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Big Tent, Better Results

This is the first time I have been to a road gang lunch. Thanks to Mark Norman and others who make this monthly luncheon forum possible.  Ongoing communications airing various points of view in the transportation sphere will help find the common ground – think big tent / better results.
First, let me make a few comments about the Surface Transportation Policy Project.  I often hear STPP referred to as an environmental group; while environmental groups made up the core of the originators of STPP, today we are much broader in our reach and diversity.
· Participants in our coalition include national as well as state, regional and local organizations. These organizations concentrate largely on growth management, social equity, public health, older Americans, energy use, community building, advocacy for transit, planning, walking and bicycling, and the environment.
· What is it that draws such a broad and diverse group if interests together in common cause?  The reasons are many because transportation intersects with and has an affect on so many other areas. To highlight a few of them for you - 
· Public health – We have seen a 59 percent increase in asthma rates from 1982 through 1996 in the U.S. Air pollution is a major contributor and the transportation sector is a major component. Respected medical journals (NE Journal of Medicine, Journal of the AMA) are reporting on the health related effects of transportation related issues such as air pollution particularly ozone and particulate matter.  
· Aging population – In just 20 years, almost 20% of America’s population will be 65 or older.  The need for transportation choices will grow exponentially as the population ages – for more and better transit services, more and safer walking facilities.  Keeping older Americans moving is better for both their physical and mental well-being.
· Development and land-use – This is maybe one of the biggest hot button issues.  More and more transportation agencies are recognizing that our current approach is not sustainable.  A state DOT secretary recently said to me that our current system is broken and we need to get it fixed.  This same DOT is reaching out to advocates to get help in convincing local officials that road expansions are not the best way to address the traffic problems in their areas.  Most DOTs have yet to figure out how to get themselves out of the losing end of the development proposition.  From my experience, we were either getting beaten up for not building roads the public made it clear they did not want, or we were building roads without adequate land-use protections and creating our next set of problems.
· Social equity – People of differing incomes fare differently in our current transportation system.  The lowest income quintile, families making less than $15,000, spend 40% of their take home pay for transportation. For those who have to own a car to reach their job, healthcare, or education, it is a very costly burden on their take home pay.  These higher than average transportation costs as a share of their income mean that they are likely to never be able to enter the equity building track of home ownership.  Most of the people who did not evacuate from New Orleans during the hurricane did not own cars.
· Energy – Our transportation system is built on cheap and available oil.  The transportation sector accounts for 65% of total oil consumption in the US.  The lack of connection between our foreign policy and our oil appetite, which is the highest per capita in the world, is somewhat unbelievable or maybe surreal.  Not only are the connections between our transportation policies and our energy challenges significant, the fallout of our energy policies add significantly to other national concerns, such as air pollution and global warming.
· Community Building – The uniform vision of the American Dream for housing is changing – we know that not everyone wants to live on a big lot in the suburbs.  In fact demand for housing in neighborhoods with amenities, including transportation options, is growing.  Urban leaders are recognizing the benefits of reinvestment in their areas - strengthening the tax base, improving quality of life, attracting new jobs.
· Environment – As our concerns over the quality of life in our communities grow, so does our concern over water quality, air quality, open space. These are some of the benchmarks people use to judge their community and how well it meets their desires. 
Transportation policies play a role in every one of these areas – you could say that transportation is ubiquitous in our society.  

This is why STPP focuses on serving the needs of our communities, the people who live in them, the delivery of freight, and providing access to work, health care, and education, making transportation safer, improving the overall performance of our transportation system, and increasing the accountability of how we use our transportation resources.

Now we have plenty of issues within our own sphere of transportation without reaching outside – just managing the processes to deliver good investments, dealing with the multiple and conflicting demands from many fronts for projects, trying to link modes, address crumbling infrastructure.   We wring our hands that transportation is not on the national agenda – except it seems as a vehicle to bring projects back home.  

I mention this because those of us in the transportation community, and I count myself in that group, often look at transportation from a narrow perspective – a congested intersection or road segment, barriers to building a project, crumbling roads and bridges.  From my experience, we tend to look at transportation investments from the perspective of how to get a project built, rather than how an investment will affect our communities and the people who live in them, or the manufacturers and logistics managers trying to ship goods around the world.  Taking a broader view can build support for the challenges the transportation sector faces.
Today, our frame is very different from the one that existed when the transportation (highway) program got underway.  We have a mature and, in many places, an aging system.  We are facing huge challenges ahead to address the fallout from population growth, world trade patterns, environmental degradation and long term energy costs and supply.

To get the support and build the level of attention we need to address the challenges facing us, I believe there is a fairly simple and proven formula – a Big Tent, means Better Results – which is the theme of my remarks today.
So, let’s test this formulation – Big Tent, Better Results – with what we do know –
· We know ISTEA works – everyone agrees that the program and policy framework set forth in 1991 has created new ways to address transportation issues.
· We also know that the new voices ISTEA brought to the table helped deliver TEA-21 in 1998.
· We see strong evidence that by embracing choices for transportation, the public will step up to the plate to investment in transportation infrastructure – recent elections on regional and local transportation issues left no doubt about this. Two weeks ago, voters in a relatively small number of regions and places voted to raise more than $40 billion in local financial commitments to transportation investment.  Denver raised an astounding $4.7 billion its transit plan, largely focused on rail transit. Voters in the Phoenix area approved $2.3 billion for their new light rail system and $2.7 billion in rail and other transit improvements in San Diego County. These votes occurred without regard to the presidential vote. 

· We are learning that by investing transportation dollars in ways that address other societal issues we build public support and confidence for more transportation investment – the elections, again, and the broader public debate reflect this.  

· And, importantly, the evidence abounds that by early collaboration with the public in reaching decisions about what investment to make, all of us benefit – my days as a DOT Secretary showed that this approach works.  Think in terms of an ownership society for transportation!
My message of Big Tent, Better Results means that, going forward, we must keep the public fully engaged in our efforts. This is now the benchmark for what we all do.

The public is watching, they are paying closer attention, and, quite frankly, they want a different product line than what we have been producing – the STPP coalition believes that the future is about providing choices, about creating the redundancy in our transportation network so we have the flexibility to respond to external events with minimal disruption, about collaborating with more partners, so we can get better results from their tax dollars.

Just doing the same things faster as some industry advocates suggest may not be the best approach to building a broader tent.  Nor, it is time to free transportation from its share of responsibility for clear air, water quality and impacts on open space, parks and changes in community resources. This may be a winning formula with those who are instinctively deregulatory, but it is not a winning product with the voter. And, ultimately, it is not a winner if we want to preserve a long-term federal commitment to transportation infrastructure.

So, when I talk about a big tent, I am talking about finding a broad consensus among a range of interests, much like what as put together for TEA-21.  I must tell you there were big fights within the STPP coalition over our support for TEA-21, but, ultimately, the STPP coalition was able to forge a compromise. It was the right thing to do. A big tent does take some work, and compromise too. 

Importantly, in the end, there was a shared vision that a growing federal commitment to transportation was good for the nation and beneficial to states, regions and local areas and national goals like clean air, community revitalization and resource protection.  
In putting together this kind of consensus, there were shared vision about outcomes – stronger communities, greater choice, more seamless connections and an improved environment and quality of life.  With TEA-21, there was also a recognition that one size doesn’t work for everyone, that many approaches can lead to better performance of the overall system.

The environment has changed today.  There seems to be little interest in federal purpose for the highway and transit programs and a lot of interest in how much money each state will receive and how many earmarks a member can secure.  The idea of tapping into the broader set of ISTEA stakeholders to build a bigger tent for this renewal has been all but absent. As a result, our community has not come together as it did in the past.
Today, we are in our sixth extension of TEA-21, with no end in sight. There is no collective consensus about what additional resources will accomplish, other than help move us toward filling a funding gap that the federal needs study says is there.

Even moves toward modest progress have been pushed aside in the legislative arena and now we are seeing efforts to weaken many of the provisions that are intended to ensure that the external impacts and the public are given full consideration in the development of projects.  Planning provisions are more often seen as an impediment to moving projects, not as a way to improve our product, our communities and our business climate.  This in spite of the success and acclaim that efforts such as Envision Utah and other initiatives have received.  Rather than understanding how to expand the ownership of the transportation process, we seem to be moving to consolidate more authority at the state level with agencies whose primary product is highways.  Some examples make this point:
· Under TEA-21, we underinvested in metropolitan planning and program development for the nation’s urbanized areas – where 4 out of every 5 Americans now live. 

· Under TEA-21, state SPR funds increased by 77%, the MPO PL funds increased by 33%.  Forty new MPOs were added in the 2000 Census alone.  Metropolitan congestion is a major issue in areas with any level of economic activity.  TTI regularly reports that congestion continues to grow.   So why can’t we see our way to put the money and decision-making authority where the congestion, and air pollution occur – with the people who live with it and are largely responsible for the land-use decisions that create the transportation demand?  The State DOTs, for reasons that escape me, have reacted strongly against bringing the MPOs’ funding in line with their responsibilities. With the kind of problems we have, creating a bigger tent can produce better results.  We have to make it easier to link the key intermodal nodes of our nation’s transportation system.
· The opposition of the states to more regional empowerment sends the wrong message to local elected officials and their regional decision-making councils: that your problems are not important enough to warrant additional dollars.  It may also have the perverse affect of pushing more people to seek an earmark, which undermines the very program structure that is designed to provide different options for different needs of each community.  I would suggest that it is not greed alone that is driving the growth in earmarks.

· Why is it that the states control all but 6% of the federal highway program funds even though they own less than 40% of the roads in our urbanized areas?  What is keeping us from allocating a more representative share of federal funds to those areas that actually own the roads?  Could it be that the states are fighting for every dollar at the federal level because with a few exceptions, they are not able to raise revenues at home to meet their needs?  Is the motto “projects before planning”?  Once again a bigger tent just might produce a better result.
· I suggest that by strengthening the partnerships and the sense of ownership of the problems, we would be in a much better position to confront the staggering deficits we see in our metropolitan transportation infrastructure. Isn’t it worth fractions of a penny on every dollar to create a more inclusive sense of ownership of the problems we face?
· One other example has played out in addressing water quality. An amendment reserving 2 % of all Surface Transportation Program or STP funds – roughly 1/3 of a penny on every federal highway dollar, an average of about $3 million per year per state, – for stormwater improvements on the federal-aid system has been targeted as though it were a safe haven for terrorists in Iraq.  We all know that the billions of miles we travel each year adds pollutants to our rivers, streams and creeks.  We also know that states and localities face billions of costs in upgrading their stormwater systems to meet the requirements of the Clean Water Act.  Again isn’t this a small price to pay to create a larger tent and provide a better product?
· These are just two examples of many that illustrate the tenor of the discussion over reauthorization.

With the looming shrinkage of the federal domestic budget, people could well turn to the transportation sector to cover a share of costs that are generated by the transportation sector for the external impacts that transportation causes. Why? Because transportation is where the money is.  Why not use this to our advantage to build a broader base of support for transportation?  
Unfortunately, the approach to this reauthorization has not been about bringing a diverse set of interests into the tent.  It is almost as though some sectors of the transportation community want to return to what they consider as the basics.  It seems that ISTEA and TEA-21 have allowed too many funds to be diverted to areas that, in their view, are of marginal value.  Does anyone really believe that there would have been support for the huge increase in funds provided under TEA-21 without a broad based coalition supporting the chairman?  Is challenging the Enhancements program the smartest way to gain more support for transportation?
For other infrastructure, localities in many regions routinely raise their water and sewer user fees – assessed on a volume use basis, not unlike gasoline – to pay for the new facilities and the maintenance and operations of existing systems, not unlike transportation systems. Nobody thinks twice. 

Why is it so hard to raise transportation related fees?

Through numerous surveys, the public has consistently indicated that they like the new investments that ISTEA and TEA-21 have allowed, that they want better choices, and transportation investments that help their communities.  In fact, in a recent survey sponsored by the NAR and SGA, 51% responded that more investment in public transit would be a better way to reduce congestion and only 18% thought more highway investment would help.

All of this speaks volumes about the public’s willingness to pay for a product line they view as out of sync with what they see as a better way to invest. 

If we want to build broad public support for more investment in transportation, maybe we should give more thought to developing a product line that excites the public.  Continued emphasis on a single mode with modest investment in highway alternatives is not what people are looking for.  While no one is saying lets scrap the user fee system, citizens have grown tired of paying more for the same old product controlled by the same agency that has played the central role in giving us the results we have today. At least we could deliver a set of products they say they want.
At a time when no new taxes seems to be the motto of almost every elected official, the issue of where the money comes from for transportation takes on a new dimension in a climate where there is so much concern over the product line.  The voters play an even greater role in determining what gets built in a climate where no one is willing to cast a vote for more taxes.

So it would seem that a path to more revenues would be to develop a program that the public wants to buy.  Once again a bigger tent for better results and more support.
Successful referenda seem to have several components – a package that includes a variety of alternatives fares better than a highway only package, that transit only packages tend to fare better than highway only proposals and that the source of funds is less important than having the right set of projects.  Earlier proposals for highway funding in MO and Washington State got clobbered at the polls. 

There is a growing interest in tolling as a way to deal with the lack of gumption to raise revenues outright.  I like tolls, I’m from Delaware!  They produce about 1/3 of our total revenues.  Market pricing of our product could be a good way to raise revenues and change the demand curve and provide a better set of choices for everyone.  But there are signs that this shift may go too far, cutting the public out of the decision-making process and deciding through privatization what will be built and where.  Once again slipping back into a smaller tent.
The idea that we can advance a transportation agenda with a smaller tent of narrower interests is pure folly.  It might work for a short period, but not over the long haul. When we look at the scale of the infrastructure deficit before us, there is no doubt that we need all hands on deck. There is no doubt that we should not be deliberately working to retrench and offer a narrow set of options to the public. To the contrary, we need to be more expansive in how we look at what lies ahead.
To illustrate this point, STPP and its partners released a study earlier this year on the challenges we face as Americans grow older.  We suggest changes in what transportation investments we make going forward in response to this demographic trend.  We know these voters, who are growing in numbers each year, will challenge us to show that we have a plan to account for their travel needs. Again, we need to think about a bigger tent. When the STPP coalition put together its recommendations for TEA-21 renewal, we named our plan, Stay the Course. We offered a modest set of improvements, largely on the margins, to fine-tune the ISTEA framework, which we strongly believe should continue to underpin federal policy.
Maybe the failure to pass a bill this year offers an opportunity to inject some new ideas into the process for the 109th Congress to consider  

· Directly address pressing challenges within transportation arena – 

· Safety, congestion, predicted growth of freight trips, crumbling infrastructure particularly in our urban areas.

· The Administration and the Congress has made a  start with a new safety program



To really focus on reducing fatalities, funds should be allocated based on their percent of total fatalities.  For instance if pedestrians represent 11% of all fatalities, then why shouldn’t 11% of the funds be spent to improve pedestrian safety?



Incorporate a complete streets approach in metropolitan programs to include all users – pedestrians, bicyclists, transit riders, and drivers

· Be flexible in allowing a range of modal approaches to address the variety of congestion problems



Create a metropolitan program that focuses on operations as well as capacity for all modes – roads, transit, rail, walking and biking - and put the MPOs in charge of allocating the funds with the participation of the states and hold recipients accountable for improving current conditions.



Structure the programs around the principal of an intermodal transportation system for both freight and passengers, by expanding the eligibility of federal funds for a wider variety of uses to support alternatives to our overcrowded highways.


Integrate private sector participation in the process to bring added value and investment dollars, not for relief from federal regulations.
· Strengthen rather than weaken the planning to ensure that the external effects of transportation investments are incorporated in the ‘solution’ and that we forge freight networks to protect our economic competitiveness.



Imagine the creativity we could unleash if we had one planning process at the metropolitan level for all programs and a single process for all new capacity regardless of mode? Imagine the new ideas that would bubble up if we challenged agencies to forge ways to integrate land-use and transportation investments and decisions?


Imagine the support for transportation we could generate by forging a stronger connection between the role federal transportation programs can play in alleviating other pressing national issues –
· Health costs are growing out of control, and perhaps it is time to hold transportation more accountable for financial costs of respiratory diseases and obesity;

· Improve economic security through reduced dependence on foreign oil by financing modal shifts; or
· Make transportation more accountable for the degradation of urban water quality which is affecting our fisheries and estuaries, designated uses of our water bodies, and even our drinking water supplies. 

If the powers that be in the Congress are more interested in recapturing revenues for their states and earmarked projects for their districts, if external interests prefer to remove restrictions to ‘progress’ that others see as equally important national objectives, and an expanded role for the private sector is viewed as one way around no increase in federal revenues, as Administrator Peters seems to suggest, then what remains of a federal purpose and are we heading in the direction of a turnback or significant reduction in the federal role and programs?
If the federal role is reduced to merely collecting money from the states and distributing it back to them, then some form of turnback becomes more of a possibility, not that I necessarily agree; but absent any linkage between transportation policies and other national objectives or concerns such as the cost of health care, economic competitiveness, energy security, environmental and historic protection, civil rights, one has to ask just what is the federal purpose.  As it stands today, there is virtually no accountability for the funds that are distributed to the states, transit agencies and MPOs.  There are almost no outcomes against which a program is measured, no ramifications for not maintaining a state of good repair, for maximizing capacity, offering a greater set of choices, etc., so what is the purpose of the federal bureaucracy overseeing this enterprise?  
I raise these questions because if we cannot or are unwilling to engage in building a bigger tent, then we could be approaching a tipping point for surface transportation.  If we diminish or disregard the national objectives for transportation, often described as the federal interest, then turnback may be where we find ourselves heading.
We are operating in a new political environment, one where we have not seen the extent of change that may be contemplated.  Transportation has rarely rated high on the federal scale and now is not the time to narrow the constituency for national transportation policies and programs. 

Again, a small tent is circling the wagons and trying to hold on to a past that doesn’t exist. Unfortunately, this is not a winning strategy.

The STPP coalition believes that a bigger tent is where we should be heading, recognizing that there is a need for continuing federal leadership on a range of issues that are of national significance and not easily addressed on a state by state basis.

The federal government also has hefty financial exposure in its other program efforts, from underwriting other transportation infrastructures, flood control projects often driven by urbanization patterns, financing of water and wastewater infrastructure, housing finance assistance, workforce and workplace concerns, and the list goes on.

From today’s vantage point of constrained resources for all domestic programs, a bigger tent is also about engaging the multiple issues in which the federal government has a substantial financial exposure to find broader efficiencies and savings for the nation. 

So, we are at a crossroads in transportation policy.  Our coalition seeks to pursue a direction that engages a broader set of issues to attract a broader constituency for a national transportation program.  We believe that by forming a bigger tent and by linking transportation investment to addressing other critical national objectives, it is possible to build a consensus for a better line of transportation products.  The question is are we collectively up to the challenge?
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