RURAL TRANSPORTATION POLICY DIALOGUE
March 15, 2004: 1:30-3:15 p.m.

Moderator:  Beverly Nykwest, National Association of Regional Councils

· The usual dichotomy is familiar to everyone—urban transportation receives more attention than rural.

· However, transportation is vital to all communities.

Linda Lawson, Director, Office of Safety, Energy, and Environment

· DOT’s surface reauthorization bill, the Safe, Accountable, Flexible, and Efficient Transportation Equity Act of 2003 (SAFETEA) was sent to the Hill in May.

· Every billion in transportation infrastructure investment supports 47,000 jobs.

· DOT recognizes that participation in the planning process is crucial to affecting transportation decisionmaking.  The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) and the Federal Transit Administration have a new rule requiring States to document their planning consultation with rural officials.  This should give rural officials greater access to the planning process.

· The Planning Capacity Building Initiative provides technical assistance, skills training, and networking for transportation planning.  The SAFETEA version of the program places a special emphasis on rural areas.

· SAFETEA also makes permanent the Transportation, Community, and System Preservation program (TCSP).  TCSP had been a pilot under TEA-21.  

· DOT programs can help efforts to encourage rural tourism as an economic development strategy.  The National Scenic Byways program has designated 66 rural roads as Byways, and a Byways designation can increase tourism to an area by 20%.  SAFETEA proposes a 28% funding increase for Byways.

· FTA has been advocating increased funding for rural transit, and SAFETEA would make rural transit funding more predictable.  The “5311” programs have an 87% increase in funding under SAFETEA.

· Rural highway safety is another area of concern for DOT.  59% of highway fatalities are on rural roads, and seat belt use in rural areas is well below the national average.  Rural pick up truck seatbelt usage is at only 54%.  DOT has been working with partners in the rural health community to fix this problem.

Bryna Helfer, Federal Transit Administration, DOT

· Coordination of transportation means that we can’t have separate conversations on where transportation fits into a discussion on human services.  Health, education, etc. should all be part of the discussion.

· Coordinating transportation services has been a recognized problem for at least thirty years.

· Rural areas are actually better than urban at coordinating services.

· A recent GAO study found that 62 programs across eight departments fund transportation for older, disabled, or low-income populations.

· Problems of turf, eligibility, reporting requirements, and regulatory issues are obstacles to coordinating these services.

· There is a need for better guidance from the Federal government to states and localities.  A community should have its own local coordination plans and be able to identify its own needs.

· The United We Ride program was created to bring people together and identify needs.  There is a self-assessment tool for communities and methods to identify strong leadership.  The goal is to provide a customer focus with a single point to get services, dispatching services, and ways to break down obstacles.

· This issue was further highlighted in an Executive Order signed February 24 that will bring together ten agencies to coordinate transportation services.

Beth Denniston, American Public Works Association:

· APWA represents the directors of public works in small and large communities.

· Rural areas are seeing bus service disappear and transit service evaporate, which increases the need for cars.

· FTA’s 5311 programs provide only about 15% of funding for rural transit—human service agencies provide another 15%.

· The Rural Transit Assistance Program (RTAP) is a Federally funded program that reinforces the idea that you don’t give money without also providing technical assistance.

· RTAP provides training and helps illustrate transit’s role in emergency response.

· Publications are available from the Community Transportation Association of America.

Charles Rutkowski, Community Transportation Association of America:

· CTAA’s goal is seamless support for communities looking to build rural transit capacity.

· CTAA is a non-profit organization with 7000 members.

· They provide a continuum of technical assistance and planning support.  

· 40% of rural counties still do not have public transportation.  A lot of work has been done, but this statistic reveals that a lot still needs to be done.

· One problem is that distances in rural America are so much greater.  People may need to travel two hours to reach a doctor, rather than two minutes or two miles in urban or suburban areas.

· Significant social changes in rural areas are contributing to the need for public transportation and services.  There is a reduction in the extended family in rural areas as young people move away.  This creates a need for the elderly to rely more on public transportation to fulfill their transportation needs.

· Community transportation can provide that linkage.

· CTAA’s technical assistance provides that hands-on guidance.

· Transit can expand the rural economy.  It creates jobs, takes people to jobs, and provides people with access to services.

· USDA also funds a free technical assistance program for rural transit providers.

Janet Oakley, American Association of State Highway & Transportation Officials:

· Transportation for rural areas must consider needs, resources, and levels of investment.

· AASHTO has assessed what States need and found that we need to invest 50% more in capital to maintain the current highway system and twice as much to maintain the current transit system.  This is in addition to the significant backlog in highways and transit projects.

· The House Transportation & Infrastructure Committee has created a needs-based bill at a $375 billion level.  The bill would require an increase in fuel taxes.

· Obviously, needs outweigh resources.  This leads to a competition among states and a competition within states—between urban and rural areas—for funding.

· ISTEA and TEA-21 gave non-metropolitan areas the expectation for greater consultation.  The Final Rule issued last year reflects the results of state discussions with organizations representing local governments.  

· A January workshop on rural consultation focused on how to collaborate better in a climate of constrained resources.  The goal is to share within regions.

· Some key observations fall into an “ABC of local consultation”:

· A for Adaptable in time and place

· B for Buy-In to the local process

· C for Consultation

· D for Description—a good description of what is needed

· E for Education and

· F for Facilitating Community Development

· There is a place for local governments to be very involved, but we all must remain cognizant of the competition.  Hopefully, we can use that to enhance collaboration.

· Rural economic development can look to larger universities and multi-state partnerships, e.g. the Cana-Mex corridor.

Questions and Discussion
Moderator Beverly Nykwest:  We would never have heard this kind of discussion from 

DOT before ISTEA.

Steve Hoesel, Iowa

· There is a need for rural areas to be engaged in planning.  There is only so much money available for coordination and it’s hard to get funding.

Linda Lawson, DOT

· The new rule implementation should cause a difference.

Janet Oakley, AASHTO

· States do not want a mandate.  AASHTO would prefer to bring states along voluntarily.  A mandate would establish a ceiling rather than a floor.

Paul Costello, Vermont

· Vermont does community prioritization, and transportation has always been a priority.  Health, education, and a community’s welfare all rely in part on a community having access to transportation.

· Vermont has utilized vertical and horizontal coordination of planning.  Federal, State, and municipal agencies are engaged, and coordination has happened across agencies as well.

· Downtowns are models of enhancement.  Towns that were built for stagecoaches now have 600 trucks a day traveling on them.

Corridor coalitions have been useful.  DOT designated priority corridors in 1995.  I-81 and I-75 are two examples.

Joe Kiley, Colorado

· The Ports to Plains trade corridor has benefited from discretionary funding, and the group is worried about the move to formula funding.  Will it be more difficult for rural areas to receive funding if it’s by formula?

Linda Lawson, DOT

· Much discretionary funding was actually an earmark.  The formula will provide stable and predictable funding that will allow states and communities to plan more effectively.

Janet Oakley, AASHTO

· Formulas are managed through State DOTs, and the focus will be on maintaining flexibility and reducing earmarking.  We will try to ensure that decisions are made at the state and local level.

Sara Braasch, Idaho

· Idaho has had difficulty with Medicaid waivers.

· They are working with a group on public transportation and human service transportation coordination to be able to use one set of vehicles, not five.

· Medicare does not provide non-emergency transportation, so when seniors need access for a routine doctor visits, they call the ambulance anyway.  This is needless and wasteful.

Conley Chaney, Kentucky

· What is happening with rural 9-1-1 services?  It is being cut in many rural communities.

Linda Lawson, DOT

· SAFETEA is increasing funding for rural emergency medical service.

Steve Hoesel, Iowa

· Head Start requires yellow school buses, but the buses sit empty 22 hours a day.

Bryna Helfer, DOT/FTA

· Washington State has had success using school buses for senior transportation.  A flex-route system has been developed.

Charles Rutkowski, CTAA

· The Transportation Cooperative Research Program (TCRP) is looking into a school bus/public transit interface.

What can rural communities do to convince states of the need for rural planning?

Janet Oakley, AASHTO

· Look at states that have had success.  Most states have some conduit for reaching out, so work on that partnership.

· Use state-level organizations first.

· We envision periodic assessments of progress.  Work with local officials and local elected officials.

Beth Denniston, APWA

· APWA has state chapters that can be found through the website.

· The RTAP website gives contact information for each state manager.

