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Status of Prospectus Update 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 
The following document is a draft of “Part One” of the updated CDTC Prospectus, 
describing the underlying CDTC planning approach. 
 
Part Two is an expanded version of the MPO Agreement and Committee Practices 
and will be finished after action on those two items. 
 
Part Three will be a brief description of CDTC’s planning commitments (ongoing and 
recurring planning efforts), potential new areas of activity (operations, etc.), and fi-
nancial prospects. 
 
The suggested schedule for completion is: 
 
 November –  Planning Committee action on MPO Agreement 
    Planning Committee action on Committee Practices 
    Review of Part One begins 
 
 December –   Policy Board action on MPO Agreement 
    Policy Board action on Committee Practices 
 
 January –   Review of Part Two and Three begins 
 
 February –   Planning Committee action on Prospectus 
 

 March –   Policy Board action on Prospectus    
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Introduction 
According to federal transportation law, every urbanized area 

with a population of 50,000 or greater must have a designated 

Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) that represents the 

state and local governments in the area.  The Capital District 

Transportation Committee (CDTC) is the MPO for the Capital Dis-

trict.  As such, the CDTC serves as a forum for making decisions 

about highway and transit improvements in the area.  Some de-

cisions have immediate impact, others have to do with plans for 

10, 15 or 25 years in the future.  Cornerstones of the MPO re-

sponsibilities are the development of unified planning work pro-

gram (UPWP), a regional transportation plan (RTP), approval of 

federally-funded highway and transit projects through a "Trans-

portation Improvement Program" (TIP), and determining confor-

mity of its plans and programs with the State Implementation 

Plan for Air Quality. 

CDTC is the collaborative forum 
for transportation planning… 

 

Since passage of the Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency 

Act (ISTEA) of 1991, CDTC has enjoyed enhanced responsibility 

as a regional institution.  Through the cooperation of all its mem-

bers -- particularly of the New York State Department of Trans-

portation and the Capital District Transportation Authority -- the 

CDTC forum has been used to resolve major transportation policy 

issues and set funding priorities in the Capital District to a degree 

not experienced by most other MPOs in the nation.  The Trans-

portation Equity Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21) passed in 1998 

and the Safe and Efficient Transportation Equity Act – A Legacy 

for Users (SAFETEA-LU) passed in 2005 reaffirmed this role. 

…that finds its success through 
the cooperation of all its mem-
bers… 
 

 

CDTC attempts to go far beyond the role of a traditional MPO – 

that of a technically-competent staff supporting a forum serving 

as an honest broker of federal transportation funds.  CDTC has 

established sufficient credibility in the regional community to 

serve as a strong catalyst for transforming the generally-held 

perspective on transportation to one that is holistic (viewing 

transportation within its context), equitable (dispensing with ju-

risdictional or modal distinctions in identifying wise actions), so-

ber (confronting the conflict between vision and budget con-

straints) and value-driven (acknowledging that decisions are 

made based on public policy and community priorities, not just 

upon quantified traveler benefit).  In the Capital District, this ar-

guably-healthier perspective has, in turn, enabled CDTC to pur-

…by transforming the perspec-
tive on transportation planning 
to one that is holistic, equitable, 
sober and value-driven. 

 



sue innovative practices and a broader agenda than most MPOs 

enjoy. 

 

CDTC has also taken efforts to enhance the credibility of its deci-

sions through major, successful efforts to engage "stakeholders" 

and other interested parties in the planning process.  The New 

Visions effort was initiated in 1994 with the creative use of multi-

ple task forces to address fundamental and potentially-

controversial subjects.  While that original effort received contin-

ued national attention for the depth and breadth of issues ad-

dressed in a technically-sound, participatory process, the New Vi-

sions process has continued for over 15 years, extending, ex-

panding and refining CDTC’s plans and policies.   

 
 
CDTC has taken efforts to enhance its credibility 
by extending the depth and breadth of its proc-
esses and pioneering with integrated land use – 
transportation planning efforts at the local level. 

 

The Community and Transportation Linkage Planning Program es-

tablished in 2000 to help implement the New Visions plan has 

likewise received national attention.  Its characteristics of inte-

grated land use – transportation and local – regional planning, 

achievable recommendations and extensive coverage (54 study 

areas in 30 separate municipalities in eight years) have no paral-

lel in the nation. 

 

Unlike many MPOs, CDTC maintains a dynamic membership 

structure and a flexible agenda.  In recent years, CDTC expanded 

its policy board to afford permanent status to any  municipality 

with a population exceeding 50,000 (effectively providing mem-

bership to the region’s second-largest municipality, the town of 

Colonie).  Upon notification that the Saratoga Springs Urbanized 

Area exceeded the threshold for MPO requirements based on 

2000 Census data, CDTC received confirmation that CDTC will 

fulfill that mission for the newly qualified urbanized area.  That 

confirmation was relatively straightforward; CDTC has included 

the city of Saratoga Springs as a full voting member since 1965 

and covered the entirety of the new urbanized area within the 

defined CDTC “metropolitan area boundary” for planning and 

programming since passage of ISTEA. 

 
 
CDTC’s dynamic policy board membership now 
includes 19 elected officials and local govern-
ment appointees working alongside representa-
tives of six regional planning and transportation 
providers. 

 

The dynamic structure has also allowed CDTC to extend partici-

pation at the Planning Committee table to nine towns in addition 

to the eight cities and four counties traditionally serving on the 

committee. Voting policy board membership now includes transit, 

thruway, port, airport and regional planning bodies in addition to 

the state department of transportation – an inclusiveness with 

few parallels. 
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“There are significant risks associated with metropolitan planning processes. The presence of cooperative transportation 
decision-making processes provides a unique institution in every metropolitan area for comprehensive assessments of 
system-level options. It also provides for public accountability. Failure to successfully engage in meaningful, informed 
decision-making on issues ranging from urban form to the availability of modal alternatives exposes a metropolitan area 
to risks of significant inefficiencies and inequities which can be expected to be compounded by future events, both those 
foreseen and unforeseen. MPOs must be leaders in the areas of form, funding and policy. 

“… a shared, dynamic regional vision is a more effective instrument of public policy than a traditional transportation 
facilities plan. “Visionary leadership” is identified as one of the greatest contributions the MPO institution can provide to 
the metropolitan area. Visionary leadership allows short-term, local decisions to be consistent with long-term, strategic 
goals.” 
 

A finding and one recommendation from the national “Colloquy on the Coming Transformation of Travel” conducted 
by the New York State Metropolitan Planning Organization (NYSMPO) and the Federal Highway Administration 
(FHWA) in 2005.  See http://www.nysmpos.org/colloquy_travel.html 
 

As global events unfold in unanticipated ways, CDTC’s responsive 

planning agenda is vital to maintaining relevance in the MPO 

process.  Recent examples include CDTC’s multiple joint efforts 

with the Capital District Transportation Authority (resulting in, 

among other things, the NY 5 land use and transportation plan 

and Bus Rapid Transit implementation); assuming a unique role 

as a partner with the US Department of Energy, staffing and sup-

porting the Capital District’s Clean Communities Coalition; inte-

grating alternative futures into mainstream regional planning; 

collaborating with the Center for Economic Growth, the Capital 

District Regional Planning Commission and the State University of 

New York at Albany on a comprehensive analysis of the fiscal im-

pacts of alternative scenarios; and establishing both a diesel hy-

brid electric program for CDTA and a diesel fleet retrofit program 

for other fleets. 

 

The adoption of CDTC’s New Visions 2030 plan reaffirms the prin-

cipled and aspirational foundation on which CDTC has found its 

success.  It also raises the bar for the planning and implementa-

tion process by adding several additional principles and a raft of 

recommendations ranging from continuing its innovative ap-

proach to “big ticket” initiatives to implementing more ambitious 

public participation techniques. The New Visions 2030 effort also 

demonstrated the benefits of exploring the full cost of alternative 

land use and growth scenarios.   

 

New Visions 2030 provides a strong platform from which to clar-

ify roles, relationships, structure and process at CDTC for the 

coming years.  Additionally, New Visions 2030 provides the basis 

to clarify both planning commitments and potential new avenues 

of MPO activity for the coming years. 
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 Introduction 
 

Transportation planning in the United States is an unusual animal 

 - 
Maintaining
Relevance 
when viewed from the institutional context of general purpose 

government. General purpose local governments are designed for 

making home rule decisions regarding provision of services (sew-

er, water, police, fire, etc.), and are relied upon but less well-

suited to implementing master plans that assure maintenance or 

development of a desired community character. State 

governments are generally successful in providing a legal frame-

work for local decisions, in providing broad tax revenues to sup-

port public infrastructure and services, and in building and main-

taining major highway systems, but again are rarely oriented to 

using these responsibilities to assure a healthy pattern of devel-

opment of particular communities. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The MPO concept faces many chal-
lenges 
 
“MPOs cited many challenges in our 
survey and interviews, primarily re-
lated to funding and staffing, authority, 
and technical capacity. About 85 per-
cent of all MPOs responding to our sur-
vey cited the lack of transportation 
planning funding as a challenge to 
transportation planning. About half of 
our survey respondents stated that the 
lack of flexibility for using federal plan-
ning funds inhibits them from conduct-
ing comprehensive transportation plan-
ning. 
 
“Staffing constraints, such as limited 
number of staff and lack of trained 
staff, also impact MPOs’ ability to con-
duct transportation planning. Finally, 
according to our survey and interviews, 
some MPOs lack the technical capacity 
and data necessary to conduct the type 
of complex transportation modeling 
required to meet their planning needs.” 
 

Excerpt from the Highlights of the 
congressionally-requested US 
Government Accountability Office 
report, “METROPOLITAN 
PLANNING ORGANIZATIONS: Op-
tions Exist to Enhance Transpor-
tation Planning Capacity and In-
crease Federal Oversight”, 
USGAO, September 2009. 

 

 

The combination of generally strong local home rule (in relation 

to zoning, development approvals, and similar actions) and heavy 

dependence upon the state to fund or provide for transportation 

systems puts transportation planning activities in a potential 

limbo -- independent actions by local government and state gov-

ernment can easily be at odds with each other. Transportation 

plans must therefore be developed in close cooperation with mul-

tiple communities and those who develop those communities on 

the on hand and also be responsive to larger state needs, objec-

tives and limitations on the other. 

 

Within this institutional context, cooperative urban transportation 

processes (through Metropolitan Planning Organizations -- MPOs) 

have been developed and refined (with varying degrees of suc-

cess) in response primarily to federal law. In this situation -- with 

federal law providing the requirement for something that is pri-

marily for state and local benefit -- the extent of success 

achieved by any particular urban transportation planning organi-

zation can be judged from not from its ability to meet the letter 

of the federal requirements (which it must do in order to remain 

in existence) but in its relevancy to both real and perceived is-

sues of its participants. Success cannot be viewed in terms of 

meeting federal mandates for transportation plans and programs 

but in terms of whether state and local general purpose govern-
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ments value the products of the urban transportation planning 

process and make decisions outside the process that help ad-

vance the objectives of the process. In other words, a rubber-

stamped endorsement of a state highway project by an MPO is a 

far less important measurement of the success of that MPO than 

the voluntary use of the MPO forum by the state highway agency 

to get state, local and private actors together to develop an equi-

table cost allocation for improvement of the same state highway, 

for example. A local government's participation in the MPO proc-

ess merely to assure it gets its fair share of the federal highway 

pot is less important than that government's participation in 

crafting an objective project evaluation process for use in MPO 

project selection. 

 

Prescription for a Successful Process 
 

An MPO of any size, whether representing a single-city, single-

county urbanized area of barely 50,000 residents or a major me-

tropolis, will achieve the kind of voluntary participation in and re-

liance upon the MPO process by its participants if the MPO proc-

ess is considered relevant by the participants. To achieve rele-

vancy, the following short list of activities must be part of the 

continuing prospectus of any MPO or other transportation plan-

ning group.  For several decades, CDTC has tried to follow this 

prescription. 

 

 

1.  Scan the planning environment. 

 

Urban transportation planning does not occur in a vacuum. The 

planner must be constantly aware of current issues: What is the 

current budgetary climate at federal, state and local levels? Are 

residents and local governments hostile to development or do 

they seek economic growth with open arms? What are the local 

perceptions of congestion -- that it is non-existent, manageable, 

or totally unacceptable? How do local governments perceive the 

state -- as a pain or a panacea? How is transit service provided -- 

as a public service with an eye of operating deficits or as an inte-

gral part of the transportation system? 
The federal law is not enough. 

“For MPOs to have clout, they need clear 
authority. Yet participants express concern 
that the statutory federal authority given to 
MPOs also represents a problem, in that the 
federal requirements for long-range plans 
and Transportation Improvement Programs 
(and related air quality conformity exercises) 
“consume” the attention of many MPOs. For 
an MPO to be fully effective, its objective 
must go beyond merely fulfilling federal re-
quirements.” 

A finding from the national “Colloquy on
the Coming Transformation of Travel” 
conducted by the New York State Met-
ropolitan Planning Organization 
(NYSMPO) and the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) in 2005.  See 
http://www.nysmpos.org/colloquy_trav
el.html 

 

 

The planner must also be sensitive to the actors affecting trans-

portation decisions. How are decisions made at the state highway 

agency and at the transit agency? At the city and county? In the 

key towns? Who are the important individuals and what are their 

strengths, weaknesses and biases? What are their "hot buttons", 

their taboos? What are the lines beyond which one had better not 
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cross? What are their perceptions of planning and their openness 

to other opinions and expertise? Who are the principal developers 

in the community and how cooperative are they regarding trans-

portation investment? Who are the primary traffic consultants in 

the area and what are their strengths and weaknesses? How can 

these significant actors be plugged into the cooperative planning 

process? 

 

The planner must be knowledgeable about the range of existing 

processes that directly or indirectly affect the transportation 

planning environment. How are capital projects advanced 

through the state highway agency? How does the transit agency 

consider service requests or forecast financial conditions five 

years into the future? How are site impact reviews treated by lo-

cal government or by the state -- are they required and, if so, 

under what conditions and who is charged with the review and 

approval? Are the expectations of local government that develop-

ers should pay for all transportation improvements or do they 

expect the state to fix problems when they get bad enough? Do 

local governments perform comprehensive planning? Are there 

meaningful local master plans or do municipal zoning ordinances 

serve as a default plan? How are environmental issues treated -- 

as considerations integral to a project or as impediments to be 

overcome? Who is involved in such environmental review and 

with what degree of clout? How can the transportation planning 

process best interact with these processes? 

 

The planner must keep track of events. Who is proposing what 

kind of development where and how likely is it that transporta-

tion implications will be handled adequately? When will the deci-

sion be made and what are the opportunities for involvement? 

What funding initiatives are being prepared for the state legisla-

ture? Who is taking the lead and how will these initiatives be re-

ceived? How is activity changing in the community or metropoli-

tan area -- slowly, swiftly, or in reverse? What corporate activity 

are local or state officials seeking to attract to or retain in the 

community? How soon will Census data be available? What is the 

status of regional solid waste planning and who is involved for 

whom the experience will serve as an introduction to regional 

planning -- either good or bad? 
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2.  Recognize Reality. 

 

First, it must be consciously acknowledged that neither the lone 

transportation planner in a small county planning department nor 

the large MPO staff in a major metropolis is able to control all the 

decisions that affect the transportation system. The transporta-

tion planner or MPO staff is typically no more than the tail on the 

dog of the city, county or state highway agency. It is not realistic 

to expect that an MPO staff of four will be able to tell a state 

highway agency of 5,000 how to spend its budget or that it will 

be able to tell a local government that they cannot approve a 

shopping center proposal because of potential congestion five or 

ten years away. 

 
 
Not all MPOs are well connected to the 
public pulse. 
 
 
“In particular, 79 percent of survey respon-
dents stated that they have difficulty obtain-
ing the public participation needed to meet 
their [federal] transportation planning re-
quirements. A few MPOs we interviewed 
stated that it was difficult to generate public 
participation in the planning process, in part 
because few people actually understand what 
an MPO is or what it does.” 
 

Excerpt from the congressionally-
requested US Government Accountabil-
ity Office report, “METROPOLITAN 
PLANNING ORGANIZATIONS: Options 
Exist to Enhance Transportation Plan-
ning Capacity and Increase Federal 
Oversight”, USGAO, September 2009. 

 
 

 

Second, the perceptions of residents and governmental partici-

pants in the transportation planning process must be acknowl-

edged as real. The transportation planner cannot afford to alien-

ate his or her constituency by demeaning the beliefs of the con-

stituency. It is very easy to win an argument that, for example, a 

monorail on the expressway would not be an effective solution to 

congestion; however, if the argument is won by belittling or 

shouting down the idea, then the battle may have been won at 

the cost of the war. The war for voluntary solicitation of the 

transportation planner's or MPO's input requires that the views of 

each participant be respected. 

 

Third, the transportation planner must keep a close watch on ob-

jective reality. While perceptions of participants should be re-

spected, the involvement of the transportation planner will be 

sought out on a regular basis only if the planner can provide 

some "value added" to the discussion. ("Yes, I agree that conges-

tion on the expressway is worsening. But if you look at these 

numbers, I think you'll find that our conditions are better than 

those of other areas our size. We should collectively be doing our 

planning now, however, because our forecasts show peak hour 

level-of-service "F" within ten years. ") 
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3.  Find the "Holes" in the Planning Process. 

 

With a sensitive appreciation of the issues, actors, processes and 

events and a large dose of reality-checking, the urban transpor-

tation planner must seek opportunities to provide value to the 

decision-making process. The ultimate objective of hole-seeking 

is to stake a claim to a piece of the action that is largely un-

claimed. Specifically, this activity requires an inventory of data 

and analytical procedures that exist in the urban area and an 

identification of important data elements and analytical proce-

dures that are missing. It should be expected that the missing 

elements far outweigh those for which agencies have mastered. 

The planner must then choose certain holes to fill, given knowl-

edge of the environment. (Will an initiative to collect local pave-

ment condition data be well received, or would time be better 

spent developing a procedure to develop arterial standards be of 

greater value? What information is missing from the current deci-

sion-making equation?) While holding tightly to powers, few deci-

sion-makers would knowingly refuse credible information pre-

sented in a non-threatening manner the value of planning is 

more readily accepted when viewed as enhanced knowledge than 

when it is perceived as a requirement, impractical philosophy or 

central government control. Plugging data and procedural holes 

clearly emphasizes the role of the planner as one interested in 

assisting the existing decision processes, rather than someone 

who simply wants to take over. 

 

The hole-filling approach is clearly directed at providing a service 

valued by the constituency as opposed to forcing conformity to 

the planner's notion of how an activity should be carried out and 

who should do it. The MPO might arguably be the logical agency 

to maintain a regional traffic simulation model, but if an adequate 

one is maintained by the state highway agency, the MPO should 

seek an alternative activity through which to demonstrate credi-

bility. 

 

 This approach consciously steers away from efforts that 

would be seen as duplicating or competing with activities of oth-

ers. The planner chooses to accept (at least for the time being) 

somewhat weak data and weak procedures of other agencies and 

units of government in order to plug clear holes. 
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4. Stay ahead of needs. 

 

The "hole-filling" approach also encourages initiative into new 

subject areas with the possibility of significant influence. To the 

extent that initiative is taken to address issues that have not 

been addressed by others, the opportunity exists to pre-empt or 

at least influence later efforts by others. For example, initiative 

taken by an MPO to provide procedures for comparing highway 

and transit projects (in the absence of state guidance) might pro-

vide a starting point for a later effort by the state to develop just 

such procedures. If done well enough, the local effort might just 

serve as a statewide standard. 

 

The value of the planner or planning agency can be significantly 

enhanced by being prepared ahead of time for data, procedures 

or recommendations. The appropriate time to develop a priori-

tized list of highway capacity projects is before the state legisla-

ture passes the funding initiative to support a construction pro-

gram, for example. The appropriate time to identify procedures 

for programming flexible federal highway/transit funds is before 

the federal legislation is passed. If the issue is raised before the 

need, the issue can be addressed in more legitimate fashion, es-

tablishing a balanced and objective approach to what otherwise 

might devolve into political wrangling. 

 

5.  Develop Technical and Political Credibility. 

 

Establishing relevance of a planning process and entrée into im-

portant decision-making forums requires credibility. Pursuing ac-

tivities that fill data and procedural holes is a vehicle for rapidly 

demonstrating technical competence and political savvy. Devel-

oping a track record of competence and good judgment through 

such activities prepares the way for influence in other, more sen-

sitive areas. For example, one may establish credibility through 

annual surveys of household travel behavior. The successful 

completion of the surveys, interpretation of their results and 

broad dissemination of reports may go a long way toward creat-

ing a generally-accepted reputation for sound technical judgment 

and presentation skills. That reputation may provide influence in 

other areas as additional opportunities arise. The planner or 

agency that successfully conducts annual travel surveys may be 

easily accepted by all parties as the individual or agency to iden-

tify local trip generation rates for site impact studies; the planner 

or agency that successfully maintains data on congestion trends 

may be easily accepted as the individual or agency to identify 
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system-level traffic issues surrounding a major development pro-

posal. 

 

6. Seek influence, not control. 

 

This is essentially a statement of confidence mixed with humility.  

“We have information that should be considered and good ideas 

that should be heard, but certainly there are other views, as 

well.”  As the tail on the dog, the transportation planner or MPO 

staff should accept the lack of absolute power and aim for influ-

encing decisions toward a more informed, objective, balanced, 

forward-looking orientation.  There is much to be gained by a 

transportation planner or MPO that can provide a credible and 

impartial bridge between parochial attitudes of different agencies 

or communities in conflict.  The decisions of those agencies or lo-

cal governments will benefit from the information and perspec-

tives of the planner or MPO, even if no authority is transferred to 

the planner or MPO. 

 

7. Appreciate incremental movement in the right di-

rection. 

 

Planning and development practice in the United States does not 

foster the creation of anything close to an ideal transportation 

system or urban structure.  Many views of what might be desir-

able and efficient as an urban form or what might represent a 

cost-effective transportation system are thwarted by such reali-

ties as market economics, resistance to taxes, and the inappro-

priateness (and illegality) of property taking without compensa-

tion.  Thus, while it might be “correct” to ensure improvement of 

transportation infrastructure concurrently with development, it 

may not be possible to fully achieve such a goal.  While it might 

be “correct” to price transportation at its full social cost, the elec-

torate may not permit such an experiment. 

 

The transportation planner or staff should encourage movement 

toward actions and policies that represent better balance, effi-

ciency, equity, protection of resources and similar objectives but 

not be disappointed at limited success.  In fact, partial successes 

should be applauded as stepping stones to greater successes in 

the future. 
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8. Maintain working relationships. 

 

There are many instances in which the transportation planner 

might disagree significantly with the opinion or action of another 

participant in the planning process. Within the urban transporta-

tion planning process, it is vital to maintain willing and eager par-

ticipation. A reluctant, secretive or suspicious state participant in 

an MPO process will contribute little to a cooperative spirit. A 

town supervisor who is hostile to the MPO because "all the money 

goes to the state, anyway" is not going to be helpful in resolving 

mutual issues. A planning board chairman who believes that a 

transportation planner is merely going to give him a hard time 

over a development's traffic impacts is unlikely to voluntarily 

seek that planner's advice on the project. 

 

 

In order to make cooperative decisions at the MPO table, there 

must be willing participants at the table. This requires restraint 

on the part of the MPO and its staff, exercising discretion before 

taking a firm stand on an issue that might be divisive. In some 

cases, this may mean sacrificing an issue for the sake of the rela-

tionship. In others, it merely implies the use of tact in discussing 

differences, protecting a sense of mutual trust and respect while 

resolving the issue. 

 

The elements listed above are significant but are not sufficient by 

themselves to produce success. Capable staff are required to 

carry out these elements and all the technical and policy work as-

sociated with them. Assumed in all of the above is that each ele-

ment is done well -- the environmental scan, the pursuit of activi-

ties to fill "holes", the effort to develop and maintain relation-

ships. The outline simply provides a proven method to establish 
 

“MPO stature within the local commu-
nity is directly related to effectiveness 
of working relationships between the 
MPO staff and MPO participants. Given 
that the MPO staff size is comparable to the 
“tail” on the larger “dog” of state and local 
governments and transportation authorities, 
strong working relationships between the 
MPO and its partners are inherent in suc-
cessful planning processes. Only when the 
partners share ownership of the MPO process
and seek value added through the process 
can the MPO expect to be seen as a vital 
decision-making forum distinct from the in-
dividual member agencies and able to go 
beyond the institutional constraints of those 
agencies. When successful, MPOs enjoy 
broad local support. “ 

A finding from the national “Colloquy 
on the Coming Transformation of Tra-
vel” conducted by the New York State 
Metropolitan Planning Organization 
(NYSMPO) and the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) in 2005.  See 
http://www.nysmpos.org/colloquy_trav
el.html 
the value of transportation planning, develop credibility and fos-

ter willing participation of key actors. 

 

Further, each item in the outline represents a continuing effort. 

The planning environment is constantly changing; new personali-

ties assume new responsibilities, new laws amend existing proc-

esses, new issues provide new challenges to communities. At the 

same time, success in one technical activity opens the door to 

work in another area, offering the unavoidable choice of demon-

strating competence once again or allowing one's reputation tar-

nish and influence diminish. Success in these activities, however, 

will secure a recognition of relevancy and value for the planning 

process. 
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A Healthy 
Organizational 
Culture 

The importance of organizational culture 
 

The need for a carefully-nurtured, constructive organizational cul-

ture is evident in even a cursory examination of both successful 

and unsuccessful organizations – public or private, small or large.  

Those which both foster and achieve buy-in and initiative from 

participants (Southwest Airlines, for example) consistently out-

perform those that operate from a traditional, hierarchical top-

down, span-of-control, employer-employee mindset.  Is South-

west’s success attributed to its lack of assigned seats or to its 

corporate culture of “we’re all in this together and we’re going to 

make it work”? 

 

Close observers of the auto industry have clearly predicted the 

hard times currently being experienced by firms such as GM and 

Chrysler, but not Honda or Toyota – solely on the basis of corpo-

rate culture, not product quality or price. 

 

The need for such a culture in public governance is made more 

critical by the sheer breadth and depth of public policy issues 

confronting the state’s chief executive in the 21st century.  Each 

and every subject area facing the state today is confronted with a 

longer list of specific policy issues than ever before, nearly all 

shaded with conflicting objectives, fewer resources and greater 

expectations from a wider range of stakeholders than in the past.  

The only way to engage with and make progress on this enor-

mous set of complex subjects is to engage the entire apparatus 

of government in articulating the vision and to empower a wider 

array of players with the authority and responsibility to create, 

explore and persevere on multiple fronts simultaneously. 

 

 

The “PACHO” language to describe successful 
organizational culture 
 

There are many ways of framing successful management or or-

ganizational styles.  The following represents one particular set of 

terms.  The terminology describes the elements of a dynamic, 

productive and entrepreneurial organization (or for that matter, 

of a dynamic, productive and entrepreneurial individual, family, 
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business, organization or public agency (or entire executive 

branch of government).  The acronym for this approach is 

PACHO, based on the characteristics of the organizational cul-

ture: Principled, Aspirational, Celebratory, Holistic and Organic. 

 

Whether or not any the five terms in the PACHO acronym are in-

corporated into the corporate language of successful organiza-

tions, these organizations invariably display these characteristics.  

Language is important, but clearly secondary to the attitudes de-

scribed by the language.  A successful organization may not use 

the term “principled”, “aspirational”, “celebratory”, “holistic” or 

“organic”, but without exception it is principled, aspirational, 

celebratory, holistic and organic.  Recognizing and embracing 

these characteristics as the norm can be argued to be the recipe 

for success of any entity. 

 

Principled The culture of an organization is defined by its 

underlying set of beliefs and intentions, whether formally stated 

or not.  In a staff setting, this set will be conveyed to new staff 

and customers or clients by the statements and actions of exist-

ing staff.  Similarly, in the boardroom, new board members inevi-

tably fit into and adopt the set of goals, beliefs and intentions of 

the existing board. 

 

It is helpful to formally articulate the principles that define the 

organization.  First, this makes it clear to all parties just “what is 

what”.  For example, stating that, “We strive to satisfy every cus-

tomer, regardless of profit” sets the tone for a retail establish-

ment and gives a new sales representative a quick understanding 

of the intentions of the firm.  Second, formal principles keep an 

organization or firm well-grounded.  Having stated, well-known 

principles helps avoid choices or actions that are at odds with the 

principles. 

 

Of course, as is true with parents and children, stated principles 

are only useful if the actions of the organization or firm’s leaders 

reflect the principles.  It must be “do as I say and do” if stated 

principles are to be effective.  The consistency between intentions 

and actions is what makes an organizational culture “principled” 

rather than simply one with stated principles.1

                                                           
1 In the case of the Capital District Transportation Committee, a total of 31 planning and investment principles have been articulated 
and formally adopted by the board over a period of nearly 15 years.   The formality of adoption has served many times to help avoid 
taking actions that would have been expedient but mostly likely would have resulted in damage to the credibility of the organization. 
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The following narrative was first articulated nearly twenty-
five years ago in CDTC’s Prospectus document.  A careful 
observer will recognize that CDTC’s organizational culture 
has allowed for diligence and faithfulfulness to this ap-
proach. 

---- 
 

Two words summarize well the approach that CDTC has 
attempted to bring to transportation issues in the Capital 
District:  “stewardship”, and “vision”.  These characteris-
tics of CDTC’s successful cooperative planning process are 
equally essential to meeting the challenges of the coming 
years. 
 
STEWARDSHIP refers to the responsibility of CDTC (collec-
tively) and its members (individually) to care for that 
which has been entrusted to them.  Transportation plan-
ning in coming years should insist upon proper steward-
ship of the following: 
 

1. Existing transportation facilities and services.   
 

2. Public resources.   
 

3. Personal resources
 

4. The human, natural, and built environment.   

 
VISION refers to the responsibility of CDTC to look to the 
long-range future of the area and make sure that the 
transportation system works then as well as now.  If the 
planning process neglects the need to consider the future 
then it is no more than a “caretaker” process, merely pre-
serving what already exists. 
 
Transportation planning must insist upon a clear, creative 
vision of the following: 
 

1. Goals of the Capital District’s residents, busi-
nesses, and communities.   

 
2. Possible problems to be averted.  . 

 
3. Innovative ways to achieve the goals and 

avert the problems.  CDTC and its members 
must devote conscious effort toward finding 
opportunities to achieve the quality of life de-
sired.  Many of these may be new to the 
transportation planning process in the Capital 
District, but may be necessary if the trans-
portation system is to work well in the future. 

 
Stewardship and vision are important “catchwords” that 
will continue to describe CDTC’s approach to the critical 
issues in coming years. 

Consistency is also a product of a principled approach.  A 

principled organization is likely to have its actions at one time 

build a foundation for actions at a later time; an organization 

that operates largely in an ad hoc, crisis mode is not. 

 

Aspirational Aspirations are to an organization’s enthu-

siasm and energy what principles are to its behavior.  As with 

the principles, these can be implicitly conveyed or explicitly 

stated.  Again, it is helpful to state these aspirations.  Aspira-

tions pertain both to the organization or firm (“to learn from 

our peers and try to adopt the best practices”, “to become one 

of the top five in our field” or “to have 95% or better on time 

performance”) and to the results of the organization’s or firm’s 

activity (“to reduce the number of children without access to 

health care by 50% over ten years” or “to make internet access 

affordable to all”).  Conveying both types of aspiration to staff, 

board members, clients/customers and the general public 

empowers everyone to seek the highest and best and gives 

permission for exploration and creativity.  An atmosphere 

infused with a high level of desire for the best results can be 

considered “aspirational”.2

 

Celebratory It is probably safe to say those that expe-

rience the most on-the-job frustration are not necessarily those 

who have the most difficult jobs.  Rather, it is probably expe-

rienced by those who feel unappreciated, those who believe 

they are treated unfairly at work or those who have little re-

spect for the organization or superiors for whom they work.   

 

In addition to addressing this potential problem through clear 

principles (guiding behavior) and aspirations (providing enthu-

siasm), it is necessary to celebrate successes and accomplish-

ments.  While it may seem counter-productive, intentional cel-

ebrating may be particularly necessary in an organization or 

firm that is principled and aspirational.  In such an organization 

or firm, satisfaction is not found in getting to go home early for 

a weekend, but in “making a difference” or “doing the right 

thing”.  With high standards comes a daily reminder of falling 

short of lofty goals.  Board members and staff in these settings 

need constant reminders of their many successes and accom-

plishments.  When successes are cited and praised, it is 

                                                           
2  In CDTC’s case, the staff has encouraged policy makers to embrace the highest aspirations of federal law that underpin transporta-
tion planning – seeking to fulfill the spirit as well as the letter of the law.  The organization’s culture supports individual initiative and 
creative approaches to move the organization’s practices closer to the ideal. 
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inevitable that board or staff will recognize that these successes 

are remarkable (relative to the accomplishment of peer organiza-

tions or firms) and meaningful (in terms of actual benefit).  Cele-

brating provides a sense of value and meaning to board or staff 

that reinforces a commitment to the principles, re-energizes aspi-

rations, helps retain the best staff and prepares the organization 

or firm to respond quickly and successfully to new challenges. 

 

As used in this context, “celebrating” does not mean artificial cel-

ebrations such as honoring an employee of the month (and by so 

doing, devaluing the contributions made by all other employees) 

but rather citing, publicizing, praising the accomplishments of 

both the organization and the crediting those who made it hap-

pen.  If the celebration is focused on both the organization (what 

we have done) and the individual (what he or she did to make it 

happen), then all the staff or board can share in the praise and 

positive feeling.  Celebrating success borders on boasting, but is 

fully justified.  Without this self-praise, staff or board members 

begin to take all their successes for granted and focus instead on 

areas in which the organization or firm falls short. 

 

Holistic  Successful organizations move beyond the nar-

row confines of their particular subject matter and embrace a cul-

ture that fits that subject matter into the broader context.  This is 

not to be confused with trying to do everything for everybody.  

Excessive diversification is likely to damage the core business 

and dilution of resources to cover too wide a spectrum of services 

most likely means doing a poor job of things across the board. 

 

Rather, a holistic approach recognizes that the organization’s or 

firm’s activities are meaningful and beneficial only if they are in-

tegrated with related subjects.  Educational services, for exam-

ple, must be viewed in the context of social settings, physical 

health and homelife, for instance.  Land use planning must be 

conducted with full integration of traffic and transit issues.  Banks 

must make their lending decisions in the context of their commu-

nity’s or region’s economic and social needs.  All organizations 

and firms must understand the local context in which they oper-

ate and participate in it.3

 

                                                           
3   CDTC recognizes that its transportation investment decisions require the context of community planning and private sector invest-
ment.  As a result, it has funded over 60 integrated community-transportation studies jointly with municipalities.  It also has completed 
an economic analysis of the excess educational, sewer, water and transportation cost of suburban sprawl jointly with the State Univer-
sity and the private Center for Economic Growth.  As a result, CDTC’s activity is fully integrated into the fabric of the region. 
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A holistic approach also contributes to adaptability and creativity, 

as staff members remain acutely aware of opportunities to better 

use the firm’s products or services to improve the quality of life 

of customers and clients or to improve the overall condition of 

the community. 

 

Organic  An organic entity is one that can be easily 

viewed from the outside as adapting and growing in a living – 

rather than mechanical – method.  While traditional business 

models may steer firms toward strict organization charts and hi-

erarchies, these are mechanical devices with a very limiting effect 

on the organization’s success.   

 

An organic culture is one in which every member’s function is 

well understood at any time, but which could change easily de-

pending on need.  It is one that is more likely to employ task-

specific work teams than rigid chains-of-command.  It is one that 

is quite open to the emergence of leadership and the assumption 

of responsibility by the most unlikely staff members. 

 

Like a plant in a field, an organic organizational culture allows an 

organization or firm to respond to light and food, growing in the 

direction in which it receives the greatest response.  Instead of 

mechanically stating an objective such as, “within five years we 

will add five branch dealerships and represent all major car man-

ufacturers”, an organic culture would leave the door open to 

growing, adapting, contracting or modifying as call for by need, 

opportunity and demonstrated competence.  An organization that 

successfully becomes principled, aspirational, celebratory and ho-

listic is the most likely organization to establish the confidence 

and external credibility to succeed in responding to new opportu-

nities that present themselves. 
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Seeing 
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in its 
Context 
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oach requires that transportation facilities and 

nsidered in a broader context.  This is a tall or-

tation professionals are not dealing with a sub-

ation) that has only marginal impacts on other 

  Rather, transportation professionals work with 

 has substantial influence over much of the so-

ental, economic and political agenda of modern 

’s context can be framed in various ways.  One 

outlined below, focusing on five aspects of the 

munity structure and regional form; environ-

ability; quality of life and personal expression; 

 and economic productivity and competitive-

y Structure and Regional Form 

transportation mode is recognized as a primary 

ary) factor in determining the shape of com-

 oldest civilizations formed villages, towns and 

g to a pedestrian scale.  Horse-drawn carts and 

nded spatial dimensions somewhat over the 

it took the streetcar in the late 19th and early 

to provide substantial suburban development.  

hysical form of metropolitan America is ac-

 derive from the attributes and availability of 

 and truck.   

iques of current urban form cite loss of a sense 

ommunity identity, proliferation of isolated de-

cial separation and other ills and associate 

d regional form with transportation patterns – 

portation investments made to accommodate 

400 communities I have walked, I 

 found one where designing for the 

made it a successful place. Indeed, 

 successful villages, towns and cities 

a are those designed before the car 



was invented, and where the least tinkering 

has been done since.” 4 (Dan Burden, Walk-

able Communities, Inc.) 

The form, modal orientation, and operational details of the 

transportation have an inarguably profound effect on commu-

nity structure and regional form. 

 

Environmental Sustainability 
 

Concerns for global climate change and dependence upon fi-

nite, non-renewable energy sources are also highly correlated 

with transportation form and travel behavior.   

 

“As of 2001 carbon dioxide concentrations 

have increased 31% over their levels in the 

year 1750. These levels are now higher than 

they have been in the last 420,000 years 

(IPCC, 2001). Transportation and the use of 

petroleum-based fuels is responsible for ap-

proximately 33% of these emissions as of 

2000; this makes it non-sustainable.”5

 

While estimates of the remaining stock of petroleum from 

conventional and non-conventional sources vary, motorized 

transportation’s near-exclusive dependence upon non-

renewable energy sources also means that current forms of 

transportation are non-sustainable. 

 

The form, modal orientation, and operational details of the 

transportation system have an inarguably profound effect on 

global environmental sustainability. 

 

Quality of Life and Personal Expression 
 

Transportation facilities and services have a substantial influ-

ence on personal quality of life and expression.  Researchers 

have found that personal travel time budgets remain rela-

                                                           
4  Dan Burden as quoted in Project for Public Spaces web site, www.pps.org. 
5  Black, William R. “Sustainable Transport:  Meanings and Implementation”, background paper prepared for Transportation Re-
search Board conference on “Introducing Sustainability into Transportation Planning”, July 2004.  Reference to CO2 concentrations 
quoted by Black from IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change), Third Assessment Report, Summary for Policymakers, 
February 19, 2001. Working Group I. 
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tively constant at roughly 1.1 hours per day, regardless of in-

come or community structure.6  This implies that transporta-

tion modal attributes – notably speed and cost – provide pri-

marily for substitution effects.  That is, faster or cheaper 

travel provided by motor vehicles and highways permits 

households throughout the world to gain other quality of life 

benefits (such as access to a better job, a bigger house or 

larger lot, better schools or lower taxes) while maintaining a 

relatively constant time budget. 

 

On the other hand, noise, congestion, air quality and other 

negative attributes of an auto- and truck-dominated transpor-

tation system offset some or much of the quality of life bene-

fits that these modes provide.  Residential quality, for exam-

ple, is said to suffer from the presence of as little as 1,000 

vehicles per day on a residential street. 

 

Transportation also consumes between 15% and 22% of 

household budgets in the US, ranging between $5,000 and 

$9,000 annually per household – predominantly for the pur-

chase and operation of household cars and light trucks.7  

Combined with the fact that the primary “face” that individu-

als show in public is that of their vehicles, our consumerist 

culture translates the high level of financial commitment for 

vehicles into a primary outlet for personal expression and dis-

cretionary spending.  Our form of mobility also has an effect 

on other lifestyle choices – the nature and location of recrea-

tional activities; the range and location of social, spiritual and 

civic responsibilities; the ease of job changes, household relo-

cation, and more. 

 

The form, modal orientation, and operational details of the 

transportation system thus have an inarguably profound qual-

ity of life and personal expression.   

 

Public Health 
 

Put simply, daily transportation is among the most dangerous 

activities in which individuals engage.  Worldwide, motorized 

transport is estimated to be responsible for one million deaths 

and 70 million injuries per year.  In the United States, crash-

es represent over 40% of all deaths from “unintentional 

                                                           
6  Schafer, Andreas, and David Victor. “The Past and Future of Global Mobility”, Scientific American. October 1997. 
7 Surface Transportation Policy Project. “Driven to Spend”, March 2000. 

- 19 - 
 - 



injuries”, constituting the leading cause death of Americans 

under 35 years of age.8

 

Some nations have adopted aggressive objectives and have 

reduced serious injuries and fatalities sharply.  In March of 

2004 the U.S. set a national target of a 33% reduction in fa-

talities in the next four years.  Significant safety-related im-

provements in transportation planning, facility design, and 

more significantly, in law enforcement and traffic operations 

will be needed to achieve this result.  

 

The nation’s sedentary lifestyle, abetted by the decline in 

community-level activities and related walking, is also associ-

ated with severe public health risks.  While the cause and ef-

fect of health problems from obesity are not as clearly tied to 

transportation and urban form as is transportation’s relation-

ship to injuries and fatalities, even a probable contributing re-

lationship is significant.  “Nearly one-third of all adults (59 

million people) are classified as obese; and the health, social 

and economic costs of obesity in the US are enormous and 

still mounting. Obesity adds $93 billion/year to the cost of 

healthcare in the US.  Many of these costs come from the dis-

ease burden of obesity.”9

  

The form, modal orientation, and operational details of the 

transportation system thus have an inarguably profound im-

pact on public health.   

 

Economic Productivity and Competitiveness 
 

An inextricable relationship between transportation and eco-

nomic activity is undeniable.  Competitive transportation ac-

cess is a necessary factor for economic growth.  Firms use 

improvements in speed or cost to create a cost advantage in 

the manufacture and provision of goods and services, and in a 

market society a cost advantage produces growth. 

 

Freight movement is a considerable aspect of the overall 

transportation system, with large trucks constituting over 

30% of traffic volumes on greater than 20% of all Interstate 

facilities, for example, and truck traffic forecast to double 

                                                           
8   US Centers for Disease Control. National Vital Statistics Report, Vol. 50, No. 16, September 16, 2002. 
9   University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Center for Environmental Health and Susceptibility. 
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over the next 20 years.10  The scale of freight transportation 

is also immense, with the cost of for-hire and in-house trans-

portation services in the US exceeding $450 B per year. 

 

The relationship of transportation and economic activity in the 

early part of the 21st century is as critical an issue as ever, 

but cause and effect are less clearly understood in relation to 

transportation facility and service improvements (or degrada-

tions) being made today.  This is partly due to a shift to an in-

formation-based economy less dependent on physical access 

to the supply of raw materials or to consumer markets.  It is 

also due to the contrast between the order-of-magnitude 

transportation efficiency gains achieved in the era of railroad 

expansion or the period of Interstate highway construction 

and the more modest gains achieved today.   

 

What is known is that reliability is an increasingly critical 

component of the overall cost equation due to a shift in 

manufacturing to just-in-time delivery and the high level of 

competition among package delivery services in the area of 

guaranteed delivery times. 

  

The form, modal orientation, and operational details of the 

transportation system have an inarguably profound impact on 

economic productivity and competitiveness. 

 

 

Public Attitudes Regarding a Holistic Ap-
proach 
 

Available public opinion survey results point to a picture that 

is not consistent with a narrowly-defined transportation plan-

ning process focusing primarily on capital projects and ac-

commodation of fixed estimates of long-range future travel 

demand.  Americans tend to value freedom, options, and ac-

cess to information, and adjust behavior continuously.  Tradi-

tional capital planning processes are less likely to produce 

candidate actions that fit those values than more integrated 

approaches that balance transportation service with commu-

nity enhancement, operational improvements with physical 

changes, provision of modal alternatives with improving 

highway levels-of-service. 

                                                           
10   Federal Highway Administration. Status of the Nation’s Highways, Bridges and Transit:  2002 Conditions and Performance Re-
port.  Report to Congress, 2003. 
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Consider just a few indicators of public attitudes: 

 

 In the 2001 National Household Travel Survey 

(NHTS), about as many people consider not knowing about 

traffic tie-ups or road construction “very much of a problem” 

or a “severe problem” as those whose consider highway con-

gestion very much of a problem or a severe problem.  These 

numbers are similar to those who consider rough pavement 

or potholes very much of a problem or a severe problem.11  

This suggests that the public assigns comparable importance 

to maintenance-, operational- and capital-oriented issues. 

 

 A November 2004 statewide survey by the Public 

Policy Institute of California (PPIC) indicates that, while 59% 

of Californians find traffic congestion on freeways and major 

roads a big problem, 77% are somewhat or very satisfied 

with their commute to work.  89% are somewhat or very sat-

isfied with their neighborhood, and 70% say that, all things 

being equal, they would choose to live in a single-family de-

tached home “even if it means you need to drive a car to 

commute and travel locally.”  This suggests that, even when 

confronting regional problems they believe are large, the 

great majority of the public are satisfied with the choices and 

trade-offs they make – a reasonable balance is sufficient for 

satisfaction, not full achievement of mutually-exclusive objec-

tives. 

 

An October 2004 survey in the Albany NY metropolitan area 

conducted by the Siena Research Institute of Siena College 

found that 71% of residents are satisfied with the quality of 

life offered by the community in which they live; only 39% 

experienced traffic congestion lasting more than 15 minutes 

over the previous two weeks; while 41% do not feel that 

speed limits are adequately enforced in their area.  The same 

survey indicated that 68% disagreed that it is up to private 

developers, not citizens or government, to determine the type 

of developments and growth that takes place.  This suggests 

that the public fully expects its governmental agencies to ef-

fectively carry out land use planning and control, traffic speed 

management, and improve the availability of modal options.  

                                                           
11   US Department of Transportation, 2001 National Household Transportation Survey, as cited by New York State Department of 
Transportation. “Satisfaction and Quality of Travel for NYS Residents”, unpublished presentation, 2004. 
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Similar to Californians, these Upstate New York residents are 

satisfied with their own choices and tradeoffs. 

 

The gist of this information is the Americans live, work and 

play in an integrated environment.  They express concerns 

over broad societal conditions (such as congestion or housing 

prices), but make personal choices that accommodate for 

costs, the presence or lack of options, qualitative benefits and 

other factors to achieve what they view to be a satisfactory 

life.   

 

Clearly, this public attitude is not consistent with an insular 

transportation planning process focused primarily on levels-

of-service or on alternatives analyses aimed at accommodat-

ing a fixed estimate of future travel activity.  The demands on 

the transportation system of our society and economy are 

dynamic, complex and integrated; a holistic and integrated 

transportation planning process is the only logical match to 

such demands. 

 
 
Describing a Holistic Approach 
 

To help describe a practical approach to an integrated and ho-

listic transportation planning process, Figure 1 lays out the 

five dimensions of the transportation planning context.  The 

integrated nature of the process is represented by the inter-

secting circles:  one oval for the formal transportation plan-

ning process and another representing other public and pri-

vate planning, development and service processes.  The over-

lapping area represents subjects and decisions made in the 

transportation planning process with a full consideration of 

activities underway beyond the transportation planning table; 

and subjects considered and decisions made in other proc-

esses that are fully knowledgeable and integrated with trans-

portation planning activities. 

 

An example of a subject in the overlap area would be adop-

tion by multiple municipalities of a regional development 

compact.  The initial discussion of the value of such a com-

pact could occur at the Metropolitan Planning Organization ta-

ble, at a private sector economic growth organization, or at 

an environmental advocacy group.  In a holistic planning 

process, the discussion would be informed by the perspec-

tives of multiple parties, each contributing to the evaluation 
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of the concept’s merit, refining its details and citing potential 

implementation paths and barriers.  Such a process provides 

the best chance for plans and services to reflect broadly-held 

community values.  The collective ownership of the products 

of these discussions provides for a high likelihood of success-

ful implementation. 

 

 

Figure 1. 

 

Representation of a Holistic Transportation Planning Process 
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The limitations of attempting to reduce the various complex 

relationships into a simple diagram such as Figure 1 are obvi-

ous.  In a truly integrative environment, all five facets of the 

context are overlapping and inter-related.  The figure does 

highlight the compelling logic of an integrated approach; for 

instance, what exactly would be the appropriate content of 

the area exclusive to the transportation planning process?  

What operational or capital decisions would be made in the 

transportation planning process that are not concerns to oth-

ers – businesses, residents, law enforcement agencies, envi-

ronmental advocates?  Perhaps a more accurate presentation 

of a holistic or integrated transportation planning process is 
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one in which the vast majority of the area is in the overlap 

area, and little activity is found outside the overlap. 

 

Characteristics of a Holistic Transportation 
Planning Process 
 

A holistic or integrated transportation planning process em-

braces the knowledge that transportation facilities and ser-

vices have a profound effect on community structure and re-

gional form; on quality of life and expression; on environ-

mental sustainability; on public health; and on economic pro-

ductivity and competitiveness.  In addition, a holistic or inte-

grated transportation planning process will invariably reflect 

the following: 

 

1. Inclusion of a wide range of participants and perspectives in 

the transportation planning process. 

2. Participation of transportation planning professionals in other 

processes ranging from other transportation activities (traffic 

operations, highway design, etc.) to economic development, 

tourism, public health, and local land use planning. 

3. A blurring of boundaries between planning and operations, 

between planning and design, between transportation and 

land use planning, between transportation system providers 

and users, between transportation system providers and pub-

lic safety agencies. 

4. Continual monitoring both of transportation system perform-

ance and of overall regional economic, social and environ-

mental conditions. 

5. Recognition of the need to evaluate potential actions from the 

perspective of qualitative as well as quantitative measures of 

performance. 

6. A willingness to establish additional performance measures as 

new relationships between transportation actions and other 

conditions are identified. 

7. Acknowledgment that the transportation decision process in-

volves clarifying community values and balancing competing 

objectives – not pursuing the correct engineering “solution”. 

8. Repeated refinement of transportation system objectives to 

reflect emerging community values and priorities. 
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9. Pursuit of new ways in which transportation facility and ser-

vice modifications can help achieve emerging community ob-

jectives. 

10. Recognition that most transportation decisions are societal 

choices that are informed by subjective as well as objective 

rationales.12 

11. Continual expansion of the range of subjects included in the 

overlap area between transportation planning and other disci-

plines. 

                                                           
12 For instance, a metropolitan area may fervently pursue a major rail transit program as much for subjective reasons – as a public 
statement of community values and desired outcomes – as for objective measures of expected air quality improvement or cost per 
passenger served. 
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ortation professionals find themselves in a transition -- 

 a bit of a quandry.  The transition relates to a steadily-

g recognition of the often-unquantifiable impacts of 

ortation systems on social fabric, community integrity, 

cess, "quality of life" and similar concerns.  This recog-

has fueled a shift in societal expectations of greater in-

on of transportation with broader community systems.  

andry derives from the transportation profession's tra-

l processes, which have developed around the use of a 

 range of quantifiable criteria and a rule-based orienta-

at is often separated from consideration of other com-

 systems.   

ny decades (or longer), these professionals have fol-

an approach that, in most cases, treats the design and 

on of transportation systems as a technical process -- 

 a corollary engineering science to that practiced in the 

 of physical structures.  That is, if empirical tests and 

s of physics are deterministic in designing of a bridge 

dle a specific live load, then it is logical that traffic data 

avel forecasts must be highly deterministic regarding 

ale and design details of facilities and services.  Ten, 

 or thirty-year forecasts of the number of left turning 

s at an intersection approach commonly have served 

 primary determinants for the need for a dedicated left 

ne or two in highway projects, for example.  Estimates 

ts in modal use have provided the primary basis for 

al support for or judgment against rail transit con-

on.  Plans for greatly expanded freeway systems in ur-

eas throughout the nation (beyond those built in the 

ate era) were based a belief of the inevitability of grid-

d the unacceptability of its presence.   Roads are fre-

y rebuilt using standards set at design speeds primarily 

d to accommodate the current speed of the 85th per-

 motorist.   Each of these decision processes primarily 

umeric values in a rule-based process to determine the 

ent or design outcome.  Other, "sub-standard" treat-

are often accepted only if the desired treatment is 

ally constrained. 

- 



 

In the current era of community participation, context sensi-

tivity and complex project objectives, this engineering con-

struct of the transportation profession's approach to facility 

and service choices leaves professionals in a highly vulnerable 

situation.  On one hand, their traditional approaches may ap-

pear to others as insensitive and antiquated.  On the other 

hand, transportation professionals have difficulty relinquishing 

the notion that the traditional process is scientific and pro-

duces the "correct" treatment.  As a result, professionals 

may have the perception that they are faced with a di-

lemma: they can either remain true to their education 

and training and follow the numbers or they can submit 

to community preferences for decision outcomes that 

seem sub-standard or unjustified.  This is a predicament, 

appearing to pit objectivity against subjectivity in a right vs. 

wrong model.   

 

However, the dilemma experienced by the transportation pro-

fessional is largely artificial and unnecessary.  For as logical 

as the engineering construct appears on the surface, the logic 

falls apart as a basis for decision-making when examined 

carefully. Under close scrutiny, it is apparent that there is lit-

tle difference between the numbers-oriented aspects of 

transportation decisions and the value-oriented aspects.  

They both reflect implicit social values and priorities; they 

both are based on modest understanding of the dynamics of 

travel and other societal activities.  The engineering construct 

merely creates an artificially-high prominence for travel fore-

casts and traditional design treatments that they do not typi-

cally warrant.   

 

The underpinnings of the engineering construct fall apart for 

the following reasons.  

 

First, placing great value on forecasts of travel behavior and 

traditional standards implies a grasp of the dynamics of travel 

behavior that the profession does not come close to possess-

ing.   

 

Second, even if the transportation profession could gain an 

understanding of such dynamics, would it ever be reasonable 

to treat ten, twenty, or thirty-year travel forecasts as defini-

tive? Forecasts are dependent upon unpredictable factors re-

lated to the state of global peace; the nature of the global 
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economy and international trade; the state of the family and 

household stability (fertility rates, labor force participation, 

household formation); the effects of new vehicle, fuel and 

communications technology; the incidence and magnitude of 

international and domestic migration; scientific understanding 

and public values towards global climate change, and similar 

profound factors.  In the light of this uncertainty, can trans-

portation professionals ever use travel forecasts as definitive?  

Indicative, certainly.  Definitive, no. 

 

Third, a fixation on travel demand numbers and traditional 

design templates overlooks the necessary interaction among 

competing objectives and interests.  In the real world, society 

does not provide sufficient financial resources to address all 

facility or service "needs" in ways that fully accommodate 

travel forecasts and completely adhere to design standards.  

The real world (as reflected in the economic practices of our 

own households) requires complex tradeoffs among many 

sub-optimal actions in order for the outcome of the entire set 

of decisions to be successful.  A practice of pursuing full ac-

commodation of forecast demand or complete adherence to 

design standards on one facility will cost society the ability to 

address a greater range of needs and desires.  For example, 

the marginal cost of the second left turn lane to address fu-

ture travel demand at intersection X may be the inability to 

entertain any work to address current congestion problems at 

intersection Y.   

 

Treatment of transportation facility and service design primar-

ily as numeric or rule-based engineering exercises rather than 

as societal decisions among competing sub-optimal alterna-

tives seriously discounts the legitimate role of other consid-

erations and performance measures in choosing appropriate 

actions.  Why should acceptable traffic level of service, desir-

able lane widths and safe runoff areas be treated as "stan-

dards" during project design (often regardless of cost or ar-

ticulation of marginal benefits) while other features such as 

landscaping, access management, transit accommodations or 

convenient pedestrian crossings are frequently considered 

simply as nice add-ons to be achieved if space and money 

permits?   
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CDTC’s Approach to Addressing the Dilemma 
 

The dilemma faced by the transportation professional is large-

ly artificial and unnecessary.  Transportation facilities and 

services are indeed essential, integral to society and reflective 

of societal values and aspirations.  The transportation profes-

sion should not feel threatened by the notion that there are 

many demands on and often-competing expectations of the 

transportation system.  Such a situation is simply a validation 

of the important role the professional plays. 

 

The key to eliminating the angst is to drop the engineering 

construct of the bulk of the transportation decision-making 

processes.  Understand that while designing a bridge to han-

dle a certain load is a true engineering process, the majority 

of transportation decisions are not engineering in nature.  

Most decisions simply reflect a natural process of sorting out 

objectives and making tradeoffs, with all of these objectives 

and tradeoffs loaded with value judgements.  The profes-

sional's job is not to define the "correct" choice, but to articu-

late the tradeoffs, ensure that facts are respected, and facili-

tate an informed public decision process. 

 

Specific changes to the transportation profession's approach 

can allow his or her knowledge and experience to fit more 

comfortably with a constantly shifting set of societal expecta-

tions.  A few of the changes embraced by CDTC are to: 

 

1.   Recognize that investments in transportation facilities, 

services and operations are a matter of choice, rather 

than a question of finding the "right answer."  CDTC en-

courages planners and engineers to dispense with the black-

and-white notion of building facilities with enough lanes to 

provide adequate levels-of-service over the entire physical life 

of the structure, for example.  Instead, planners should follow 

a shades-of-gray philosophy of "what makes sense", scaling 

investments to the physical context, system function, funding 

availability and priority of competing needs.  The transporta-

tion system will not collapse if a project is over- or under-

scaled; travelers will adjust behavior to conform to whatever 

scale is provided. 

 

2.   Admit that transportation investment decisions are 

value-laden.  If the public indeed is able to adjust to the 

system provided, then that adjustment itself is a primary out-

- 30 - 
 - 



come of a transportation facility or service change.  Transpor-

tation actions are therefore more constructively seen from 

their role in shaping demand and urban form than from their 

traditional function as mere accommodations of anticipated 

external demands.  Transportation investments affect land 

use patterns, sense of place, economic interactions and travel 

behavior.  This admission should lead to careful, public articu-

lation of values and desired outcomes.  While transportation 

professionals have scrupulously avoided policies that could be 

accused of reflecting "social engineering", we must recognize 

that all transport investments and policies represent social 

engineering -- each action encourages one kind of behavior 

and discourages another.  This admission should also lead to 

early investment in facilities and services that contribute to 

desired outcomes and deferral of investments that are largely 

an accommodation or mitigation of undesirable outcomes.  

  

3. Elevate customer and taxpayer perceptions as key de-

terminants of the appropriate choices to make.  For ex-

ample, while traffic level of service receives significant atten-

tion in many transportation planning efforts, surveys often in-

dicate that travel time reliability and predictability are valued 

more highly by personal and commercial travelers than is lev-

el of service.  Further, aren't local newspapers more likely to 

publish many more complaints about potholes than for traffic 

congestion?  Major highway and transit construction programs 

are often subjected to voter referenda, but does the transpor-

tation profession have any other clear understanding for 

public support for current investment and design outcomes?   

 

If, in fact, there is a need to select among competing sub-

optional alternatives in transportation decisions, is it not logi-

cal to elevate taxpayer and customer preferences to the stat-

ure currently enjoyed by standards and rules? 

 

4. Seek a better understanding of travel dynamics.  The 

need for objective information is ever more present in a deci-

sion process that is explicitly value-driven.  In order to make 

intelligent tradeoffs, there must be solid information.  This 

calls for substantial research into critical subjects such as cor-

relations among facility design, site design, travel speed and 

volume; the effectiveness of management and operation 

techniques in maintaining system reliability; the characteris-

tics of street design that contribute to positive "quality of life" 
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contributions; the nature of land use changes resulting from 

highway and transit investments; and travel behavior in a sa-

turated highway system. 

 

5. Hedge bets by articulating viable and plausible alterna-

tive futures. Recognition of uncertainty in predicting the fu-

ture should lead planners and policy makers to a new per-

spective on investment.  It leads to less evaluation of static 

performance (which is the best investment to meet 2030 

travel demand?) and more on dynamic change (which one 

provides an immediate benefit and can be adapted to meet a 

range of future requirements?).  It leads to greater preserva-

tion of future options through corridor preservation and 

modular construction and less scaling of construction to meet 

long-range forecasts. It also leads to restraint in making large 

public investments to fit particular transportation paradigms 

that are subject to radical change (such as freight movement, 

in which modal choice can swing dramatically in response to 

relatively small changes in technology or fuel cost). 

 

The construct that results from these actions combines as-

pects of political science and the social sciences with the 

transportation profession's quantitative skills to meet the 

challenges of society's current demands on the transportation 

system.  The revised approach is more complex than the tra-

ditional engineering construct, but is more likely to be profes-

sionally satisfying.  It is also more likely to allow the transpor-

tation system to successfully fulfill its critical role in society. 
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13  The first New Visions effort (1993-1997) used task forces in th
destrian Transportation, Transit Futures, Demographics and Land 
Expressway Management. 
14   One example of the use of these principles can be seen in CDT
of projects identified for the use of stimulus funds was carefully co
diction-blind, intermodal, and focused on system preservation. 
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ncy in CDTC’s continuing planning process has been es-

d through the adoption of a set of “Planning and Invest-

rinciples” in conjunction with adoption of the long-range 

l transportation plan, New Visions.  The principles first 

d from the work of nine subject-specific task forces13.  

ovative approach to the use of task forces included the 

gement of each task force to direct staff and consultant 

tion of critical material.  Direction to the task forces was 

dentify the issues, explore options and report products to 

lic and CDTC’s decision-making structure (Planning Com-

nd Policy Board).  Task forces were instructed to produce 

commendations if they believed that such recommenda-

e likely to be viewed as the appropriate, consensus posi-

CDTC members  and the general public.  If no such con-

appears obvious, the task forces were asked to carefully 

te the choices facing CDTC and the region as a whole. 

 this work, the nine task forces contributed 25 state-

of principle.  After public review, CDTC confirmed that 

tatements indeed represent the appropriate consensus 

 of CDTC and the general public.  From that time (March 

these principles have served as the continuing reference 

 which the staff, Planning Committee and Policy Board 

en confronted with difficult challenges.14

bsequent revisions and extensions of the New Visions 

sk forces and working groups have contributed additional 

inciples later confirmed by CDTC as policy.  At present, 

perates on a foundation of 31 Planning and Investment 

s and a commitment to ensure that all CDTC actions are 

nt with these principles. 

er of a commitment to well-vetted, broadly-held princi-

ubstantial.  It provides not just a foundation but a “back-

o the organization to withstand pressures to simply be ex-

.  It also anchors the organization’s credibility and con-

 to its stature in the regional community. 

e following areas:  Infrastructure, Goods Movement, Bike & Pe-
Use, Special Transportation Needs, Arterial Management and 

C’s response to the 2009 federal stimulus program.  The package 
nstructed to respect the adopted principles, such as being juris-

3 - 



CDTC’S 31 ADOPTED PLANNING & INVESTMENT PRINCIPLES 
 
The following is a list of the principles adopted in CDTC’s New Visions 2030 Regional Transportation Plan.  CDTC attempts 
to respect these principles in all its actions. 
 

PRESERVE AND MANAGE 
 

Improve System Performance 

1) CDTC is committed to the maintenance, repair 
and renewal of the existing highway and bridge 
system in a cost-effective manner that protects 
and enhances rideability, public safety and ac-
cessibility. 

2) Funding for appropriate repair and renewal will 
be based on the function and condition of the 
facility -- not ownership. 

3) Encouraging bicycle and pedestrian travel is a 
socially, economically and environmentally re-
sponsible approach to improving the perform-
ance of our transportation system. 

4) In addition to supporting desired land settle-
ment patterns, transit service helps meet mul-
tiple regional objectives in the Capital Region. 

• Transit contributes to congestion management, 
air quality and energy savings; 

• Transit offers an alternative travel mode, re-
ducing auto dependence; and 

• Transit provides essential mobility for those 
who do not operate a private vehicle. 

5) Improve the safety of the regional transporta-
tion system by creating a traveling environment 
that is consistent with the community context 
and provides a reasonable range of risk for all 
users of the system.  

6) Transportation planning and implementation in 
the Capital Region includes examination of se-
curity issues and incorporation of security ac-
tions that: protect lives and coordinate the use 
of resources and manpower through estab-
lished plans and protocols; provide services 
during and after disaster emergencies to aid 
citizens and reduce human suffering resulting 
from a disaster; and provide for recovery and 
redevelopment after disaster emergencies. 

7) The needs of the older driver will be considered 
as transportation facilities are maintained and 
rehabilitated.  

8)    Increased efficiency in current vehi-
cles/programs is preferable to fleet expansion 
to provide for special transportation needs. 

 

 

 

Manage Congestion 

9) Management of demand is preferable to  
accommodation of single-occupant vehicle de-
mand growth.  

10) Cost-effective operational actions are preferable 
to physical highway capacity expansion.  

11) Capital projects designed to provide significant 
physical highway capacity expansion are appro-
priate congestion management actions only under 
certain conditions.  

12) Significant physical highway capacity additions 
carried out in the context of major infrastructure 
renewal are appropriate only under certain condi-
tions.  

13) Incident management is essential to effective 
congestion management.  

14) Any major highway expansion considered by 
CDTC will include a management approach.  

15) In project development and design, other per-
formance measures, such as pedestrian, bicycle 
and transit access, community quality of life, and 
safety will be considered along with congestion 
measures.  

16) The New York State Department of Transportation 
guidelines for roundabouts will be used for all 
CDTC federal aid projects that involve intersection 
improvements.  

 

Protect Our Investment 

17) Managing traffic flows on the Capital Region ex-
pressway and arterial system is critical for both 
economic and social reasons. 

18) Major capital projects must have a plan for oper-
ating budgets for the life of the project. 

19) Maintaining the health and improving the effi-
ciency of the existing freight facilities in the re-
gion through public/private partnerships is a high 
priority.  
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CDTC’S 31 ADOPTED PLANNING & INVESTMENT PRINCIPLES 

 
DEVELOP THE REGION’S POTENTIAL 

 
Build Upon our Strengths 

20) The transportation system of the Capital Region is an important part of the region's attractiveness. 

21) Transportation investments will help preserve and enhance the Capital Region's existing urban form, 
infrastructure, and quality of place. 

 

Use Transportation Investment as a Tool 

22) Transit facilities and services can be an essential element of the social, economic and cultural fabric if 
supportive policies and investments are in place. 

23) Neighborhood-based local planning efforts are important to the success of an overall regional plan that 
emphasizes livable communities. 

 

LINK TRANSPORTATION AND LAND USE 
 

24) Land use management is critical to the protection of transportation system investment.  

25) Design of street layout and location of complementary uses creates a pedestrian scale and provides 
increased accessibility without compromising the attractiveness of development. 

 

Link Transportation Investments to Land Use Planning 

26) Transportation investments will encourage residential and commercial development to locate within an 
Urban Service Area defined for the Capital Region. 

27) Environmental stewardship is one of CDTC’s emerging roles and is crucial to the success of and quality of 
life in this region. Transportation investments must improve or preserve the region’s cultural and natural 
environment. 

28) Transportation investments will not encourage development in environmentally sensitive areas and will 
help to preserve rural character. 

29) Arterial management guidelines will be flexible enough to deal with the Capital Region's various roadway 
types and the specific land use patterns surrounding them 

 

PLAN AND BUILD FOR ALL MODES 
 

30) CDTC’s planning efforts will be comprehensive enough to encompass all modes, including air, water, 
freight, intercity and local transit, pedestrian and bicycle. 

31) Possible bicycle/pedestrian-related improvements will be considered from the perspective of developing a 
system -- not just based on whether a particular facility is currently used. 
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verview 

he size of the federal transportation program and the collec-

ve responsibility of the MPO members in directing these 

nds represent a significant opportunity to foster integration 

f land use and transportation planning -- but the MPO must 

e engaged in these issues and members must be prepared 

 use MPO clout in encouraging linkages. 

 series of initiatives by CDTC has been successful in meeting 

is challenge.  While this effort must be considered a "work 

 progress", the initiatives have had the cumulative effect of 

utting the land use - transportation relationship on the table 

r discussion more often in the Capital District than in many 

ther urban areas.  These initiatives have included a number 

f sequential steps spanning more than two decades: 

dding suburban towns (on a rotating basis) to the MPO pol-

y structure. (beginning in 1976)  Adopting a policy of per-

anent membership for all municipalities with population 

reater than 50,000.  (2003) 

hifting the focus of the long range regional plan from new 

ighways to localized solutions to critical problems. (begin-

ing in 1981) 

ssuming the lead role in traffic modeling. (beginning in 

987) 

ffering communities a lead role in addressing existing traffic 

roblems and the traffic impacts of cumulative development 

rough a shared-cost "Cooperative Transportation Plan" con-

ept. (beginning in 1988) 

eveloping a regional policy on public-private shared highway 

nancing responsibilities. (1989) 

ffering communities technical assistance in reviewing routine 

ite impact studies and assessing traffic mitigation fees. (be-

inning in 1991) 

stablishing Transportation Improvement Program (TIP) and 

creening criteria and Congestion Management System (CMS) 

7 
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principles that require land use management as a pre-

requisite to highway widening. (1992) 

 

 8. Assigning priority use of federal funds to implementing the 

projects and programs identified in the cooperative transpor-

tation plans.  (beginning in 1993) 

 

 10. Participating in design committees to assure context sensitive 

design, community design, access management and transit 

consideration in resulting roadways.  (beginning in 1994) 

 

 11. Engaging town, county and city officials along with business 

leaders, freight providers, transit providers, environmental 

advocates and the general public in a simultaneous, funda-

mental assessment of policies affecting all aspects of the 

transportation and land use systems.  (1994- 1996) 

 

 12. In the course of the assessment, developing new technical 

tools for identifying land use / transportation conflicts, the full 

cost of social and environmental impacts and raising their 

profile in decision making.  (1995) 

  

 13. Developing an access management, bicycle and pedestrian 

training program for local communities. (1995) 

 

 14. Through the resulting New Visions regional transportation 

plan, elevating "community compatibility" projects to a status 

in the plan comparable to that of infrastructure repair or con-

gestion relief. (1997) 

 

 15. Through the plan, setting policy to design future facilities to 

meet desired -- not trend -- travel forecasts. (1997) 

 

 16. Implementing the plan through earmarking federal capital 

funds in the TIP for "community compatibility" improvements 

as an important element of the regional transportation plan. 

(beginning in 1997) 

 

 17. Further earmarking federal planning funds (including capital 

funds converted to planning usage) for transportation / land 

use "linkage" planning efforts. (beginning in 1999) 

 

 18 Completing the land use / market study of the key rail corri-

dor and adopting a streetscape and Bus Rapid Transit plan for 

the corridor. (2001)  Jointly refining the BRT plan with CDTA 

(2005) 

- 37 - 
 - 



 

 19. Initiating the next generation long-range planning effort to 

review recent history and address unresolved issues including 

regional settlement patterns and "smart growth". (2001-

2006) 

 

 20. Working with several partners, including the Capital District 

Regional Planning Commission, Capital District Transportation 

Authority, Center for Economic Growth and New York State 

Department of Transportation on principles, strategies, analy-

ses and other initiatives that complement and help advance 

CDTC’s actions. 

  

 

The following provides further elaboration on these initiatives.  

While no two MPOs face identical challenges and opportuni-

ties, one or more of the CDTC initiatives may have similar 

benefit to other regions in moving land use and transportation 

considerations toward integration. 

 

 

Step 1.  Flexible Policy Structure (starting in 
1976) 
 

CDTC was created in 1964 in the mode of other upstate New 

York transportation planning groups with local government 

representation limited to counties and cities.  In 1976, CDTC 

revised its policy structure to add two rotating positions for 

direct representation of towns and villages.  Over the years, 

these positions have been increasingly reserved for suburban 

towns.  A one-year period as an alternate and a one-year pe-

riod as member allow the two positions to involve four key 

town leaders in the MPO policy structure at any time.  Over a 

period of a few years, nearly all of the fifteen or more towns 

experiencing development pressure have a direct presence at 

the MPO table. 

 

The effect of this (particularly relative to other MPOs in larger 

urban areas of New York) is a greater awareness and appre-

ciation of the MPO and its responsibility by suburban commu-

nities experiencing development pressure and grappling with 

arterial management difficulties. 

 

In 2003, CDTC adopted a new policy to provide permanent 

membership to any municipality over 50,000 in population.  
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This immediately resulted in adding the town of Colonie, with 

a population of 80,000, to CDTC's policy board. 

 

To complement the expanded role of local government, CDTC 

has also expanded the membership of key transportation 

agencies over the years.  The New York State Department of 

Transportation, New York State Thruway Authority, Capital 

District Transportation Authority, Albany County Airport Au-

thority and the Albany Port District Commission have full 

membership rights on the CDTC.  This has allowed CDTC's 

policy structure to reflect well the intended role of regional 

transportation forum intended in federal law. 

 

 

Step 2.   Shifted Regional Transporta-
tion Plan Focus (embraced in 1981) 
 

CDTC's first generation regional plan completed in 1971 pro-

vided a major highway element and transit element.  The 

highway element was composed primarily of bypasses and 

other new expressways and surface arterials.  Many of these 

projects proved to be infeasible, having been evaluated pri-

marily on the basis of their contribution to the overall trans-

portation system -- not on the basis of their acceptability to 

the community. 

 

In 1981, the regional transportation plan was thoroughly re-

vised.  The new plan set priorities among twenty-four corri-

dors and areas containing traffic congestion, high accident 

rates, physical deterioration or land use pressures.  The new 

plan stated that no specific recommendation would be placed 

on the regional plan until after a localized study was com-

pleted. 

 

The result of this action was to shift attention from the state 

(what is the state proposing for our community?) to the 

community (what do we want to see happen?) in a coopera-

tive process for finding acceptable solutions.15

 

                                                           
15 Later, CDTC's Congestion Management System (CMS) set relative priorities for traffic analysis among various corridors and areas 
based on 1990 and projected 2000 levels of congestion.  The emphasis on local solutions remained, however, even after the CMS 
was established. 
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Step 3.  Assuming the Modeling Function 
(1987 decision) 
 
While the location of the transportation model does not ap-

pear to be central to a discussion of land use policy, CDTC's 

choice in 1987 to establish its own modeling capabilities was 

significant in meeting the land use challenge.  Shortly after 

CDTC's decision was made, NYSDOT shut down its own mod-

eling procedures.  From that point, CDTC became the source 

of official traffic forecasts and modeling guidance.  Today, 

CDTC contracts with NYSDOT using Surface Transportation 

Program funds to provide forecasts to NYSDOT designers, de-

velopers and consultants for various highway and site devel-

opment projects. 

 

Further, CDTC's investment in data collection for model cali-

bration improved its technical credibility in the eyes of local 

government.  At the point that a model became available 

through the MPO, local government interest in exploring land 

use / transportation issues cooperatively with CDTC staff in-

creased significantly. 

 

 

Step 4.  Cooperative Transportation Plans 
(1988-1995) 
 

Perhaps the most significant integration initiative taken by 

CDTC was to position the local plans needed to implement 

CDTC's approach to regional planning as an opportunity for 

local government.  Beginning in 1988, CDTC began entering 

into contractual agreements with individual communities at 

the request of the community.  The scope of the work is mu-

tually determined to both address local concerns and advance 

regional system planning.  Transportation modeling and alter-

natives assessment are performed by CDTC staff.  Basic land 

use information and definition of future land use scenarios are 

provided by the community.  The prime "client" is the town 

planning board.   

 

Costs of the “Cooperative Transportation Plans” varied with 

the scope and ranged from approximately $30,000 to close to 

$80,000.  The community's share of the cost also varied, de-

pending upon the issues.  Communities have committed as 

little as $8,000 and as much as $40,000 in support of CDTC 

staff work. 
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From 1988 through the mid-1990’s, CDTC contracted for work 

in seven communities.  While these efforts were scheduled in 

response to community interest, they parallel regional priori-

ties well.  The studies, combined with traditional corridor 

studies performed by CDTC and NYSDOT without a contrac-

tual relationship with the municipality, covered all of the ten 

most congested corridors in the metropolitan area. 

 

These studies have, to varying degrees, resolved long-

standing issues regarding the desirability of highway widen-

ings in these communities.  They have also raised and begun 

the discussion toward resolving issues of access manage-

ment, appropriate levels of "build out" and equitable levels of 

financial contributions to be required of developers to mitigate 

traffic impacts.  Requirements for demand management and 

supplemental transit service have also derived from these ef-

forts. 

 

This type of effort has been superseded in large measure in 

recent years by CDTC's Community and Transportation Link-

age Planning Program (see step 17 below).  The key differ-

ence between the Community Transportation Plans of the ear-

ly 1990's and the Linkage studies is the greater emphasis of 

the Linkage studies on community land use actions as op-

posed to transit or highway plans.  The Linkage program was 

built on the back of the Community Transportation Plan con-

cept and has allowed CDTC to have substantial engagement 

with critical land use issues in the region. 

 

 

Step 5.  Public-Private Financing Policy 
(adopted in 1989 and maintained since) 
 
In February 1989, the New York State Department of Trans-

portation issued a policy on public-private highway financing.  

For the first time, the state indicated that it would expect 

contributions from municipalities for highway improvements 

on state highways necessitated by cumulative local develop-

ment.  Prior to this point, only large-scale developments that 

individually triggered improvements would be required to pay 

for or carry out highway work. 

 

Seizing the opening offered by NYSDOT, CDTC worked with 

local governments and the business community and adopted 

its "Public - Private Highway Financing Policy" in September, 
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1989.16  The policy provides alternative approaches (focussing 

either on new development or all development in a corridor) 

to carefully associate trip impacts from individual properties 

with the costs of accommodating cumulative growth.   

 

These formulas have been applied to development projects 

both on and off the state system in several communities and 

serve as the underpinning of shared cost (combined federal 

aid - mitigation fee) projects included in CDTC's transporta-

tion improvement program.  Transportation mitigation as-

sessments exceeding $8,000,000 have been assigned by the 

town of Colonie to development in the airport area.  These 

funds have combined with county, state and federal funds to 

complete approximately $30,000,000 in highway improve-

ments. 

 

In addition, a portion of the transportation mitigation funds in 

the airport area are provided annually to the Capital District 

Transportation Authority to support transit shuttle services. 

 

 

Step 6.  Provision of Technical Assistance 
(beginning in 1991) 
 

CDTC has long been responsive to community concerns, and 

has programmed staff time for "provision of services" on call.  

This commitment was redoubled in the late 1980's after de-

velopment of regional modeling capabilities.  CDTC currently 

offers technical assistance to all communities in the review of 

site impacts of development projects.   

 

This service is used to varying degrees by communities; Al-

bany County and the town of Colonie are the most active and 

they contractually supplement CDTC's federal funding with 

$30,000-$60,000 annually in county and town funds to carry 

out this activity.  These funds are used to review projects, 

calculate mitigation fees and recommend specific actions to 

require of developers that advance system plans.  Fees col-

lected for the TIP projects in the airport area are identified by 

CDTC staff as part of this contractual effort.   

 

In the context of administering site review and identifying 

mitigation fees, the CDTC staff also identifies access man-

agement actions that can be taken by developers.  In many 

                                                           
16   Additional detail is provided in CDTC's "Procedures for Public-Private Highway Financing in the Capital District", 1989. 

- 42 - 
 - 



cases, driveway consolidations and partial provisions of ser-

vice roads can be used to reduce the mitigation bill. 

 

 

Step 7.  ISTEA-era TIP Screening Criteria 
(adopted in 1992) 
 

In 1992, CDTC revised its Transportation Improvement Pro-

gram (TIP) project evaluation process to reflect considera-

tions of the Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act 

(ISTEA).  The process developed in conjunction with environ-

mental groups and other interested parties provides three 

stages of TIP development -- screening, merit evaluation and 

programming.  The merit evaluation process is a refinement 

of historic CDTC objective and subjective evaluation of pro-

jects across a broad range of issues (impacts on travel cost, 

mode choice, accident cost, pavement condition, air quality, 

etc.).  Programming is performed by using "fact sheets" for 

each candidate project and consciously attempting to select 

the "best" projects while balancing funding commitments by 

geographic area, mode and project type. 

 

With respect to advancing land use planning objectives, the 

screening criteria provide the greatest leverage in the proc-

ess.  Largely because of CDTC's success with communities in 

addressing high-priority corridors with integrated land use - 

transportation studies, CDTC's participants were willing to es-

tablish the requirement for land use management as a pre-

requisite for highway work.  Essentially, for any air quality 

"non-exempt" highway project (linear widenings, highway 

construction on new alignment) to be evaluated, there must 

be a commitment to land use management from the commu-

nity.   

 

Specifically, CDTC's screening process includes several "con-

sistency" requirements that must be met.17  They are: 

 

1. All projects must be consistent with the regional transporta-

tion plan. 

 

2. All projects must be consistent with or complementary with 

the facility in the adjacent jurisdiction if the project is near or 

crosses a municipal boundary. 

 

                                                           
17   Complete discussion of CDTC's TIP evaluation process can be found in CDTC's Transportation Improvement Program, 1999-
2004, May 1999. 

- 43 - 
 - 



3. Fixed capacity improvements are required to be linked to local 

land use management.  (Capacity projects designed primarily 

to serve through traffic or strategic statewide concerns are 

not addressed by this requirement.) 

 

4. All projects must be consistent with community desires as 

documented in local land use plans or other policy docu-

ments, at public meetings, or through other means. 

 

The fact that most of the candidate highway projects consid-

ered during the 1993-98 five year TIP update were derived 

from CDTC's local studies made the land use management re-

quirement easy to put in place.  Once in place, the policy has 

been continued as additional leverage with communities to 

encourage comprehensive planning -- CDTC will not entertain 

highway capacity projects without land use planning and ac-

cess management commitments.   

 

 

Step 8.  ISTEA-era TIP Funding Priority 
(programming process since 1993) 
 
The preceding steps positioned CDTC to make good on its 

commitments to integrate land use and transportation plan-

ning.  Cooperative studies having taken place in high priority 

corridors, projects in these corridors passed the screen of 

land use management.  The merit evaluation confirmed their 

benefits and cost-effectiveness. 

 

As a result, the increased federal funding authorizations from 

ISTEA and the project selection flexibility provided to MPOs 

through ISTEA were used in large part to implement CDTC's 

regional plan.  Major commitments were made to regional ini-

tiatives, including expressway surveillance, arterial signal co-

ordination, transit signal prioritization, park-and-ride lot con-

struction and travel demand management. 

 

Of critical importance to these decisions was the trust level 

reflected at the CDTC table.  The cooperative planning efforts 

and the strong NYSDOT participation in collaborative planning 

allowed CDTC members to work cooperatively to program all 

new federal funds.  CDTC's influence was not limited to Sur-

face Transportation Program (STP) or Congestion Mitigation / 

Air Quality (CMAQ) funds alone.  Around the MPO table, pro-

jects from all quarters (including NYSDOT) were examined 

and all federal funds (including National Highway System, 
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bridge and interstate categories) were used to fund the high-

est priority projects.  Without this cooperative atmosphere 

and the ISTEA funding flexibility, it may not have been possi-

ble to convert very many local plans into TIP projects.

 

 

Step 10.  Design Committees (beginning in 
1994) 
 

In some, but not all cases, NYSDOT has authorized design 

committees composed of NYSDOT and CDTC staff, design 

consultants and local communities to direct the alternatives 

evaluation and design of key projects.  The basis for using a 

committee approach is the origin of many of these projects in 

the cooperative CDTC-local plans completed prior to the pro-

jects being added to the TIP. 

 

Access of the MPO staff and local government to the design 

process has led to innovative land use - transportation inte-

gration features.  Examples of the design committee influence 

on project design include such features in the recent airport 

area projects as:  more community-compatible (lower) design 

speed; boulevard configuration; reduced intersection radii to 

improve pedestrian friendliness; spatial separation of bike and 

pedestrian facilities from the vehicular alignment; agreement 

with local property owners for parking lot connections; con-

sideration of pedestrian access routes to transit service; pro-

hibition of curb cuts and consolidation of intersections; and 

participation of property owners in selection of the preferred 

alignment. 

 

 

Step 11.  Initial "New Visions" Planning 
(1994- 1996) 
 
The 1993 TIP effort established a multi-year capital program 

for the Capital District.  It also provided the Capital District 

the opportunity to step back from incremental decisions to 

examine more fundamental choices -- where is the region 

heading?  -- what is the area's attitude toward accommoda-

tion of single occupant vehicle (SOV) travel?  -- what is the 

future of the older urban areas?  -- how will continued subur-

banization influence quality of life? 

 

These "big picture" issues could not be addressed adequately 

in the context of TIP development alone or even in the con-
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text of a cooperative land use and transportation plan for a 

single community or travel corridor.  For this reason, CDTC 

launched a major effort to engage in dialogue and technical 

analysis of "visions" for the metropolitan area. 

 

Initiated in June 1993, the effort dominated CDTC's planning 

agenda for several years.  The effort made use of nine sepa-

rate task forces, each focussing on a specific subject.  These 

subjects were:  demographics, technology and development 

patterns; transit futures; urban issues; arterial management; 

expressway management; bicycle and pedestrian travel; in-

frastructure renewal; special transportation needs; and, 

goods movement and freight issues.  Over 100 individuals 

from state and local government, transportation providers 

and user groups, environmental and community groups and 

universities engaged in task force work for several years. 

 

Some characteristics of the New Visions effort were unique, 

particularly the simultaneous nature of the exploration of 

multiple policy issues.  The task forces shared a common 

charge:  first, to articulate current and null future conditions; 

second, to identify issues needing attention; third, to suggest 

actions.  The task forces directed CDTC staff effort, consult-

ants and NYSDOT effort to address issues.  Rarely have such 

a wide array of issues been addressed simultaneously to the 

depth to which CDTC and its task forces plunged.  The simul-

taneous exploration of a wide range of issues in depth made 

the subject of opportunity cost a central feature of the 

thought process -- actions were selected in a given subject 

area not because they were the "best alternative" to address 

that subject, but because the action fit nicely into a reason-

able set of actions to address all subjects. 

 

During the effort, CDTC issued an extensive series of techni-

cal reports ranging from detailed 20-year pavement and 

bridge reconstruction needs on the entire highway system to 

paratransit requirements for an aging society, from arterial / 

land use conflicts to a regional Intelligent Transportation Sys-

tem (ITS) plan.  Studies addressed opportunities and costs 

for fixed guideway (rail) transit and explored long-range 

operational challenges on the freeway system.   

 

The process included public conferences, the publication of a 

workbook and worksheets for the public to engage in policy 

debates, and a one-year public review period of preliminary 

results before the plan was drafted.  After such extensive and 
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intensive examination of issues, policies and priorities, CDTC 

had broad support in adopting its New Visions plan in March 

1997. 

 

The New Visions plan resulted in MPO adoption of 25 princi-

ples stating a basic approach to the integration of transporta-

tion into the economy and community, ten strategies, 43 ac-

tions and a 17-element budget plan. 18  Of particular rele-

vance to CDTC’s commitment to transportation and land use 

integration are the following additional principles adopted in 

New Visions: 

 

• Principles making a commitment to urban revitalization as a 

transportation policy 

• Principles recognizing the need for improved local planning to 

achieve regional transportation objectives 

• Principles affirming a commitment to multi-modal transporta-

tion systems with competitive modal options 

• Principles acknowledging the role of transit in supporting de-

sired land use patterns  

 

 

Step 12.  New Technical Tools (used since 
1995) 
 

The New Visions effort provided the time and necessity to find 

or invent tools to help with the public dialogue.  Several tools 

were used by CDTC that have a direct bearing on the overall 

effort to integrate land use and transportation decisions.  

These include: 

 

1. Use of "full cost accounting" to identify the total societal cost 

of various policy choices.  Full cost accounting includes a 

more complete articulation of the social and environmental 

costs and benefits of the provision and use of the transporta-

tion system than found in typical economic analyses.  An ex-

ample of non-traditional cost elements included in the full ac-

counting is the cost to society to provide parking spaces on 

street, in commercial lots or in private garages.  Incorpora-

tion of such a cost in the "full cost" of the system allows esti-

mation of the savings in such expenses resulting from major 

transit system investment or pricing alternatives.19

                                                           
18   Further details of the New Visions Plan can be found in New Visions 2021 , published by CDTC in October 2000. 
19   Complete documentation of the full cost accounting approach used by CDTC is included in Estimated Marginal Monetary Costs of 
Travel in the Capital District:  Transportation Policy Analysis Based on Incremental Cost and Performance, CDTC, April 1995. 
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2. Agreement on a comprehensive set of performance measures 

for consideration of alternative actions.  In addition to eco-

nomic cost, additional core measures (appropriate for all ac-

tions) and supplemental measures (specific to subject) were 

used to articulate the impact of the wide range of actions be-

ing considered in the New Visions effort.  Two "level of com-

patibility" (LOC) measures helped identify and predict arte-

rials with conflicts between the highway system and adjacent 

land use.  Scaled from A to F in a manner paralleling level of 

service, LOC measures were used by the New Visions arterial 

management task force to elevate the importance of access 

management in the regional plan.   

Traffic-land use core performance measures are calculated in 

the following way:  

 

Residential Use-Traffic Conflict Index:  This index reflects 

the relationship between the amount of traffic an arterial 

segment carries relative to the distance separating its resi-

dential driveways.  It is calculated by dividing average week-

day traffic demand by the average distance between drive-

ways along a section of highway. 

Arterial-Land Access Conflict Index:  This index reflects 

the relationship between the amount of traffic an arterial 

segment carries relative to the distance separating its com-

mercial driveways.  It is calculated by dividing average week-

day volume by the average distance between commercial 

driveways. 

(The level of compatibility thresholds are shown in Table 2.) 
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TABLE 2 

LEVEL-OF-COMPATIBILITY THRESHOLDS 
AND CORRESPONDING DESCRIPTIONS 

 
 Conflict Level-of- 
Residential Use-Traffic Conflict  Index Compatibility 
 
No conflict - no residential use or no traffic 0 - 4.9 A 
Little residential use or modest traffic 5 - 9.9 B 
Both traffic and residential use noticeable; a concern 10 -24.9 C 
Significant conflict between traffic and residential use 25 -49.9 D 
Continued residential use may be unsatisfactory 50 -99.9 E 
Continued residential use may not be possible  100 + F 

 

 Conflict Level-of- 
Arterial-Land Access Conflict  Index Compatibility 
 
Arterial function not affected by access 0 - 9.9 A 
Aware of turning traffic, but not an issue 10 -19.9 B 
Access traffic noticeable;  a concern 20 -49.9 C 
Frequent conflict between access and through traffic 50 -99.9 D 
Persistent conflict between access and through traffic 100 -199.9 E 
Either access or through movement not functional  200 + F 
 

 

 

3. Development of a land use pivot model.  Calibrated against 

historic local development relationships the model considered 

the interaction among property taxes, availability of sewer 

and water infrastructure, the amount of developable land, 

highway accessibility and community "intangibles" in predict-

ing future development.  The model was used in the New Vi-

sions effort primarily to adjust existing forecasts of develop-

ment to reflect the impacts of various highway, transit, land 

use or pricing options.  Its primary benefit was in placing the 

proper perspective on the transportation - land use relation-

ships in the Capital District.   

 The model led to conclusions that the actions at CDTC's dis-

posal over the next 20 years are not likely to significantly in-

fluence the location of development on a regional scale.  

However, they may be able to influence community form, lo-

cal transportation - land use interaction and quality of life.  As 

a result, quality of life and system management issues gained 

status in policy discussions. 

4. Identification of the safety cost of poor access management.  

CDTC staff explored the correlation of crash history with 
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driveway spacing and LOC measures.  This effort led to the 

estimation of an $89 million dollar annual savings potential 

from implementation of arterial management policies, simply 

by reducing the annual societal cost of midblock crashes by 

26%. 

5. Publication of an access management policy as part of the 

New Visions plan.  The arterial management task force devel-

oped several technical tools for ongoing use in promoting ar-

terial management.  These included publication of driveway 

spacing standards for commercial corridors, signal spacing 

standards, and standards for maximum acceptable traffic vol-

umes for residential and arterial streets.  The tools have been 

used in subsequent years to assist municipalities consider im-

pacts of development proposals on traffic flow and community 

quality of life.20

 

Step 13.  Access Management and Bicy-
cle/PedestrianTraining ( beginning 1995) 
 

A direct product of the New Visions arterial management task 

force was CDTC's publication of an arterial management train-

ing program in 1995.  Additionally, CDTC staff developed a lo-

cal community training program for bicycle and pedestrian is-

sues.  In the years that have passed, the CDTC staff has con-

ducted training programs in several local municipalities, shar-

ing both the issues raised in the New Visions effort and arte-

rial management and site design concepts to address the is-

sues. 

 

 

                                                           
20   Full discussion of CDTC's arterial management plan and evaluation of land use - highway compatibility can be found in "Devel-
opment of an Arterial Corridor Management Transportation Strategy for the Capital District Region" prepared by CDTC's Arterial 
Corridor Management Task Force and CDTC staff; principal authors David P. Jukins and Anne B. Benware, CDTC, December 1995. 
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Step 14.  New Visions Product:  Policy on 
Traffic Forecasts for Facility Design 
(adopted 1997) 
 

In the New Visions plan, CDTC estimated that the region 

could not achieve goals for social, environmental and eco-

nomic costs, access and mobility and travel safety without 

moderating the forecast growth in vehicle travel.  As policy, 

CDTC lowered the projected 2015 travel levels by about 15% 

to target levels that could be accommodated while improving 

goal attainment.  Through this approach, CDTC placed great 

importance on improved site and community design, im-

proved pedestrian and bicycle accommodations, and substitu-

tion of communication technology for travel.  Success in these 

areas would be required to accomplish the necessary damp-

ening in vehicle travel growth and resources would be re-

quired to achieve such levels of success. 

 

Since the adoption of New Visions, CDTC staff has supplied 

future traffic forecasts for planning and design purposes that 

reflect the dampened growth trend.  This approach, combined 

with CDTC's policy for risk assessment (sensitivity analysis) of 

traffic forecasts in highway design and NYSDOT commitment 

to context sensitive design has been significant in shifting 

highway project design toward a role of helping create de-

sired community outcomes. 

 

 

Step 15.  New Visions Product:  Priority for 
Community Compatibility Projects  (pro-
gramming process beginning 1997) 
 

The comprehensive nature of the New Visions effort and the 

use of tools that provided a level playing field for considera-

tion of all issues had an impact on the final plan.  In the fis-

cally-constrained adopted plan, there are seventeen budget 

elements each with an assigned annual funding level.  The 

seventeen elements and the established funding levels are 

shown in Table 3. 

 

The list of budget elements includes traditional project cate-

gories such as bridge repair, transit capital and transit ser-

vice.  But the list also provides budgetary status to non-

traditional elements such as Intelligent Transportation System 

investments, "community compatibility" and economic devel-

opment projects and others.  The plan's budget accommo-
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dates the fact that there are many objectives of the transpor-

tation system and the long-range plan, and that steady pro-

gress is desired in all aspects of the plan.  The result of this 

approach is to make room for project proposals other than 

those that address infrastructure, capacity or transit.  In the 

new plan, there is budgetary room set aside for projects that 

focus, for example, on safety or on delivery access. 
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Table 3.  New Visions 2030 Finance Plan 

Regional Transportation Plan Budget by Element 

   previous new  

  

Current 
Invest-

ment Lev-
els 

 
New Vi-

sions 
2025 
Full 

Imple-
menta-

tion 
 

New 
Visions 
2030 

Full Im-
plement

ation  

Update Ap-
proach 

REGIONAL PROGRAMS21      

1 Intermodal Facilities 31.900 41.095 41.600 
new esti-

mate 

2 Transit Infrastructure 12.000 11.491 16.807 
new esti-

mate 

3 Transit Service 60.000 41.860 63.000 
inflate @ 

50% 

4 
ITS (Technology) and Traffic Infra-

structure 

5 
ITS (Technology) and Traffic Opera-

tions 

6.300 12.790 15.250 
derived from 
WG B, TIP 
discussions 

6 
Highway Rehab, Reconstruction  

and Redesign -- Priority Network 
55.000 87.805 

 
148.500 

 

7 
Highway Rehabilitation & 

Reconstruction – Other 
12.500 15.250 20.730 

new esti-
mate from 
models and 
WG B dis-
cussions 

 

8 Bridge Rehab & Reconstruction 55.100 82.100 89.100 
new esti-
mate from 

models 

9 Highway and Bridge Maintenance 191.000 174.300 217.875 
inflate @ 

25% 

10 
Strategic Highway and Bridge Ac-

tions -- CMS-based (capacity) 
17.400 10.277 8.939 

11 
Strategic Highway and Bridge Ac-

tions – Economic Development 
/Community Compatibility 

9.500 8.712 12.286 

updated pro-
jects, ad-
justed bal-

ance22

 

12 
Supplemental Goods Movement 

Accommodations 
3.665 5.130 

inflate @ 
40% 

13 
Supplemental Bike & Pedestrian 

Accommodations 
2.618 3.670 

inflate @ 
40% 

14 
Supplemental Access Management 

Actions 
0.500 0.700 

inflate @ 
40% 

15 Supplemental Safety Actions 

14.800 
 

3.800 5.300 
inflate @ 

40% 

16 Demand Management 0.500 1.600 2.000 
inflate @ 

25% 

17 Integrated Planning & Outreach 2.600 3.610 4.500 
inflate @ 

25% 

 SUBTOTAL 468.600 501.473 655.387  

                                                           
21 All values are in millions of 2007$, annually over 25 years, 2006-2030. 
22  Note that $260 M of the 25-year budget of $610 M in these two programs is assigned to “major projects” on the current TIP.  
Additionally, the cost of the I-90 Phase 2 connector is estimated at over $100 M.  If funded from the budget in this table, only 40% 
of the 25-year budget would remain for new capacity, economic development and community compatibility projects. 
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Step 16.  New Visions Product: Earmarked 
TIP funds (programming process beginning 
in 1997) 

More impressive than the nature of the New Visions long-

range budget was the commitment of the CDTC members to 

reflect that budget in the TIP.  In 1997, working with all cate-

gories of federal highway and transit funding, CDTC identified 

$90 M that was available for new projects.  Collectively, CDTC 

members assigned the funding to project in three steps.  

First, approximately $50 M was earmarked to those budget 

categories in the New Visions plan that were under-

represented by projects on the existing TIP.  This directed 

funds primarily to bridge, pavement, transit and community 

compatibility categories.  Congestion relief (being over-

represented in the existing TIP) was assigned no new money.  

The second step involved selecting additional projects totaling 

$30 M solely on project merit -- calculated using a revised 

evaluation method that included the New Visions full cost ac-

counting and other performance measures.  Finally, a small 

amount of funding was reserved to assign to projects identi-

fied after public review of the draft TIP. 

 

The net result of this three-step approach and its linkage to 

the New Visions budget was the funding of an unprecedented 

number of "community compatibility" projects.  These include 

several with a direct relationship to arterial management ob-

jectives, such as two projects to build small industrial access 

roads (with full access control) to move heavy trucks out of 

urban neighborhoods. 

 

This approach proved successful in moving the TIP much 

closer to reflecting the budget distribution in the New Visions 

plan.  The logic of the approach was so compelling that, in the 

most recent TIP update (for a new 2003-08 TIP), CDTC re-

peated the exercise.  Again, project categories under-

represented in the TIP were given funding earmarks out of 

the $80 M available; those over-represented were given no 

funding.  As in 1997, this approach led CDTC to add no new 

highway congestion relief projects.  Instead, the emphasis 

was on infrastructure repair, ITS and bike / pedestrian pro-

jects. 
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Step 17. "Linkage" Planning Efforts (annual pro-

gram beginning 2000) 

 

As a result of the New Visions budget entry calling for "inte-

grated planning and outreach", CDTC restructured its plan-

ning program to set aside a larger portion of funds for inte-

grated transportation and land use planning at the community 

level.  Annually now, CDTC solicits new land use and trans-

portation integration ideas from all units of local government 

and private non-profit entities in the area.  Approximately 

$100,000 of staff time and $300,000 of consultant assistance 

are earmarked to respond to local initiatives each year.  This 

funding represents about 30% of CDTC's work program.  

Much like many of the other initiatives listed above, CDTC le-

verages its federal resources and responsibilities to engage 

local communities in efforts that advance both local initiatives 

and regional policies. 

 

Access management, local sidewalk and bike plans, site de-

sign guidelines, cumulative development assessment, com-

mercial revitalization in older urban areas, suburban “down-

town” creation, transit oriented design “catalyst” studies and 

similar study efforts are examples of Linkage studies.  For 

studies less than $50,000 in size, CDTC administers consult-

ant contracts on behalf of the community, while allowing the 

community to establish the broad objectives and scope of the 

work. 

 

This program has been very successful.  Through the use of 

CDTC's federal planning resources in support of Linkage stud-

ies and use of capital funds (STP), CDTC has committed to 50 

local studies sponsored by 28 different entities in the past six 

years.  In aggregate, the studies total over $3,000,000 in 

land use - related planning effort, including over $500,000 in 

local funds leveraged by the availability of CDTC's financial 

assistance.  Capital funds have also been used to support this 

approach.  The effort represents perhaps the most extensive 

regional-local, land use – transportation planning program in 

the nation. 

 

For 2006-07, a portion of the Linkage program was reserved 

for applications solely for inter-municipal planning efforts.  A 

study of land use and transportation for US 20 in Western 

Guilderland and Princetown was funded using the reserve. 
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Step 18.  The Land Use / Market Study for 
the NY5 Corridor (1998-2001) and BRT 
Planning (2002-present) 
 
A major accomplishment for CDTC with respect to transporta-

tion / land use integration was the completion of the NY 5 

Land Use and Transportation Concepts Study in 2001.  This 

$250,000 CMAQ-funded study was not a traditional transpor-

tation corridor study.  Rather, it drew from the full cost ac-

counting results of the New Visions exploration of rail options 

for the region. 

 

The New Visions conclusion had been that a light rail line cov-

ering the 16.5 mile NY 5 corridor between Albany and Sche-

nectady could be justified -- if land use in the corridor could 

be focused and increased in scale.  The study focused on two 

primary questions:  will the market support increased activity 

in the corridor? and, do the communities on the corridor 

desire intense, transit-oriented development? 

 

Through heavy public involvement and the use of visualiza-

tions and surveys, community vision was determined.  In pa-

rallel, the market question was explored.  The result of the 

study was for CDTC to adopt a $200 M, 20-year plan for 

streetscaping, Bus Rapid Transit, bike and pedestrian im-

provements and site re-design along the corridor.  Rail transit 

was set aside due to limited development potential of the cor-

ridor and lack of interest in corridor intensification by the 

communities. 

 

By approaching the question in this manner, CDTC avoided 

unnecessary technical work considering a rail alternative for 

the corridor while simultaneously helping five municipalities 

form a vision for the corridor.  Each of the five municipalities 

endorsed the land use and transportation concepts plan by 

resolution.  Approximately $50 M in implementation of the 

plan will be completed by 2010, including signal coordination, 

transit signal prioritization, advanced transit information sys-

tems, streetscaping, access management improvements and 

pavement rehab. 

 

A BRT Design Study was conducted jointly by CDTA and CDTC 

in 2004-05, producing recommendations for BRT station loca-

tion and service design.  Engineering will follow in 2006. 
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Step 19.  New Visions 2030 Planning Effort:  
A New Regional Consensus (2001 – present) 
 

In October 2000, CDTC adopted its New Visions 2021 plan 

with full endorsement of all principles, strategies and actions 

from the 1997 New Visions document.  Stakeholders ex-

pressed strong support for the direction taken in the 1997 

plan and recommitted to its full implementation.  Again in Au-

gust 2004, CDTC reaffirmed the principles, strategies and ac-

tions through adoption of the New Visions 2025 plan. 

 

The current CDTC long-range plan effort is its New Visions 

2030 exercise.  While not intended to be as extensive as the 

original New Visions process, the 2030 exercise builds from 

the experience gained in the region implementing the New Vi-

sions plan over the past decade.  In addition, it extends 

CDTC's planning horizon into the uncharted territory of the 

second quarter of the 21st century.  The detailed outline of is-

sues being addressed in the 2030 exercise includes the fol-

lowing headings:  (1) long-range "big picture" and "big ticket" 

questions about the region's highway and transit systems; (2) 

demographics and technology; and (3) settlement patterns 

and local community development; and (4) budget issues.   

 

The overwhelming cost of providing adequate freeway and ar-

terial levels-of-service to the year 2030 using standard high-

way capacity approaches is a central issue to be addressed.  

It is expected that the New Visions plan's broad principles, 

CDTC's history of transportation - land use integration , a 

heightened sense of urgency and the central role of quality of 

life subjects in the MPO discussions will all contribute to inno-

vation in the new plan.   

 

Quality of life in particular has shot to the top of the regional 

agenda.  CDTC established a Quality Region Task Force in 

concert with the Capital District Regional Planning Commis-

sion to address issues of regional settlement patterns and the 

decision-making capabilities of local government.  In this ef-

fort, the Quality Region Task Force is working cooperatively 

with several other regional initiatives seeking to address con-

cerns about economic health, urban revitalization, smart sub-

urban growth and inner-city neighborhood empowerment.  

These initiatives include ARISE (A Regional Enterprise to Sup-

port Empowerment) which is working to establish "community 
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audits" of workforce demand, supply and training and is en-

couraging CDRPC to establish a citizens' planning academy; 

the Center for Economic Growth which is trying to thread to-

gether an 11-county near-term regional strategy for economic 

growth and urban revitalization; and the Business - Higher 

Education Roundtable of area CEO's and university presidents 

which has authored white papers on land use and transporta-

tion. 

 

CDTC's long history and well-developed policies on transpor-

tation and land use integration positioned the MPO to be a 

central player and primary resource to these several regional 

initiatives.  As a result, a consensus emerged in 2003 around 

the following regional aspirations: 

 

1. All regional groups reflect a belief that there is a need for 

some degree of economic growth in the region in order to 

sustain and enhance the region's quality of life.  Along with 

nurturing heritage tourism and retaining current industry, 

growth in the high tech sector offers opportunities to the re-

gion for developing a local economy with a range of career-

type jobs. 

 

3. All the initiatives acknowledge the critical need for vital urban 

centers and seek to revitalize the region's older urban areas 

through economic development investment. 

 

4. All the initiatives recognize that much of the region’s growth 

will occur in suburban areas, and seek to have that growth 

help construct communities that are stronger and better than 

what was there before, while retaining the character of the 

community that brought the residents there. 

 

5. All the initiatives seek to have growth benefit all the region's 

residents through adequate access to jobs, education and 

training. 

 

6. Regarding transportation, all have expressed a desire to find 

ways to prevent serious loss of the highway mobility that is 

part of the region's quality of life.  All have articulated a de-

sire to use public transportation, walkable communities and 

alternate modes to the maximum degree feasible to assure 

access and travel options. 

 

This set of aspiration resonates with public officials, environ-

mental advocates, urban advocates, business and education 
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leaders and the general public.  CDTC has lately becoming re-

ferring to the five points as the “regional plan”. 

 

Step 20.  Coordinated Actions by Other 
Partners (2004- present) 
 
With the backdrop of CDTC’s explicit efforts for integration of 

land use and transportation, several recent activities highlight 

the impact of these efforts: 

 

CDRPC’s Strategic Plan (2004):  The Capital District Regional 

Planning Commission completed a new Strategic Plan in 2004.  

In the plan, CDRPC acknowledges CDTC’s lead role in regional 

land use efforts.  In answer to the question, “What is our role 

in the development of a regional land use development 

plan?”, CDRPC concluded that, “Our primary role is as a part-

ner with the Capital District Transportation Committee 

(CDTC).”   

 

“CDTC must maintain a long-range regional transportation 

plan as a guide to planning and implementation decisions. 

The plan must address social, economic and environmental 

factors and the inter-relationship of transportation and land 

use… We no longer have a mandate to develop a regional 

plan as suggested in the purpose statement for the CDRPC in-

cluded in the 1967 4-County agreement.” 

 

CDTA’s Transit Service Principles (2005):  The Capital District 

Transportation Authority is currently completing a new re-

gional Transit Development Plan.  As part of the effort, CDTA 

has adopted a series of principles, building off of CDTC’s 

adopted Planning and Investment Principles.  Among these, 

CDTA embraces the CDTC transit – land use policy goals, 

adopting a new service policy that “ prioritizes service offer-

ings and provides special consideration to communities that 

provide a transit supportive environment (land use policies, 

zoning considerations, park and ride arrangements, etc.)” 

 

Center for Economic Growth (CEG) Regional Development 

Compact (2005):  As part of its “Regional Development Strat-

egy”, the private sector Center for Economic Growth crafted a 

Regional Development Compact with its local government 

council in 2004.  After accepting some edits from CDTC and 

CDRPC staff, the compact is currently being promoted to mu-

nicipalities by CEG.  The compact seeks municipal adoption of 

a commitment to comprehensive planning, transportation – 
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land use integration, recognition of the need for vital urban 

centers, respect for agricultural and open space, and the need 

for training of planning officials.  Approximately a dozen mu-

nicipalities have adopted the compact as of the end of 2005. 

 

NYSDOT’s Strategies (2005):  As part of its Statewide Trans-

portation Master Plan, the New York State Department of 

Transportation has identified nine implementation strategies.  

One is “to increase the compatibility between existing and de-

sired land uses and transportation.”  It is expected that 

NYSDOT will increase its support for and engagement in 

CDTC’s land use – transportation integration efforts as a re-

sult of its embracing this strategy.  Through CDTC’s initia-

tives, NYSDOT Region 1 is arguably already more thoroughly 

engaged in local land use planning than and other state DOT 

regional office in the nation. 

 

Joint Fiscal Analysis of Alternative Growth and Development 

Scenarios (2006):  Building from the alternative growth and 

development scenarios articulated by CDTC and CDRPC as 

part of the Quality Region Task Force’s Working Group A ef-

fort, an augmented analysis will take place in 2006.  Funded 

by CEG, the joint effort of CDTC, CDRPC and the State Uni-

versity of New York at Albany’s Urban and Regional Planning 

Program will seek to quantify the fiscal costs (for both main-

taining state of good repair and for expanding to meet new 

demand) for each of four growth and land use scenarios.  

Costs will be estimated for public safety, schools, sewer, wa-

ter and communication utilities.  CDTC will identify represen-

tative costs for highway and transit systems in each scenario 

in a manner that is consistent with adopted principles. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 

In an incremental nature over more than two decades, the 

Capital District Transportation Committee has built upon pre-

vious achievements to entertain new ideas.  Many of these 

achievements and ideas have focused on the objective of in-

tegrating land use and transportation decisions.  Each initia-

tive has reinforced CDTC's stature in the community and in-

creased its opportunity to influence the outcome of commu-

nity-shaping events. 

 

Today, CDTC is a Metropolitan Planning Organization enjoying 

a high degree of respect and trust in the eyes of its members 

and the public at large.  It has achieved this stature as a re-

sult of a central feature of its initiatives; that is, all initiatives 

have at their core the desire to use the MPO process to help 

build stronger communities.  It is through this approach that 

transportation system objectives such as travel demand, ITS, 

access management, and public-private financing have gained 

acceptance in the Capital District.  None of the initiatives have 

been perceived as policies that were being imposed upon local 

governments. 

 

Certainly, measured against an ideal yardstick of impact on 

the majority of land use decisions or the provision of access 

control on every arterial, CDTC's successes have been mod-

est.  Not all communities or developers have bought in to the 

concepts advocated through CDTC's process.  But perhaps the 

greatest significance of CDTC's initiatives is that there has 

been measurable success of the MPO working solely with the 

tools of good will, technical ability and the leverage of federal 

transportation law.  The region's planning agenda, economic 

development agenda and transit and highway capital program 

all reflect this success.  No state growth management policy, 

no local compact has forced compliance.  Viewed from this 

perspective, CDTC's initiatives hold promise for any MPO in 

the nation that can replicate CDTC's incremental success in 

building trust and credibility. 
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istorical Perspective 

etropolitan transportation planning was established as a dis-

nct discipline nationwide through the impact of the major 

rban transportation studies of the 1950’s.  the use of high 

peed computers and comprehensive systems analysis was 

novative and ground-breaking.  For the first time, whole 

ighway and transit system plans could be evaluated as a 

nit, rather than in individual elements.  Objectivity was in-

tilled in the process by a commitment to find the “best” plan 

 terms of minimizing total system costs – the sum of annu-

lized construction, operation and user costs, including the 

alue of travelers’ time. 

y the time that Congress mandated the “3C” process --- 

ontinuing, comprehensive and cooperative – with the federal 

ighway act of 1962, the discipline was fairly standardized.   

ach metro area in the US received pretty much the same 

eatment as every other area, involving detailed land use 

nd census data gathering, aggregation of travel data by 

raffic analysis zone”, creation of computerized highway (and 

ometimes, transit) networks of nodes and links, and fore-

asts of future (20 or 25-year) demographics and travel de-

and.  A myriad of network options portrayed as abstract 

nks and nodes was evaluated to find the best combination of 

ew or improved facilities to minimize total system costs. 

he first CDTC plan was developed in this manner, with a Ma-

r Highway Plan outlined in 1969 and a full plan adopted in 

971.   It included recommendations to complete the then-

ctive set of highway projects (ranging from the “free” I-90 

rough Rensselaer County to I-687 connecting Exit 5 on I-90 

 I-87 and the Albany County Airport.  It also called for sub-

tantial additions to the highway system and the construction 

f a number of park-and-ride lots in an effort to double transit 

se. 

 sum, the plan called for nearly $400 M of new or expanded 

cilities (about $3 B in today’s dollars) to provide a system 

at minimized total system costs for 1990. 

nfortunately, the ink was not even dry on these plans when 

e assumptions underlying the plans were proven wrong. 

8 
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• The environmental movement (embodied in the Na-

tional Environmental Policy Act of 1969) raised the 

status of environmental impacts as factors that not 

only alter the design details of a project but very well 

may lead to its cancellation. 

• Funding for implementation of presumably cost-

efficient transportation systems fell drastically short 

of expectations. 

• Errors in the forecasts of “external” factors such as 

population growth and land use change revealed se-

rious flaws in the planners’ assumptions that future 

travel demand could be precisely predicted and 

planned for to the “nth” degree. 

 

 

CDTC quickly acknowledged the failure of these assumptions 

and modified its regional plans by 1980.  As outlined in Chap-

ter 7, the CDTC process puts a heavy emphasis on strong pol-

icy development at the regional level coupled with problem 

solving integrated with local land use planning. 

 

The Errors of Previous Projections 

 

Essentially, the planners in the 1960’s followed a simple philosophy:  

"What changes we see occurring today we expect to continue for the 

next 30 years.  What is not obvious we will assume will not change."  

At its heart, this philosophy of trend projections cannot be criticized.  

For the Capital District of New York, many things are unchanged.  The 

Hudson is still in the same location it was in 1965.  Albany is still the 

state capital.  General Electric is still building turbines in Schenectady.  

Saratoga County has seen a lot of growth.  All of these statements 

were accurately anticipated from the simple planning philosophy stated 

above. 

 

While the planning philosophy is reasonably sound, the application of it 

to factors influencing travel in the 1990's was not.  The failure can be 

found in the superficial nature of the planners' examination of their 

underlying assumptions.  Planners did not explore beneath the surface 

of what was obvious.  Had they done so, they might have uncovered 

additional factors that proved to have a major impact on society and 

transportation.  A brief outline of correct and incorrect assumptions 

about stability and change highlights the weakness of the application. 
 

Surprisingly, a 2009 USGAO report reflects 
the transportation planning discipline’s con-
tinued belief that past planning failures are 
primarily due to lack of effort (not to poor 
assumptions and a misplaced focus on 
computer models).  GAO’s two most impor-
tant recommendations buy into this notion: 
 
“The quality of MPOs’ computerized travel 
demand models and the data used to sup-
port the process is often insufficient or un-
reliable. As planning organizations, one of 
the important functions of MPOs is the abil-
ity to forecast and analyze an increasingly 
complex and growing set of environmental, 
transportation, and social trends. Thus if 
MPOs are not able to keep pace with the 
increasing complexity of this task, their 
contribution to transportation planning may
be compromised. However, on a cautionary 
note, effective forecasting requires both 
quality computer models and accurate 
data, such that investing in one without 
improving the other may waste resources. 
DOT’s July 2009 18-month extension pro-
posal calls for additional resources for the 
collection and analysis of data on transpor-
tation goals to help build transportation 
planning capacity. Adopting TRB’s [Trans-
portation Research Board’s] modeling and 
data gathering recommendations is an ex-
ample of how the additional resources 
could be invested. 
 
“Finally, because the oversight mechanisms
for MPOs are focused on process, rather 
than outcomes, it is unclear what impact 
regional transportation planning is having 
on transportation outcomes. Despite over 
30 years of a federally mandated and 
funded transportation planning process and 
billions spent on roads, bridges, and transit 
projects, there is not enough information 
for policymakers to determine whether the 
planning process is addressing critical 
transportation challenges facing the United 
States. However, shifting to a more per-
formance-based oversight approach will 
require legislative changes.” 
 

Excerpt from the congressionally-
requested US Government Account-
ability Office report, “METROPOLITAN 
PLANNING ORGANIZATIONS: Options 
Exist to Enhance Transportation Plan-
ning Capacity and Increase Federal 
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Reasonably correct assumptions 
 
Continued population growth. 
Suburban orientation of much of new development. 
Continued stability of personal mode choice being based on time, out-of-pocket cost and 

convenience. 
Stability in average trip length (in time) of personal trips. 
Low gasoline prices in the 1990's. 
Household income growth, leading to greater vehicle ownership and trip making. 
 

 

Factors totally misunderstood or missed entirely 
 
Increased prevalence of one and two-person households and single-parent households. 
Increased participation of teenagers in the labor force. 
Increased participation of adult women in the labor force and the effect of two-worker 

households on travel. 
Two severe shocks to the gasoline supply (1973-74 and 1979-80) 
Effects of vehicle technology on travel dynamics (higher speeds at higher vehicle densities). 
Severe curtailment of the traditional manufacturing base. 
The relative shift of population to the southern and western sections of the US from the 

North (dampening local population growth rates) 
Globalization of the economy, US international military dominance and collapse of European 

communism 
Growth of the computer industry and its effects on the economy and national settlement 

patterns. 
Collapse of downtown business districts as regional retail centers. 
Emergence of road rage, aggressive driving and other reactions to congestion and time con-

straints. 
Noticeable public support in many metro areas for high cost rail transit systems. 
Lack of support for significant increases in highway funding, even during periods of economic 

expansion. 
The environmental movement, extent of environmental regulations and NIMBY attitudes 
Negative reaction to the urban renewal and urban highway construction of the 1950's and 1960's 

and efforts to undo their effects. 
Lack of public support for completion of the next generation of freeways after the Interstate sys-

tem 
The ability to charge developers for traffic impacts under certain circumstances. 
The dominance of suburb to suburb (rather than suburb-to-city) commutation on metropolitan 

travel patterns. 
The emergence of e-commerce, cell phones, telecommuting and other technological advances. 
 

This brief list indicates that the shortcomings of the transpor-

tation planning exercises of the 1960's lie in the limited explo-

ration by the planners of changes that were occurring before 
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the planners’ eyes, but were not treated in the planning proc-

ess.  In the Capital Region of New York, Colonie Center and 

other regional malls were well established by the late 1960's 

and the fragility of downtown business areas was well under-

stood, but these phenomena were not fully captured in fore-

casts.  Similarly, the environmental movement was gaining 

momentum before the Capital District's metropolitan planning 

process was even established but was not considered seri-

ously in forecasts.  A more careful examination of current 

happenings could have led planners to get a better -- al-

though never perfect -- handle on the travel dynamics of the 

1990's. 

 

The fault for the limited examination of travel factors at the 

time may be placed at the feet of those who in good faith in-

stitutionalized and standardized the transportation planning 

process at the time.  The "four-step" forecasting process and 

a new generation of computers allowed planners in every 

metro area in the nation in the 1960's to test the effective-

ness of a wide range of (usually highway) facilities against fu-

ture demand.  Unintentionally, the capability of testing scores 

of alternative system designs led planners to severely con-

strain the range of future demand conditions, typically to a 

single set, in order to manage the testing process. 

 

Limiting the range of alternative assumptions about the econ-

omy, travel behavior and land use to a single, simple set had 

the effect of excluding any real examination of the dynamics 

of change occurring in these factors.  This flawed approach 

remains central to metropolitan transportation planning 

across the nation, as reflected in the USGAO’s 2009 report 

(see above sidebar). 

 

The planners' desire to evaluate scores of alternatives simi-

larly led to a restriction in the criteria used to evaluate per-

formance -- limited generally to user costs, accident costs, 

time costs and construction costs alone. 

 

The unfortunate result was a significant overemphasis in re-

sulting plans on large-scale construction of highway facilities 

that later proved to be unaffordable, undoable and generally 

unwanted by the community.  In the Capital District, very few 

of the new ideas included in the first generation regional 

transportation plan (largely the major highways plan of 1969) 

have been pursued seriously, much less implemented.  The 

major projects which have been undertaken in the past 30 
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years have been largely those which could be described as 

"pipeline" projects -- projects that were in various stages of 

implementation -- prior to 1969.23

 

Even later forecasts have proven to have hit-or-miss suc-

cesses.  David T. Hartgen, in the New York State Department 

of Transportation's (NYSDOT) Preliminary Research Report 

185, "What Will Happen to Travel in the Next 20 Years?", was 

on target for some items and off the mark on others. 

 
"Factors Influencing Travel, 1980-2000" 

David T. Hartgen, NYSDOT PRR 185, August 1980 
 
Factor Forecast Change Right or Wrong in Hindsight? 

Car efficiency 80% gain generally correct, although much of  
  gain was exchanged for higher 
  performance 
Gasoline price Double in real terms wrong; dropped 25% in real terms 
NY State Population 8% growth slightly high (6%) 
Overall travel increase 45% slightly low (60%) 
Gasoline usage decline 10 to 20% wrong; virtually no reduction 
Energy shutoffs periodic shortfalls wrong  
Inflation 8-12% avg. thru '95 wrong; 3-4% avg. 
Women in work force modest increase correct 
Unemployment Higher than historic wrong 
No. of households steady growth correct 
Urban patterns increasing ruralization correct 
Auto ownership increasing saturation, use correct 
 
 
 
 

How Can We Avoid Repeating Past Mis-
takes?:  Rules of Thumb 
 

It is simply not possible to avoid mistakes in forecasting con-

ditions 30 years out.  It is not the purpose of this chapter to 

attempt to make such forecasts.  It is possible, however, to 

get a better handle on possible future conditions and on ac-

ceptable transportation system responses by paying close at-

tention to the two statements above.  The planning process, if 

it focuses its data gathering and technical evaluation on these 

                                                           
23 This is not to say that planners' handle on changing events improved noticeably in the 1970's and 1980's.  The Capital District 
Transportation Committee's second-generation regional transportation plan adopted in 1981 reflected the severely constrained 
fiscal environment of the day by formally discouraging "big thinking", embracing a "what we have is all that we'll ever have" men-
tality.  This approach was practical but missed the shift in public attitude that increased discretionary funding for at least some big 
projects in the 1990's.  Similarly, planners' forecasts of energy costs in the early 1980's assumed that costs would continue to sky-
rocket; forecasts of $12 per gallon gasoline by 2000 were included in some studies at the time. 
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two statements, can drive wise decisions on the use of scarce 

resources and better achieve long-range societal goas. 

 

This chapter provides CDTC’s desire to articulate a disciplined 

logic with which to approach the task of both forecasting fu-

ture conditions and articulating public policy choices. 

 

There are two statements that can help guide work on 30-

year forecasts of future conditions affecting travel demand 

and supply.  They are: 

 

1. Most aspects of travel supply and demand relationships 

will be stable over the thirty year period.  

2. A few aspects of travel supply and demand will experi-

ence fundamental paradigm shifts that will change the 

relationships. 

 

Paradigm shifts were a favorite topic of Tom Larson when he 

served as FHWA administrator in the early 1990's.  Essen-

tially, he stressed that paradigms:  

 

-- are models or patterns through which to in-

terpret and process facts; 

-- provide sets of rules that allow conclusions 

and point to action; 

-- influence our interpretation and even recog-

nition of data; 

-- are necessary; 

-- but bias our judgment despite best attempts 

at openness and objectivity. 

 

Today, we can look back to the 1960's and understand that 

the factors adequately anticipated in the planners' predictions 

of the 1990's (the "reasonably correct assumptions" above) 

were those than fit statement #1.  Those phenomena which 

were misunderstood or missed entirely are explained by 

statement #2 -- those which were subject to paradigm shifts 

that changed the relationships.  For example, there is no way 

in which to explain the shift (decline) that occurred between 

the 1950's and 1990's regarding societal acceptance of major 

highway system expansion other than as a paradigm shift.   
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While we cannot fully anticipate all paradigm shifts, we may 

be able to structure our approach to the consideration of up-

coming change.  To help with this discipline, two useful corol-

lary statements can be developed by revising the two state-

ments above. 

 

1. Travel supply and demand relationships will be stable 

over the thirty-year period when understood at a core 

level.   

2. Fundamental paradigm shifts that change travel rela-

tionships can be explained by other stable relation-

ships. 

 

To illustrate the meaning of these corollary statements, con-

sider a simple example.  In the 1950's, one could state that 

"The car that dominates automobile sales is the full-size 

Chevrolet.  In a rare year, Ford may edge Chevrolet out."  

This statement was true for decades.  Today, the most popu-

lar car in annual sales is typically the Honda Accord, Toyota 

Camry or Ford Taurus.  But by far, the highest selling vehicle 

model is Ford's full-sized pickup truck. 

 

At first glance, this represents a striking paradigm shift -- 

away from traditional American auto models to foreign brands 

and light trucks.  But if the phenomena of the 1950's could 

have been stated at a level closer to the core of the relation-

ship, the statement would be as true in the 1990's as it was 

in the 1950's.  Such a statement might have been, "Sales of 

new vehicles for private use are greatly influenced by the 

characteristics of affordability, value, public acceptance and 

accessibility to sales and service.  Firms that convey such 

characteristics to the consumer public through advertising, 

extensive dealer networks, reliability and word-of-mouth will 

continue to see their models near the top of annual sales 

lists."  This stable relationship explains the apparent para-

digm shift away from the "truism" of Ford and Chevy domi-

nance. 

 

Parallels in the field of travel demand forecasting are many.  

For example, household travel behavior appears to have 

changed dramatically since the 1960's.  But examined at a 

core level, households' responses to travel needs have 

changed very little.  What has changed is household income, 

family structure, the number of household members in the 

work force, settlement patterns and the cost and availability 
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of transportation options.  After completing its household 

travel survey in 1983, the Capital District Transportation 

Committee compared travel behavior in 1965 with that of 

1983.  On the surface, average household trip making had in-

creased by 30%.  However, when the effects of household 

size, number of workers, income and vehicle ownership were 

removed, underlying behavior had changed by only 4% over 

18 years.  Thus it was more the superficial paradigms and re-

lationships that had changed, but the core relationships 

proved durable. 

 

In the same manner, goods movement appears to have 

changed dramatically over the past 30 years, with much 

greater dependence today upon air cargo and next-day truck 

delivery.  Examined more carefully, however, the increase in 

freight activity and shift in modes merely reflects changes in 

technology and economic considerations.  The fundamental 

paradigm remains intact: goods movement is derived from 

the form and scale of the economy, and modes and firms 

prosper to the extent that they balance time, cost and reli-

ability to the meet the shipper's needs. 

 

Thus, it is likely that over the next 30 years many superficial 

paradigms (for example, the Institute of Transportation Engi-

neers' (ITE) empirical estimates of likely vehicle trips gener-

ated at single family detached homes) will change dramati-

cally while underlying travel behavior and choice change little.  

The challenge is to accurately articulate the stable relation-

ships to set the stage for exploring the societal factors that 

will affect the more superficial relationships. 

 

The following statements are posited as stable relationships 

that can be reasonably assumed will remain stable over the 

next 20 to 30 years.  These statements (for the purposes of 

planning: "truths") are formulated around relationships closer 

to the core level than planners tend to operate.  These state-

ments should be adequate to accommodate and even antici-

pate social and behavioral changes, and therefore assist in 

getting a handle on 2030 conditions.  These "truths" are 

those which appear to be supported by data over a long pe-

riod of time.  By forming predictions of future conditions and 

of the effectiveness of future transportation responses from 

the basis of these "truths", planners today can avoid many of 

the pitfalls that befell their 1960's colleagues by reducing the 

effect of unanticipated paradigm shifts. 
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Here are a little more than a dozen "truths" to undergird the 

30-year travel demand forecasting and travel supply planning 

processes.  These "truths" are intended to describe paradigms 

that are close to the core -- in other words, paradigms that 

are unlikely to change in the next 30 years. 

 

1. Travel demand can be understood best through an un-

derstanding of the necessary and discretionary activi-

ties of individuals and requirements of businesses.  

Travel is a derived need and occurs solely to accomplish other 

goals -- holding a job, obtaining medical care, going to school 

or church, etc.  An individual will be generally willing to defer 

or eliminate any particular trip if the goal for that trip changes 

("Let's eat in tonight.") or if it becomes more attractive to 

achieve the goal in other ways ("I'll order the new slacks on 

the Internet rather than going to the mall.")  Commercial 

travel is directly related to the nature of the global economy, 

location of manufacturing, forms of distribution and levels of 

consumerism.  It too is a derived activity.  Even pleasure 

driving achieves a recreational and relaxational goal. The 

amount of pleasure driving will be influenced by the amount 

of time and financial resources allotted to recreation and by 

the available alternative recreational activities.  

Careful exploration of possible societal changes -- immigra-

tion, aging of the population, family activity patterns, recrea-

tional opportunities, single parent households, shared stay-at-

home parenting patterns -- is essential to understanding fu-

ture travel requirements.  Similarly, careful exploration of 

shifts in manufacturing and retail activities, market penetra-

tion of e-commerce, growth in discretionary income, antici-

pated "niche marketing" of motor vehicles and similar eco-

nomic changes is essential to understanding future travel re-

quirements. 

2. Technological advances are continuous and have the 

tendency to increase productivity, not to decrease ef-

fort.  Whether it is robotic manufacturing processes or the 

microwave in the kitchen, technology continually makes it 

possible to achieve more with less human effort.  History has 

shown that the human effort saved is more often put into 

other efforts rather than rest.  What time we no longer need 

to spend standing along an assembly line or cooking dinner 

we use on other activities.  The typical American household of 

1900 spent much of day and evening and a large part of the 

weekend engaged in productive activities (earning a living, 

cooking, cleaning, sewing, studying, etc.).  The typical Ameri-
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can household of 2000 also spends much of the day and eve-

ning and a large part of the weekend engaged in productive 

("have to") activities (earning a living through multiple wage 

earners, cooking, cleaning, shopping, studying, running er-

rands, exploring the Internet, exercising.)  Technology has 

not reduced the level of activity, merely shifted the type of 

activity.   

New activities made possible by technology tend to be more 

flexible and less regular in terms of time of day and location 

than those activities they replace. Future technological gains 

can be expected to generate other new, flexible activities to 

replace older, more predictable activities.  This has an impli-

cation for complexity in future travel patterns and a dimin-

ished emphasis on peak hour commutation in system design.  

The same is true for goods movement; improved technology 

will likely result in greater goods movement, allowing large-

scale trade volumes from the farthest reaches of the globe, 

fostering "distributed manufacturing sites" and facilitating 

greater consumption of goods worldwide. 

3. On an even more basic level, technological improve-

ments lead to compensatory behavior.  Cruise control 

does not merely provide convenience, it allows drivers to re-

duce the attention they pay to operating speed and focus 

more attention on selecting a CD to insert into the player, for 

example.  Cars with short braking distances and good han-

dling characteristics do not merely add to travel safety, but 

allow drivers to drive at higher speeds at higher densities 

while maintaining a certain perceived level of safety.  Simi-

larly, gains in fuel efficiency over the past 20 years have 

largely been exchanged for higher vehicle performance.  In 

other words, gains in one area provided by technological ad-

vances are partially sacrificed to obtain gains in another area. 

 Thus, it is wise to temper expectations of future 

windfall gains from advanced vehicle guidance systems, in-

vehicle traveler information systems, hybrid electric vehicles 

or the construction of new roads or transit systems.  Much of 

the direct gain provided by these advanced technologies will 

be exchanged for other benefits. 

4. Technological advances are American society's pre-

ferred method of accommodating transportation energy 

and air quality challenges.  Technology has allowed for a 

dramatic reduction in total vehicle emissions in the US over 

the past twenty years despite steady increases in travel.  

Similarly, continuous improvements in the fuel efficiencies of 
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vehicles has allowed manufacturers to meet federal fuel effi-

ciency standards while average vehicle size has continued to 

grow to meet market demands. 

Any future, lasting limitations to fuel supply -- or serious po-

litical commitments to reducing CO2 emissions -- can be ex-

pected to be pursued in the US primarily through technology.  

Accepting this truth means recognizing that neither diminish-

ing petroleum reserves nor global climate change concerns 

are likely to force to major shifts in the travel dynamics of the 

US. 

5. Technology is most easily embraced if it re-

quires little change to established personal behavior 

and can be introduced to some people or firms and 

spread to others.  Anti-lock braking systems, cruise control, 

rack-and-pinion steering, air bags and other features were 

first introduced in high-end models and then extended to vir-

tually the entire fleet as costs came down.  Electronic tolling 

has gained acceptance by being optional, allowing market 

penetration to grow slowly.  Similarly, global positioning and 

tracking devices have entered the travel environment primar-

ily through package delivery firms such as UPS and FedEx.  

From there, the technology will migrate to other businesses, 

to high-end personal vehicles and eventually to most of the 

fleet. 

As a result, an automated highway system of the General Mo-

tors' 1939 World's Fair display is not likely to emerge full-

blown through a major public sector investment.  But steady 

advances in collision avoidance systems, vehicle guidance 

systems and the like very well could lead to incremental crea-

tion of virtual automated systems.  These would be highways 

that, through modest investment in reference markers by the 

public sector and more significant investment by vehicle own-

ers, control is never fully relinquished by the driver, but on-

board electronics keep the vehicle in its lane and a safe dis-

tance from other vehicles while maintaining a high rate of 

speed.  Further improvements in vehicle safety can also be 

anticipated, even if the precise technological mechanisms 

cannot be known today. 

6. Transportation conditions in current high demand loca-

tions can be expected to remain congested in future 

peak periods and during traffic "incidents", regardless 

of what actions are taken in the interim.  From a differ-

ent perspective, the transportation system is likely to 

offer some excess of supply for a considerable portion 
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of the day.  The paradigm of compensating behavior contrib-

utes to this paradigm.  That is, there is no ability of the public 

sector to address congested conditions by building such large 

amounts additional capacity or improving technology suffi-

ciently that it satisfies (a) existing demand, (b) future growth 

in demand, (c) latent demand that would manifest itself if 

congestion were reduced and (d) other compensatory behav-

ior such as increased densities. This truth applies to con-

gested New York City subways and to congested Los Angeles 

freeways.  In the Capital District of New York, work by CDTC 

and NYSDOT Region 1 in 1995 concluded that no feasible 

amount of highway widening would produce uncongested traf-

fic conditions on the Northway in 2015.  The flip side of the 

coin is that even in the most congested locations, there are 

and will continue to be parts of the day or week during which 

supply is ample and travel conditions relatively easy.  This too 

applies to New York City subways, LA freeways and the 

Northway. 

Because of this "truth", transportation planners need to re-

think the necessity of highway expansions and consider such 

actions more discretionary in nature.  Consideration of expan-

sion of highways and transit systems can and should be pur-

sued  less as solutions to problems (because the problems 

may not disappear) and more as creation of new opportuni-

ties.   

A corollary is that actions pursued as problem solutions may 

introduce new problems.  The virtual automated highway de-

scribed under #5 above may prove to increase hourly lane 

capacities on freeways during normal conditions but add to 

the fragility of flow and the magnitude of traffic tie-ups during 

incidents.  (It is unlikely that on-board technology will be able 

to maintain a flow of 3,000 vehicles per hour on a freeway 

during a snowstorm.) 

7. Personal and commercial travel behavior accounts for 

congestion through an equilibrium process that will 

prevent gridlock.  The transportation planning and engi-

neering profession has not fully acknowledged this durable 

truth.  Traffic flows on congested streets in Manhattan and on 

the congested expressways of LA in a sluggish fashion today 

– but in a manner quite comparable to that ten and twenty 

years ago.  Congestion may have spread to a larger portion of 

the highway system, but congestion has not increased in al-

ready-congested facilities at the rate of overall activity or 

travel growth.  In the Capital District, recent traffic counts on 

an important arterial (New Karner Road in the Pine Bush area 
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of Albany) show comparable (albeit congested) peak-period 

traffic volumes to those of ten and fifteen years ago.  This is 

despite millions of square feet of new retail and commercial 

space constructed in the Pine Bush over that period of time 

and few alternative routes to and from the new activity cen-

ters. 

Commercial travel fits into this equilibrium process, as well.  

Long-distance truck drivers frequently schedule breaks to co-

incide with metropolitan rush hours and resume driving when 

the worst traffic is past.  Package delivery firms budget extra 

time and vehicles for deliveries in congested locations, focus-

sing less on the absolute cost of such adjustments as on their 

relative advantage or disadvantage when compared to their 

competition.  As a result, congestion proves to be less of an 

issue to commercial traffic than one might otherwise expect. 

Exploration of this curious dynamic is imperative.  The 

standard forecasting practice may overstate future 

traffic congestion (and lead to overstating the eco-

nomic benefits of highway expansion) by not fully in-

corporating this equilibrium. 

8. Whether travel speeds increase or decrease over time, 

there is a limit to the amount of time an individual or 

household is willing to spend daily in travel.  While the 

distribution of the curve of willingness is broad (some people 

have a low tolerance for time in travel, others a high toler-

ance), the curve appears to be reasonably consistent over 

time and from location to location.  For commutation, Census 

journey-to-work information reports only a 5% increase in the 

median trip length in the US work trips between 1980 and 

1990 despite double and triple-digit increases in urban peak 

hour congestion over the same period.   

Even as continued increases and discretionary income and 

technological advances permit Americans to pursue new and 

additional activities, there is likely to be a natural limitation to 

the amount of additional time spent in travel.  Americans are 

unlikely to pursue (for any long period) new activities at times 

and locations that force their total time in travel to exceed an 

internal comfort level.  This contributes toward the equilib-

rium process that accommodates the differences between 

congested areas and uncongested areas. 

Similarly, with work hour restrictions on long-distance truck-

ers, operational or locational adjustments will be made to ac-

commodate travel speed changes.  
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9. Private sector land use actions are a primary means of 

accommodating changes in travel speeds in the United 

States.  The locations of jobs, housing, retail and other ac-

tivities have shifted significantly over the past 30 years.  This 

has not been primarily due to the need for space; the aggre-

gate buildout capacity of available undeveloped land and re-

development sites in an area such as the Capital District con-

tinues to exceed the expected level of development by a fac-

tor of five, ten or twenty to one.  Rather, locations have 

shifted to maintain mobility and accessibility (keeping house-

hold or commercial travel time budgets within acceptable 

bounds) while responding to perceived and real market 

forces.  During periods of transportation system expansion, 

many individuals trade in travel time savings for "more 

house" and the expectation of better schools in the suburbs.  

During periods of limited system expansion and rapid growth 

in congestion, jobs have moved out to suburbs as well.  The 

new mix of origins and destinations of trips has maintained 

travel time budgets roughly consistent over time despite the 

changing travel environment.  In many ways, this statement 

is a corollary to statement #3 -- land use change is one of the 

compensatory results of transportation technological change. 

This "truth" has many implications for metropolitan 

transportation planning.  First, it implies that all in-

vestment that improves travel time (whether it is 

highway capacity, a new rail line, traffic signal inter-

connection or effective incident management) is likely 

to have a land use spreading effect.  It also implies that 

the lack of transportation system investment to main-

tain travel times also contributes to land use spreading.  

Public options that might be expected to constrain land 

use spreading are largely limited to those which en-

hance the market attractiveness of already-urban envi-

ronments while not enhancing the attractiveness of 

undeveloped outlying areas.  Examples would be 

brownfield redevelopment in a very accessible urban 

area; improvement of urban (rather than radial, com-

muter) transit services; streetscaping investments and 

zoning changes and incentives to create mixed-use ur-

ban neighborhoods. 

10. Unlike their European counterparts, Americans are will-

ing to tolerate a considerable degree of travel incon-

venience in exchange for personal freedom and limits 

to governmental control and taxation.  While there will be 

grousing and displeasure over poor bus frequency or conges-
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tion on an expressway, American society does not tend to ex-

pect or demand that government solve a transportation prob-

lem simply because one exists – at least not to the degree 

that European societies do. 

It is part of the American philosophy and temperament 

to hold a limited view of the role of government while 

insisting upon maximum personal latitude.  Americans 

are therefore much more likely to find answers to 

transportation predicaments on their own and be com-

fortable with their choices than to call for public sector 

intervention.  This dynamic plays a great role in the 

equilibrium process discussed above.  It also implies 

that government actions that curtail personal freedom 

and choice to achieve transportation system objectives 

will not be received warmly. 

11. Further, Americans have proven unwilling to indefi-

nitely provide support (public acceptance or public fi-

nancing) for any purpose unless a compelling argument 

is made regarding the need, unless success is viewed 

as likely, and unless the cost of deferring the program 

is believed to be great.24 Transportation program initiatives 

that have been funded at the federal, state, metropolitan or 

local levels generally meet these three criteria.  Those that do 

not meet the criteria join many other desirable notions -- uni-

versal health care, expanded urban parks, free college tuition 

and similar concepts -- in a large "needed but no funds avail-

able" list.25  Similarly, there are many potential programs to 

achieve broader societal goals that are not costly monetarily 

but would restrict personal freedoms or “take away” current 

benefits.  These also fail the public acceptance tests of ur-

gency and likely success in all but extreme (wartime) circum-

stances.   In this category would fall conversion of general-

purpose highway lanes to high occupancy vehicle use (a “take 

away” program) and downtown parking prohibition (personal 

freedom limitation). 

Transportation planners should test potential policies and in-

vestment strategies against these criteria. 

                                                           
24 Exceptions clearly exist.  Taxing or funding decisions made without much public debate do not necessarily meet these criteria.  
However, the long-term history of taxing and government programs indicates that programs that do not gain and maintain public 
support eventually lose meaningful access to public funds.  Those that do have public support are continued throughout the ups and 
downs of taxing cycles. 

25 It is common for the public to support many concepts that it is not willing to fund directly.  In the transportation arena as in 
many others, this leads to efforts to secure special appropriations from a higher level of government for projects the community, 
county, metro area or state is unwilling to fund itself. 
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12. For this reason, pricing mechanisms to regulate travel 

demand will not be accepted unless certain specific cir-

cumstances emerge.  If the public largely accepts the no-

tion of global climate change and its relationship to CO2 emis-

sions and believes that the potential for technology to provide 

CO2 reductions is tapped out, it may accept the imposition of 

a gasoline surcharge or carbon tax sufficient to dampen travel 

levels.  However, should technology catch up to the perceived 

need or should the tax prove ineffective, public support would 

disappear much as it did for the 55-mph speed limit.   

Similarly, congestion pricing mechanisms to regulate demand 

would be likely to achieve public support only if they are 

viewed as urgent, effective, unavoidable and unobtrusive of 

government into personal life.26

13. The public will support reasonable and necessary costs 

to address problems that rise to a level believed to be 

serious by most people.  As an example, short of eco-

nomic, political or natural crises, American society will not 

tolerate indefinitely widespread evidence of crumbling roads, 

dilapidated bridges or obsolete subway cars. Support may be 

cyclical, but a compelling argument for the need, expectation 

of success and concern about the cost of deferral will repeat-

edly lead to the provision of funds for necessary repair costs.  

The same cannot be said for all other transportation program 

initiatives unless and until a sense of urgency or crisis 

emerges. 

On this basis, the transportation profession would be 

well advised to downplay its estimates of transporta-

tion "need", if need is defined as elimination of all 

physical and functional deficiencies in the nations road, 

bridge and transit systems.  Public support for com-

plete elimination of deficiencies will not be found, mak-

ing the "need" estimate ring hollow and self-serving.  

Instead, presentation of "need" based upon public 

(customer) expectations may be more valuable in ad-

vancing the policy debate on transportation programs 

and funding levels. 

14. Those programs that find public support do not neces-

sarily provide direct benefits to all individuals.  Public 

transportation continues to enjoy broad attitudinal and tax 

support across the country 35 years after the first federal 

transit act.  Public libraries are maintained in most communi-

                                                           
26 On the basis of these criteria, it is a tall challenge to move from a HOT lane concept (variable congestion tolling on a new, added 

lane of an expressway) to charging a congestion price to all highways.   
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ties.  This is despite the fact that a majority of Americans do 

not ride transit (or visit public libraries) even once during a 

typical year.  Broad support can be attributed to the belief 

that such services do provide an indirect benefit to the larger 

community. 

This aspect of transportation policy is largely absent from dis-

cussions of alternative actions.  For example, transit invest-

ment is typically supported based on arguments of ridership, 

cost effectiveness and congestion relief.  In reality, most tran-

sit systems carry a small portion of total travelers, are quite 

expensive and (due to the equilibrium process) are unable to 

affect congestion levels.  Despite this, many are considered 

successes within the community and are highlighted as 

significant community assets.  They are considered successes 

not because of their ridership levels, cost recovery ratios or 

congestion relief; rather they are considered successes 

because they provide a legitimate travel alternative and con-

tribute to the substance of urban life -- much as other civic 

institutions and facilities.  Transportation professionals must 

recognize the notion of transportation facilities and services' 

legitimacy as part of the mix of features of a civilized culture. 

 

Conclusions 

If the statements above can be accepted as durable truths -- 

as core paradigms unlikely to change in the next thirty years 

-- then what?   

1.   Recognize that investments in transportation facilities 

and services are a matter of choice, rather than a ques-

tion of finding the "right answer."  Planners should dis-

pense with the black-and-white notion of designing intersec-

tions based on forecasts of peak hour left turn movements for 

the year 2030, for example.  Instead, planners should follow 

a shades-of-gray philosophy of "what makes sense", scaling 

investments to the physical context and system function.  

Travelers will accommodate whatever choice is made. 

2.   Admit that transportation investment decisions are 

value-laden.  Given the public's ability to adapt to any 

transportation service improvement or degradation, it is obvi-

ous that transportation investments change land use, eco-

nomic and travel outcomes.  This admission should lead to 

careful, public articulation of values and desired outcomes.  

While some policies have been attacked as "social engineer-

ing", we must recognize that all transport investments and 
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policies are social engineering -- each action encourages one 

kind of behavior and discourages another.  This admission 

should also lead to early investment in facilities and services 

that contribute to desired outcomes and deferral of invest-

ments that are largely an accommodation or mitigation of un-

desirable outcomes.  

3. Elevate customer and taxpayer perceptions as key de-

terminants of the appropriate choices to make.   Far too 

frequently, engineering rules and limited measures of effec-

tiveness are applied in making public policy choices about 

transportation.  For example, traffic level of service receives 

an inordinate amount of focus in system plans, despite the 

fact that surveys tend to indicate that travel time reliability 

and predictability are valued more heavily by personal and 

commercial travelers than level of service.  Similarly, policy 

planners should pay greater attention to taxpayer desire and 

willingness to invest in transit services (if present) and not 

obsess over a limited number of performance measures in 

making choices about transit investment. 

4.   To the extent possible, explore the likely changes to 

the more superficial paradigms and factors (such as 

SUV popularity; the market penetration of telecommut-

ing; the nature of the global economy; the need to 

travel to a major regional mall to see a movie; patterns 

of immigration and inter-regional migration; residen-

tial, commercial and retail building styles; work hours 

and telecommuting options) that are candidates for 

subtle -- even radical -- change over the next 30 years.  

Which paradigms are those which will change?  Can we see 

-

While the planning process remains 
entrenched in its ways, there is some 
movement in national efforts to reform 
the approach. 

“To that end, visioning efforts should also 
incorporate scenario development as a 
means of incorporating the concept of un-
certainty. Traditional MPO exercises settle 
on a certain set of future population, em-
ployment, household and vehicle ownership 
forecasts before evaluating alternative 
transportation system designs. Typically, 
future land use patterns are a given before 
the transportation analysis begins. Further, 
the wide range of items that are inarguably 
exogenous to the MPO process are nearly 
universally excluded from consideration in 
current MPO planning. Colloquy participants 
recommend that scenario development be 
part of regional visioning exercises and that 
the scenarios engage not only in the interac
tion between transportation system designs 
and alternative metropolitan growth scenar-
ios but also in the flexibility of the transpor-
tation / land use system to respond to a 
variety of outcomes in the exogenous vari-
ables.”  

A finding from the national “Colloquy 
on the Coming Transformation of 
Travel” conducted by the New York 
State Metropolitan Planning Organiza-
tion (NYSMPO) and the Federal High-
way Administration (FHWA) in 2005.  
See 
http://www.nysmpos.org/colloquy_tra
vel.html 
the handwriting on the wall already?   

5.   Hedge bets by articulating viable and plausible alterna-

tive futures that are consistent with the durable truths 

posited above.  Recognition of uncertainty in predicting the 

future should lead planners and policy makers to a new per-

spective on investment.  It should lead to less evaluation of 

static performance (which is the best investment to meet 

2030 travel demand?) and more on dynamic change (which 

one provides an immediate benefit and can be adapted to 

meet a range of future requirements?).  It should lead to 

greater preservation of future options through corridor pres-

ervation and modular construction and less scaling of con-

struction to meet long-range forecasts. It should also lead to 

restraint in making large public investments to fit particular 

transportation paradigms that are subject to radical change 

(such as freight movement, in which modal choice can swing 
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dramatically in response to relatively small changes in tech-

nology or fuel cost). 

Getting a handle on technological and societal changes in this 

manner has the potential to significantly change the long-

range planning and investment dynamic for the better.  Mak-

ing the change will require a substantial shift in current prac-

tices.  Such practices include highway design practice (should 

we really be building roads to accommodate the 85th percen-

tile speed, regardless of context or established speed limits?), 

public/private infrastructure partnership approaches (can we 

amend the public process to be timely to private sector 

needs?), performance evaluation (why don't we consider 

other factors with the same importance as level-of-service?), 

alternatives evaluation structures (is there a benefit in an al-

ternative fitting multiple alternative scenarios) and forecast-

ing processes (can we be intelligent and foresighted in inte-

grating demographic and technological changes into our 

travel demand predictions?). 

 

The resulting planning and research agenda is substantial. 
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