision-making process is well established.
For pre-NEPA planning studies, some of the choices include the following (more than one may be
chosen):

e The decision-making committee/group approves a report that identifies a preferred alternative or
investment strategy.

e A motion to endorse an alternative or investment strategy is adopted by the designated decision-
making committee (e.g., the transportation policy committee of the MPO).

e The decision-making body of the agency that owns or operates the portions of the system for
which improvement is being recommended approves a recommended alternative (e.g., state DOT,
transit agency, city, or county). Approval of the entire package would be dependent on approval
of the individual parts by the appropriate agency. Each agency’s portion of the alternative would
then be recognized in their respective plans and budgets.

The decision-makers participating in the corridor study process ultimately must determine what
action to take. As indicated in Chapter 3, the type of decision will depend on the corridor study
strategy. The nature of the financial analysis will depend on the type of decision to be made.

Some elements of a financial analysis may occur before the selection of the preferred alternative;
other elements may occur following the selection of the preferred alternative. Prior to the selection
of the preferred alternative, the focus of the financial analysis is on the implications of funding
availability for the selection of the alternative. For example, a certain highway-oriented alternative
may appear to be most cost-effective, but a similar alternative that is toll-based may provide a
higher likelihood of implementation. Following the selection of the preferred alternative, the
emphasis is on developing the specific funding strategy that will allow the project or transportation
service to be implemented in the appropriate time frame. This would be part of the “action plan”
that is developed to guide future implementation actions. Exhibit ES-3 indicates several possible
types of decisions and their implications for the financial analysis.
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Documentation

The focus of a corridor planning study is on decision-making. Documentation, while not the
decision-making process itself, is necessary for a number of reasons:

e Itrecords the basis upon which the decisions were made.

e It provides a historical record of the study process for later reference. The need for
reference could include refreshing the memories of stakeholders from time to time,
conveying the rationale for decisions to stakeholders who were not involved earlier, or
conveying information so that others can carry out the next steps in the planning, project
development, and implementation process.

e It serves as the “paper trail,” describing the processes that were followed and the technical
analyses conducted. This could be important for several reasons, including revisiting
decisions or defending decisions that are challenged or litigated.

Exhibit ES-3.
Types of Decisions and Possible Implications for Financial Analysis

Type of Decision Implications for Financial Analysis
Analysis of specific funding sources, for possible
inclusion in the TIP. Financial analysis would
assess likelihood of funding for remaining
alternatives.

e

Designate a preferred alternative,
Possible short-term implementation.

Provide cost and financial information to next
update of MTP. General analysis of funding
opportunities, possibly even extending beyond
the timeframe of the financially constrained
MTP.

Designate a preferred alternative,
Possible long-term implementation.

Designate a set of reasonable
alternatives to be examined in the
immediate future under NEPA (i.e.,
do not select a preferred alternative
at this point).

Have enough financial information to ensure that
one or more of the alternatives is capable of
being funded and implemented. Specific funding
sources may be developed as alternatives move
through NEPA.

Identify a set of reccommended
improvements in multiple corridors
for possible long-term
implementation (i.e., in a multi-
corridor study).

Provide cost information, general analysis of
funding opportunities. Allow the MTP and TIP
processes to determine the financial
commitments and timing.

Documentation is also important because study participants, including project managers and
consultant personnel, change over the course of a study. Good study documentation can help to
bring newcomers up to speed.

B
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It is important to recognize that documentation does not ’
mean simply writing the study report. In fact, other types . . documentation does not
of documentation often become more important than the EENPETEEN IR
study report itself as far as documenting decisions that have

report.
been made and the information behind the decisions. For

example, meeting minutes and exchanges of agency

correspondence are critical to maintaining a paper trail of decisions and chronology of events,
which may be extremely important even in cases where decisions are not controversial. The
following represent some basic principles of corridor study documentation.

e Documentation at all levels should be designed to support the decision-making process.

e Voluminous documentation can be counter-productive and should be avoided. Backup material
can be provided in appendices or maintained in agency files.

e Documents should be organized so that the relationship between the written documentation and
the decision-making process is readily understood.

o Ideally, every comment should be responded to, both comments received during the meetings
and public outreach as well as comments received in response to a draft report or other reports.
This is particularly important if comments from the public and agency have been specifically
solicited as part of the public involvement program. Sometimes, this need can be partially
addressed by compiling answers to frequently asked questions and making the information
broadly available.

e Circulation and commenting for a pre-NEPA corridor planning study will depend on a wide
range of conditions pertaining to the scale of the study, level of controversy, overall public
involvement approach, and so forth.

e It is important to remember that decisions are made by elected officials and agency
administrators, who have relatively little time, many other issues on the table, and, in most
cases, a surface understanding of the technical issues. There are exceptions, of course, but it is
critical to remember that the decisions elected officials make can be no better than the amount
of information they are able to absorb.

e The inclusion of corridor study documentation within subsequent NEPA documentation should
be anticipated as the corridor study documentation is prepared.

Actions Agencies Can Take to Facilitate the Conduct of Corridor Studies

Corridor studies can be made easier if agencies set the stage through their regular, ongoing
planning activities. The development of some of these capabilities takes time, and an agency
cannot expect those capabilities to be available unless it plans ahead and invests over the long term.
Most of these activities are useful for other transportation planning and project development
functions as well. Examples include ’

e Transportation Model Improvement. Getting the model ready to be responsive to the types of
issues corridor studies will need to address.

o Staff Training. Special emphasis may be appropriate in study management, public speaking,
and public relations.
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e Geographic Information Systems. These systems can greatly improve the quality of
information available to corridor studies, particularly in the areas of community impacts and
environmental resources.

e Local Cost Data. A consistent set of cost data and methodologies can produce better apples-
to-apples” comparisons when regional decisions are made on project priorities.

e Programmatic Mitigation. A project-by-project approach to mitigation can be time consuming
and costly. Addressing mitigation for certain types of resources can make individual corridor

decisions easier.

e Building Intra- and Interagency Communications. Building agency relationships is an ongoing
process and usually pays dividends when decisions need to be made in individual corridors.

e Ongoing Public Relations Activities. Building communication channels and trust with the
public will make their involvement on specific corridor issues more constructive.

Chapter 1 provides a general orientation to the Guidebook and some of the key issues it addresses.

U U
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CHAPTER 1
ORIENTATION TO THE GUIDEBOOK AND KEY ISSUES

The Introduction and Executive Summary provided an overview of approaches to corridor studies.
It introduced the idea of a corridor study being primarily a decision-making process, as part of the
stream of decisions that may ultimately result in the implementation of transportation strategies that
address an identified problem. It is a collaborative exercise. Chapter 1 provides information on the
structure of the Guidebook and an introduction to a variety of issues that will be addressed in the
remaining chapters.

1.1. Organization and Contents of the Guidebook

The Guidebook is organized into the following chapters:

Chapter 1.  Orientation to the Guidebook and Key Issues

Chapter 2. The Transportation Planning Process and Corridor Decision-Making
Chapter 3.  Identifying the Problem and the Corridor Study Strategy

Chapter 4.  Corridor Study Organization and Initiation

Chapter 5. Community Involvement and Consensus Building

Chapter 6.  Confirming the Problem and Developing Evaluation Criteria

Chapter 7. Defining and Evaluating Alternatives

Chapter 8.  Financial Analysis and Selection of the Preferred Investment Strategy
Chapter 9.  Corridor Study Documentation

Chapter 10. Dealing with Technical and Institutional Issues That Arise During a Corridor Study
Chapter 11. Actions Agencies Can Take to Facilitate the Conduct of Corridor Studies

Some examples of the types of material contained in the Guidebook include

e Discussion of transportation decision-making, how communities can make effective
decisions, and how those decisions can be sustained over time.

e Description of how the corridor decision-making process integrates with system planning,
the overall planning process, and project development.

e Examples of actual practices from the field. These practices center on how specific corridor
study elements have been addressed in different metropolitan areas and under various sets
of circumstances.

e A variety of principles, checklists, reminders, sample formats and helpful how-to’s to assist
in the design and management of corridor studies.

e References to material and resources that can be accessed by practitioners for the purposes
of designing and conducting corridor studies. A comprehensive bibliography is not
provided. Rather, references and resources pertinent to the corridor study issues are
contained in the sections pertaining to those issues. A list of selected key documents is
provided later in this chapter.

Each chapter contains a summary of “principles and lessons learned.” These represent a
consolidated set of principles, drawn from the research and outreach, that practitioners can use in
the design, conduct, and management of corridor studies. Each chapter also addresses specific
issues that have surfaced in the outreach to practitioners.

I T T B S S OB NS A TN,
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1.2. How to Use the Guidebook

It is expected that the Guidebook will be of interest to a diverse audience. Although the core audience
is expected to be transportation planners and engineers with responsibilities for designing and
managing corridor studies, many types of individuals become involved in corridor studies and are
likely to find the material useful. These individuals could range from administrators and elected
officials to staff and citizens with more targeted interests. The Guidebook has been organized to make
it easier to locate and use material that will be of interest to the various types of readers. Some of the
features include

e  Chapter topics in a nutshell. This is a list of the major topics is provided at the beginning 8
of each chapter.

e Summary of principles and lessons learned. Beginning with Chapter 2, some of the ?’N
key principles and lessons are brought forward to the first page of the chapter. This E?,:;J‘
provides a summary of key points at a glance.

e Points of emphasis. These are contained in the
bold print.

e Section headings and subheadings. These are numbered throughout the Guidebook to make it
easier to refer to specific sections.

e Corridor study issues. A comprehensive list of issues is provided in Chapter 1. The issues are
listed in question format. The questions are answered throughout the Guidebook but are
specifically addressed in Chapter 10 by either referring to a section number or by answering the
question directly.

e Observations from practitioners. Many exhibits are provided in the Guidebook that list
observations and lessons learned by those who have been responsible for corridor studies. These
observations from practicing peers should be of great interest to agency planners and engineers.

1.3. Context of the Guidebook

Corridor and subarea transportation planning studies can cover a broad spectrum of activities. The
Guidebook does not cover all possible types of studies but focuses mainly on those involving
potentially major infrastructure decisions. Thus, the Guidebook does not address other types of
transportation studies such as traffic impact studies, traffic circulation studies, traffic operations
studies, or transit operations studies. More specifically, the Guidebook

QOGS throughout the Guidebook or in

e Focuses on planning-level decisions. The decisions made should be reflected in the federally
required MTP and TIP. The Guidebook also addresses the relationship between planning and
project development, stressing continuity of decision-making between planning and project
development. But it does not address all the aspects of project development.

e Addresses transportation problems primarily in metropolitan areas. Rural studies are not
generally addressed, although most of the same principles would also apply in rural and small
urban areas.

Incorporates all modes of transportation for potential consideration as alternatives.

e Addresses long range planning horizons for corridors under study but includes both short-
term and long-term strategies as potential solutions to identified problems.

e Emphasizes a problem-driven approach, wherein solutions are identified to address
problems and needs, rather than attempting to justify preconceived projects.

Corridor studies should be an integral part of a metropolitan area’s transportation planning process.
This process is designed to provide decision-makers with better and more complete information on the
options available for addressing identified transportation problems before investment decisions are
made. A corridor study provides a focused analysis and evaluation of the mobility needs and related
problems of a corridor or subarea within the region. Depending on the scale of issues and factors, a
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corridor study may identify an appropriate set of multimodal mobility investment and policy options to
address identified needs and problems; develop measures of benefits, costs, and impacts, as well as
financial requirements; and allow comprehensive, multimodal analysis and evaluation of options. The
corridor study evaluation process leads to a decision on the design concept and scope for a
transportation investment(s), and policies are then incorporated into the MTP. It is important to note
that the decision on design concept and scope could be a modification to a project or set of strategies
that are already in the MTP or could introduce a project or set of strategies that was not previously in
the MTP.

As an integral element of the metropolitan planning process, a corridor
study should be a cooperative and collaborative process that includes a - . . the direction and approach
wide range of stakeholders as active contributors in the performance of to a corridor study should be
the study and the decision-making process. The direction and conduct decided locally through a
of a corridor study should be decided locally by a cooperative, cooperative, collaborative
collaborative process. Corridor studies will vary in scope and scale, so process. |
that no one size fits all. (The previous two paragraphs were adapted -

from the MIS Desk Reference by FHWA and FTA.)

For many years, transportation agencies have conducted a variety of types of corridor and subarea
studies to accomplish the decision-making purposes listed above. However, these studies have often
been conducted in the project development stage, rather than mainly in support of the development and
refinement of the Transportation Plan. One of the possible objectives of a corridor study could be to
examine a broad range of alternatives earlier in the decision-making process so that a more
comprehensive view can be taken of choices between modes of travel and general alignments to
support decision-making for the MTP.

1.4. What Is a Corridor?

Broadly defined, a corridor generally refers to a geographic area that accommodates travel or potential
travel. Normally, a corridor is considered to be a “travel shed,” an area where trips tend to cluster in a
general linear pattern, with feeder routes (highway, transit, or non-motorized) linking to trunk lines
that carry longer distance trips in a metropolitan area.

The analogy of a travel shed to a water shed is generally a
good one. However, the width and length of a travel shed
would need to be determined on a case-by-case basis. The
exact extent of the corridor to be studied is best
determined during the identification of the problem and
determination of the corridor study strategy. It will be
related to the decisions that need to be made. A subarea could
represent multiple corridors, or it could simply represent an
area that is smaller than the entire metropolitan area. For the
sake of simplicity, the Guidebook uses the term “corridor” to
include both corridors and subareas. In some cases, the
definition of the problem to be addressed could warrant a
study covering multiple corridors. More information on corridor definition is provided in the section
in Chapter 4 on defining the study area.

It is important to note that travel sheds are becoming more difficult to define. As suburbanization
continues and jobs are spread throughout our metropolitan areas, trip patterns also become more
diffused. Thus, a corridor may not fit within a traditional linear framework. One of the most important
elements of a corridor study can be the understanding of those trip patterns so that transportation
strategies can be better tailored to address those patterns.
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1.5. Some Basic Definitions

It is important for readers to understand terms that will be used throughout the Guidebook. Some of
the key terms are defined below. Most of these definitions have been excerpted from other sources,
such as the MIS Desk Reference.

e Corridor and subarea. A corridor or subarea is a part of a metropolitan area that
includes the set of travel markets affected by mobility problems/needs and possible
transportation improvements. For simplicity, the Guidebook refers to “corridor study” as
including subareas as well.

e Alternatives. At the planning stage, alternatives refer to the range of reasonable options
to solve a transportation/mobility problem. The set of alternatives may be multimodal and
may include policies (operating, pricing, institutional) not just facilities. In later project
development stages, such as preliminary engineering, alternatives refer to specific design
and location options within an established design concept and scope.

¢ Scoping and study initiation. “Scoping” is an initial step of the NEPA documentation
process in which the public and interested agencies have the opportunity to comment on
and provide input on the problem definition, alternatives to be considered, methodologies,
key issues and level of detail of the analyses. If the NEPA documentation is to be
prepared as part of the corridor study, scoping would constitute the initiation of the Draft
environmental impact statement (EIS) process. If the NEPA documentation is being
prepared later in the project development process, there is no formal scoping as required
during the NEPA process. However, there should be a “study initiation” process that
provides for public and agency input on problem definition, alternatives to be considered,
methodologies, key issues, and the level of detail of the analyses to be conducted as part
of the corridor study.

o Design concept and scope. The Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA’s) Conformity
Regulation pursuant to the Clean Air Act Amendments defines design concept and scope
as Design Concept—the type of facility identified (i.e., freeway, expressway, reserved
right-of-way transit); Scope—design aspects that will affect the proposed facility’s impact
on regional emissions usually as they relate to vehicle- or person-carrying capacity and
control (i.e., number of lanes or tracks, length of project, signalization) Design concept
and scope also refer to the general location of the facility.

e Alignment. Location of possible transportation facilities. In a corridor planning study,
there may be multiple possible alignments for a single alternative, or an alignment could
represent an alternative. The alignments could be defined as relatively narrow “swaths”
of land (say within several hundred feet on each side) or could be specified to very tight
tolerances. The latter is typical of studies that include preliminary engineering.

e Project. A project is a transportation investment selected to address a transportation
problem. A project emerges from the decision made on the alternatives considered and
evaluated in the corridor study and is included in a conforming MTP and TIP.

e Conceptual engineering and preliminary engineering. Conceptual engineering is the
physical and technical planning and design that is used to define the alternatives
considered during the corridor planning study to support selection of a project to be added
to the conforming MTP and TIP. Preliminary engineering is the more detailed physical
and technical planning and design conducted during subsequent project development.
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Environment: The term environment generally encompasses all social, economic, and
natural environmental considerations and includes constructed, cultural, and natural

resources and issues.

Strategies: Approaches to the solution of transportation problems, ranging from physical
improvements to operational techniques to demand management options. A strategy may

have multiple elements.

1.6. Outreach Methodology for NCHRP Project 8-34

One of the principal objectives of NCHRP Project 8-34 was to document experience on corridor
studies from a broad cross-section of practitioners. The outreach focused on MISs, with which
considerable experience had been gained at the time of the outreach in mid-1997. The objectives of
the outreach were to

e Develop an inventory of a cross-section of completed, ongoing, and forthcoming corridor
studies (with emphasis on MISs) to identify the range of costs, timeframes, lead agencies,

and so forth.
e Provide overall direction to the Exhibit 1-1.
Guidebook,  based on ~ the Overview of Outreach Plan

information needs of decision-

makers and practitioners.

Compile issues and lessons learned
from the practicing community that
can be incorporated into principles

4 )

Questionnaires

State DOTs l MPOs | TrustAgencies| Sta |?t|:w|:|
of corridor study practice. eholders

!

e Identify practical procedures and
guidelines that have been used in | Focus Groups
the conduct of corridor studies.

o . . Follow up Interviews
Exhibit 1-1 provides an overview of the '

gutreach plan. The putregch was conducted Lessons Learned
in stages. A questionnaire was developed
and targeted to state DOTs, MPOs, transit

® Process
agencies, and a collection of other ® Procedures

stakeholder and advocacy groups. The \{

questionnaires were followed by focus group discussions, and by telephone or in-person interviews.
The three techniques were designed to obtain both a breadth and a depth of information. The
questionnaire was designed to obtain information from a broad cross-section of practitioners. The
focus groups and interviews were designed to obtain a greater level of detail.

The outreach focused not just on MISs, but on the broader topic of planning for corridors and subareas
in general. The intent was to extract good planning practice for corridors and subareas and for making
corridor/subarea transportation planning decisions. The procedures used in the outreach are described
below. A brief summary of the results of the outreach are provided in Appendix A.

1.6.1. Questionnaire

The emphasis of the questionnaire was primarily on lessons learned from various aspects of corridor
study experience. Experience indicates that transportation planning and environmental professionals
with a background in this area have ideas on how the process has worked or has not worked for them.
The objective was to tap into that body of knowledge and experience.
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The questionnaire approach was largely an open-ended format that allowed the practitioners to identify
the key issues and problems and how the issues or problems have been handled. This format avoided
the problem of inadvertently steering the respondents in any particular direction but was structured
enough to allow them to focus on the issues at hand.

The questionnaire was developed and distributed to 50 state DOTs, 50 MPOs, 25 transit agencies,
FHWA/FTA regions, and selected other stakeholder and advocacy groups. The core of the
questionnaire was the same across all agency types, but variations were needed in some of the
questions to address the specific functions of each agency type.

The questionnaires were targeted to directors of transportation planning divisions and environmental
divisions of DOTs, transportation planning directors of MPOs and transit agencies, and selected
individuals from other organizations. For MPOs, a distribution was provided by size of MPO region
and geography. For transit agencies, regions with existing or planned rail systems were primarily
targeted. A follow-up phone call or fax was provided to each agency that had not responded by the
time the returns had been requested. The following numbers of responses were received:

21 MPOs

32 states

8 transit agencies

5 FHWA regional offices

4 FTA regional offices

4 other stakeholder/advocacy groups

1.6.2. Focus Groups

The focus groups represented another avenue of information for obtaining practitioner thoughts on
how to best conduct corridor/subarea planning. MPO-sponsored focus groups were conducted in the
following geographic areas: Washington D.C., Orlando, St. Louis, Salt Lake City, and Los Angeles.
Other focus groups included committees or subgroups of the Association of Metropolitan Planning
Organizations (AMPO), the American Public Transit Association (APTA), and the American
Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO). Some 120 individuals
participated in the focus group discussions.

The focus groups were conducted by senior research team staff and were typically two hours long. A
series of core questions were addressed, with follow-up questions, depending on the direction of the
discussion. A summary was developed for each session.

1.6.3. Follow-up Interviews

The follow-up interviews were undertaken on the basis of questionnaire responses that may have
indicated the need for further detail. The emphasis was to acquire perspectives on more specific issues
and to obtain information on what the interviewees believe to be good corridor planning practices.
Senior staff of the research team conducted the interviews.

The intent of the interviews was to obtain a cross-section of input from geographic areas that are more
advanced and that may have more complex issues as well as those geographic areas where issues are
less complex and where agencies have fewer staff and resources. It is important to recognize that the
Guidebook addresses a range of complexities and capabilities not just those areas that are more
advanced.

Lo
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1.7. Corridor Study Issues

The outreach identified many issues that agencies have faced in the process of performing corridor
planning studies. Although many of the issues were identified in the context of MISs, nearly all the
issues are pertinent to corridor study practice in general.

Exhibit 1-2 provides a sampling of corridor study issues. The issues have been drawn from
discussions with practitioners around the country. These and other issues are dealt with in the
Guidebook. Chapter 10 directly addresses each issue by either referencing where in the Guidebook the
issue is addressed (by section number) or by addressing the issue directly if it has not been addressed
directly before. This provides the reader with approaches that have been used to address the specific
questions listed in the exhibit.

Exhibit 1-2.
Sample of Issues Related to Corridor Studies

A. Relationship of corridor studies to the overall transportation planning process
1. When should corridor studies be initiated and carried out, given transportation planning and project
development requirements?

2. What is the role of system planning, and how does it relate to corridor/subarea planning?
3. What is the relationship between a corridor planning study and the NEPA process?
4. How does a corridor study recognize a strong regional policy toward particular strategies or modal options?
5. How does a corridor study relate to activities in the management systems, particularly the congestion
management system?
6. How does a corridor study relate to the statewide transportation plan?
7. How does a corridor study relate to local government comprehensive planning efforts in that corridor/subarea?
8. How does a corridor study relate to project development activities?
B. Initiation and overall conduct of corridor studies
1. How should the technical and policy committees guiding the study be formed?
2. How can one determine the proper allocation of time, costs, and resources associated with a corridor study?
3. How much of a corridor study should be done in-house versus by consultants?
4.  What in-house resources and capabilities should agencies be building to carry out effective corridor studies?
5. How can the costs of corridor studies be controlled?
6. What factors need to be taken into account in setting up a schedule for a corridor study?
7. What are some options for identification of problems and needs?
8. How does one determine/predict how significant certain environmental areas will be? How does one scope a

corridor study to account for these uncertainties?
9. How should the technical committee structure be established to ensure fair representation?

C. The Alternatives Development and Evaluation Process
1. How should evaluation criteria be selected?
2. Should evaluation criteria be weighted?
3. What evaluation criteria and performance measures are best for comparing multimodal alternatives?
4. How are evaluation criteria best linked to the definition of the problem?
5. How should the base condition be established? What set of assumptions should be used?
6

" How can one determine what is a reasonable alternative? What strategies can minimize the chance of being
challenged on failure to consider an alternative?

7. At what level of detail should alignments be specified? If broad corridors are used, how does one tabulate and
characterize impacts?

8. How are potential improvements handled that are beyond the planning horizon year?

D. Public Involvement and Consensus Building
1. What public involvement approaches work best under various sets of conditions?
2. Which public involvement functions are best handled in-house versus using consultants?
3. What techniques are best in working with the media?

GUIDEBOOK FOR TRANSPORTATION CORRIDOR STUDIES Page -7
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What principles and approaches are useful for making technical data more understandable to the public?
5. How does one deal with responses to public comments on corridor study results or draft documentation?
6. For highly controversial issues, what types of strategies are helpful in working toward resolution?

E. Analysis Activities

1.  How can one limit the level of detail in the environmental analysis, while still providing meaningful input for
the decision?

2. What are some options for incorporating land use into the evaluation process?

3. How should cumulative impacts be treated?

4. What is the role of sensitivity analysis? Risk analysis?

5. How should a corridor study deal with unresolved regional issues, such as system-level decisions on a rail
system?

6. How can a corridor study work around changing socioeconomic and transportation network assumptions?

7. How can one include evaluation of non-traditional strategies, such as trip reduction measures and Intelligent
Transportation Systems, that cannot be readily accommodated in the four-step modeling process?

8. How should a corridor study treat assumptions in the MTP that provide for significant demand reduction but
that many people may argue are not realistic?

9. How should a corridor study deal with land use scenarios when the base data in the corridor used in the
approved MTP are known to be or found to be flawed or unrealistic?

F. Decision-making in a corridor study

How is input best obtained from resource agencies in a corridor study?

How valid are commitments made in a corridor study by resource and permit agencies?

How can a decision rendered in a corridor study be best protected and sustained?

What decisions are appropriate for a technical committee versus a policy committee?

To what extent should commitments be made to mitigation if that is key to making a decision?

Under what conditions may alternatives examined in a corridor planning study need to be re-opened in an EIS?
How can the chances of this be minimized in the conduct of the corridor study?

7. Should a voting process be used for making decisions?

AN e

G. Documentation
1. What is the “shelf-life” of a corridor study before it would need to be updated? How thorough does the update
need to be?
2. How much documentation is needed for alternatives eliminated from consideration?
3. Should a corridor study document be organized in the same way as a NEPA document? When are variations
from that structure advisable?

4. What should be considered in circulating the corridor study document? If the EIS will incorporate sections on
Purpose and Need, Alternatives, etc., should the lead agency be concerned about conforming to similar
notification and circulation requirements?

H. Corridor study approvals and decisions
1.  When a policy body approves a corridor study or decision, what is actually being approved?
2. What if only part of the recommended decision can be included in the financially constrained MTP?
3. How does approval of a corridor study relate to other competing projects in other corridors or areas?

I.  Economic and Financial

Should a corridor/subarea planning study be financially constrained?
How detailed does the financial analysis need to be?

How firm do the funding sources need to be before a decision is made?

To what extent does economic development constitute a project need? How should economic development be
evaluated in comparison to other criteria?

How should transit be evaluated in an economic sense, given that it may often increase trip time?

6. What other aspects of transit should be considered that a traditional economic analysis does not take into
account?

7. How does one consider previously procured right-of-way in the analysis of costs for alternatives?

bl ol >
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1.8. Resources for Designing, Managing, and Conducting
Corridor Studies

The Guidebook cannot possibly cover all the management and technical topics associated with
corridor studies. However, it can help point practitioners to a wide range of useful references on
specific subjects related to the conduct of corridor studies. Exhibit 1-3 provides a catalogue of major
references that the designers, managers, and performers of corridor studies may wish to access in
carrying out their responsibilities. These resources represent just the tip of the iceberg on what is
available in these subject areas. Each of these documents refers to other related documents that may
also be helpful. Even though TEA-21 eliminated the MIS as a separate requirement, there are several
MIS-related references that contain useful information for corridor planning studies in general.

The Guidebook seeks to avoid duplication of other material unless coverage of that material is
essential for understanding other information in the Guidebook. Where other references are pertinent,
the Guidebook points practitioners to those sources. In this respect, the Guidebook will assist
practitioners in building a library of material that can help them to improve corridor planning and
decision-making practices.

Exhibit 1-3.
Key Corridor Study References

National Transit Institute and Parsons Brinckerhoff Quade and Douglas, Inc., MIS
Desk Reference, prepared for Federal Highway Administration and Federal Transit
Administration, August 1996. (Obtain from FHWA, Office of Environment and

General information on I
Planning)

corridor studies
Transportation Research Board, Proceedings of the Conference on Major Investment
Studies, February 1996.

Federal Highway Administration and Federal Transit Administration, Statewide
. . Transportation Planning Under ISTEA, A New Framework for Decision-Making,
General information on the 1996.

transportation plannin
P P g Federal Highway Administration and Federal Transit Administration, A Guide to

process Metropolitan Transportation Planning Under ISTEA, How the Pieces Fit Together,
1995.

Federal Highway Administration, “NEPA and the Transportation Decisionmaking
Process, Student Notebook,” National Highway Institute Course No. 14205,
General information on the Publication No. FHWA-HI-93-038, April 1993, Revised April 1997.

NEPA process Bass, Ronald E. and Albert 1. Herson, Mastering NEPA: A Step-by-Step Approach,
Solano Press Books, Point Arena, California (available from American Planning
Association).

Federal Highway Administration, “Interagency Coordination with Federal Agencies
Resource agency coordination during the FHWA Project Planning and NEPA Processes,” Office of Program Quality
Coordination, January 1997.

Federal Highway Administration, Federal Transit Administration, Innovations in
Public Involvement for Transportation Planning, January 1994.

. s Frank Wilson and Associates, Inc., NCHRP Report 364, “Public Outreach Handbook
Public lnvolv.em.ent and for Departments of Transportation,” Transportation Research Board, Washington
consensus building D.C., 1994,

FHWA and FTA, Public Involvement Techniques for Transportation Decision-
Making, Summer 1996.

e T USSR
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Turner, Shawn M., Matthew E. Best, and David L. Schrank, Measures of
Effectiveness for Major Investment Studies, Texas Transportation Institute,
Evaluation criteria and November, 1996.

performance measures Rutherford, G.S. Synthesis of Highway Practice 201, “Multimodal Evaluation of
Passenger Transportation,” NCHRP Program, Transportation Research Board,
Washington, D.C., 1994.

Institute of Transportation Engineers, Toolbox for Alleviating Traffic Congestion,
Washington, D.C., 1989.

Alternatives Comsis Corporation, Implementing Effective Travel Demand Management Measures:
Inventory of Measures and Synthesis of Experience, Final Report for FHWA and
FTA, September 1993.

Federal Highway Administration and Federal Transit Administration, Estimating the
Impacts of Urban Transportation Alternatives, Participant Notebook, National
Highway Institute Course 15257, Report No. FHWA-HI-94-053, December 1995.

Federal Transit Administration, Technical Guidance on Section 5309 New Starts
Criteria, FTA Office of Planning, September 1997.

Ryan, James M. and Donald Emerson et. al. Procedure and Technical Methods for
Transit Project Planning, prepared for Urban Mass Transportation Administration,

Transportation analysis and 1993.

modeling Transportation Research Board, TRB Special Report 209, “1994 Highway Capacity
Manual,” Washington, D.C., 1994.

Periodic papers and reports from FHWA’s Transportation Model Improvement
Program, available through the Bureau of Transportation Statistics, web site

www.bts.gov/tmip.

Harvey, Greig, and Elizabeth Deakin, A Manual of Transportation-Air Quality
Modeling for Metropolitan Planning Organizations, for the National Association of
Regional Councils, 1993.

Land Use Impacts of Transportation: A Guidebook, NCHRP 4234, Transportation
Research Board, 1999.

.Land us.e/ transportation The Land Use Compendium, a March 1998 product of the Travel Model Improvement
Interaction Program (see TMIP web site). '

Transit and Urban Form, TCRP Report 16, Transportation Research Board, 1996.

Readers should also be aware that much of the material associated with the NEPA process is
applicable to corridor planning studies as well. This includes a wealth of material on public
involvement, alternatives development, environmental analysis, and so forth.

Finally, there has been an explosion of information available on the World Wide Web. This is now
a significant resource available to many disciplines. Exhibit 1-4 provides a list of web sites that
may be particularly useful to practitioners engaged in corridor studies.

. U USRS OU A USRI
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Exhibit 1-4.

Web Sites That May be Useful to Practitioners in Obtaining Information
for Conducting Corridor Studies

U.S. Government
Army Corps of Engineers — www.usace.army.mil _
Bureau of Indian Affairs (Department of the Interior) — www.doi.gov/bureau-indian-affairs.html
Bureau of Transportation Statistics — www.bts.gov
Department of Energy — www.doe.gov
Department of the Interior — www.doi.gov
Department of Housing and Urban Development — www.hud.gov
Environmental Protection Agency — www.epa.gov
Federal Highway Administration- www.fhwa.dot.gov
Federal Transit Administration — www.fta.dot.gov
National Park Service — www.nps.gov
U.S. Coast Guard — www.uscg.mil/
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service — www.fws.gov
U.S. Geological Survey — www.usgs.gov
U.S. Federal Government Agencies Directory — www.lib.1su.edu/fedgov.html

Transportation and Urban Policy Associations
American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials — www.aashto.org
American Planning Association — www.planning.org
American Public Transit Association — www.apta.org
Association of Metropolitan Planning Organizations — www.narc.org/ampo
Institute of Transportation Engineers — www.ite.org
Surface Transportation Policy Project — www.transact.org/stpp.htm
Transportation Research Board — www.nas.edu/trb
Urban Land Institute — www.uli.org

Other Environmental and Resource Agencies
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation — www.achp.gov
Environmental Defense Fund — www.edf.org
Natural Resources Defense Council — www.nrdc.org
Sierra Club - www.sierraclub.org
Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) — www.whitehouse.gov/CEQ
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CHAPTER 2
THE TRANSPORTATION PLANNING PROCESS
AND CORRIDOR DECISION-MAKING

Chapter Topics in a Nutshell

2.1. Corridor Planning: a Decision-Making Process
2.2. Overview of the Transportation Planning Process
2.3. How Corridor Planning Decisions Are Made
2.4. Characteristics of a Good Transportation Decision
2.5. Making Transportation Decisions That Stand the Test of Time

a—

()
n"»glld Principles and Lessons Learned

1. There is no one size fits all in the design and conduct of a corridor study. The same is true of how
agencies may choose to use (or not use) corridor studies in making corridor-level planning
decisions. There are alternative approaches to making corridor-level transportation decisions,
depending on the type of decision to be made, the timing of that decision, and other factors.

2. Corridor decision-making is both a technical process and a political one. Transportation
professionals should have as their objective the development of factual information and
community input that better informs the decision-making process, which is ultimately political in
nature.

3. Clearly understanding why a corridor study should be initiated will help agencies to understand
when it should be initiated.

4. Making early planning decisions in a corridor may be important for a variety of reasons not just
for the purpose of reflecting the decision in the MTP.

5. There are a variety of problems that can threaten the ability to make decisions stick. The
application of good planning principles not only results in better decisions but will usually
improve the likelihood that those decisions stand the test of time.

6. “NEPA’s purpose is not to generate paperwork—even excellent paperwork—but to foster
excellent action” (Council on Environmental Quality). The same is true of corridor planning
studies. Corridor studies should have as their main goal the assembly of relevant, accurate
information to promote decisions that are in the overall best interest of the community.

7. Planning and project development should be thought of as a seamless process. Addressing a
transportation problem involves not just a single decision, but a series of decisions that ultimately
lead to implementation of a transportation strategy. This underscores the importance of inter-
divisional communications within transportation agencies, as well as communications among
agencies.

8. There is interaction between transportation decisions made at the regional level and those made at
the corridor level. Corridor studies need to consider regional decisions and input; regional
transportation planning needs to consider information and decisions made at the corridor level.
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2.1. Corridor Planning—-A Decision-Making Process

Transportation planning is, in essence, a decision-making process. Because many transportation
decisions involve irreversible commitments of resources and significant, long-term impacts on
communities and the environment, increasing attention has been given to how those decisions are
made. This increased attention can be attributed to multiple factors, examples of which include greater
levels of interest by the public, greater scrutiny by the media, tighter transportation budgets, and
changes in Federal, state, and local regulations. These factors have forced agencies to take a more
serious look at the transportation decisions they make and to make the decisions earlier in the planning
process.

Decision-making for most major transportation investments is both a technical process and a political
one. The scope and cost of improvements are of such a scale and the impacts often of such a
magnitude that the images and careers of elected officials and other decision-makers can be affected,
both positively and negatively. In addition, priorities often must be weighed not only among
competing transportation projects but against non-transportation uses of funds as well. These trade-
offs must be made in the political arena.

To be effective, the technical and political processes must
work together. Technical staff would be ill advised to work
independently from the political process; likewise, elected
officials and agency administrators can arrive at better
decisions by understanding technical input.

Technical staff sometimes bemoan the fact that politics may alter the directions suggested from
technical analyses. However, the fact that major transportation decisions are typically made in the
political arena should not be viewed as a problem. Transportation decisions are not merely technical;
they involve a merging of community values and factual information (Exhibit 2-1), hopefully resulting
in a decision that is in the overall best interest of the community. It is in the political arena that the
values of the community are reflected and weighed against one another.

Exhibit 2-1.

Decisions Bring Together Both Factual Information
and Community Values

Identified

Problems ;
* Factual Information

® Transportation

® Environmental

® Community Impacts
® Financial

® Regulations/
Legal Requirements

Community Values

(what's important) [ >\ Decision
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One of the goals of transportation
professionals should be to promote good

planning is to provide reliable, meaningful information to decision-making through an informed

this process. ~Corridor studies and other types of EEWWTITEARNINIYS
transportation studies provide an opportunity to inject | EEEEEE—_GS—> _
technical information and community input into the

decision-making process.

2.2. Overview of the Transportation Planning Process

Exhibit 2-2 is one depiction of the metropolitan transportation planning process, indicating that it is
iterative and has two primary products: the MTP and the TIP. Implementation is not a part of the
planning process but is shown to illustrate its relationship to the planning process. Good planning
should make subsequent decisions and implementation easier and more efficient.

The outcomes of corridor studies will need to be reflected in the MTP and, where project
programming is appropriate, the metropolitan TIP. The statewide TIP is required to include the
metropolitan TIPs by incorporation. One of the differences between the MTP and statewide plan is
that the statewide plan does not require financial constraint. Many of the statewide plans are
primarily policy oriented and may not include specific projects.

The metropolitan transportation planning activities shown at the top of Exhibit 2-2 represent multiple
activities that feed information to the development of the MTP and TIP. There is substantial
flexibility in the type and nature of the activities at the top of the exhibit. The MTP and TIP are
federally required, as is air quality conformity in non-attainment areas. Federal rules for
transportation planning can be found in 23 CFR Part 450. As indicated, there are a number of inter-
related planning activities that could take place:

¢ Transportation Planning Activities. There are many activities that ultimately result in a set
of recommended, fundable transportation projects and programs. These activities feed
information to the principal products of the transportation planning process: the MTP and
TIP. The process varies from one area to another and includes input from many agencies and
individuals. Some of these transportation planning activities include policy definition,
corridor/subarea studies, system planning studies, and so forth.

e Metropolitan Transportation Plan. The MTP is a primary product of the planning process
and is required to be prepared periodically by each state and metropolitan area. It documents
the policy direction for the region and describes how transportation projects and programs
will be implemented over a 20-year (or longer) period. It addresses the entire time period out
to the horizon year, including projects and programs that are short range as well as those that
are long range. The MTP must be fiscally constrained and specify the design concept and
scope of the planned improvements.

e Transportation Improvement Program. A document required to be prepared periodically
by each state and metropolitan area that describes specific projects that will be constructed
and/or operated over the next several years (minimum three years, some areas include
additional years). Projects need to be included in this document to receive Federal funds.

e Air Quality Conformity. A requirement in the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments (and prior
legislation) for MTPs, TIPs, and Federally funded transportation projects to conform to the
State Implementation Plan for air quality.

_ T T T T S S
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Exhibit 2-2.
The Transportation Planning Process

Policy
Framework &

Special Studies
System Planning Studies
Corridor/Subarea Studies /#
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Studies Planning Activities
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e Project Development. Takes place following planning and includes specific decisions on
location, design, and environmental mitigation. It evaluates community and natural
environmental impacts in detail, identifies mitigation measures, and addresses environmental
issues in greater depth than in the planning process.

e Performance Evaluation. Achieving system effectiveness requires assessing its
performance against a series of performance measures and making adjustments as necessary.
Certain projects, policies, and actions may be evaluated to assess lessons learned, thereby
providing feedback to making better decisions in the future.

Exhibit 2-3 illustrates how a decision on design concept and scope in planning could relate to a
decision on location and design in project development. Alternatives are identified in planning that
address the mode and general alignment of possible transportation facilities. A preferred design
concept and scope are then refined in project development to address such things as detailed
alignment options, transit station locations, impact mitigation, and so forth. There is not always a
clear delineation between planning and project development decisions, and in some cases, they will
be made as part of a unified or concurrent process. This is a general depiction of the typical
relationship.

Exhibit 2-3.

Relationship Between a Design Concept and Scope Decision
and a Project Development Decision (Source: MIS Desk Reference)

Identified Problems

>
3.3
° Q5 £ Cost
Alternative g =~ Benefits
£« ” 0 4 3
Concepts d =52
4 o 3= mpacts
30w
- b3
w
Strategy/Project Concept(s) Included in MTP
= Cost
Project 2| Benefits

Development/

PE “Options” Impacts

Paint Separation
Mitigation
Barrier Separation

2.3. How Corridor Planning Decisions Are Made
2.3.1. Sources of Input to Corridor Planning Decisions

Decisions on major transportation investments are not simple and usually involve many agencies, the
public, and elected officials. Planning is an iterative process with inputs from many sources.
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The problem has been exacerbated because many
transportation agencies have tended to view
planning. and project development as two
isolated, independent activities. In reality,
planning and project development should be seen
as an integrated decision-making process,
addressing steps in a continuum of decisions. Project development addresses the more “micro”
decisions and planning the “macro” decisions. However, internal agency linkages between these two
activities have often not been effective.

Planning and programming decisions to address transportation problems or needs are ultimately made
and confirmed in the financially constrained MTP and TIP. There are many factors that need to be
accounted for in making decisions in the financially constrained MTP. The results of a corridor study
represent only one input among many inputs to that regional decision-making process. All the
relevant information is brought together in the context of regional decision-making. Exhibit 2-4
illustrates some of the significant considerations, which are further explained below.

Exhibit 2-4.

Factors That Should Be Accounted for in Making Corridor-Level Decisions
for the Financially Constrained MTP

System . Statewide

Planning P_mled Highway Regional
. Criteria Policy

Studies System Plan

Recommen-
dations iLong Range
in Corridor/ Vision Plan
Subarea Studies \

Congestion Corridor/Subarea Decisions
Management in Financially Constrained
System Transportation Plan

Air Quality \ Pofitical

Financial
Constraints

Conformity Commitments

e Regional policy. Policies may have been established to favor certain types of transportation
solutions. For example, a policy may have been established to progress toward a regional
rail system. Policies to promote transit-oriented development may have been enacted to
support the rail policy. These policies will likely have a strong influence on corridor
decisions.

e System planning studies. These studies may have been conducted in support of the MTP or
to identify potential system-level plans or actions relating to decisions that may be regional in
nature (e.g., a high occupancy vehicle [HOV] network, rail system, or information network
for Intelligent Transportation Systems). This information will likely be a major
consideration in any subsequent corridor study.

e Project criteria. A region may have criteria that are used for evaluating projects for
consideration in the MTP or TIP. Those making a corridor decision would be well advised to
consider these criteria. Any studies conducted should consider including these criteria into
the evaluation process.

Page.2-64 ........................... .
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e Air quality conformity. The ability to meet conformity requirements may influence the
types of strategies that are implemented regionally or within specific corridors.

e Political commitments. Making corridor decisions is not only a technical process but a
political one. Commitments may have been made in certain corridors or even as part of a
ballot referendum that must be accommodated in the shaping of the preferred investment
strategy. Technical studies may provide information that will help to refine these decisions.
Ultimately, NEPA requires an objective review of all reasonable alternatives,
notwithstanding prior political commitments that may have been made.

e A congestion management system (CMS) and other ongoing monitoring/management
systems. Some areas may have management systems that include system monitoring and
analysis of alternatives, the results of which should be considered in corridor decisions. In
some cases, the CMS may be key for making decisions in certain corridors (e.g., in an arterial
corridor) or for interim decisions that may be incorporated into the MTP.

o Statewide transportation system plans. Plans and policies developed at the state level may
influence what occurs at the regional level. This can be particularly critical in corridors that
lead beyond a metropolitan area.

* Long range vision plans. Many regions are now conducting planning beyond the horizon of
the financially constrained MTP. Decisions are influenced by the vision for that corridor or
for the region in general.

e Local government plans. Local governments develop their own plans for infrastructure,
community services, and land use. Many of these are legally required and must be
accommodated by and/or refined in conjunction with major transportation decisions.

¢ Financial constraints. These constraints force decision-makers to make choices among
possible courses of actions. Choices sometimes include recommending improvements in one
corridor over another corridor, or in scaling back certain improvements in several corridors to
make the regional expenditures match regional revenue. The existence of regional financial
constraints is one reason why financial analysis is important in corridor decision-making.
The project choices and tradeoffs ultimately must be made at the regional level, within the
context of the financially constrained MTP.

¢ Study recommendations. Corridor planning studies bring a technical evaluation of issues to
the table, along with public and agency input. Corridor planning studies bring together all
the other elements as well: regional policy considerations, CMS input, political
commitments, regional project criteria, and so forth. Final decisions are made on what will
move forward from planning to implementation by adopting the MTP and TIP.

There is interaction between transportation decisions made at the regional level and those made at the
corridor level. Corridor studies need to consider regional decisions and input; regional transportation
planning needs to consider information and decisions made at the corridor level.

2.3.2. Relationship of Corridor Studies to Other Types of Studies

Exhibit 2-5 briefly illustrates the relationship of corridor planning studies to the MTP and TIP and to
several types of planning studies that are often conducted by state, regional, and local agencies. The
planning studies are examples of types of studies that tend to be conducted. They do not
represent Federal requirements, nor are they necessarily a comprehensive listing.

Corridor planning studies and all of the other types of planning studies shown in Exhibit 2-5 have one
thing in common: they provide information to decision-makers for the development of the MTP and
TIP. As discussed above, the final decisions on projects that can actually be funded and implemented
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are made as part of the development of the financially constrained MTP and TIP. Even these
decisions can be revisited as plans and programs are updated or amended. A corridor planning
study may be an appropriate vehicle for making decisions or recommendations within the
study corridor; however, decisions on priorities among corridors are generally made in the
MTP and TIP. Deliberations made for the MTP and TIP could also influence decisions within
corridors as well (e.g., if budget shortfalls do not allow full construction of the corridor study

recommendations).

Metropolitan Transportation Plan
(a Federal requirement)

Exhibit 2-5.

Examples of Plans and Studies
and Their Relationship to Corridor Planning Studies

document both short-range and long-range
strategies/actions that lead to the development
of an integrated intermodal transportation
system that facilitates the efficient movement of
people and goods. The plan must be financially
constrained.

A corridor planning study will §
lead to possible refinement of the §
MTP. The MTP will provide :
overall regional context for and 3
policy direction to a corridor
study. ;

Metropolitan TIP (a Federal
requirement)

A program of projects, or phases of a project
within the metropolitan planning area proposed
for Federal funding, as defined more explicitly
in Federal metropolitan planning rules (23 CFR
450.324).

The results of a corridor study :
may be used by the MPO as a |
basis for including projects in the :
TIP. ;

Statewide Transportation Plan (a
Federal requirement)

A plan required by the Federal government for
how the state will facilitate the efficient
movement of people and goods. Unlike the
MTP, the statewide plan does not need to be
financially constrained.

Comridor  studies may be i
appropriate for referencing in the i
plan as the basis for plan
elements. The statewide plan ;
may also contain policies that
could influence the altemnatives
considered in corridor studies or

Statewide TIP (a
requirement)

Federal

The Metropolitan TIPs are to be incorporated
into the statewide TTP.

how the alternatives are
evaluated (eg., valuation
criteria). ;
Comridor  studies and the |

decisions they may produce will
be reflected in the statewide TIP
to the extent they are reflected in
the Metropolitan TIPs.

Regional Needs Study, Strategic
Plan, or Vision Plan (not a
Federal requirement)

Used by some agencies to identify a regional-
level long-term “master plan” of improvements
that may extend beyond the financially
constrained MTP. Such a plan would often be
used to evaluate long-term funding needs. It
helps to describe what is envisioned beyond
what can currently be afforded.

A comidor study may provide |
input to the Needs Study, i
Strategic Plan, or Vision Plan. A :
corridor study should take into
account any policies, alter-
natives, and recommendations
from these regional studies.

System Planning Studies (not a
Federal requirement)

Some agencies find it useful and important to
conduct system planning, sometimes on a

- multimodal basis and sometimes on a mode-

specific basis. For example, a regional rail
“system plan” may be needed to support a
funding ballot measure or show elected officials
how the system ultimately works together to
provide eographic balance and

A comidor study  may :
incorporate  findings  and i
recommendations from a system
plan as input to development of ;
alternatives. The system plan
may also provide a basis for
assumptions in corridors other |
than the one beinug studied (e.g., g




sssasssssesananans

CHAPTER 2 — THE TRANSPORTATION PLANNING PROCESS AND CORRIDOR DECISION-MAKING

interconnectivity. Usually, it tends to be
vision plan, as opposed to a financially
constrained plan. The Federally required MTP
would draw projects from this plan as the
available funds allow.

other legs of a rail transit system

that may tie into the corridor }

being examined).

Congestion Management System

(a  Federal requirement in
Transportation Management
Areas)

No specific plans or studies are required in a
CMS, but only an ongoing evaluation of
problems, needs, and alternatives for addressing
congestion and mobility. Some areas conduct
studies that are operationally or management-
oriented under the framework of their CMS.

Evaluation conducted as part of
the CMS could be used as input §
to a comridor study. This could §
include problem identification, §

development

of performance 3

measures, and identification of §

certain types
(particularly
demand management

of altematives §
operational  and §
alter- §

natives). Improvements recom-
mended in a MIS would be §
considered in subsequent CMS 3

analyses.

Feasibility Study or Corridor
Needs Study (not a Federal
requirement)

Agencies may conduct these types of studies to
obtain an early indication of whether certain
types of improvements may be physically or
financially feasible. They are usually intended
as a lower cost, quick look at the needs and
general scale of improvements that may be
necessary to address those needs. They would
often be conducted with limited public
involvement.

A feasibility or needs study may
help an agency determine if or 3
when a corridor may be ready 3
for a major corridor study effort, 3
with full public involvement. It 3
may also assist an agency in §
overall financial planning. Care §
should be taken that this type of 3

study is not conducted mainly to 3

pre-ordain the selection of a
specific altemative outside the
collaborative process.
allow an agency to provide a i
tentative  improvement  or
placeholder in the MTP. ;

It may %a

County and City Comprehensive
Plans or General Plans (not a
Federal requirement, but often a
state requirement)

These plans focus on the definition of land use
and transportation improvements (as well as
other types of infrastructure improvements) by
local governments.

The recommendations from a ;
corridor study may have a major :
bearing on changes to be ;
reflected in local plans. Ideally, |
possible changes to local i
comprehensive plans (e.g., to |
land use that might support :
certain  transportation  alter-
natives) should be considered as
part of the interagency
collaborative process of the |
corridor study so that there are :
no “surprises” later on. Local ;
comprehensive plans may also
impose constraints on what can

be considered for altematives in

a corridor study.
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2.3.3. Example State and Metropolitan Planning Process Structures

States and metropolitan areas are implementing planning processes in different ways. This section
presents a representative sample of these approaches and how the regions have chosen to position
corridor planning studies in these processes.

St. Louis

Exhibit 2-6 shows the planning process in the St. Louis region as represented in the East West
Gateway Coordinating Council’s MTP Transportation Redefined. It shows Major Transportation
Investment Analyses (MTIAs) and other types of corridor studies as a key linkage between the MTP
and the TIP. In effect, corridor analyses represent refinements or provision of additional detail laid
out in the MTP. This is one distinct philosophy for positioning corridor planning studies. It is a slight
variation from the process shown earlier in Exhibit 2-2 in that corridor analyses are shown flowing
from the MTP, rather than flowing into the MTP. In effect, however, the net result is the same. The
feedback loop in both diagrams ensures that all corridor analyses and subsequent project decisions are
reflected in the next update of the MTP.

Virginia

Exhibit 2-7 from the Virginia Department of Transportation’s MIS guidelines, which were developed
collaboratively between the state and major MPOs, shows how the MIS was designed to support both
metropolitan and statewide planning. In this case, the MIS is represented as a link between the
transportation vision (or needs), which is financially unconstrained, and MTP and the TIP/STIP
process, which are constrained. In addition, the VDOT diagram brings out the importance of the
relationship between land use and transportation at all planning levels.

Denver

The Denver region has a well-developed planning process that integrates the corridor studies for
major investment decisions into regional decision-making, as shown in Exhibit 2-8. It places the
capital projects analysis after the transportation plan, but with a feedback loop directly back to the
MTP. The Denver Regional Council of Governments has also integrated the congestion management
system into the process, which assists in problem identification and strategy development.

2.4. Characteristics of a Good Transportation Decision

As indicated earlier, transportation planning is all about making decisions. Each transportation
decision tends to be unique. Some decisions are more difficult and controversial, while others can be
quite straightforward and simple. Some of the characteristics of good transportation decisions
include

o Effective in addressing the identified problems. The need for a transportation investment
is founded on a clear understanding of the problems to be addressed. If the need is
recognized, the solutions will be easier to support.

o Consistent with regional goals and objectives. Transportation investments in any
particular corridor or area should support the policy direction of the region.

o Cost-effective. The investment should be a good use of taxpayer dollars, yielding benefits
that justify the costs.

e Waell-informed and collaborative. Decisions should be based on sound information from
technical analysis and feedback from the community. They should not be made in isolation.

¢ Sensitive to community concerns. Major transportation investments often have negative
impacts. Many of these impacts tend to be localized along facility corridors, while the
benefits tend to be widespread, distributed across a larger population. To the extent possible,
impacts need to be avoided, minimized, and/or mitigated. But while certain transportation
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investments may have negative impacts, they may still be in the overall best interest of the
community. The balancing of these concerns takes place in the political arena, with ample
input from the public.

e Implementable. The transportation investment needs to be feasible financially, physically,
and institutionally.

e Durable. The decision must stand the test of time. This involves consideration of all the
above, plus paying attention to the details of how studies are conducted, how the public is
mvolved, and how decisions are made.

The issue of how decisions can stand the test
of time has been one of great interest to
transportation agencies for many years.
Legal battles over infrastructure decisions are
certainly not desirable and can be costly.
Although there is no sure-fire way to avoid litigation, good planning can go a long way toward
reducing the likelihood that decisions will be radically altered or overturned later in the process. The
next section provides some insights into how some of these problems can be avoided. But agencies
should also recognize that sometimes decisions should change. They should be prepared to change
decisions or modify a transportation strategy if circumstances suggest that the prior decision is no
longer in the interest of the community.

2.5. Making Transportation Decisions That Stand the Test of Time

A corridor study is not particularly useful if the resulting decision must be modified shortly after the
study is concluded. Decisions that are in the best interest of the community will usually hold up. The
ability of a decision to endure is promoted through the application of good planning principles. In
fact, principles for making good decisions and principles for promoting “durable” decisions are
essentially the same. Although agencies should avoid purely “defensive planning,” the prospect of
having a decision challenged is an additional incentive to embrace good planning principles.

Practitioners should keep in mind that the original intent of
NEPA was to promote good planning and project
development. The basic principles of NEPA are virtually
the same as those espoused for corridor planning. In the
words of the Council on Environmental Quality, “It is not
better documents but better decisions that count. NEPA’s
purpose is not to generate paperwork—even excellent paperwork—but to foster excellent action.”
Although agencies would sometimes say that they are forced into a defensive mode, even the
defensiveness may be futile if the fundamental decision is flawed. Even though win-win scenarios
are often not possible, a win-win solution should at least be the goal in every transportation
planning effort.

2.5.1. How Decisions Become Vulnerable

One way to reinforce the need for the application of good planning principles is to understand
how decisions become vulnerable. We can learn from past mistakes. Certainly, there are a wide
range of circumstances that could make a decision more vulnerable. Some of the problems are
foreseeable and preventable, while others are not.
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Exhibit 2-6.
Representation of the Transportation Planning Process
and Corridor Studies in the St. Louis Region
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Exhibit 2-8.
Representation of the Transportation Planning Process
and Corridor Studies in the Denver Region
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The Pennsylvania Department of Transportation compiled potential problems that can sidetrack a
decision on a major transportation investment. Most of these come from NEPA experience, but are
applicable to corridor planning studies as well. It is important to note that a problem that could be
encountered in NEPA must be a consideration in a corridor planning study as well. Planners and
decision-makers must learn to think ahead to NEPA requirements, to see the relationship
between decisions in planning and project development. Planning and project development
should be thought of as a seamless process. This underscores the importance of inter-divisional
communications within transportation agencies, as well as interagency communications. Exhibit 2-9
lists some of the problems that can occur (from presentation “How to Avoid the October Surprise” by
Wayne Kober of Pennsylvania DOT at the January 1998 Annual Meecting of the Transportation
Research Board).

Exhibit 2-9.
Common Barriers to Creating Decisions That Stand the Test of Time

What are some causes of the “October Surprlse"”
e Lack of incremental decision-making.
Hidden agendas.
People are not open and honest.
Highly qualified multi-disciplinary project study and management teams are not formed.
“Drive-by scoping.” All the stakeholders were not effectively engaged in the scoping process.
The project need, goals and objectives were not clearly defined.
Important issues were not sought out, recognized and addressed.
Project priority, schedule and financial plan were not clear.
Cooperating agency agreements were not established.
Effective information communication techniques were not established.
Study methodologies were not agreed upon.
Efficient data storage and retrieval systems were not set up.
Multiple agency approval processes prevent one-stop shopping.
Lawyers and conflict management specialists are brought in to manage conflict rather than proactively prevent
it.
Poor information visualization techniques cause lack of understanding and misunderstanding of engineering
and environmental information.
Project alternatives were taken to the stakeholders, not developed in collaboration with them.
Too much complex information is presented to stakeholders too fast, not in bite-size chunks
Elections occur and priorities change.
Focus on compliance rather than problem solving.
Focus on documentation more than process.

Most items listed in the exhibit are preventable and can be addressed through proper application of
good decision-making principles. But agencies must think in terms of making decisions that are in
the overall interest of the community, not in terms of merely expediently justifying projects. A
project justification approach is not only bad decision-making, but is likely to increase the
vulnerability of decisions. It can also damage an agency’s image, which makes the public, the
media, and other agencies even more suspicious.

2.5.2. Principles for Making Durable Decisions

The following principles, derived from agency outreach and experience of the researchers, will help
to promote quality decisions, that is, decisions that address problems, foster good outcomes, and are
durable through subsequent decision phases.

¢ Decisions must make sense. It will be difficult to support and sustain a decision that is
fundamentally flawed or is the wrong decision for the community. Even a decision that has
significant impacts can endure if there are compelling reasons for the decision. However, if
the decision is not made in collaborative fashion (e.g., it is one agency’s pet project that has
serious community impact), the defensibility of the decision can be greatly reduced.
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e A planning decision must be seen as part of the chronology of decisions. Making a
decision on design concept and scope is part of a stream of decisions before an improvement
can be implemented. Making the appropriate type of decision at the right time will move the
corridor improvement strategy along. Making decisions prematurely or stopping short of
what should have been decided could make later parts of the decision-making process more
difficult.

e Ensure that all interested and impacted parties have been provided all relevant
information, have had a fair chance to provide their input, and have been heard. All
participants need to understand how the process works and how they can provide input into
that process.

e Ideally, the body that will make the final decision should also be involved in
approving/confirming intermediate decisions as well. It can be awkward (and expensive)
if decisions are requested on the end result when the decision-makers may not agree with
earlier assumptions. Good communication between agency staff and-the decision-makers to
whom they report is essential. Intermediate handout material provided to agency staff should
be packaged so that it can be easily digested by decision-makers. Approval of intermediate
decisions or reports are advisable (e.g., problem statement, evaluation criteria, alternative
screening, etc.).

e Thoroughly document all decisions and the basis for those decisions, particularly reasons
for screening or selecting specific alternatives.

e Differences between assumptions made in a study and what actually occurs at a later date
may cause a conclusion to be questioned. Testing the sensitivity of the results to input
assumptions can help to overcome questions on the validity of a conclusion or decision.
Approaches to sensitivity testing and worst-case/best-case scenarios are discussed later in the
Guidebook, primarily Chapter 7.

e For critical technical issues, have assumptions and methodology reviewed by a peer
group or technical subcommittee. Document decisions regarding methodology, and make
sure the study steering committee is aware of key assumptions.

¢ Construct alternatives that are competitive and realistic. Selecting a preferred alternative
because it compared well against other poorly constructed alternatives will leave the door
open for challenge.

PennDOT also poses some strategies to promote the durability of decisions, listed in Exhibit 2-10.
These one-line observations represent a synopsis of lessons learned over the years in dealing with
decisions on major transportation investments. Again, these are drawn mainly from NEPA
experience, but they are equally applicable to corridor planning as well. Most of these will be
reinforced with more detail later in the Guidebook.
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Exhibit 2-10.
Strategies to Promote the Durability of Decisions
(Source: Wayne Kober, PennDOT, January 1998 presentation at TRB Annual Meeting)

What are some ways to prevent the “October Surprise”
e Strive for consensus and win-win.
o Develop the alternatives with the stakeholders.
¢ Be open, honest, and responsive.
¢ Use modem visualization techniques and technologies.
o Identify the environmental features before you develop alternatives.
e Develop a thorough understanding of project need, goals, and objectives.
¢ Focus on the best solution, not just compliance.
e Don’t drag it out, get it over with.
e If you don’t intend to build it, don’t start it.
e Answer, don’t avoid questions.
o Use a highly qualified team.
o Consider upgrade first, then new facilities.
e Use NEPA principles.
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CHAPTER 3
IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM
AND THE CORRIDOR STUDY STRATEGY

Chapter Topics in a Nutshell

3.1. Overview
3.2. Reasons for Conducting a Corridor Study
3.3. Problem Identification
3.4. Issues in Designing the Corridor Study Strategy

7,
—

7.

3.5. Developing the Corridor Study Strategy
3.6 Defining Corridor Study Objectives
3.7. Corridor Prioritization Criteria

@
n"é’f’a Principles and Lessons Learned
1.

Problem identification is foundational to conducting
meaningful corridor studies. The problems to be
addressed should be clearly stated, agreed to by as many
study participants as possible, and, especially for
controversial studies, approved by the policy committee.
They should be documented in a format that will be
consistent with the intent of NEPA.

The focus of both corridor planning studies and the NEPA
process is on making good decisions, not just on
producing good documentation.

To properly scale the level of detail, focus efforts on those
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issues that are key to making a decision. Issues key to the decision will usually receive
more detailed analysis than others.

There are a variety of factors that could impact an agency’s strategy for coordinating
corridor planning studies with the NEPA process. Major factors include possible timing of
projects that may emerge from the corridor study, the geographic scope of the study, and
the individual philosophy of agencies involved.

There is no reason to believe that alternatives eliminated in a pre-NEPA corridor study will
need to be re-studied in the NEPA documentation process if

o The corridor study has taken impacts into account to a level satisfactory under NEPA.

o There has been full public disclosure and input on those impacts, particularly from
agencies that will later be involved in the NEPA process.

e The information is confirmed as part of the NEPA record. There is no reason to
believe that decisions made within a pre-NEPA corridor study will not be valid in
subsequent NEPA documentation if the study is conducted using good planning
principles and all reasonable alternatives are analyzed per NEPA requirements.

Inclusion of resource agency input is important even in a pre-NEPA corridor study in cases
where a decision could hinge on its perspectives. A proactive effort can elicit this input
even prior to the formal NEPA process being initiated.

A corridor study can play a role in setting the stage for corridor preservation. Good
intergovernmental coordination is essential to an effective corridor preservation program.
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3.1. Overview

One of the fundamental concepts of a corridor study is that alternatives should be developed based on
a thorough understanding of the existing and future problems in the study corridor. For a number of
years, Federal agencies have been recognizing the deficiencies in the “purpose and need” sections of
environmental documents. These sections were often cursory and one-dimensional, and the needs
were even, at times, expressed in terms of a solution (e.g., “need” for additional capacity).

Even the phrase “purpose and need” is not necessarily fitting for the corridor study concept of
collaboratively searching for an optimum solution or strategy, because it implies that a project is
already in mind. The NEPA terminology “purpose and need” was designed not only for
transportation applications, where transportation infrastructure was being considered for improving a
set of problems, but also for a wide range of other projects, including other Federal projects such as
buildings, parkland development, and so forth. In many of these other non-transportation
applications, it may be appropriate to describe why the project (that has already been conceptualized)
is necessary rather than to define a problem that was in need of solution. But this i1s not as
appropriate in the case of planning to address transportation problems and needs. The Guidebook
talks mainly about “problem identification.” It is the set of identified problems (both existing and
future) around which alternatives are to be developed.

The concept of “evaluation criteria” discussed in Chapter 6 is integrally related to the identification of
problems. Evaluation criteria express the basis by which alternatives will be judged against one
another. Criteria should be designed to measure the extent to which alternatives address the
identified problems. But evaluation criteria are usually broader than problems. Criteria include all
the considerations necessary to make a decision. They include not just how alternatives address
problems, but how the alternatives impact community resources, either positively or negatively,
economic concerns, and an array of other factors.

The primary discussion of problem identification is
contained in Chapter 3. It is in the context of an agency
or group of local decision-makers considering whether
the problems are significant enough to initiate a corridor
study. Chapter 3 provides a discussion of the underlying
philosophy of problem identification, how the problems
are perceived by the public and elected officials, and examples of problem definitions that have come
from prior corridor studies. In most of these examples, the problem statements were developed as
part of the public and agency involvement process, not merely the internal assessment of problems by
the agencies. The initial internal assessment of problems that establishes the need for the study is
usually much more basic. Chapter 6 discusses how an initial statement of problems established
internally by agencies can be confirmed, modified, and expanded with the participation of other
stakeholders as the agency and public involvement process is initiated. Chapter 6 also discusses the
development of evaluation criteria and linkages to the statement of problems. For the purposes of a
corridor study, the selection of evaluation criteria is at the core of how the decisions will ultimately be
made. It is the means not only of relating the identified problems to the alternatives, but of bringing
in other factors that are key to the corridor decisions.

The concept of a corridor study strategy reflects the idea that those determining the need for a study
and taking the steps to initiate it should have a basic strategy in mind for how they would go about it.
This would include understanding why they need to conduct the study, what types of decisions they
would expect the study to address, the relationship to NEPA, how the public will be brought in, and
some of the basic parameters for how the study will proceed. The remainder of Chapter 3 discusses
various aspects of developing a corridor study strategy, beginning with identification of the problem.
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3.2. Reasons for Conducting a Corridor Study

Determining whether a corridor study is needed is not a trivial issue, nor is determining what the
study should accomplish. Conducting a study too early or having the wrong study objectives could
create more problems than the study resolves. On the other hand, a properly constructed study
conducted at the right time can be a significant asset to dealing with a region’s transportation
problems.

The ultimate objective of planning for a transportation corridor is to identify cost-effective
improvements that will address the identified problems and promote the objectives established (both
transportation and non-transportation objectives) for the corridor. A corridor study would usually be
triggered when a set of problems, either existing or future, escalates to a level to cause enough
concern that action is necessary. The corridor study would then be initiated to determine the nature
and timing of the necessary action. Consideration of a study could arise through multiple avenues:
public pressure, concerns of local decision-makers, problems identified in other regional or sub-
regional studies, opportunities to organize and coordinate multiple actions that are already being
considered, and so forth.

Agencies can better understand when a corridor study
may be appropriate by first asking what they hope to
achieve. If planning is a decision-making process, i
then knowing why a study is needed and the type of :
decision one wishes to make is fundamental to the :
corridor planning strategy. There may be reasons why
it is not advisable to make a decision at this point in time. The corridor strategy may already be in
place, there may be instability in the corridor politically, the corridor may lack significant
transportation problems, there may be little hope of significant funding in the near future, and so
forth.

There are several possible reasons for initiating a corridor study, such as

e To determine the strategy that should be put in place to address a current or future
transportation problem.

¢ To define improvements in a corridor to be placed in the financially constrained MTP.

e To determine funding needs to support improvements in a corridor.

e To provide a better context for other planning to be conducted in the corridor. For example,
an agreement on a course of action in a corridor could allow land use plans to be modified to
support the proposed action.

e To set the stage for advance corridor right-of-way preservation.

e To determine how improvements in a corridor will fit into a larger system plan.

The first reason (addressing a current or future problem) tends to underlie most of the other reasons.
Therefore, this chapter spends considerable time exploring the subject of problem identification.
There can be multiple stages of problem identification. The first stage involves knowing enough
about the problem to confirm that a study is necessary. A second stage may be the point at which
other agencies and the public are brought into active participation in the study to confirm and further
develop the definition of the problem. The definition of the problem may be further refined as
analyses are conducted. The primary discussion of problem identification is included in Chapter 3
because it is one of the first and most fundamental elements that agencies and local decision-makers
must consider in determining whether to move forward with a study. Some of the problem
identification activities discussed in this chapter would likely occur once the study is actually initiated
and the full community involvement process begins.

GUIDEBOOK FOR TRANSPORTATION CORRIDOR STUDIES

Page 3-3



CHAPTER 3 — IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM AND THE CORRIDOR STUDY STRATEGY

There are a range of perspectives concerning the need for conducting a corridor study and the timing
of that study. Two extremes of agency philosophy concerning this issue are

e Initiate a study only when it is evident that any resulting projects can be kept moving through
the project development and implementation process. The concern some agencies would
have with this approach is that it takes too narrow a view and will miss opportunities for
creating a more balanced, integrated system.

e Initiate a study on each corridor where the long-term transportation strategy has not already
been defined. This represents the long-term view that the best regional transportation
strategy is derived by thorough planning well into the future. The concern some agencies
would have with this approach is that a large investment is made in planning, when
circumstances can change significantly over time that will require plans to be changed.

There are virtues to both approaches. Usually, the optimum approach for a given metropolitan area
will be somewhere in between. Other sections of this chapter touch on some of the factors to
consider in study need and timing.

3.3. Problem Identification

3.3.1. Problems and the Underlying Causes

Fundamental to proceeding with a corridor study is the need to understand the types of problems the
study should address. Furthermore, it is important to deal with problems at a level that penetrates to
the causes of the problems, not just the symptoms. It is necessary to understand why the problems
occur. This understanding is key to devising effective alternatives. The discussion in Section 3.3 is
the primary discussion of problem identification in the Guidebook. As indicated in the previous
section, however, there may be several stages in which problems are identified, further developed,
and refined. Problem identification is important in determining whether to initiate a study as well as
in the study itself, by providing the foundation for evaluation criteria and alternatives development
with full agency and public involvement.

It is important to begin this discussion with a key premise: the perception of problems by the
public and by elected officials is critical, not just the technical/analytical assessment of the
problems. Even if the public or elected official concern is more of a symptom than a problem, the
fact that it is perceived as a problem means that the study team needs to take it seriously. Likewise, if
a problem is understood or projected by the study team but is not yet perceived by the public and/or
elected officials, attention will need to be given to discussing, resolving, and articulating a set of
problems that can be supported from all perspectives.

For example, congestion, delay, and travel time are very important to the public. Surveys have borne
this out. The public and elected officials would say that congestion and delay are serious problems.
What is less clear to them is what may be causing these problems. One of the obligations of
practitioners in a corridor study is to help decision-makers, the public, and other agency personnel
understand what is behind the problem, or why it is occurring. This is where discussions of travel
markets, origin-destination patterns, and other causal factors can be introduced. Consider the
following example. A perceived problem might be stated as

“long delays between 4:30 and 5:30 p.m. southbound on freeway x.”

For that single problem, there could be multiple underlying causes or contributing factors, such as

e There is a high percentage of trucks in this section, which is on a long upgrade.
e The nearby business park lets all its employees out during that hour.
e The vehicle occupancy rate from the business park is very low.
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e Employees in the area generally live farther out in the suburbs where there is little transit
service.
o The parallel arterial system is not well developed in this area.

It is easy to see how understanding some of the causes can help even in the formulation of
alternatives to address the problem.

At times, the line between problems, symptoms, and causes
becomes fuzzy. It is important not to overly debate the fine
points of terminology, but to simply stress the point that the
corridor study needs to look deeper than just the surface
level and that problems cannot be stated in terms of
solutions. The discussion cannot become too abstract or
technical; otherwise the public will become frustrated
and/or confused. This does not mean that problems must be over-simplified. The public can
understand more complex concepts, if they are explained clearly and simply.

One approach that is often enlightening to the public and elected officials is to provide
information on where travelers in a corridor are coming from and where they are going. The
preferred approach is to conduct actual origin-destination (O-D) surveys in the corridor. However,
such surveys may not be possible or affordable, and the study team needs to use the region’s travel
demand model to produce O-D pattern information from “select link” runs. On many occasions, the
study participants find their understanding of the underlying causes enhanced by better understanding
the travel patterns in the corridor. These runs can be produced relatively easily, but it must be
recognized that they are simulations that are only as good as the model’s ability to replicate reality.
Exhibit 3-1 shows one exhibit of O-D patterns that was used for public presentations on a corridor
study in Southern California. In some cases, the Census Transportation Planning Package (CTPP)
can be used to better understand trip patterns, but the information may not be current, particularly in
high-growth corridors, and only represents the home-to-work trip purpose.

3.3.2. Observations from Practitioners on Definition of the Problem

The survey conducted as part of NCHRP Project 8-34 identified lessons learned in a range of areas
relating to corridor studies. One of the areas focused on problem definition. Exhibit 3-2 indicates
some of these lessons identified by state DOT, MPO, and transit agency personnel. The responses
come from a range of state and metropolitan area sizes and characteristics.

3.3.3. Examples of Problem Definitions in Actual Corridor Studies

It is instructive to examine examples of problem statements from actual corridor studies. Three
examples are described. The first is from the U.S. 301 South Corridor Transportation Study (Exhibit
3-3). This was an innovative approach to study the growing demand and mobility problems along the
U.S. 301 south corridor in Maryland’s Prince George’s and Charles Counties. A 75-member citizen
task force was appointed by the governor in spring 1993 to guide the study. This area represents the
developing eastern suburbs of the Washington, D.C., area. An earlier study to improve travel in this
fast-growing region focused only on interstate-type highway improvements and failed amid public
opposition. The task force was charged with developing comprehensive recommendations to address
the transportation, land use, growth management, and environmental resource issues. The task force
adopted its final recommendations with nearly unanimous support.
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Exhibit 3-1.
Example Graphic Used to lllustrate Origin-Destination Patterns to the Public
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Exhibit 3-2.
Observations from Practitioners on Definition of the Problem

e Clear consensus is needed among technical and policy committees regarding what the
problem is.

¢ Define the problem in a way that is mode neutral. Purpose and need statement should be
defined meeting eventual NEPA requirements. Base problem definition on prior work.

e Defining the problem is key. There should be no project purpose and need; the corridor
study should give that answer.

e Keep it simple. It is difficult to overcome preconceived solutions. :

e This should be reviewed with the public. Consensus on problems is a must. This is the §
most important step in the process.

e Probably the most difficult part to get right and, oddly, often done a little time into the
project rather than at the beginning.

e Project purpose and need should be refined, re-evaluated, or reassessed as the corridor
study progresses, based on environmental analysis.

e The problem needs to be defined as clearly as possible. The problem statement helps
define what alternatives will be examined. There needs to be consensus among
participating agencies as to study objectives.

e Problem identification needs to be done prior to determining if a corridor study is

needed.

e Allow plenty of time. Understand the baseline conditions and use them to illustrate the
problem.

e This step should, in many cases, be done within the Transportation Plan initiating a
corridor study.

e An excellent approach was to articulate what the study is attempting to accomplish;
initiates a problem-solving approach; builds consensus on a key element.

e The problem tends to be too narrowly defined.

e Should include all neighborhoods potentially impacted.

e The Purpose and Need Statement must be specific and consider all modes of travel and
key community objectives—not just mobility.

e The critical step in the process. If you do not know where you are going, or why, it does
not matter how you get there.

GUIDEBOOK FOR TRANSPORTATION CORRIDOR STUDIES Page3-7



CHAPTER 3 — IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM AND THE CORRIDOR STUDY STRATEG

Exhibit 3-3.
Problem Statement from the U.S. 301 Transportation Study

Amount of Growth

o 40 percent of the state’s population growth by 2020 is projected to take place in the five-county |
study area of Anne Arundel, Calvert, Charles, Prince George’s and St. Mary’s counties—an §
additional 425,000 people.

e The number of households is expected to nearly double, and the number of jobs will increase by
50 percent in the U.S. 301 Corridor.

Nature of Growth

e Southern Maryland is largely a collection of bedroom communities, with a comparatively small
number of jobs located in the area.

e This imbalance between the number of jobs and households is one of the biggest reasons for the
region’s traffic congestion. U.S. 301 and MD 5 are congested each day by workers who have
little choice but to spend long hours on the road commuting to jobs in the Washington area.

e The sprawl development pattern of the region also makes use of mass transit difficult.
Continuation of current development patterns will only serve to exacerbate the problem and will
result in less than 25 percent of residents having reasonable access to transit by walking or
driving.

Impacts of Commuting Patterns

o The projected surge in new households in the study area’s southern counties—with the |
preponderance of jobs locating in the northern counties and Washington, D.C.—will cause the §
commuting pattern to worsen. By 2020, the number of vehicle trips—mostly rush hour
commuters—crossing the Prince George’s/Charles County line from Southern Maryland is §
projected to increase nearly four times from 205,000 to 780,000 trips each day.

Impacts of Current Trends

e Virtually every signalized intersection on U.S. 301 will gridlock by 2020.

e An additional 230,000 acres of land will be developed by 2020, impacting forests and §
farmland.

o Scattered, low-density development will place added pressure on the region’s environmental §
resources, including the Chesapeake Bay, through increased nutrient runoff and other |
secondary environmental impacts.

e The number of accidents on U.S. 301 is projected to more than triple by 2020.

e Commuting times will continue to increase. ,

e A “transportation meltdown” will develop, harming the region’s environmental resources, §
economy, and quality of life.

A slightly different example of the identification of problems is from the Ohio River MIS in the
Louisville, Kentucky, and Southern Indiana area. Here, the issues revolved around the interests of
cross-river travel, economic development, preserving mobility in the center city area, and preserving
natural and constructed environments. The problem statement was articulated at three levels:

e A detailed level, documenting all the facts of existing and projected conditions. The detailed
documentation was approximately 50 pages and was included in an appendix to the corridor
study report.

e A summary level, consisting of a synopsis of the full problem statement. This was several
pages and was included in the body of the corridor study report.
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e A public presentation level, representing a simple list of bullet points that was kept
consistently visible at most public meetings and committee meetings. Findings from the
analysis of alternatives were always related back to this list to show the connection.

This three-level structure allowed for participants to reference the detail, while keeping the public
information very simple. Economic development was a major issue in the study, and was treated as a
project need by identifying stated objectives in local government comprehensive plans. Exhibit 3-4
shows the problems as developed with and presented to the public.

The third example is from the West Corridor study in the Denver Region. This corridor study had a
transit-oriented focus. The statements were framed not so much as characterizations of the problems
but as issues or objectives that needed to be addressed as alternatives were being examined.
Problems are implied in many of the issue statements. Exhibit 3-5 lists the priority issues.

Exhibit 3-4.
Problems Identified in the Ohio River Major Investment Study

E ;
| e Current traffic congestion and delay during commuting hours at ramp merge and diverge 3
areas in Spaghetti Junction. The delays negatively impact all traffic, includingA
commuters, buses, trucks, shoppers, visitors, etc. 3

e Delays during commuting hours on the Clark Bridge southbound in the AM peak penod
and on the northbound approaches to the bridge in the PM peak period, due to constramts
at signalized intersections in downtown Louisville.

e Delays to commercial vehicle traffic crossing the river.

e Accident rates more than double the typical average on interstate highways and ramps on
1-65, 1-64, and I-71 near the downtown area. ;

e Traffic accidents and incidents, including infrequent hazardous materials incidents that§
perlodlcally close lanes on Ohio River bridges or ramps leading to the bridges, causmg
major access problems.

o Difficulty for access by emergency vehicles to service incidents on the Kennedy Brldge
due to geometric limitations on each side of the bridge. ;

¢ Traffic volume growth on I-65 that is likely to exceed the capacity of the Kennedy Brldge
shortly after year 2000. .

 Current non-attainment for ozone in the study area and need to minimize creating carbon ;
monoxide hotspots. :

e Economic costs incurred from excess delay (both normal delays and delays due to traffic
incidents) and excessive numbers of accidents occurring on roadways in the vicinity of
the Kennedy Bridge. ;

e Need for the transportation system to support various regional economic development |
objectives.
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Exhibit 3-5.
List of Priority Issues from the West Corridor Study in the Denver Region

Finance and Economics

e Will enough ridership be generated to contribute substantially to financial cost of
system?

e What is financial impact on governments, businesses and residents in study area?

e How should the impact of maintenance costs be addressed?

Convenience and Access

e Need for access to downtown and better travel within the corridor
¢ Resolve north-south travel problems in the corridor

e Improve commuter travel to major activity centers besides downtown
e Provide convenient service to residents and businesses in corridor

Residential Impacts

Enhancing neighborhood character

Halting the decline and decay of residential neighborhoods
Avoiding barriers to neighborhood access and movement i
Reducing the speed of transit through residential neighborhoods

Providing transit that is friendly, fun (like the trolley), graffiti free, pleasingly
landscaped areas, and pretty

Business impacts

e  Getting customers to businesses

¢ Providing for movement of goods

Improving aesthetic qualities around businesses
Improving pedestrian access

Increasing property values

Halting the decline and decay of business neighborhoods

Supporting existing businesses
Enhancing economic opportunities for future businesses

Safety
¢ Making sure public safety is addressed for children, women, and the elderly
¢ Improving sidewalk connections in the neighborhood
¢ Providing transit convenience and reliability in bad weather
e Scheduling West Corridor transit to meet transit on cross-town routes
¢ Serving the “reverse commute” §

Environment and Open Space

o Preservation of the previous public investments in parks such as Sanchez, Rude, and
Lakewood/Dry Gulch Parks

Balance Regional and Local Needs

e Need for better transportation linkages throughout the corridor
e Improvement of travel between suburbs
o Sharing costs regionally to provide connections to the Central Platte Valley
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3.3.4. Considerations in the Identification of Problems

Based on the lessons learned from practitioners and on a review of problem statements in actual
studies, the following general principles can be stated regarding definition of problems for a corridor
study.

e Problems should not be framed in terms of a solution. Certain types of solutions may
strongly address certain types of problems, but the solutions should not be identified in the
problem statement (examples: “need for additional capacity on facility x” or “need for
additional transit service” both state the problem in terms of a solution).

e Problems should not only include current, known problems, but anticipated future
problems. Background work may need to be done to convince elected officials and the
public that the future problems will actually occur.

¢ Problems should be stated as specifically as possible. This should include times, days, and
locations of occurrence. This will help in the identification of causes and of possible
solutions.

e Problems should be stated in a way that is understandable to the public and elected
officials. Much of the decision-making will hinge on the extent to which elected officials
and the public understand how alternatives address the identified problems. If they do not
understand the problems, they will have difficulty evaluating the alternatives.

e Problems should be identified in a way that they can be related to the alternatives (i.c.,
should be able to answer the question “did an alternative address one or more problems and
to what degree?”).

e Agencies should seek to obtain as much agreement on the problems as possible, early in
the study. For controversial studies, approval of the problem statement by the policy
committee and by agencies involved in subsequent NEPA reviews is advisable.

e The problem statement should be documented in a way that is consistent with the intent
of NEPA. In all likelihood, the problem statement can be incorporated into subsequent
environmental documentation if it is comprehensive and broadly agreed upon.

In some cases, it may be important to broaden the concept of problems to possibly include non-
transportation problems. This may be appropriate when potential solutions could involve addressing
environmental or community concerns together with the transportation strategy. For example, fixing
a flood-prone park area in conjunction with a transportation improvement may be in the overall
interest of the community. Usually, however, these types of problems are brought into the picture
later in the process during the formulation of a preferred investment strategy. Creatively finding
these opportunities to partner with the community can sometimes help to avoid protracted battles that
can be even more costly. However, introducing these types of problems too early could misdirect the
study and create false expectations of what a transportation project might bring to the community.

3.4. Issues in Designing the Corridor Study Strategy

3.4.1. Corridor Study Need, Timing, and the Metropolitan Transportation
Plan

Agencies tend to have different views on how to address the need to define improvements for the
financially constrained MTP. Clearly, the better the definition that can be given to future
improvements in the MTP, the better the MTP will be. The MTP is also critical to establishing
approaches for attainment of air quality goals and conformity to the State Implementation Plan for air
quality. But improvements included in the MTP are usually defined in a variety of ways, for example
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e Projects or policies from the results of corridor planning studies.

e Projects or policies from the results of system planning studies.

e Projects or policies that have had no analysis specific to that project or policy but are
included in the MTP because they are viewed to be beneficial to air quality, mobility, land
use, or other goals.

e Projects or policies that represent the best current judgment of agencies responsible for those

facilities or areas. These can represent the assumed improvements in accordance with 23
CFR 450.322(8).

It is possible that “best current judgment” could be the preferred method by many agencies for
identifying improvements that are in the “out years” of the MTP. Ideally, this should be the
collaborative work of multiple agencies, rather than the determination of a single agency. The use of
best current judgment tends to minimize the planning resources invested in the out years, allowing
agencies to invest their planning resources on corridors that are in greater need and/or closer to
having projects that can move forward into implementation. Some agencies suggest that studies
should not be conducted where improvements may be 10 or more years out.

On the other hand, studies that potentially could consider improvements that have long lead times
may look farther into the future. Major anticipated investments in rail systems or freeway systems
could require a study that focuses more on the long term. Another benefit of addressing long-term
decisions is that other planning (e.g., for land use) can take place in light of the eventual presence of
such a facility in that corridor. The methods for incorporating projects and policies into the MTP will
largely be a matter of the philosophy of agencies in the region and how much emphasis they believe
should be placed on early planning. There is no single right answer. Whether improvements in the
MTP are generated through studies or through best current judgment, all the improvements in the
MTP are usually analyzed at a system level (the analysis is required in non-attainment areas) out to
the MTP’s horizon year.

3.4.2. Corridor Study Need, Timing, and the NEPA Process

NEPA established processes for considering the environmental impacts of actions involving Federal
funds, including transportation actions. Some agencies argue that virtually all corridor transportation
decisions should be made within the umbrella of the formal NEPA process. Others have been able to
use corridor planning studies outside the NEPA process rather effectively. But before dealing with
decisions of whether and when to initiate a corridor study, it is important to have an understanding of
NEPA in the context of transportation planning. For the purposes of this discussion, a corridor
planning study conducted outside the NEPA umbrella will be referred to as a “pre-NEPA corridor
study.” But it is important to remember that planning and project development should be thought
of as a seamless, coordinated decision-making process, not as isolated activities. NEPA was
originally crafted with a focus on making decisions that incorporated all the important considerations
that should influence the decision at hand. It was not intended merely as a documentation process.
This is one of the reasons that TEA-21 has placed such an emphasis on the integration of planning
and project development. Together, planning and project development represent a flow of decisions,
not independent steps. This is the reason consideration of the legal requirements of NEPA
should be discussed up front, as part of the overall corridor study strategy.

A brief explanation of the NEPA Classes of Action (EIS, EA, and CE) was provided in the Executive
Summary. A decision-making process is inherent in each of those classes of action. An EIS would
culminate in a Record of Decision (ROD). An EA would end with a Finding of No Significant
Impact (FONSI) or would trigger more in-depth investigation through an EIS. An appropriate
determination of a CE requires no further NEPA documentation.
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In addition to NEPA, there are also other environmental statutes that come into play. NEPA is a
procedural statute. Agencies need to obtain the information, analyze it, and evaluate it. Based on this
information, they may then choose whichever alternative is most appropriate as long as it is not
arbitrary and capricious. Several other relevant Federal statutes are location determining statutes.
They will affect where agencies can locate facilities. The emphasis is on avoiding the impacts. If the
impacts cannot be avoided, considerations need to given to minimizing and/or mitigating them. The
primary location determining statutes include Section 4(f) of the DOT Act of 1966, the Endangered
Species Act, Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act, the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act,
and parts of Section 404 of the Clean Water Act (see Chapter 7 for an overview description of these
environmental statutes).

The law requires that, under NEPA, agencies must investigate all reasonable alternatives. If a pre-
NEPA corridor study has shown that some of the alternatives are not reasonable, eliminating those
alternatives should pose no problem if NEPA is addressed later. However, it is generally not a good
idea to have only one alternative (other than the no-build) coming into an EIS if a location
determining statute could pose a problem to that alternative. If that alternative is covered or impacted
by a location determining statute, (e.g., historic sites or parks that are protected by Section 4(f),
endangered species, etc.) then an agency’s duty under the law is to look at alternatives to impacting
those resources.

In general, there is no reason to believe that alternatives eliminated in a pre-NEPA corridor study will
need to be revisited if the following are true:

e The corridor study has taken impacts into account to a level satisfactory under NEPA.

e There has been full public disclosure and input on those impacts, particularly from
agencies that will later be involved in the NEPA process.

e The information is confirmed as part of the NEPA record. There is no reason to
believe that decisions made within a pre-NEPA corridor study will not be valid in
subsequent NEPA documentation if the study is conducted using good planning
principles and all reasonable alternatives are analyzed per NEPA requirements.

However, if a pre-NEPA corridor study has not taken one
or more of the impacts into account that could have
influenced decisions made up to that point, agencies could
have a legal duty to look at some of those alternatives
again. Whether this is necessary will likely depend on the
level of controversy surrounding the selection of
alternatives and the extent to which other alternatives are
believed to be reasonable. One of the factors that should
be weighed in determining how far to go in the selection
of alternatives is the potential public confusion and
controversy that could arise from having to re-
introduce an alternative that had been previously
dismissed.

3.4.2.1 A Review of Issues and Approaches Concerning Corridor Studies and the
NEPA Process

A primary concern of agencies performing corridor studies is how one can be certain that the work
conducted during the pre-NEPA planning stage can be carried forward as valid information within
any subsequent decision-making process within NEPA. Some agencies are concerned that the work
conducted within the planning studies (e.g., problem identification/purpose and need, alternatives
selected) would not be recognized as valid within the NEPA process, requiring work to be repeated
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and, of greater concern, causing decisions to be revisited. On the other hand, conducting a corridor
study with full NEPA documentation may be viewed as “overkill” or premature for the planning-
level decision to be made, particularly in cases where actual construction could be many years in the
future.

In addressing this issue, two observations should be made:

e One can never have complete certainty that decisions will not need to be revisited, nor that
additional analysis will not need to be conducted, even within the NEPA process. The
revisiting of even those decisions made within the NEPA process is more common than most
people realize. Certain circumstances may lead to revisiting decisions, such as a change in
the political environment, changes in knowledge concerning an environmental issue, changes
in environmental requirements, unforeseen changes in growth projections or traffic
conditions, or changes in funding availability or project priority, to name a few. In addition,
a failure to conduct a fair and open evaluation in the NEPA process can be a cause of
revisiting a decision. In other words, going through the NEPA process is not a guarantee of a
bulletproof decision. The best defense against unnecessary revisiting of decisions is good
planning and consensus building, whether within or outside the formal NEPA process.

e The extent to which information contained in a pre-NEPA corridor study can be carried
forward as valid in a subsequent NEPA document is unclear and may vary among
institutional and legal settings. It would seem logical, for example, that a good planning
treatment of the problem or the “purpose and need for action” in a corridor study (with all the
necessary stakeholders involved) should be perfectly acceptable as establishing the purpose
and need under NEPA. It would seem logical that this material could be incorporated
directly or by reference, if properly prepared with full disclosure and input.

To develop improved approaches to making decisions on
major transportation investments, one should view the
NEPA process as much broader than just the preparation of
a NEPA document. If one looks at the intent of NEPA, it
embodies most of the same principles incorporated into the
intent of a corridor planning study: appropriate level of
detail for the decision being made, full inclusion of
stakeholders, and so forth. In effect, one should take a
broader view of the NEPA process as beginning well before the initiation of a NEPA document. One
needs to be building a foundation for good corridor decisions that can stand the test of time early
within the planning stage, not just when the formal NEPA process starts.

3.4.2.2 Alternative Approaches Connecting Corridor/ Planning Studies with NEPA
Although there are no guarantees in the NEPA process itself, some agencies may believe that there is
less likelihood of a challenge to decisions if there is a stronger, clearer connection between a corridor
planning study and the NEPA process. Agencies may be concerned that major infrastructure
decisions made outside the NEPA umbrella will be more easily invalidated. Other agencies may
contend that a thorough, objective corridor decision-making process conducted outside the formal
NEPA umbrella should be viewed as having the same validity as an identical process conducted with
a formal connection to NEPA.

There are several choices of NEPA involvement available to agencies, the selection of which would
depend on their views of the above two perspectives. Exhibit 3-6 summarizes these alternative
choices, including mechanisms for making a stronger corridor study/NEPA connection. The
alternatives are not presented in any order of preference. Agencies participating in the initiation
phase of a corridor study will need to identify the most appropriate approach for their given
conditions. |
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Because many agency staff may not be familiar with the specifics of some of the NEPA options, the
following discussion is included to provide additional detail. The advantages, disadvantages, and
circumstances surrounding each approach listed in Exhibit 3-6 are amplified further below. A section
is also included on the subject of corridor preservation.

Approach 1. Make corridor improvement decisions only within the formal NEPA process.
Some agencies would argue that they should make corridor decisions only within the formal NEPA
umbrella. The basis for such an opinion is typically that the elimination and selection of alternatives
is most defensible when conducted within the formal NEPA process. It would be argued that
planning-level decisions to be reflected in the transportation plan and other planning documents could
be made using other planning techniques (e.g., best current judgment, as discussed earlier in this
chapter). Although this may be a valid argument for some agencies in some circumstances, there are
also reasons not to conduct a corridor study under NEPA, such as

e When early planning is important, but the time is not right for entering the formal NEPA
process. Transportation decisions in some corridors may be important but there could be a
time lag between the planning decision and when project development would be initiated.

e When multiple projects could result from a planning study, each of which could require its
own environmental documentation, with its own timing.

Exhibit 3-6. _ :
Summary of Choices for Connecting Corridor Planning with the NEPA Process

.
s
7/ %;;{w’ﬁ}ﬁf/ ]

R

Decisi deund Requires Federal
CCISIOoNS are made under signatures, less local | When agencies expect
1. Make Corridor the NEPA umbrella. autonomy than if projects will keep
Improvement Likely to generate resource | done outside of moving through project
Decisions Only agency attention. NEPA. development and
Within the Formal Process is usually well Document has a 3- constructjqn (i.e..,
NEPA Process. understood; less chance of | year shelf life. Must document is unlikely to
confusion. be prepared to keep | 1apse).
moving.
. Decisions are made under Where Federal buyoff
2. Conduct a Tiered . . €re Federal buyo.
EIS. Tier 1 the NEPA umbrella. Rfeqmres education | o design concept and
conducted for design | Likely to generate resource :n;esgglri?;g;“mes scope helps cement
i decision.
concept and scope agency aftention. objectives of study. . )
decisions (or Federal signature on Tier 1 | Could confuse When significant time
possibly right-of- reinforces design concept | public if not lag is expected between
way protection), and scope decision. properly explained. planning decision and
Tier 2 for project . . . project development.
development Amoqnt of 1Momﬂon in Requires two draft Wh ‘d
decisions each tier can be tailored to and final EISs. en cormdor
) needs. protection is an issue.
3. Prepare less detailed | Likely to generate resource | Resource agencies When agencies are not
(than normally agency attention. may expect more sure whether there will
expected) Draft EIS | Provides flexibility on level | detail than Draft EIS | be a ﬁme lag'b.etween
for the design of detail for Draft EIS. is intended to planning decision and
concept and scope Provides flexibility in provide. Some project development.
decision, with whether to move ahead education needed. When Federal
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expectation of a immediately into project involvement in Draft
Supplemental Draft | development or wait. (not necessarily buyoff)
EIS or new Draft is viewed to be a plus.
EIS for project
development
decisions.
Resource agencies
4. Initiate NEPA may be unclear
scoping process to Allows corri.do.r study to abqut their lele gnd When there is a concern
begin the corridor take place within the obligations in this b aking deci C
study, but do not umbrella of NEPA. approach. 211‘:8‘;;;“]\“3;% uiilltsalrzﬁs
prepare draft and Does not require Federal Responsibilities and | pue it is viewed to be &
final NEPA signatures until project expectations of all premature to initiate
documents until development. Planning parties would need NEPA documentation
later, when project | decisions made locally. to be clearly '
development begins. understood and
explained.
Provides greatest local
flexibility. Resource agencies When a multi-corridor
If study is conducted well, | may @kestudyless | 4o annropriate
5. Conduct corridor most information can seriously. with expectation of
study outside formal | usually be confirmed and Heightens multiple recommended
NEPA process. incorporated into NEPA possibility of projects.
Follow Wi(h NEPA record. revisitjng decisions When sienificant time
documentation at Have the option to initiate | if study eliminates ) 5o expg:::ted between
appropriate time. EIS/EA when appropriate, | certain alternatives planning decision and
or “spin off” projects to outside NEPA project development
EIS/EA even in middle of | umbrella. '
study.

It is important to note that NEPA corridor studies can be conducted as EAs or as EISs. The
determining factor is the extent to which significant impacts are expected. If impacts are not
expected to be significant, an EA is the preferred NEPA option. If significant impacts are expected,
an EIS is prepared. Transportation agencies almost always prefer to file EAs, whenever possible.
Typically, many agencies use EAs for lane addition projects, particularly when widening in the
median. New alignments or major widenings with substantial new right-of-way acquisition typically
require EISs. One of the benefits of an EA is the processing time following completion. EAs can be
processed in as little as several weeks, while EISs can require many months. One consideration in a
NEPA corridor study is to begin the study as an EA and to transition to an EIS at the point where the
potential significance of impacts can be confirmed. This is consistent with the intent of the EA in
NEPA, as a means to determine the significance of impacts when the significance is initially unclear.

One advantage of conducting a corridor study
under the NEPA umbrella is that it is more
likely to gain the attention of resource agencies,
whereas these agencies are sometimes inclined
to ignore pre-NEPA corridor studies or treat
them with much lower priority. The risk of a
pre-NEPA corridor study (especially on those
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decisions that have greater impacts or are more controversial) generally lies in not obtaining early,
meaningful input from resource and regulatory agencies. The risk tends to increase with more
controversial projects. A “but you were notified” may not suffice in court where a significant impact
was not addressed, even though a resource agency had an opportunity to make it known but failed to
do so until the formal NEPA process was entered. It should also be said, however, that usually there
are ways to obtain the feedback of resource agencies for a planning-level study conducted outside the
NEPA process. Agencies need to be proactive in pursuing those opportunities. These approaches are
discussed in Chapter 5.

Approach 2. A tiered EIS. Section 40 CFR Parts 1500-1508 address the concept of tiering an EIS.
Part 1508.28 states

“’Tiering’ refers to the coverage of general matters in broader environmental impact
statements (such as national program or policy statements) with subsequent narrower
statements or environmental analyses (such as regional or basinwide program
statements or ultimately site-specific statements) incorporating by reference the
general discussions and concentrating solely on the issues specific to the statement
subsequently prepared. Tiering is appropriate when the sequence of statements or
analyses is

(a) From a program, plan, or policy environmental impact statement to a program, plan,
or policy statement or analysis of lesser
scope or to a site-specific statement or
analyses.

(b) From an environmental impact statement
on a specific action at an early stage (such
as need and site selection) to a supplement
(which is preferred) or a subsequent
statement or analysis at a later stage (such
as environmental mitigation).”

On one hand, a tiered EIS would seem to be tailor-made for bridging between the planning decision
and specific project development requirements. On the other hand, agencies have been reluctant to
use tiering. It has been most often applied to programmatic actions (such as broad Federal policy),
and not to staged decisions in individual corridors. The State of California has used tiering as a
method of reserving right-of-way. Some of the advantages and disadvantages of tiering include

o It requires a full draft and final EIS for each tier, with signatures by the responsible Federal
agency (ies), implying more work, greater scrutiny, and the introduction of Federal approval
(for the Final) into the local decision-making process. In practice, however, the only
necessary difference between a pre-NEPA corridor study and a tiered EIS would be the need
for Federal signatures. If an agency believes that operating under the NEPA umbrella will
help protect the validity of a planning decision, greater scrutiny and Federal signatures
should be viewed as an advantage. However, the schedule will be extended due to Federal
review.

e Because of Federal involvement in a tiered EIS, there is concern that the cost and time
required to complete the process would be extended. If handled properly, however, the cost
and time do not necessarily need to be significantly greater than in a pre-NEPA corridor
study. The scoping process for the EIS can be handled virtually identically to the corridor
study initiation phase, except that a NEPA Notice of Intent would be filed for the EIS. The
comment and response requirements are more stringent for a tiered EIS than for a pre-NEPA
corridor study, but this should also be an advantage for a more controversial action.
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e Because tiering is not used very often, there is a concern that the expectations of level of
detail would be similar to that expected for a traditional EIS. The solution to this problem is
essentially a matter of setting the appropriate expectations in the beginning. Federal
regulations provide adequate grounds for a lesser level of detail in a tiered EIS, tailored to the
issues that are ripe for consideration. Making a planning-level decision clearly can fall into
this category.

Essentially, the decision to use the tiering approach rests on the tradeoffs one wishes to make between
potential cost and time requirements (which do not need to be significantly greater than a pre-NEPA
corridor study) versus the “security” of having decisions made under the recognized umbrella of
NEPA. Because this approach has not been used frequently, there would also need to be an
educational process and documentation of how tiering was intended to work and why it was being
used. This education would likely need to be extended to resource agencies that have come to expect
certain levels of detail from an EIS. One of the major advantages of a tiered EIS is that it would
virtually ensure the review of resource agencies, whereas these agencies are sometimes inclined to
ignore pre-NEPA corridor studies or treat them with much lower priority.

Approach 3. Prepare corridor study as a less detailed Draft EIS for the design concept and
scope decision, with expectation of a Supplemental Draft EIS or new Draft EIS for project
development decisions (e.g., alignments, transit stations, interchange configurations, etc.). This
is essentially a traditional NEPA approach, but with reduced pressure to prepare the Draft EIS at the
level of detail traditionally expected of an EIS (at least the type of EIS normally envisioned by
FHWA—the FTA Alternatives Analysis/Draft EIS [AA/DEIS] was often prepared with less
environmental detail). Again, the level of detail would be commensurate with what is required to
make a decision on design concept and scope. However, a supplemental draft may be required
(depending on changes in circumstances that have occurred) if the draft has not become final within a
period of three years of the Draft EIS circulation. Agencies need to accept this if they expect a time
lag between the decision on design concept and scope and subsequent project development activity.

The potential advantage of this approach is that the Draft EIS could be prepared at a substantially
lower level of detail and more rapidly than the traditional FHWA EIS, saving time and money. while
allowing the agencies to arrive at a decision on design concept and scope. This is essentially the
process followed in the AA/DEIS process established by the FTA in the 1970s. The AA/DEIS was
typically less detailed in the environmental analysis at the DEIS stage than the corresponding FHWA
process. However, it was often accepted that a supplemental draft would be needed to provide
additional environmental detail once agency commitments were in place based on the decisions on
design concept and scope resulting from the AA/DEIS.

One of the disadvantages of this approach, particularly from the perspective of those agencies
involved primarily in highway improvements, is the acceptance of a supplemental draft EIS (or a new
draft EIS) as an expected part of the process. Often, from the state DOT perspective, supplemental
EISs are looked upon as a failure to execute the draft properly. However, if it is desired that the
design concept and scope decision be made at an early stage, with the likelihood of a significant time
lag before project development is initiated, a supplemental draft should not be looked upon as a
failure but as part of the integrated planning and project development strategy.

Approach 4. Initiate NEPA scoping process to begin the corridor study, but do not prepare
draft and final NEPA documents until later, when project development begins. In this approach,
the lead agency would initiate the study with a NEPA Notice of Intent (NOI) and a scoping process.
Agencies may wish to consider this approach when they are concerned about the validity of decisions
made outside the formal NEPA umbrella, but view initiation of NEPA documentation to be
premature. It may appear to be an attractive middle ground between initiating the NEPA process in
the traditional sense (1 e., w1th full documentatlon as in Approach 1) and making decisions outside
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the formal NEPA process (as in a pre-NEPA corridor study described in Approach 5). It also could
have the advantage of obligating resource agencies to become more involved in the process. In
reality, this approach could create some confusion, unless it was carefully explained and consistently
applied. For example, participants, particularly resource agencies, may have certain expectations of
what should occur based on their traditional experience with NEPA. These agencies may not
participate in the intended way if they do not see traditional NEPA documentation forthcoming. This
approach could also have the inadvertent effect of agencies taking other more traditional NEPA
processes less seriously, because the understanding of the meaning of the Notice of Intent would
become less clear. Thus, careful explanation of the approach is needed, including consultation with
agencies even prior to issuing the NOL

Approach 5. Conduct a pre-NEPA corridor study with the expectation that it will be valid in
the formal NEPA process. This approach would conduct a corridor study without any formal
involvement of the NEPA process. However, in light of the fact that planning and project
development should be seen as a continuum of decision-making, this type of corridor study
should always be conducted with an understanding of how NEPA may come into play at a later
time. Staff involved in project development should have input into the corridor study strategy to
ensure as smooth a transition as possible. Good planning practices applied at this stage will make the
execution of the NEPA process more effective and usually much easier.

In Approach 5, it should be recognized that it may be appropriate to initiate the NEPA process at
some point within a pre-NEPA corridor study or to “spin-off” one or more project development
initiatives, if the timing is right. There is substantial flexibility in when and how to transition to or
incorporate NEPA, but no hard-and-fast rules. Participants need to exercise their judgment based on
the circumstances of the situation.

It is interesting to note that there is essentially no difference in the way that a corridor study would be
conducted under any of the five options discussed above. In all cases, the level of environmental
detail would be determined based on what was necessary to make a decision.

The corridor study philosophy of collaborative decision-making and tailoring of study detail to the
decision at hand reinforces the original concept of NEPA. Part 1500.1 of 40 CFR states: “Most
important, NEPA documents must concentrate on the issues that are truly significant to the action in
question, rather than amassing needless detail.” This idea is often overlooked in many NEPA
documents. Unfortunately, “defensive planning” has tended to increase the level of analysis and
detail beyond what may have been originally envisioned in NEPA regulations. This is a possible
advantage of the pre-NEPA corridor study in that it can help agencies step away from the NEPA
“tradition” to tailor the level of detail to the issues being addressed. However, the problem of too
much detail could also be addressed through better execution of NEPA as it was originally intended.

One of the reasons sometimes given for initiating the formal NEPA process is the need to gain the
attention of the resource and permitting agencies. However, measures can be taken to ascertain the
views of resource agencies without being within the NEPA umbrella. This may be more difficult and
may take more initiative than if the work is being conducted within the NEPA umbrella, but it is still
possible. Strategies for resource agency involvement are discussed in Chapter 5. As noted earlier, if
the pre-NEPA corridor study is performed in a way that is consistent with NEPA intent, and if
this can be demonstrated through the documentation of the study process, then there should be
little reason that collaborative decisions made during these studies would be invalidated in the
NEPA process, unless new information is subsequently uncovered affecting the decision.
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3.4.2.3. Corridor Preservation

Another aspect of the decision of when to initiate a
corridor study has to do with the preservation of
right-of-way for potential transportation facilities.
A study could be initiated just to define a corridor
that could accommodate transportation facilities or
services, so that options for future use of the
corridor for transportation purposes could be kept
open. But there are many dimensions to corridor
preservation that need to be understood.

The document Corridor Preservation: Study of
Legal and Institutional Barriers (Mandelker and
Blesser for FHWA Office of Real Estate Services)
describes  several approaches to corridor
preservation.  The following paragraphs are
adapted from several sections of that document.

The AASHTO Task Force on Corridor Preservation defines corridor preservation as

“a concept utilizing the coordinated application of various measures to obtain
control of or otherwise protect the right-of-way for a planned transportation facility.”

Corridor preservation is one of the elements in both the state and metropolitan transportation planning
processes. Statutory provisions require MPOs and states to “consider” in their planning process

“preservation of rights-of-way for construction of future transportation projects,
including identification of unused rights-of-way which may be needed for future
transportation corridors and identification of those corridors for which action is most
needed to prevent destruction or loss.”

Early land acquisition may not be possible if there is no formal commitment to a corridor alignment
through a plan designation. Right-of-way acquisition generally requires a ROD, FONSI, or CE.
exceptions being protective buys and hardship acquisitions. Some state corridor preservation statutes
also require a corridor to be shown on a state or local comprehensive plan as a condition to using
corridor preservation techniques, such as official maps. Other corridor preservation techniques, such
as zoning, may still be useful, and there may also be opportunities for corridor preservation through
voluntary cooperation with developers and landowners. Thus, outright land acquisition by a
transportation agency is not the only method of corridor preservation. But for all methods,
corridor planning and environmental studies will often still be important, particularly for new
corridors.

The level of detail needed to support corridor
preservation will vary depending on the technique
employed. Actual land acquisition of key parcels by
a transportation agency will require a greater level of
detail and more engineering. Voluntary cooperation
with developers and landowners usually requires less
detail. But even here, decisions at the level of design concept and scope are usually needed. The
Illinois Department of Transportation used a process called the “Strategic Regional Arterial
Program.” These involved long-range planning studies along arterial corridors, one of the purposes
of which was to establish the ultimate “footprint” of the roadway. This allowed developers to
voluntarily plan around the footprint, hopefully reducing the cost of future right-of-way acquisition
and minimizing the future disruption of businesses. Although corridor studies usually involve
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facilities of higher classification, the concept of establishing a footprint for the chosen alternative
could be equally valid. When establishing a future footprint for facilities in a corridor, agencies
should consider what could occur beyond the normal planning horizon.

Plans should contain two other elements to reinforce corridor preservation. One is an
intergovernmental coordination element that indicates the intergovernmental strategies needed to
carry out corridor preservation. Intergovernmental coordination is essential because a state
transportation agency cannot carry out corridor preservation on its own. Local governments exercise
the land use planning and development control powers that often are critical to the success of corridor
preservation. State transportation agencies do not have these powers. If they are given permit
authority over development in transportation corridors, the exercise of this authority must be carefully
integrated with local government planning and land use regulation. Some state planning legislation
requires the inclusion of intergovernmental coordination elements in state and local plans.

It is possible that a tiered NEPA process could be
employed in corridor preservation. A tier 1 EIS would be
employed to identify the specific dimensions of the
corridor, setting the stage for acquisition of key parcels.
The State of California has sometimes used the tiered EIS
as a method for reserving right-of-way. A recent
example 1s State Route 58 in the Bakersfield area. A 300-ft wide corridor is being preserved without
the specification of mode, with the environmental analysis conducted based on the most potentially
impacting scenario (an eight-lane freeway). But the corridor is being preserved with multimodal
options remaining to be resolved in the tier 2 EIS. Experience with this approach indicates that
agencies must be clear in what they intend to accomplish with tiering, and what are the implications
of those decisions. The public and elected officials can become confused over the purposes of the
two tiers, and this can lead to other difficulties in planning and project development.

The voluntary approach of right-of-way preservation mentioned earlier is the preferred solution,
because it does not require transportation agency funding, leaves the land in the tax base for a longer
period, and is administratively and legally less cumbersome. However, conditions must be right for
this method to work. All the methods assume that the corridor to be reserved can be defined with
some certainty. It is in the definition of the corridor that the corridor study can play a role. Land
acquisition that is directed toward an eventual Federally funded project will require NEPA
involvement. This could include any of the methods listed in the prior section, including tiered or
non-tiered EISs.

3.4.3. Multi-Corridor and System Planning Approaches to Corridor
Investment Decisions

Up to this point, corridor planning studies have been discussed in the context of single corridor or
single subarea activities. However, there are approaches to corridor decision-making that take a
broader view than a single corridor. The sections below provide some examples.

3.4.3.1. Regionwide or Multi-Corridor Planning Studies

In some cases, a major, coordinated effort can be undertaken to address both individual corridor
planning and system planning at the same time. For example, the Bakersfield, California, region
completed its “Major Transportation Investment Strategy” (MTIS) in 1997. This was an extensive
effort to examine major transportation investment needs to the year 2020. It was not conducted as
part of the development of the MTP per se, but was a significant input to the next update of the MTP.
The study involved corridor-specific analysis as well as system-level analysis. The report describes
the background behind the MTIS:

sisssssns Chapter 3 — Identifying the Problem and the Corridor Study Strategy
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“... six local, regional, and state agencies teamed together to develop a transportation
strategy for Metropolitan Bakersfield, known as the Major Transportation
Investment Strategy (MTIS). By means of an extensive analysis of travel in the area
and through consensus building in the community, the MTIS determined the future
transportation needs of Metropolitan Bakersfield. = The analysis included an
examination of traffic patterns, and the identification of existing and potential
sources of revenue. With the ongoing participation of community groups and the
public, the agencies then developed a strategy for implementing those projects that
would be most effective in eliminating congestion and identified those that would
benefit the Metropolitan Area as a whole.”

The MTIS was the most significant process of its kind for determining transportation solutions in
Bakersfield. The agencies developed an Action Plan to guide the implementation of recommended
elements and accommodate needed annual updates for the phased implementation of the
recommended elements. It is anticipated that many of the projects will flow directly from the MTIS
to project development (after incorporation in the MTP and TIP). This approach was developed in
collaboration with FHWA and FTA. It represented a relatively large planning investment for that
area (approximately $1.8 million), but with the expectation that individual pre-NEPA corridor studies
will not need to be conducted.

3.4.3.2. Corridor-Specific Analysis in the MTP

Another approach to coordinating individual corridor planning with system planning is to address
individual corridor issues at a broad-brush level as part of the analyses for an MTP update. This
approach has not been widely used, as it requires a greater amount of analysis, well beyond what is
normally invested in the development of the MTP. However, with the proper regional environmental
data sets in place, the process is made much easier.

For example, the Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG) incorporated an approach
to corridor-level environmental screening in their 1998 Regional Transportation Plan (RTP). The
approach was implemented in the form of a “Master Environmental Impact Report (MEIR),”
prepared pursuant to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). Although other states may
not have state environmental legislation of the scope of CEQA, the approach is equally applicable to
the development of MTPs in any other region. As stated in the MEIR

“One of the Regional Transportation Plan’s main goals is to increase efficiencies and
maintain the SCAG Region’s economic competitiveness. The time required and the
cost incurred by project proponents to prepare environmental analysis and obtain
environmental clearance are often an impediment to this goal attainment. With the
Draft RTP MEIR, SCAG is implementing a way to save Caltrans, other public
agencies, and private proponents of projects some of the time and money which they
must currently spend on the environmental documentation to comply with CEQA
and NEPA requirements.”

The basic idea behind the SCAG approach is to use the MEIR as a “first tier” analysis according to
the provisions of tiering in CEQA and NEPA. This can then be incorporated by reference in project-
specific Environmental Impact Reports and EISs. The MEIR included both systemwide (regional)
impact analysis and project-by-project impact analysis. Most MTPs undergo regional-level analysis.
The innovation in the SCAG case is the handling of project-level analysis. Using the SCAG
Geographic Information System (GIS), each transportation project in the list of RTP projects was
overlaid on a coverage map of each of the environmental themes included in the systemwide analysis.
Transportation and air quality modeling analyses were not conducted at the project level. The
potential impact of each project, level of significance of the impacts, and impact-related comments
were documented in a matrix for each environmental theme. The idea was that this information
would help to determine the level of evaluation needed in any subsequent corridor-level
environmental analysns Secondly, it provxded env1ronmental input into decisions regardmg pI’O_]eCtS
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to include in the MTP. To support the environmental analysis, cooperative efforts were undertaken
with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the U.S. Army Corp of Engineers, and other agencies to
create the necessary environmental coverage.

Exhibit 3-7 is an example page from the project-level analysis developed by SCAG. Each project
was rated against the following criteria: land use compatibility, farmland, open space, surface
hydrology, wetlands, habitat/species, flooding, subsidence, noise, seismic hazards, land sliding, soil,
cultural resources, and visual resources.

It is important to note that the SCAG tiering approach does not remove responsibility for agencies to
conduct a thorough environmental analysis for a corridor-specify study. The results of the MEIR
“may be used only if the project proponent finds that the RTP MEIR analysis of cumulative, growth-
inducing, and irreversible significant environmental effects is adequate for the subsequent project.”
The SCAG approach is most interesting in its incorporation of environmental analyses to make
decisions in the RTP without having to extensively invest in corridor-specific transportation and
environmental analyses. This creates improved credibility for plan decisions, while controlling
corridor-level analysis costs. It also helps to set the stage for consistent corridor-level analysis.

3.4.3.3. Mode-Specific System Planning Studies '

On some occasions, it may be appropriate to conduct system planning studies that focus on a single
mode of travel. This may be appropriate when the region has made a commitment to develop certain
types of systems (for example, a rail system or HOV lane system) or is trying to determine how such
a system would work together geographically and operationally. Decisions at a system level
obviously have implications at the individual corridor level, and corridor-level decisions could be
made for the MTP and for funding. The results of such studies may be key to forging political
agreements that would move such systems forward or even as information to support a ballot measure
to raise funds for such a system.

An example of a system plan is the Dallas Area Rapid Transit System Plan, shown in Exhibit 3-8. It
is, in effect, a vision plan, wherein transit corridors have been identified and prioritized for future
implementation. These corridors have been or will be subjected to individual corridor studies to
establish and further detail the complete preferred transportation investment strategy in that corridor.

Another example is the Southern California Commuter Rail Plan. The plan was established in the
early 1990s, most of which has been implemented. A regional approach was needed to develop the
multi-corridor interconnectivity and operating plans to obtain political buy-in and funding agreements
among many agencies. The existing and future plans for commuter rail would be accommodated in a
corridor study for a corridor in which the system may have an influence.
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Exhibit 3-7.

Sample Listing from the Project-Level Environmental Analysis in the SCAG Master
Environmental Impact Report for the Regional Transportation Plan

Project ID 322 132 125 133
From Dowptown L."A'/ Route 134 Route 405 Route 170
Union Station
To Pasadena-Sierra Route 170 Moreno Dr Route 118
Madre Villa Ave. ou ' e

Improvement Light Rail HOV Lanes HOV Lanes HOV Lanes

RTIP Yes Yes Yes Yes

Environmental

Analysis Issues
Land use PS LS LS LS
Farmland LS LS LS LS
Open space PS PS PS PS
Surface hydrology PS PS LS PS
Wetlands i
Habitat/species LS PS LS PS
Flooding
Subsidence LS/ PS PS ; LS
Noise LS LS LS i LS
Seismic hazards PS PS PS PS
Landsliding PS PS PS PS
Soil LS LS LS LS
Cultural resources PS PS PS PS
Visual resources PS PS PS PS

Key:  PS =Potentially significant
LS = Less than significant
I = Information unavailable
LS/I = Some information available, less than significant
PS/I = More information needed, potentially significant

3.5. Developing the Corridor Study Strategy

Decisions on the need for and timing of corridor studies should consider the range of factors
discussed above. There is no formula for determining what is best, but the decision should be made
collaboratively, with the key agency stakeholders. The first consideration would be whether a study
is needed at all. If so, decisions would need to be made on the geographic scope of the study (single
corridor versus multi-corridor) and the extent of NEPA involvement.
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Exhibit 3-8.
Dallas Area Rapid Transit System Plan

SOUTH OAK CLIFF LINE

LEGEND

sjemji= COMMUTER RAIL LINE
€006 HOV TRANSITWAY

mssmmem LIGHT RAIL STARTER SYSTEM (1998)
mmmmi LIGHT RAIL TRANSIT SYSTEM (1997-2005)
50000 LIGHT RAIL TRANSIT SYSTEM (POST 2005)
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Consideration should be given not to conduct a study if

e The corridor lacks significant transportation problems.

e The corridor improvement strategy is already in place,

e There is instability in the corridor politically, likely inhibiting the ability to develop a
consensus on decisions that is likely to last, or

e There is little hope of significant funding for the corridor in the foreseeable future.

Assuming there is reason to proceed with consideration of a corridor study, the following questions
should be considered:

e What is the nature of the decision(s) to be made or the objective(s) agencies wish to
accomplish? Is it a near-term focus to address a highly visible need expressed by the public?
Is it a longer term focus to establish a framework for land use planning, transportation
facilities, and funding in the corridor? Is the objective to address system interconnectivity,
either geographically or among modes of travel? The answers to these questions will, in
large part, be determined by the types of problems being addressed.

e Should this be a part of a broader multi-corridor or regional analysis? If so. consider a
coordinated multi-corridor or system planning approach.

e What type of NEPA involvement is appropriate, given the problems and decisions to be
made?

Exhibit 3-9 describes a possible study strategy if a multi-corridor or system planning approach
is identified as appropriate. The multi-corridor strategy may be appropriate when problems among
corridors are intertwined and/or there is a need to emphasize system interconnectivity. Such an
approach would almost always be long term and not be conducted under the formal NEPA umbrella.
Following the initiation of a multi-corridor study, it may be determined that projects are emerging
that can be implemented in the near term. These spin-off projects would then enter the NEPA
process (assuming Federal funding was envisioned), be considered in the MTP and TIP, and be
environmentally cleared in project development. Other longer term projects developed through the
planning process would be considered in the MTP and TIP and enter the NEPA process at an
appropriate later date.

Exhibit 3-10 provides a sample “decision tree” for assisting agencies in defining their corridor
study/NEPA strategy. This should not be thought of as a set of hard-and-fast rules, but as general
guidance based on some of the major factors that could go into the decision. Guidelines in a state or
metropolitan area may provide more specific information.

The following points summarize the considerations in Exhibit 3-10:

e Do all stakeholders agree on solution? If it is determined that all the affected stakeholders
agree on the problems and the solution(s), then the study becomes a relatively simple,
straightforward activity of bringing together available data and documenting the decision and
rationale. An EIS/EA would be initiated at the appropriate time. Often, these will be EAs.
Relatively simple lane additions (e.g., median lane additions) or new alignments with little or
no environmental or neighborhood impact would be candidates for this simplified approach.

o Is a near-term project or projects likely? In most of these cases, the corridor study would
most efficiently be initiated as an EIS or EA. A two-phase process, with a pre-NEPA
corridor study followed by an EIS/EA, would add to the time requirements and complexity.
Usually, agencies would opt for an EA, where possible. If the impacts were expected to be
significant, an EIS would be initiated.
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o Is it agency philosophy to make planning-level decisions under NEPA? The remainder
of the approaches from this point are based on a two-phased process: a first phase for
making the planning-level decision and a second phase for project development. How much
of the planning-level decision making is done under NEPA is a matter of agency preference.
Some agencies may be of the opinion that critical decisions should always be made under the
NEPA umbrella. This may be particularly true for controversial decisions, decisions where
concurrence by resource agencies is particularly important or decisions where Federal
signatures are important. In this case, agencies could use either an EA, draft EIS or tier 1 EIS
for the planning-level decision. A hiatus would then occur, followed by a supplemental draft
and final EIS or tier 2 EIS (draft and final) in the project development phase. Agencies that
are not particularly concerned that planning-level decisions be made under NEPA would use
a pre-NEPA corridor study approach.

e Do near-term projects or spin-off projects emerge part way through the pre-NEPA
corridor study process? Occasionally, a pre-NEPA corridor study may be initiated, during
which near-term projects unexpectedly emerge. These projects could require environmental
clearance faster than might have been expected when the corridor study was first initiated.
These projects can be spun off, with the other portions of the corridor study continuing or the
entire corridor study can be transitioned into NEPA. In either case, the work conducted to
date for the corridor study would be included as part of the scoping information for the
EIS/EA. Possible reasons for initiating the NEPA process part way through include need to
get the project cleared as quickly as possible because funding is available, greater
involvement is needed from resource agencies, or agencies simply wish to reduce the risk of
decisions made in the corridor study not being accepted in the NEPA process (e.g., risk of
“reasonable” alternatives being eliminated outside of NEPA). If no near-term projects
emerge, the corridor study would be completed as planned.

e Should the corridor study only narrow down alternatives or select the preferred
alternative? An option available to agencies is to stop the corridor study short of selecting a
single preferred alternative or investment strategy by only narrowing down alternatives
suitable for moving forward into the NEPA process at a later date. This may be a good
strategy where agencies wish to identify a more limited number of alternatives for the MTP,
but they are uncomfortable with selecting a preferred alternative without being under the
NEPA umbrella. The MPO and partner agencies would need to determine how to reflect the
results of this “partial” corridor study in the MTP.

As indicated above, this is one possible way of thinking through the corridor study options in terms of
the relationship to NEPA. There are other possible variations, and state and local practice should
weigh heavily into the determination.

3.6. Defining Corridor Study Objectives

Once it is determined to move forward with a corridor study, it is important that the participants be
clear on the study’s objectives. One way to confirm the objectives is to draft a “mission statement”
that can guide the process throughout the duration of the study. For example, the following could
represent a broadly defined mission statement for a long range corridor planning study:

“The goal of this study is to define a long range multimodal transportation plan and
supporting land use plans and policies that will address current and future
transportation problems in the corridor, support economic development, protect the
environment, and be compatible with the surrounding communities.”

Aside from defining why the study is being conducted, a mission statement can also provide a
foundation for some of the primary criteria that should be considered for evaluating alternatives.
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Exhibit 3-9. Study Strategy for a Multi-Corridor or System Planning Approach

Initiate Multi-Corridor
Planning Study

Initiate EIS/EAs
for “Spin Off’ Projects

Are
Near-Term "«
Projects Emerging
in Certain _#
Corridors?

No

Complete Multi-Corridor
Planning Study

Y

Consider Projects
in Plan and TIP

Y

Initiate/Finalize EIS/EA
at Appropriate Time




Exhibit 3-10.
Possible Decision Tree for
Defining the Corridor
Study/NEPA Strategy
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Study participants may also wish to consider developing an explicit set of goals and objectives for the
study. This is commonly done as part of the initiation of a corridor study and can help bring clarity
and focus to the study throughout and reminds participants of the “big picture” as they proceed.

3.7. Corridor Prioritization Criteria

All corridors cannot be studied at one time. Planning funds need to be distributed over time. The use
of corridor prioritization criteria is one way agencies can systematically make decisions on which
corridors to study before others. These criteria would be used to help decision-makers determine
when the time is right for a corridor study and the priority with which those studies should be
programmed. But the criteria should provide flexibility to deal with the range of situations that tend
to arise. Examples of criteria that could be used include

e Total travel demand (e.g., number of trips) in the corridor (existing and future).

e Congestion levels, travel time, and/or delay levels (existing and future—could be quantified
in several different ways).

e Importance of the corridor to the regional or state economy.
Opportunity for improvement (an assessment of the potential for improving mobility, safety,
and so forth—if there is little potential for improvement, priority for study would be low).

e Need for corridor preservation. A greater need for corridor preservation would elevate the
corridor in priority.

Another important point should be made regarding the need for a corridor study and the FTA “New
Starts” program. In December 1996, FTA issued a Federal Register notice describing the revised
New Starts justification criteria to be used to evaluate candidate transit projects for discretionary New
Starts funding under Section 5309 of the Federal Transit Act. The FTA’s technical guidance on New
Starts (September 1997) states that “It is likely that most transit New Start proposals will result from
a Major Investment Study conducted during this phase (i.c., the system planning phase).” Although
the planning regulations will be changing, agencies anticipating major transit investments using FTA
New Starts funding should consult with FTA on study requirements that may be associated with
application for funds. The application for funds could be a determining factor for when to initiate a-
corridor study. Specific criteria required for New Starts funding and the relationship of those criteria
to other performance measures will be discussed later in the Guidebook.
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CHAPTER 4
STUDY ORGANIZATION
Chapter 5

Chapter Topics in a Nutshell
4.1. Assemble the relevant transportation agencies

Community Involvement Planning

Chapter 6

4.2. Assemble all potentially interested stakeholders Problem Confirmation

4.3. Prepare draft work plan

4.4. Form policy and technical committees
4.5. Define agency responsibilities/need for consultant
4.6. Select consultant and/or arrange for internal resources

Chapter 6
Evaluation Criteria

Chapter 7
Development & Evaluation
of initial Alternatives

4.7. Develop outreach/public involvement plan

l_— Community Involvement Implementation —‘

Chapter 7
4.8. Develop/confirm agency study management Development & Evaluation
L of Detailed Alternatives
plan/principles
Chapter 8
Financial Analysis & Selection
of Preferred Investment Strategy
o b
Principles and Lessons Learned Updated Metropolitan Plan/TIP
1. Study initiation meetings, with broad representation Project Development

of stakeholders, are critical to the identification of
issues that need to be addressed in any particular
study. A proactive effort should be undertaken to
ensure good representation.

tmplementatlion

2. To properly scale the level of detail, focus efforts on those issues that are key to making a
decision. Issues key to the decision will usually receive more detailed analysis than others.
A sample checklist is provided to assist in identifying critical issues and the potential level of
effort to address them.

3. The size of the study area will be dependent on the nature of problems, the issues being
evaluated, and the nature of the possible alternatives. The study area may change as the
study proceeds, depending on the alternatives being analyzed. The impact on some
environmental issues will be limited to relatively narrow corridors. Transportation and air
quality impacts normally tend to encompass a much larger area.

4. A good work plan is critical to the effective undertaking of a corridor study. The work plan
should spell out the methods and approaches as clearly as possible, but must also have the
flexibility to change course in response to circumstances that arise during the study.

5. Good study management procedures for information flow, meeting documentation, and filing
are critical to the durability of decisions, particularly for controversial studies.
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Chapter 4 begins with the assumption that the need for a corridor study has been established, and a
basic strategy has been identified, at least from an internal agency perspective (see Chapter 3).
Chapter 4 discusses how to bring the agency and public stakeholders together to flesh out the strategy
and initiate the study. From that point on, the lead and support agencies will be faced with a host of
choices such as

e Who should be the lead agency?

e How large should the study area be?

e What level of analysis detail is necessary?

e  What elements should be conducted in-house versus with consultants?
e Isitpossible to control the number of alternatives?

It is possible that some of these issues will have been discussed as part of the internal deliberations
within an agency or among a group of core agencies. But for the purposes of this chapter, it will be
assumed that agencies only know that a corridor study is to be conducted in a generally identified
corridor or corridors.

Exhibit 4-1 shows a typical set of steps that could be used for corridor study initiation. Again. these
are not prescribed in Federal legislation. Existing procedures and guidelines in individual states
and metropolitan areas should be consulted for steps that are applicable to a particular area.

4.1. Assemble the Relevant Transportation
Exhibit 4-1. Agencies

Study Initiation Steps In most regions there is a core set of transportation agencies that will
virtually always be involved in any major transportation planning effort.
The MPO, state DOT(s), and transit agency(ies) are virtually always
involved. Some regions have county-level planning agencies or councils
of governments that play a major role in most of these planning efforts as
well. One of the above types of agencies is usually the prime candidate
for lead agency. The particular circumstances surrounding each corridor
study will suggest other agencies that should be in the initial core group.
Practitioners responding to the NCHRP Project 8-34 surveys often
suggested that involving Federal partners (FHWA and FTA) at this stage
is a good idea. Although the Federal agencies will not formally sign off
on the results if there is no NEPA involvement, the fact that Federal
funds are likely to be used is reason enough to bring these agencies into
the picture at an early stage. FHWA and FTA staff can also be a linkage
to useful resources and can help agencies to avoid surprises later in the
process.

It is strongly recommended that the operating agencies (state DOTs and
transit operators) send both planning and project development
representatives to the initial meetings. Personnel with environmental
experience who know NEPA and other environmental statutes are
critical to the decision-making process, even if the corridor study is being conducted without NEPA
involvement. Project development staff will usually have an appreciation of what difficulties
may lie ahead in environmental analysis and decision-making and could help the technical and
policy committees to avoid potential pitfalls. The intent is to facilitate the linkage between
planning and project development, designing the corridor planning study to minimize potential
difficulties that could arise during project development, if definitive projects emerge from the
planning study.
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A diagram prepared by the Florida DOT illustrates how emphasis changes by project phase (Exhibit
4-2). Projects will be handed off from division to division and person to
person through planning, project development, construction, and
operation. All phases of this work are best served by smooth transitions,
made possible by involvement of the right people at the right time. The
level of responsibility will change with each phase, but communication
is needed among all the divisions through virtually all the phases.

Normally, the participants in the initial discussions will consist of the
technical staff, but on some large or particularly controversial projects,
discussions may take place at the policy level. The core group should

Confirm the need for the corridor study.
Discuss/confirm overall corridor study strategy.
Identify other potential stakeholders.

Confirm the lead agency.

Exhibit 4-2.

Changing Involvement Levels through Planning,
Project Development, Construction, and Operation

Relative Responsibility Over Time
A

Design Concept Location & Design Approval/ i
& Scope Design Acceptance Right of Way Clear Construction

Relative Responsibility

Time
(Source: Florida Department of Transportation)

4.1.1. Confirm the Need for the Corridor Study

Before stepping out in the public spotlight, agencies involved in the study should ask the following
questions:

¢ Do we really want to do the study at this time? Are the problems significant enough?

e Do we have the resources to manage it well?

e Are we clear on what we would want the corridor study to accomplish? What types of
decisions do we expect to make? How do we expect these decisions to relate to subsequent
decisions in project development?

o Is there another approach we should use?

e Are the necessary tools in place (e.g., updated version of transportation model)?

e How far can the recommendations for this study expect to go? To a single preferred
altemat1ve‘7 Narrowing down the alternatlves for a subsequent EIS”
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Page 4-4

Chapter 3 provided a context for when a corridor study may be appropriate and described other
possible planning approaches to making corridor transportation decisions, depending on the
circumstances.

4.1.2. Identify Key Issues

In most cases, key issues will surface quickly from those knowledgeable of the area, prior history,
and nature of the study. However, a checklist can be helpful to ensure that major concerns are not
missed. Exhibit 4-3 is a type of checklist that can be used to determine the importance of particular
issues. It is similar to checklists some states use to gauge the significance of environmental factors
during project development. Some of those checklists are much more extensive and may be
appropriate for conducting a corridor study in your area. The sample checklist in Exhibit 4-3 poses
two questions related to each issue area:

e Could analysis of this issue affect the final decision? (yes or no)
e  What level of effort is expected on this issue? (major, moderate, minor)

The first question is designed to be a discriminator in whether the issue is truly pertinent to making
the decision at hand. It is a way of eliminating the issues that the study should not need to consider.

The second question would apply only to those issues where a “yes” was indicated for the first
question. The objective of the second question is to begin to deal with where to invest study
resources. Ideally, participants would fill out the checklist as a group, coming to consensus on each
issue. The completed checklist would also provide documentation that all the issues were discussed.
Notations can be made in the first column on any specific issues or impacts of which to be
particularly aware. It would also be appropriate for each agency to complete a checklist individually.
This concept will be introduced again at the study initiation meeting or meetings. It is important to
note that this approach is not intended for evaluation of alternatives, it is only intended to identify
issues to help in scoping the study. It is an example only and its application may not be appropriate
in every case.

4.1.3. Determine Appropriate Level of Detail

There is no single prescribed level of detail for
every decision. The general rule is that “the
level of detail in a corridor study needs to be |
sufficient to make the decision at hand.” If |
stakeholders are able to agree on the problem(s)
and solution(s) with very little additional
information, there is no need to produce
information at a high level of detail. It would
be unproductive work. On highly controversial
studies, the level of detail is often much greater than normal, because the consequences of inadequate
information can be much more severe. The issues checklist shown in Exhibit 4-3 will provide some
guidance as to which issues will require more detail. Keep in mind that certain issues may not need
to be addressed at all, while other issues require a relatively high level of detail. The stakeholders
will need to decide how much detail will be adequate in any particular case. But for those issues that
do not need to be addressed, it should be noted in the study documentation that this was recognized
by the study participants.

4.1.4 Confirm Lead Agency

The initial meeting of agency stakeholders should result in a decision of which agency should lead
the study. Where a NEPA document is involved, technically FHWA or FTA represents the lead
agency. But the reference here is on the lead agency locally. On rare occasions, there have been co-
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lead agencies. The lead agency decision is usually not difficult and revolves around the following
general rules:

o If the decision to be made is likely to be more controversial and/or should be made in a
neutral setting, the MPO or a multi-agency planning/coordination entity is more likely to be
the lead.

o If the decision to be made centers around facilities or services owned and operated by a
certain agency, the lead agency is more likely to be a DOT or a transit agency.

e Studies conducted under the NEPA umbrella are more likely to be led by an owner/operator
(i.e, a DOT or transit agency), since a near-term implementable project is more likely to
result.

Exhibit 4-3.
Sample Issue Area Checklist/Worksheet

. Peak period congestion R -
. Non-recurring congestion - -
. Non-weekday travel - -
Transit service/ridership - -
. Modal choice/demand reduction - -
. Accessibility _ —_—
. Safety ' - -
. Goods movement - -
. Engineering feasibility/constructability - -
10. Other - -

N e NG T N

Economic and land use impacts
. Cost effectiveness -

. Economic development opportunities - -

. Job impacts - -
. Tax impacts - S
. Secondary and cumulative impacts I -

B.

1
{2
{ 3. Land use policies o L
14

5

6

7. Other o L

C. Social environment

1. Access to community facilities, businesses, and —
neighborhoods

. Community cohesion

. Displacement and relocation

. Distribution of benefits and impacts
. Neighborhood quality

. Land use compatibility

NN AW N

Visual impacts
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9. Other
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1 9. Threatened and endangered species
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4 2. Cultural sites
3.
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Natural resources
. Air quality
. Coastal zones

. Floodplains

. Hazardous waste

. Navigable waterways
. Prime agricultural land

8. Soils and geologic features

D.

1

2

3. Energy -
4

5

6

7

10. Water quality

11. Wetlands

12. Wild and scenic rivers
13. Other

Historic, cultural, and parkland resources
Archaeology

Historic properties and districts
Parklands
Other

4 2. Traffic management

F. Construction impacts
1. Noise and vibration

3. Other

G. Other

4.2. Assemble All Potentially Interested Stakeholders

Section 4.1 referred to the assembly of transportation agencies to make initial decisions concerning
the corridor study. Depending on the outcome of the initial agency collaboration (which could be
broadened to include other agencies before entering the public arena), a study initiation meeting with
a broader group of stakeholders could be held. A study initiation meeting, though not required
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(unless the study is being conducted under NEPA), can be a very useful undertaking, providing the
agencies with perspectives from the public, advocacy groups, and other stakeholders, as well as
providing important information on how the agencies believe the study should be structured. Some
of the activities involved with such an initiation meeting would normally include

e Notify stakeholders.

o Present/discuss objectives of the study and decisions to be made.

¢ Obtain input on issues that should be addressed.

e Modify/expand initial list of problems.

e Recommend study area.

e Identify other stakeholders that should be included.

e Discuss outreach approaches (initial public involvement concepts).

e Determine if there is consensus on solutions (if so, prepare abbreviated corridor study
documentation).

e Identify potential members of focus groups or citizen advisory groups.

Approaches for dealing with selected activities are briefly described below.

4.2.1. Notify Stakeholders

Agencies will normally have a good appreciation of the stakeholders who should be invited to a study
initiation meeting. The following general principles should apply. The principles are particularly
important for studies where decisions are expected to be controversial.

e The target audiences would be community group representatives, usually not the general
public, although initiation meetings should be open to the public.

o Err on the side of inviting more than necessary. They can always turn you down.
e Document who was invited and methods of invitation used.

e Use multiple avenues of communication. A listing only in the “Public Notices” section of
the local newspaper is clearly inadequate, though it may be one means of notification. Other
means would usually include letters directly to agencies, community groups, and business
organizations and notices in newsletters. Phone calls should be made to stakeholders whose
input is known to be critical. Posting on an agency web site is advisable.

The content of the meeting announcement can have much to do with setting the tone of the study.
Whether the announcement is a formal NEPA NOI or notification of a simple corridor planning
study, the basic content of the message should be approximately the same. In general, there is usually
too little information in meeting announcements and NOIs. Aside from the basic meeting location
and time information, some of the items that should be included are as follows:

e Description of why the study is being conducted

e Description of the problems as they have been identified thus far
e Description of possible alternatives, if appropriate

e Location map

Exhibit 4-6 is an example of an advertisement for a scoping meeting for the Newburg-Dundee
corridor study in Oregon. In this instance, the NOI was issued after the initiation of the study. The
intent of this particular NOI was to be fairly descriptive, including information on what had
transpired up to that point in time.

GUIDEBOOK FOR TRANSPORTATION CORRIDOR STUDIES Page 4-7



CHAPTER 4 — CORRIDOR STUDY ORGANIZATION AND INITIATION

4.2.2. Conduct Initiation Meeting

The stakeholders need to be given an overview of why the study is being initiated and some of the
issues involved. A sample list of possible agenda items includes

e Explain why a corridor study is proposed, its objectives, and nature of decisions expected.
e Obtain input on issues that should be addressed.

¢ Identify reports and resources that should be examined as part of the study.

e Prepare initial list of problems.

e Recommend study area.

o Identify other stakeholders that should be included.

¢ Discuss outreach approaches (initial public involvement concepts).

e Determine if there is consensus on solutions (if so, prepare abbreviated corridor study
documentation).

Some of the above agenda items may not be necessary. For example, it may be viewed that the initial
list of problems should be identified later, with full public participation. It may also be obvious that
there is no consensus on solutions and that any discussion of possible solutions is premature. Some
of the more important agenda items would include explaining why a corridor study was being
proposed, identifying other possible stakeholders, and discussing outreach approaches. Identifying
issues would also be important as a basis for developing the first draft of the scope of work. Material
on problem identification is included in Chapter 3 of the Guidebook.

4.2.3. Conduct Meeting Follow-Up

Good interagency communication should be established from the start. Missed meetings can be the
cause of miscommunication, and good follow-up to every meeting is essential to preventing later
problems. The lead agency should consider the following activities subsequent to the initiation
meeting:

e Phone calls to key stakeholders who were not able to attend the meeting
e Documentation and distribution of meeting minutes
e Mailout of handout materials to invited individuals who were not able to attend

e Follow-up of action items, such as identifying and distributing key reports, communications
back to constituents, contacts with elected officials, and so forth

o Filing information about the meeting

4.3. Prepare Draft Work Plan

The work plan may be one of the most important parts of the study. A poorly written or unclear work
plan will create innumerable problems. A work plan is important even if a consultant is not being
used. Exhibit 4-7 lists observations from practitioners regarding the development of a corridor study
work plan or study scope.
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Exhibit 4-6.
Example Notice of Intent, from the Newburg-Dundee corridor study in Oregon

DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION

Federal Highway Administration

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STATEMENT: Yamhill County, Oregon
AGENCY: Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), DOT

ACTION: Notice of Intent

SUMMARY: The FHWA is issuing this notice to advise the public that an environmental impact statement will be prepared for a proposed
transportation improvement project in Yamhill County, Oregon.

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION CONTACT: Elton Chang, Environmental Engineer, Federal Highway Administration, 530 Center
Street NE, Room 100, Salem, Oregon, 97301, Telephone: (503) 399-5749, Fax: (503)399-5838. or Dick Upton, Economic Partnerships Unit.
Oregon Department of Transportation, 2950 State Street, Room 120, Salem, Oregon, 97310, Telephone: (503) 986-5816, Fax: (503) 986-
5813.

SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION: The FHWA, in cooperation with the Oregon Department of Transportation, will prepare an
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) on a set of multi-modal solutions to transportation problems identified on the Pacific Highway West
(Highway 99W) through Newberg and Dundee, in Yamhill County, Oregon. The solutions will be responses to the increasing demand for
travel in and through the Newberg-Dundee area which exceeds the capacity of the existing transportation system. Specifically, weekday as
well as weekend travel demands exceed available capacity, the highway’s physical features constrain traffic, and few transit options are
available within the corridor. Several user groups compete for limited capacity, including commuters, freight, local trips, and
tourist/recreation trips between the Portland Metropolitan Area and the Oregon Coast. Traffic congestion is expected to worsen in the future
on Highway 99W as Yamhill County’s population and tourist activity increase. Continued traffic congestion will inconvenience travelers:
divert trips to alternative routes through the communities; impede freight movement; alter communting patterns; reduce the ability of some
local businesses to attract and serve customers; and adversely affect pedestrian, bicycle and vehicular access and safety.

As a first step in the environmental review process, a corridor-level alternatives analysis will be conducted. Alternatives will be multimodal.
and will combine a primary mode with other measures to address the transportation problem. Alternatives to be considered in this process
include base conditions (no action), transportation management, capacity improvements to Highway 99W (including widening), a bypass
north of Highway 99W from east of Newberg to south of Dundee, a bypass south of Highway 99W from east of Newberg to the Highway
99W/Highway 18 intersection, a bypass from the Highway 99W/Highway 18 intersection to Interstate 5 (through a limited portion of Marion
County), commuter train service between McMinnville and the Portland Metropolitan Area on improved trackage, and light rail transit
service between McMinnville and the Portland Metropolitan Area on new trackage. All alternatives will include planned projects and those
likely to occur by 2020. All but the base condition alternative will include transportation system management, demand management and
land use elements. All of the highway alternatives will also include express bus elements. Bypass alternatives will include consideration of
tolls as a funding source.

These multi-modal alternatives will be screened by considering their relative ability to meet travel need, human health and safety,
environmental quality, community economics, socio/cultural quality, project cost and implementability objectives. The alternatives that best
meet these objectives will be refined and screened again. The preferred multi-modal alternative(s) resulting from this process and the base
conditions alternative will be examined in detail in the EIS. Preparation of the EIS is expected to begin early in 1998.

Newsletters describing alternatives analysis activities and soliciting comments will be sent to appropriate Federal, State and local agencies.
and to private organizations and individuals who have expressed or are known to have an interest in this proposal. A Project Oversight
Steering Team (POST), comprised of elected officials and transportation agency representatives, will direct project work and make
recommendations to the Oregon Transportation Commission and affected local jurisdictions. A Project Advisory Committee, comprised of
representatives of a broad range of stakeholder interests, will make recommendations to the POST. An Agency Advisory Committee,
comprised of representatives of Federal and State resource agencies, will meet periodically to provide information on key decision points.
Several public workshops will be held in the project area during the process to solicit information on issues that should be addressed,
evaluation criteria that should be used, and alternatives that should be evaluated as well as to present results of the alternatives evaluation
and to solicit opinions on the preferred alternative. Public notice will be given of the times and locations of the meetings. These outreach
activities, taken together, will function as the scoping process for the project.

To assure that the full range of issues related to this proposed action are addressed and all significant issues are identified, comments are
invited from all interested parties. Comments and suggestions concerning proposed action and the EIS should be directed to the FHWA at
the address provided.

(Catalogue of Federal Domestic Assistance Program Number 20.205, Highway Research, Planning and Construction. The regulations
implementing Executive Order 12372 regarding intergovernmental consultation of federal programs and activities apply to this program.)

Issued on: (date)

Elton Chang

Environmental Engineer

Federal Highway Administration
Salem, Oregon
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Exhibit 4-7.
Observations from Practitioners on Study Work Plan

e Success of corridor study may depend on established scope, evaluation criteria and methods, and role of
lead and participating agencies in making a decision.

e  Scope development should involve a broad spectrum of technical people, key citizens, and elected officials
to prevent omission of key elements. Scope should be periodically reviewed throughout the process.

e  Establish scope early and maintain focus.

e Keep it simple.

e  Be as detailed as possible, while still building in flexibility, because no one can predict the future. Identify
contingent items you have control/approval of for solving potential problems.

e  For time savings, prepare background information and problem statement “in-house” by MPO or DOT or
both, and work with MPO to determine MPO and agency resource dedication. Scope should be tailored to
the corridor, but have a foundation used throughout the region (e.g., performance measures and objectives).
Public involvement timelines and implementation must be coordinated with key milestones of the study
scope. Have study management team establish the general scope and let the lead agency work out the
contract details.

e  Scope must be flexible. However, negotiating new work elements will be timely and costly.
e Try not to let consultant talk you into a Cadillac when a Chevy will work fine.

e Need to ask “what do I really need to know to make this decision and to satisfy others that the appropriate
consideration was given to various factors?”

e One of our big weaknesses has been the financial planning requirements, which we now add to the scope
of work for every future study. If the scope of all studies were restricted to a needs analysis and a financial
plan, study costs would be reduced dramatically—maybe by 75%. There is too much data collection and
analyses in corridor studies now.

e Need to limit number of alternatives analyzed in depth. Easy for this to get out of hand and tum into
another EIS. Difficult to get stakeholders involved in making these decisions. Same for estimating costs
and schedule.

e  Determine how you will deal with rehabilitation requirements; are they “givens” or do thev compete with
other altematives for resources? Establish up front how land uses/transportation alternatives will be linked.

e Involve interested parties, but keep scope understandable. Consider how land use options will be
addressed.

e Be flexible to incorporate the unexpected, because it will surely occur.
e Include both policy and technical representatives in the project scoping process.

4.3.1. Approaches to Work Plan Development

There are two general approaches to work plan development:

e Prepare a detailed work plan that lays out the entire effort.

e Prepare work plan in phased, as-you-go fashion, only for the parts of the study that can be
envisioned at this time.

Exhibit 4-8 lists some of the considerations for each approach. In general, the preparation of a
detailed work plan is recommended. In this way, the study has a complete plan, but it can still be
modified at any time. If the work plan does not need to be changed, this works to everyone’s benefit.
If it does need to be changed, this option is still available. A good work plan takes time to develop.
but it is an indispensable study management tool. If consultants are involved, a more detailed work
plan is usually preferred, so that the scope and corresponding financial expectations are as clear as
possible.
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Some of the essential contents of a work plan include

e A list of decisions to be made and who is expected to make those decisions. Ideally, this

should be laid out in the schedule. This is often neglected in work plans, because it is not a

part of consultant responsibilities. But clearly defining the decisions to be made helps all

parties (including the public) to understand the significance of each step, what kind of input
they can provide, and when they should provide it.

e A list of deliverables and deliverable dates.

e A listing of tasks and procedures to be employed in each task.

¢ Responsibilities of each agency.

Exhibit 4-8.

Considerations in Preparing a Detailed Work Plan
Versus a Phased, As-you-go Approach

Considerations

e  Requires familiarity with technical issues to make
Judgments on what the study should address.

e  Focus resources on issues that are key to the decision.
Cut out details that are not necessary.

e May limit flexibility in addressing issues, if you want
to stick to the scope.

e  If study goes according to plan, detailed work plan
will probably save on time and cost.

e Make sure that the methods to be employed will be
acceptable, to the extent budget will allow, by those
who may be the greatest critics of resulting decisions.

e  If changes in direction occur, and scope must be
modified, this can always be accommodated.

Considerations

e This approach would be best suited for
controversial cases where direction is
unpredictable.

e May also be appropriate when the range of
potential solutions is not well known in the
beginning.

e There is less incentive for consultant to control
costs. Burden is on agency to be good
negotiator.

e  Scope for next phase should be addressed as
early as possible to minimize delays.

e  Requires good working relationship/teamwork
between agency and consultant. It is virtually
impossible to predict everything.

Recommendation: Use in most cases. Be prepared to
modify, however, as sticking to the scope at all costs could
adversely affect the study. Some flexibility is usually
necessary.

Recommendation: Use mainly in complex,
controversial cases where direction is
unpredictable. Make sure consultants (if used) are
well-qualified and ones you trust with a flexible
approach.

4.3.2. Work Plan and Level of Detail

There is no set answer regarding the level of detail. In general, however, the level of detail need only
be sufficient to make the decisions at hand. There is no need to acquire information that is essentially
irrelevant to the decision. Defining this level of detail is part of the art of designing a corridor study

in the no-one-size-fits-all environment.

In addition to this general principle, the following suggestions can be made on designing the work

plan:

¢ Ensure that the work plan focuses resources on the issues deemed to be most important

to making the decisions at hand.

e Avoid getting into more detail on issues you are more comfortable analyzing when they
may not be the most important issues.
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e The expected level of detail can change in the course of the study. Preliminary
information could suggest that more detail is needed in certain areas, or it could indicate that
the issue is not as critical as was originally thought.

o The level of detail will vary by study issue.
Some issues may be so critical to the decision that they
require a high level of detail, even in a planning study.

o Different groups will request more detail on
some issues than on others. Judgments will need to be
made as to the validity of those requests. If the requested detail is well beyond what is
reasonable or useful for making the decision, this needs to be conveyed to the requestor in a
tactful way.

e In some cases, it may be more efficient to provide the information, even if agencies
believe the issue is not critical, rather than to continually defend the decision and be
accused of hiding things from the public. Again, this is a judgment call, weighing the cost
and value of the information.

One of the significant cost-determining factors in a corridor study is the number of alternatives to be
examined. In addition, the type of alternatives can significantly affect the cost. Transit alternatives
are usually more costly to analyze, at least from a transportation analysis perspective, than highway
alternatives. The costs are usually controlled through an alternatives screening process. followed by
more detailed review of a few alternatives. Targets can be established for the number of alternatives
to be subjected to screening and the number to be subjected to detailed evaluation. For a single
corridor evaluation, a typical number would be 10 for screening and 3 to 4 for detailed evaluation.

4.3.3. Defining the Study Area

4.3.3.1 Study Area Principles
Practitioners vary in their opinions on defining the study area. Most would likely agree, however, on
the following points:

e The study area needs to be large enough to incorporate all impacts relevant to the decision at
hand.

e Agencies should try to limit the study area as much as possible to focus the study and control
the costs of analysis.

These general principles leave a great deal of room for judgment. Some of the factors that can be
used to narrow down this decision include

e The transportation, air quality, and energy impacts of a major transportation improvement
can cover a wide geographic area. Proper analysis of these effects could, in some cases.
require the inclusion of the entire region, depending on the nature of the problem and
possible alternatives.

e Environmental impacts (except for air quality and energy) will tend to focus on a more
narrowly defined corridor.
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e One of the major considerations in defining the study area
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is how the potential alternatives will address the defined Exhibit 4-9.
problems. Potential alternatives that do not address the Example of a Phased Approach
problems will likely be eliminated quickly, if considered at to Study Area Development

all. The geographic coverage of the alternatives
that do address the problems will, in effect, define
the study arca. However, the alternatives will
usually not be known until later in the study.
Therefore, the study area may need to be defined
in phases, as indicated in Exhibit 4-9.

Although study areas may generally follow “corridors,”
they may not be equivalent to a corridor. A corridor was
generally defined in Chapter 1 as a travel shed. A study
area could be broader than a corridor, and in some cases,
accommodate multiple corridors. Agencies should think of
the potential “area of influence” when trying to establish
the study area.

4.3.4 Florida DOT Model Scopes of Work

A state or MPO can consider a model scope of work as a way to promote a degree of consistency and
continuity among studies. The scope would then be tailored to the needs of each individual study.
The State of Florida has developed model scopes of work for a number of study types. One of those
study types is their “Multimodal Interstate Master Plan.” The Master Plans have usually been major
efforts, often several millions of dollars. The concept behind the model scopes of work is that they
provide a framework based on experience within the department on what is required to conduct a
successful study. But each set of circumstances is still unique: the corridor history, the institutional
setting, public perceptions, environmental features, and so forth. A model scope cannot be expected
to cover all the elements. However, a model scope can help to establish an overall consistency of
methodology among studies and could even establish some core criteria which can be used to provide
a degree of comparability among corridors. It can also serve as a starting point or type of checklist of
items that agencies should be sure to include in their corridor-tailored scopes. Exhibit 4-10 provides
the task structure for the model scope for a Florida Multimodal Interstate Master Plan.

4.3.5. Lessons Learned on Study Cost and Schedule Estimation

Practitioners have provided a variety of observations concerning study costs and schedule, as
explained in Exhibits 4-11 and 4-12. The extent to which these observations apply to any particular
study will depend on conditions.
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Exhibit 4-10.
Tasks in Florida Multimodal Interstate Master Plan Model Scope of Work
(Source: Florida Department of Transportation)

Tasks in Multimodal Interstate Master Plan Model Scope of Work

A. Notice to proceed meeting
B. Prepare Public Involvement Plan
1. Plan elements
. Print/TV/Media Plan
. City/County/Regional/Officials Plan
. Public meetings/presentations
. Project office and public information phone services
. Speakers bureau
Mailing/contact list
g. Citizen advisory committee
h. Other elements
2. Agency coordination
a. Agency task force
b. Transit coordination
3. Project management and coordination
4. Implementation
C. Initiate advance notification
D. Kickoff meetings
1. Notification
2. The formal presentation
3. Delivery
4. Meeting site preparation
E. Conduct alternatives public meetings and workshops
F. Data collection
1. Aerial photography
2. Background
3. Existing Interstate highways and supporting transportation facilities
and services
Traffic data
Transportation and land use plans
Accident data
Pavement data
Utilities
9. Cultural features
10. Relocation impact
11. Noise impact
12. Hazardous material and contamination impacts
13. Natural features
G. Data analysis (26 items)
H. Prepare and evaluate conceptual mobility enhancement alternatives
Establish conceptual design
Matrix evaluation
Evaluation of existing roadways and transit service facilities
Typical cross sections
Prepare base mobility enhancement alternatives
Model conceptual mobility enhancement alternatives
Analyze conceptual mobility enhancement alternatives
I. Prepare multimodal conceptual engineering report
J. Prepare Multimodal Interstate Master Plan

o o

;o Qo

N A o

NNk DN~

Page 4-14 GUIDEBOOK FOR TRANSPORTATION CORRIDOR STUDIE!



Exhibit 4-11.
Observations from Practitioners on Study Cost Estimation

e A good cost estimate is dependent on good study scope. Possibly use experience from similar projects.

e  Cost estimates should be done by a multi-disciplined team. Specify the number of alternatives. Public
involvement 1s usually more expensive than originally anticipated.

e  Estimate a little high.

e This may vary drastically depending on number of alternatives, length of corridor, level of detail, public
involvement program, amount of in-house work, amount of prior work done, etc.

e  Be selective of which studies are contracted out. Enough resources should be provided late in the study so
that it can be adequately completed.

e  Public involvement can be very expensive.

e Work with partner agencies to determine appropriate level of detail.

¢  Know what you can do in-house. Research the corridor so you minimize surprises.
. As schedule extends, costs tend to increase. ‘

e Mostare too high. Because of uncertainty in amount of detail necessary until initial phases of study, most
are way over-estimated. Detail tends to be more than necessary.

¢ Need to monitor travel demand forecasting portion closely to contain costs.

Exhibit 4-12.
Observations from Practitioners on Study Schedule Estimation

e  Cntical path is most often in the document review and public involvement stages.

e  Anticipate potential problem areas including availability of traffic/demand forecasts, political elections,
board approval cycles, volatile communities, and sensitive environmental areas. To the extent possible,
1dentify methodologies for conducting analysis.

e  Public information meetings take considerable time to set up and incorporate the results of the meetings
into the corridor study process.

o  Take into account any state or regional procedures for which you may need to wait for an answer from
another agency.

e Berealistic. Build ina little delay time.

e  The lead agency should establish the schedule, with input from others. Since the corridor study 1s a
consensus process, schedules will always need to be somewhat flexible.

e  Critical paths should be identified.

e Must be realistic and not overly aggressive.

e Do not underestimate. Sometimes takes twice as long as you think.

¢ Build in enough public participation time. Meetings take time, but are essential.

e The schedule needs to be clearly understood at the beginning of the study. Our schedule needed to fit into
a possible public referendum.

e Do not let outside pressures and influences dictate schedule. Cutting comers and racing to meet arbitrary
deadlines produces flawed results.

4.4. Form Policy and Technical Committees

Exhibit 4-13 provides some observations from practitioners regarding the formation and use of
technical committees for a corridor study.

The institutional structure in each region is different, and it is expected that the approach to the
formation of the policy and technical committees may be dlfferent as well However approaches can
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be generally categorized into several options. Exhibit 4-14 shows options for the policy committee,
while Exhibit 4-15 shows options for the technical committee. Some of the critical factors governing
the formation of these committees include the level of controversy expected and the amount of
review and input needed, especially for the policy committee. Technical committees are almost
always advisory, but will still usually make a number of decisions. All members of the technical
committee should be clear regarding the authority and responsibility entrusted to committee
members.

Exhibit 4-13.
Observations from Practitioners on Formation and Use of Technical Committees

¢  Generally, the committee needs to be opened up to a larger group.

¢  Should be specific to the needs of each study. Try to keep the committee as small as possible.

e  Put together best expertise, regardless of who is lead agency. Avoid modal preference.

e  Each organization on the policy committee should have a representative on the technical commuittee.

e  Keep the committee at a level that will allow it to operate well. Should include local government planners
and environmental groups.

e  Take advantage of MPO’s Technical Advisory Commuttee structure.
e  Need to have expertise available to assess all components of each of the alternative.

e  People with technical knowledge and who grant internal approvals must be on committee. Commuttees
should have a local focus.

e Be sure to invite almost any agency affected. This has resulted in a great comnuttee for us.

e  Varies depending on where you are in the state. Large urban areas require complex decision-making
structures.

e Have each type of interest represented rather than every agency and faction.
e  Limut participation to those who really know what the task is.

e  The technical review committee composition needs to be fluid; you should be able to add or delete
representatives as the study progresses.

o  Include state and Federal staff, including EPA, if possible.
e  Should be limited to agency representatives.

¢  Having the staff from different agencies helped to build consensus and created stronger support for the
locally preferred solution.

e Having all agency and local jurisdictions represented is critical.

Exhibit 4-14.
Possible Options for Formation of the Policy Committee

MPO’ . When study is of regional interest and is not
1. Usethe s Policy Board. likely to require substantial review time.

When the study is of regional interest and a
greater degree of involvement of elected officials
may be needed.

2. Use a policy-level committee of the MPO (e.g., a
transportation committee).

When the study is of more localized interest.
Need to make sure the members are
representative of the interests involved.

3. Specially designated set of policy-level
representatives, tailored to the study corridor.
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Exhibit 4-15.
Possible Options for Formation of the Technical Committee
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1. Use the MPO’s existing transportation technical

. load is not high, and outside membership is not
committee.

critical.

When the study is of more localized interest and
outside representation (e.g., by businesses,
community groups, or advocacy groups) is not
needed on the committee proper (input can still
be provided through the outreach program).

2. Form agency-based technical committee tailored to
the study corridor.

When the study is of more localized interest and
it is advantageous to provide outside
representation directly on the committee.
Additional information on study process and
technical issues may be needed.

3. Form technical committee that includes agencies
and outside interests.

Example of a Technical/Policy Committee Structure—St. Louis

In the St. Louis area, several corridor studies are being conducted simultaneously. The Metrolink
regional rail system is a primary consideration in all the corridors. The studies are at different stages,
and one is moving into project development. Because several of the studies are controversial and will
involve high-level policy input, a five-member policy committee has been established to oversee the
efforts. Exhibit 4-16 shows the policy committee structure. East-West Gateway Coordinating
Council is the MPO. Bi-State is the Authority managing development of the transit system. There
are numerous small municipalities in the St. Louis region, hence the inclusion of the County
Municipal League representative. The Management Committee consists of senior agency staff
representing the Policy Committee principals. The Management Committee will assist the program
manager in coordinating the decision-making process. The program manager will direct the day-to-
day activities of staff and consultants and coordinate with East-West Gateway and Bi-State staff in
joint activities.

Exhibit 4-16.
Example Policy Committee and Management Committee Structure
from St. Louis Region

' )
St. Louis County City St. Louis Bi-State
Executive Mayor Chairman
St. Louis County St. Louis County
Executive Executive
& w
|
Management Committee

Program Manager
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4.5. Define Agency Responsibilities/Need for Consultant

Each set of agencies must decide for itself what can be accomplished in-house versus with consultant
assistance. For some studies, agencies may perform the work totally in-house. The larger, more
complex studies are more likely to require consultant assistance to augment staff resources. For these
more complex studies, work activities that are most commonly performed in-house include

e Selected portions of or all public involvement activities (e.g., overviews/opening comments
at public meetings, room arrangements, mailings, etc.).

e Official interagency communications and strategic meeting arrangements.

e Travel demand modeling.

e  GIS mapping.

e Some types of data acquisition, such as traffic or passenger counting.

Some of the questions that should be asked prior to committing to the in-house use of resources
include

e Will the use of in-house agency staff provide the best combination of cost and technical
performance?

e Does the agency have resources available to deliver on their commitments?

o Ifthe project is particularly controversial and/or time-critical, will the agency staff resources
be sufficiently available to respond to those demands?

In either case, both agency and consultant commitments should be clearly reflected in the scope of
work.

4.6. Select Consultant or Arrange for Internal Agency Resources

Agencies have their own procurement practices, but the contracting strategy can make a significant
difference in whether problems occur and how those problems are addressed throughout the study.
Some of the issues of which to be aware include

e Cost reimbursable versus fixed price. Fixed price generally goes against the idea of
responsiveness and flexibility inherent in the corridor study philosophy. Yet many agencies
are either required to or are more comfortable with that approach. Cost reimbursable is
usually more consistent with the intent of a corridor study. Possibly, fixed price elements can
be included for activities that can be well quantified in advance, with other elements
reimbursed on a cost basis, but this hybrid approach is unusual.

o Selection committee and selection process. Usually either the policy committee or
technical committee will also serve as the selection committee. The public openness of this
process can be an issue. Accusations of bias in consultant selection will onlv compound
problems later. For highly controversial projects where the use of a completely open process
is critical to study credibility, even the consultant interviews could be open to the public.
This is unusual, but has been done on occasion, such as the Ohio River Major Investment
Study in the Louisville, Kentucky, metropolitan area, a highly controversial study of cross-
river mobility.

e Multiple consultant contracts versus a single consultant team. In principle, a single
contract with subcontracts under the prime contractor will lead to greater accountability and
efficiency. However, agencies must trade this off against having the team members that are
best able to conduct the work.

Pézg‘e e i
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4.7. Define the Community Involvement and Outreach Plan

The community involvement plan is integral to the overall work plan. There are many good
references on this subject, several of which are cited in Chapter 1. This Guidebook does not seek to
cover all the various techniques available. However, it addresses when various techniques may be
appropriate. It focuses mainly on the decision-making process itself and on problem resolution and
conflict resolution in the decision-making process.

It should be noted that each metropolitan area is required by Federal law to have public involvement
procedures, and these procedures must be available for public review and comment (CFR 450.212).
Because outreach and community involvement is a major issue in its own right, this topic is covered
in Chapter 5.

4.8. Develop/Confirm Agency Study Management Plan/Principles

There are many things that can go wrong in large corridor studies, particularly ones that are complex
and controversial. Agencies can prevent many of those problems by having a good management plan
in place. Some of the areas to watch include

e Information flow.

e  Meetings and meeting documentation.

e Document review and decision-making.

o Filing system.

e Consideration of coordinated corridor study guidelines for the region or state.

4.8.1. Information Flow

The essence of a corridor study is the generation and distribution of information to guide decision-
making. The generation of information is typically the responsibility of the study team. The
dissemination of information and obtaining feedback involves all participants.

Exhibit 4-17 illustrates the general flow of information for a typical corridor study structured with an
agency project manager, consultant team, technical committee, and policy committee. Information is
generated by the study team, flows to the technical committee and then to the policy committee. The
policy committee provides direction to the technical committee on selected decisions, and the
technical committee provides direction to the study team. The public and media have formal
information exchange with the study team (e.g., through presentations, workshops, phone calls, etc.).
The exchange among the public, media, and technical/policy committees is generally informal.
However, members of both committees may be present at meetings where the public conveys
comments in a more formal way.
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Exhibit 4-17.
General Flow of Information for a Typical Corridor Study Management Structure

Study Team

Agency Technical
Study e Staff/
Managers Consultant

»
' o

information
Direction

-
<

Resource , Secondary
Agencies/
Other

Public/
Media

Information
Direction

&

Y

Policy Committee/
Elected Officials/ . |
Agency Management |

Several principles should be recognized in facilitating information flow:

e Tailor the information to the group(s) to whom you are communicating. Information
should be tailored both in content and in quantity. For the public and elected officials,
summary information is usually as much as can be absorbed. Interested individuals from the
public can access backup documents. Technical committee members are usually provided
with all materials, and they can provide selected backup information to their policy-level
counterparts.

e Make clear who is expected to communicate the information down the line to other
constituents and put materials in their hands that make this communication easy.
Technical committee staff are often expected to keep their administrators and elected
officials informed. The study team should provide the technical committee with handouts
they can use to explain issues to their superiors.

e For information deemed critical to the policy committee, communicate it directly.
Communication to the policy committee through their technical representatives may result in
different messages being received. Communication of critical information to the policy
committee can be by in-person meeting (ideal), by mail, or by phone. Technical staff should
receive the same information as the policy committee.

e Provide copies of newspaper articles and appropriate interagency communication to
the technical committee so that all participants have an equal understanding of the public
perspectives being provided by the media.

4.8.2. Meeting Documentation

Some practitioners have said that good meeting documentation has been one of the most
important parts of their corridor study process. Meeting documentation is essential for the sake

GUIDEBOOK FOR TRANSPORTATION CORRIDOR STUDIES

Page4-20




<. CHAPTER 4 — CORRIDOR STUDY ORGANIZATION AND INITIATION

of recalling the decisions made and actions taken as well as providing the “paper trail” that is part of
making decisions that stand the test of time. Some principles of meeting documentation are stated
below. These principles usually increase in importance for corridor studies that are more
controversial and complex.

¢ Recording of the technical and policy committee meetings is recommended for controversial
studies, in case there is uncertainty as to what was actually done or agreed to. The tapes can
be referenced to accurately represent a point in the minutes.

e Meeting minutes do not need to be long, but should focus on decisions made and action
items, including specific responsibilities. This will be the study manager’s method for
following up and keeping the study on schedule.

e Meetings are often required to have public comment periods, usually before conducting
committee business. This will be more important for controversial studies. Public comments
should be reflected either in the minutes or on a separate log that is available to all committee
members.

4.8.3. Document Review and Decision-Making

As discussed in Chapter 1, the focus of the corridor study process, like the NEPA process, is on
making good decisions, not merely generating good documentation. The following principles apply
to the decision-making process.

¢ Documentation and review procedures should
be structured to support decision-making.
Good decision-making is not usually fostered by
voluminous documentation. Rather, decision-
making is fostered by clear and concise summary
information that brings together the information pertinent to the decision at hand. Backup
documentation can be provided as supporting material. This approach can also cut the costs
of conducting corridor studies.

e In most cases, the technical committee is advisory. Part of making a durable decision
involves obtaining agreement on critical intermediate decisions at the policy level. If this
does not occur, the study may proceed to a final decision without recognizing that consensus
was not reached on one or more points upon which the foundation of that decision must be
built. This could result in delays, repeating work already completed, or a questionable
decision.

e The list of decisions in the work plan should be referenced periodically to ensure that
the study is “on track.”

o It is difficult to get all participants, even on the technical committee, to review all the
documentation. Usually, they will review the portions of interest to them. Detailed review
of technical material will often need to be done by the lead agency staff or a smaller group of
individuals. This detailed review is important particularly for controversial studies where
there is potential for litigation. Do not assume that just because comments have not been
obtained on a particular section that all the material was reviewed.

4.8.4. Filing System

Keeping track of documents, comments, and correspondence is essential, not just after the NEPA
process is initiated, but during corridor-level planning as well. This is particularly true if there is an
expectation that the information and decisions generated as part of the corridor study are to be carried
forward into the NEPA process.
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Most state DOTs have designed filing

systems to govern steps in project

development and construction. Sometimes

these also include the planning phases.

However, planning divisions and planning

agencies are often not accustomed to the

types of record keeping that are warranted
for corridor studies, where the corridor study
documents and proceedings will be referred
to in subsequent project development efforts.
An example filing system that could be used
for managing a corridor study is provided in
Exhibit 4-18. If the corridor study was being
conducted under NEPA, the agency’s NEPA-
oriented filing system (if available) would be
used.

4.8.5. Consideration of
Coordinated Corridor Study
Guidelines for the Region or State

A strong argument can be made that the entire
planning process can benefit by having
general consistency among different planning
studies as well as consistency even from
planning through project development. When
project opportunities are brought together
within either the MTP or TIP, the tradeoffs
will be more apparent if projects can be
compared on more of an apples-to-apples
basis.  Although the coordination among
studies i1s an activity that transcends any
single corridor study, the individual studies
can be a stimulus for better regional
coordination. If regional or state guidelines
are in place, any individual corridor study
would be well-advised to adhere to them.

Exhibit 4-18.
Example Filing System for a corridor study (adapted

from Caltrans Uniform Filing System, Project
Development Procedures Manual of Instructions)

Project Control
Expenditure authorizations
Personnel costs
Contract
Progress reports
Invoices
Committees and Committee Meetings
Technical Committee
Meeting agendas/notices
Meeting minutes and attendance rosters
Committee correspondence
Policy Committee
Meeting agendas/notices
Meeting minutes and attendance rosters
Committee correspondence

Public Involvement
Outreach handouts/materials
Public meeting arrangements
Workshop/public meeting comments
Other public correspondence
Individuals
Groups
Agency comments and correspondence
Other agency comments (organize by agency)
Other agency correspondence (organize by agency)
Study data, reports, and technical memoranda
Study initiation matenals
Purpose and need/problem identification
Evaluation criteria
Altematives screening (organize data by category)
Altematives evaluation (organize data by category)
Preferred alternative/decisions

Memos to file
Meeting notes
Phone call documentation
Internal agency correspondence

There are a number of areas where regional or statewide coordination of studies would be

appropriate:

o Evaluation criteria. A core set of criteria, consistent among corridor studies, 1s key to being
able to make comparisons among corridors. Evaluation criteria and performance measures
are discussed in Chapter 6.

Evaluation methodology. Estimates of benefit

and impact should be conducted in the same way, to
ensure that there is basic consistency in how the results
were derived.

Cost factors. Cost estimates should be generated

using consistent sets of unit costs and cost factors. This
will avoid the problem of one set of projects looking more attractive merely because of the
way in which cost assumptions were made. Inaccurate cost estimates, particularly low cost
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estimates, are a major problem at the planning level, and consistent application of costing
methodology should reduce this problem.

e Baseline data and key assumptions. There should be a common understanding of forecast
years, base condition assumptions, and other factors to promote comparability among studies.

The Denver region took this approach on several corridor studies that were conducted
simultaneously. Guidance was developed jointly by the agencies and corridor study consultants, for
use by each consultant in conducting analyses and preparing materials for each corridor study. This
has positioned the region to better understand how the various recommendations may be fit within the
financially constrained MTP. The guidelines have been refined over time, and will likely continue to
be refined.
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1. Community involvement for a corridor study includes outreach |
to at least four elements of the broader community: the public, Project Development

elected officials, media, and resource agencies. /mpxemenm}mn
\.

Updated Metropolitan Plan/TIP

2. How the involvement techniques are implemented is often more
important than what specific techniques are used. This chapter provides many principles on
good communication and how to’s of working with stakeholders.

3. Helping the public, elected officials, and media to understand the process of decision-
making and means of influencing those decisions is critical, but its importance is often
overlooked.

4. Disseminating study information requires an array of approaches, not just a single approach.
The Public Involvement Plan must be flexible and adaptable to issues that arise.

5. Elected officials need information that takes only a short time to absorb and is simple to
understand. Voluminous information is counter-productive.

6. The media are often viewed to be foes, but they can also be strong allies and vehicles for
conveying information. The media need to simplify information for their audiences.
Packaging information for easy use by the media will increase the chances that the study
team’s message will come across effectively.

7. There are ways to obtain resource agency input even at the planning stage, but it usually
requires a proactive, targeted effort by the study team. The study team must understand
which issues are important for obtaining resource agency input, and when that input is
needed.

8. Both resource agencies and transportation project proponents have said that more
programmatic mitigation, as opposed to project-by-project mitigation, is essential to more
effective transportation improvements. Programmatic approaches assist in planning-level
decisions not just project development decisions.

9. Credibility of the process will largely rest on agencies being perceived as honest with and
responsive to the public. Trust among agencies<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>