1. Study Initiation, Organization, and management

Corridor planning can be highly complex, particularly when fixed guideway alternatives are involved.  Although a number of technical, policy and institutional challenges are inherent in virtually all corridor studies, planning proceeds most smoothly when the work to be done and the time and resources required to do the job are carefully thought out and agreed upon in advance.  

This chapter addresses a number of subjects related to managing a corridor or subarea study, with an emphasis on the alternatives analysis (AA) phase for New Starts.  The chapter begins by providing guidance on the initiation of the study, including the development of the statement of the problem the study is trying to solve, the conceptual definition of alternatives which will be studied in the AA, and preliminary evaluation measures.  Second, it describes several study organizing considerations such as the formation of committees to oversee the study process.  Third, it covers study scope, schedule and budget issues including the “scope of work” and quality assurance.  The chapter concludes with a discussion of public and agency involvement in the AA study.

When performing an alternatives analysis, it is helpful to keep in mind that these studies serve two purposes.  First, they provide information for local decisionmakers to help them select a locally preferred mode and general alignment.  Second, they provide information for FTA decisionmaking on whether to participate in subsequent project development.  The information needed to support local decisions is determined by local stakeholders and reflects local values and priorities.  FTA decisions reflect processes and criteria which are established by Federal law and FTA regulations.  Both purposes are well served when critical elements of the study – alternatives definition, travel demand forecasting, financial analysis, evaluation, etc. – are performed in accordance with the principles of good corridor planning that are presented elsewhere in this guidance.   Adherence to these planning principles is necessary in order for a major transit investment proposed for discretionary New Starts funding to be advanced into the preliminary engineering phase of project development.   Advancement occurs most smoothly when sufficient time, funding, and technical resources are recognized and anticipated in the management plan, scope of work and budget.  

1.1      Initiation of the Study

Local stakeholders initiate an alternatives analysis when regional systems planning indicates that a fixed guideway transit investment may be a promising solution to transportation problems in a corridor.  Consequently, the decision to do an AA rests on a solid understanding of corridor mobility problems.  From this understanding flows the definition, first at just a conceptual level, of the alternatives that might best address these problems, and the development of evaluation criteria for assessing the relative merits of the alternatives.  This section summarizes these initial considerations of the AA study process.   
1.1.1 Problem Statements

The definition of the corridor to be analyzed is necessarily one of the first items that must be addressed in the study.  “Corridor” in this sense is the travel shed and discreet markets which would be served by a transit improvement.   The corridor should be defined in terms of its geographic extent, physical characteristics, and travel patterns.  
The transportation “problems” in a corridor might be viewed as the “gap” or difference between the desired level of system performance, often expressed as goals and objectives, and the current and projected level of performance.  Goals and objectives are often gleaned from the metropolitan transportation/system planning process, the comprehensive plans of jurisdictions within the corridor, and the transit agencies themselves.  Performance is assessed through system monitoring and the forecasting of future conditions (see Chapters II.5 and II.6 for guidance on travel forecasting tools and methods).  Depending on local goals and objectives, monitoring of current performance and projections of future performance may include such items as

· Transit service to various markets

· Transit ridership and crowding
· Transit speed, travel time, and on-time performance

· Transit operating costs and farebox recovery

· Highway congestion, auto occupancy, highway speeds, travel time reliability and accident rates
· Air quality 

· Economic development

A study’s problem statement should be developed with care.  A vague problem statement – for example, the need for additional transportation capacity in a corridor – could result in a very large number of alternatives which could be thought of as being “reasonable”.  On the other hand, too narrow a definition might unduly constrain the range of alternatives.  In no case should the need for a project be expressed in narrow modal terms (e.g. need to widen the highway, need for a light rail system).  The ideal problem statement results in the development of a manageable number of distinct strategies designed to achieve some level of improvement in forecast conditions.     

The discussion of the problems should not only describe the type of problem but also its location (routes, intersections, etc.) and severity (e.g. magnitude and duration).  Moreover, the analysis should seek to identify the underlying causes for transportation performance deficiencies, not merely the symptoms, as this provides a firmer foundation for identifying alternatives that may offer effective solutions.  The underlying causes can often be discerned by asking “why?” questions – e.g., Why is transit on time performance low?  Why is economic development not achieving established goals? 
Data collection and technical analyses play an obvious role.  Observed patterns of travel, informed by a sound data collection program provide a basis for understanding travel markets, predominant origin and destinations within a corridor, and their mobility constraints.  From this, those markets that might lend themselves particularly well to improved transit service can be identified.  This might be based, for example, on the volume of trips between certain origin-destination pairs as well as the degree of transit oriented development in these origins and destinations.  The results can offer valuable insights for developing a transit service strategy for the corridor, and ultimately, for defining transit operating plans and infrastructure alternatives.  
The problem statement provides the context for performing the analysis and for identifying the measures against which alternatives will be evaluated.  It may also serve as an introduction for decisionmakers (elected officials, local and state agencies, stakeholders, the general public, FTA) to the study area and its transportation problems and needs.  A focused problem statement can help raise community awareness and support for the study.  This, in turn, may generate broader support for the findings and recommendations.   The problem statement also provides the starting point for the “Making the Case” paper that FTA requires as part of a request for approval to initiate New Starts Preliminary Engineering.
1.1.2 Evaluation Criteria 

From the identification of the problem springs the development of evaluation criteria.  These criteria specify, in part, the desired outcomes of an improvement, and provide the basis for comparing the performance of the various alternatives.  Typically, evaluation measures are selected to assess how well (or poorly) each alternative meets the goals and objectives defined for a transportation improvement in the corridor.  

Evaluation criteria may be organized within an overall framework that considers: 

· Effectiveness – the extent to which alternatives solve the stated transportation problems in the corridor;  

· Impacts – the extent to which the alternatives impact – positively or negatively – nearby natural resources and neighborhoods, air quality, the adjacent transportation network and facilities, land use, the local economy, etc.; 

· Cost effectiveness – the extent to which the costs of the alternatives are commensurate with their benefits;

· Financial feasibility – the extent that funds required to build and operate the alternatives are likely to be available; and

· Equity – that is, the costs and benefits of the alternatives are distributed fairly across different population groups.

Developing at least a preliminary set of evaluation criteria at the beginning of the alternatives analysis helps ensure that the study generates the kinds of information that policymakers need to select a locally preferred alternative, while at the same time limiting the data collection and analysis effort to only information that will be used to support decisionmaking.  Part II Chapter 9, Evaluation, presents additional guidance on the development of an evaluation framework and evaluation measures.

1.1.3 Conceptual Alternatives

The development of the alternatives to be considered in the alternatives analysis process follows closely after the explanation of the corridor problem and the definition of the study’s goals and objectives.  The range of alternatives also flows from an understanding of travel patterns and potential transit markets within the corridor.

The development and definition of alternatives is typically an iterative process, as described in Chapter 3 of Part I and Chapter 2 of Part II.  The first step in this process is the conceptual definition of a broad range of strategies for improving conditions in the corridor.  The conceptual definition includes a preliminary identification of candidate alignments and operating strategies.  Defined operating strategies – as distinct from operating plans developed as planning and project development proceeds – give general ideas of overall service levels, service standards, and guideway service options.  More basically, they provide the information necessary for decisionmakers and other stakeholders to confirm that no reasonable alternative (in terms of meeting corridor needs) is being excluded.

Subsequent evaluation and screening of these conceptual alternatives will narrow the range of viable alternatives to a manageable number to carry forward into a detailed analysis.  

1.1.4 AA Initiation Package

Once a local agency decides to undertake an alternatives analysis that might result in the pursuit of New Starts funding, FTA believes that the work progresses most smoothly and efficiently when FTA is involved from the beginning.  Therefore, FTA suggests that local study sponsors prepare and submit a brief document which summarizes the corridor problems, conceptual alternatives, and preliminary evaluation measures to be used in the study as a means to begin the process of coordination with FTA.  This “AA Initiation Package” (or “Scoping Package”) can also help foster coordination among local participating agencies. 

The Initiation Package might include:

· Problem statement (3-4 pages)

· Transportation 

· Other

· Evaluation criteria (2-3 pages)

· Preliminary listing of information that will be available

· Highlights on any limitations (detail, uncertainties, etc.)

· Conceptual alternatives (3-4 pages)

· Initial identification of options

· Mode, termini, general alignment

· Operating strategy (line-haul/feeders; park and ride coverage; station/access spacing; express service; downtown circulation; etc.)
FTA published Additional Information on Local Initiation of Alternatives Analysis Planning Studies in March 2004, which is available on FTA’s website at http://www.fta.dot.gov/planning/newstarts/planning_environment_2590.html and which provides further guidance on the contents of this suggested document.

1.1.5 Initiation of the NEPA Process

As discussed in Part III of this guidance, AA can precede, or be combined with, the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) process.  When performed within NEPA, the Environmental Impact Statement or other NEPA document, as appropriate, can serve as the decision-making document that summarizes the analysis results and supports the selection of a locally preferred alternative.  Where the local project sponsor chooses to take this approach, the timing of NEPA Scoping will often coincide with the initiation of AA, and the two should be coordinated.  The Notice of Intent (NOI) and NEPA Scoping meetings will help to shape the AA scope.
Section 6002 of SAFETEA-LU put in place new requirements that apply when the preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement is initiated.  These include:
· Project initiation letter

· Identification of participating agencies 

· Coordination plan

Agencies should consult the FHWA/FTA NEPA regulations (23CFR771), including its attachment on Linking Planning and NEPA, as well as the FHWA/FTA SAFETEA-LU Environmental Review Process Final Guidance (November 15, 2006) for more information.
1.2 Organizing to Conduct an Alternatives Analysis
Part I Chapter 3 of this guidance describes the roles and responsibilities of the lead local agency and FTA in an alternatives analysis.  The present section builds upon that foundation by describing the committee structure that is often used at the local level to provide clear direction and communication.  In nearly all cases, at least two committees are established: 
· Steering (or “policy”) committee responsible for providing overall direction on policy aspects of the study and making decisions at key milestones; and 
· Technical advisory committee which oversees and coordinates the performance of the technical analysis.  
Often, a number of advisory committees are established for discreet study functions such as finance, environmental analysis, transit operations, land use, etc. A citizens advisory committee may also be established as part of the study’s public participation program (see Section 1.4 Public and Agency Involvement).

Any organizational structure should establish clear roles and responsibilities, lines of control, and coordination among the entities involved, and provide for timely and authoritative agreement on planning assumptions and methodologies.

1.2.1   Steering (Policy) Committee

Overall direction for the study is normally provided by a policy or steering committee composed of elected officials (or, more often, their designees) from the project area.  The committee may also include senior managers from participating agencies and non-elected representatives of affected communities, such as citizens and business leaders.  A policy committee will normally, with the assistance of its advisory committees and other project staff, establish project goals and objectives, review and adopt the range of alternatives to be carried through the study, and approve the criteria to be used in the local evaluation of alternatives.  This latter function is sometimes omitted from the responsibilities of a project’s steering committee, and left to technical staff to define based on the types of information generated in the preceding technical analysis of alternatives.  However, the formal (and early) approval of evaluation criteria helps ensure that the study generates the kinds of information that policy makers feel that they will need when they are called upon to select a locally preferred alternative, while at the same time limiting the data collection and analysis effort to only that information which will be used to support decisionmaking.  Guidance on the evaluation of alternatives is provided in Part II Chapter 9 Evaluation of the Alternatives.

The steering committee should also be asked to concur in key input assumptions that will be used in the analysis.  This might include such assumptions as growth and development forecasts, operator wage scales, and parking and fare policies.  The steering committee may also be called upon to resolve differences of opinion that arise within the various advisory committees.  

The policy committee may or may not be the same governmental body (or bodies) that will select the locally preferred alternative and adopt the financing plan at the conclusion of the study.  If not, the policy committee should be representative of those who will ultimately make these decisions.

1.2.2    Technical and Other Advisory Committees

A technical advisory committee often reports to the steering committee to oversee the technical analysis and foster interagency coordination.  As mentioned previously, several advisory committees or subcommittees may be established to reflect each of the study’s technical disciplines, such as operations planning, travel demand forecasting, and financial analysis.  Advisory committees tend to be composed of staff from each participating agency and affected jurisdiction.  Citizen and business leaders sometimes participate as regular or ad hoc members.  

To carry out its responsibilities, the technical advisory committee (or committees) reviews the technical products developed by the lead agency and/or consultant staff, provides comments and suggestions for revising these products, and recommends action by the policy committee.  The advisory committee(s) should assess the adequacy of the mode and alignment alternatives being considered in the study, as well as offer comments on the technical methods and assumptions being applied.  The technical advisory committee(s) may suggest the consideration of different implementation strategies and funding sources.  An active and capable advisory committee structure can be indispensable to ensuring a complete and sound technical analysis and to achieving consensus on the results.

1.2.3   Study Staffing

Corridor planning studies involve a variety of technical analyses, including travel forecasting, environmental analyses, capital and operational costing, and financial planning.  These analyses depend on large amounts of data, complex computer software, and, to be successful, professional technical staff with demonstrated experience in such analyses.  

It is unlikely that study sponsors will have the expertise in-house to perform all of the technical work required of alternatives analysis studies.  Many, if not most, study sponsors are engaged in corridor studies on only an occasional  basis, so maintaining such expertise among agency staff may not be the most optimal staffing strategy.  Instead, consultant resources are likely to be procured to perform many of the required analysis.  Consultants may also serve as study technical managers, building and overseeing a team of consultants to perform the necessary analyses.  Investing in appropriate professional services, then, is an important initial element in the conduct of alternatives analysis studies.

While consultant help of some degree or another will be a part of most AA studies, this does not eliminate the local lead agency’s responsibility to direct and manage the study.  The “study manager” for the local lead agency will typically be the point of contact for the Advisory Committee(s) , and often for the Policy Committee.  The agency study manager will also usually be FTA’s primary contact.  While study managers need not be experts in each of the discreet technical fields, they should have a working knowledge of good planning principles and technical concepts, and should be able to understand the contributions of each discipline to the overall study effort.  

1.3   Developing the Scope, Schedule and Budget
One of the responsibilities of the local lead agency is to develop and maintain a comprehensive scope of work describing the steps to be performed in the study.  The scope of work will describe the technical activities necessary to perform the study, identify deliverables, and provide a schedule.  It may also show the organizational structure and identify key personnel.  The scope of work should include quality assurance to ensure that satisfactory technical work and analysis of results has taken place.  

A comprehensive scope of work can serve as a study management tool for the conduct of an alternatives analysis.  Some local agencies prefer to limit the scope of work to discreet technical tasks performed by their consultants, and to develop a complementary work plan to document the study’s organizational structure and schedule.   This can be effective so long as the technical activities are linked to and within the context of a broader study organization.  
FTA suggests that it be afforded an early opportunity to review and comment upon the work plan for any local corridor planning study which may result in the selection of a project that will be proposed for New Starts funding.  This  review can help ensure that the technical work meets FTA requirements and facilitate the approval of the project into New Starts preliminary engineering.
The following section describes the purpose, content, and use of the scope of work.  The section also identifies factors that can impact the schedules and budgets of alternatives analysis studies.  

1.3.1    Purpose of the Scope of Work

Ideally, the scope of work should serve as a management tool throughout the study.  Early in the study, a draft scope of work may serve as a vehicle for obtaining agreement among participating agencies on the approach to be followed in the study, the level of effort and funding required, and agency roles and responsibilities.  The study initiation phase also identifies issues which may require specialized technical experience and other resources, thus aiding in preparing the staffing plan and budget for the study.  
As the study is initiated and progresses, the scope of work becomes a tool to monitor study progress, particularly adherence to the adopted schedule and budget.  The scope of work should further help study participants ensure that input data is available when required, and that local and suggested Federal reviews are obtained, without unnecessarily impeding the progress of the work.  The local lead agency should closely monitor the study’s progress and regularly identify necessary changes that should be made in the schedule, budget, and task descriptions to meet emerging needs and conditions.  

1.3.2    Content of the Scope of Work

A well-crafted scope of work is critical to the success of the planning effort.  The scope should describe the technical activities (tasks and subtasks) to be performed in the study, identify the relationship between these activities, and define their deliverables.  It should make the responsibilities of participating agencies clear, identify major review and decision points (including those requested by FTA, as identified in Part I Chapter 3 Framework for the Analysis), and provide the basis for a realistic schedule and budget.

Typically, the scope of work will include tasks for collecting data and carrying out analyses including:

· Problem definition (purpose and need)

· Alternatives development (screening, operations planning, conceptual engineering)

· Capital and O&M cost estimation

· Travel demand forecasting and estimation of transportation benefits

· Analysis of social, and environmental impacts
· Public involvement 
· Funding and financing strategies
· Evaluation

Yet each scope of work is unique and reflects the status of planning in the corridor, the kinds of alternatives to be considered, and other issues of importance to local decisionmakers.  Key issues should be apparent from previous systems planning activities, and input from the public and other interested agencies may provide additional opportunities to identify issues and consider how they might be addressed in the study.  Once such issues have been identified, the local lead agency should assess the status of travel demand model development and other technical tools for addressing these issues, as well as the availability and age of necessary input data.  To the extent that models require further specification, or additional data is needed, the scope, schedule and budget should provide for this.

Five points to consider when developing the scope for an alternatives analysis are:

1) The scope of work should be organized around key milestones and decision points rather than technical disciplines.
While alternatives analysis is a process that ultimately leads to mode and alignment decisions, there can be many other decisions during the course of the study – e.g., decisions to screen out unpromising or inferior alternatives, decisions on key policy assumptions, decisions on who will own and operate the project.  The scope of work can best serve as a management tool of it identifies these intermediate decision points and describes the work to be done in support of each decision.  This will recognize the information that decision-makers want to know at each point, as well as what they may need to know to reach an informed decision that is likely to stand up over time.  
2)  
The scope of work and/or work plan should recognize the interrelationships between the tasks.  
Many of the tasks are dependent upon the products of previous tasks.  Funding and financing strategies cannot be fully assessed until cost estimates are available, for example, and costs cannot be estimated until operations planning and conceptual engineering are well underway.  Likewise, technical analysis should not be undertaken until agreement is reached on the technical methods and evaluation measures.  A work flow diagram (see Figure II-1.1) can be a useful tool for organizing and scheduling the work tasks and deliverables in a logical and efficient sequence.  It also affords a mechanism for identifying and managing the hand offs between different disciplines (e.g., between the cost estimators and the financial planners).  
3)  The scope of work should indicate the level of effort anticipated for each decision point.  
Level of effort will be a function of the amount of information needed to support a well-informed local decision on the selection of a locally preferred alternative, and to reach sustainable decisions during the course of the alternatives analysis.  Key questions to ask in developing the scope are:

· What do we (and our decision-makers) need to know and when do we need to know it?

· How much is enough?

The answers will go along way toward defining the scope, as well as the schedule and budget.  Subsequent chapters of this guidance offer generic advice on these questions in each technical area, but in the end the answer depends on local conditions. 

Where New Starts funding is likely to be sought, FTA’s requirements and expectations also should be anticipated during the development of the scope of work.  Project sponsors will need to establish and document project justification and local financial commitment, in a way that will allow FTA to evaluate and rate the project against the New Starts criteria.  For example, the level of effort should account for the calculation of transportation system user benefits, which, in addition to providing enhanced insights into the performance of alternatives, is used by FTA to evaluate the cost effectiveness and anticipated mobility benefits of candidate New Starts projects.  It may be necessary to modify the regional travel demand model to produce the set of fixed person trip tables and generalized cost files that are used in FTA’s “Summit” software that calculates a project’s cost effectiveness.  If this is the case, the modification should be included in the scope of work.  More importantly, a scope of work should anticipate that the technical staff will use the Summit reports and thematic maps as diagnostic tools for reviewing the completeness (and comparability) of each alternative’s operating plan; for identifying potential transportation network coding errors; for re-evaluating model specifications; and to thoroughly examine how the alternatives impact (positively or negatively) discrete travel markets, in terms of transit travel times and costs.  Ample time and resources should be provided in the study scope and schedule for this analysis, subsequent corrections, and modifications to the alternatives and/or forecasting tools.  

4)  The scope of work should include procedures for assuring the quality of the technical work.
Quality Assurance (QA) refers to all activities associated with evaluating and ensuring the quality of technical information.  While QA is explicitly specified as part of a Project Management Plan for preliminary engineering and final design, quality assurance is an important principle to be incorporated into any planning analysis.   Implementing a QA program – and if not a formal program, at least providing for an adequate amount of time and resources to perform reviews and analysis of ongoing technical work – will help to reduce errors in the technical process that may yield unreliable results, cast doubt on local decisions, and/or delay the project’s advancement.

A primary objective for a good QA effort is to prevent errors from occurring, or to find errors quickly after they have occurred.  Travel demand forecasts, traffic and air quality analysis, and capital and O&M costing involve the processing of an extremely large number of data items; procedures for managing this data need to be developed and applied to ensure the quality of data and to avoid simple data entry errors.  For an alternatives analysis, QA also involves the thorough review and reconfirmation of analytical inputs and assumptions to ensure that they are consistent across alternatives where they need to be (network coding errors are a common mistake).  Of course, project staff should apply careful attention to the analysis of the results of the demand forecasting process in order to validate the reasonableness of estimated impacts and to identify deficiencies in the technical work.  It is not enough to simply “produce” travel forecasts, for example; rather, the forecasts must be reviewed to ensure that their results are defensible and tell a coherent, cogent story about each of the alternatives being studied.  Whether this review is undertaken as part of a formal QA “program” or scoped as another task or sub-task is not important, so long as sufficient time and resources are provided for such an analysis.

In alternatives analysis, QA techniques often include the use of peer reviews or expert panels.  These groups may meet for a day or two at key points in the study process to offer general guidance, to offer advice on alternatives and methodology, to help define the appropriate level of detail, and to assess the reasonableness of the results.

The QA program typically includes the establishment of a document control system, and ensure that all relevant documents and information are current and available to all users who require them.  
5)  The scope of work should provide for thorough documentation of the analysis methods and results 

Documentation serves multiple purposes.  It facilitates communication among local participants, giving them a basis for commenting on and agreeing to the alternatives, the analysis methods, and the analysis results and their interpretation.  Documentation also facilitates communication with FTA (see Part I, Chapter 3).  Furthermore, it provides a means for communicating with those who will be developing the project in the future.  Questions may arise in the subsequent Preliminary Engineering phase, for example, about whether a particular alternative was considered and why it was dismissed.  Documentation is key to efforts to link decisions made in the planning process with subsequent analyses and reviews under the National Environmental Policy Act. 

As noted in Part I Chapter 3 of this guidance, a strong documentation effort of the independent variables, assumptions, methodologies, and results of the travel demand forecasting and cost estimating processes will facilitate the conduct of a Before and After Study for projects that eventually receive a New Starts FFGA.  This requirement is generally satisfied by an adequate documentation effort (in the form of technical reports or appendices) of the independent variables, assumptions, and methodologies used to define transit service levels and to estimate capital and operating and maintenance (O&M) costs and ridership patterns.   

1.3.3   Experience with Study Schedules and Costs
Corridor planning schedules and costs vary widely from one area to the next.  The time required to perform project planning is essentially a local matter.  Many cities are able to complete alternatives analysis in one to two years, although very few are completed in less time.  Other alternatives analyses have continued for five years or more.  The time required depends on such factors as:

· Complexity of the local decision-making environment; 
· Availability of quality models and data; 
· Number of alternatives being studied; 
· Complexity of corridor travel patterns; 
· Sensitivity of potential environmental impacts; 
· Scale of the public involvement process; 
· Local technical capabilities; and 
· Willingness of participating local agencies to devote the necessary staffing and financial resources.

Similarly, the cost of performing alternatives analysis depends on project-specific conditions.  Factors that have been found to influence the cost of an alternatives analysis include:

· Number of alternatives and their lengths;

· Number of sub-alternatives (design options);

· Complexity of travel patterns;

· Number of significant environmental issues;

· Proportion of work done in-house vs. contracted out;

· Data collection requirements;

· Status of model development;

FTA has observed that study schedules and budgets are often overly optimistic.  Alternatives analysis can be a process of discovery, and budgets should recognize that unexpected issues are likely to emerge as the study progresses.  Alternatives are often refined during the study process.  If operating plans, alignments or system access points are modified, additional analysis that was not anticipated in the study schedule or budget may be necessary.   
1.2      Public and Agency Participation 

Public and agency involvement runs throughout the major investment planning process.  It should be initiated at the very outset of the study, and feed the development of the information described above.  FTA stresses that while it is important that the alternatives analysis develop sound and unbiased technical information, it is also vital that the study respond to issues of concern to the participating agencies and the public.  Technical results should be properly presented to the public and other agencies, including environmental resource and regulatory agencies.  Many sound proposals for meritorious projects have never survived public and agency review because public involvement was ignored or left until the end of the study.  When the alternatives analysis is combined with the preparation of a NEPA document, NEPA requirements for agency involvement come into play.  These include the participating agency and coordination plan requirements of Section 6002 of SAFETEA-LU when an AA/DEIS is to be prepared.  
A successful public involvement program requires a great deal of planning and advanced preparation.  Proper coordination requires contacting and involving the public and interested entities early in the process, and maintaining this involvement throughout the study.  Studies are more likely to be successful if they gain and keep the confidence of all participants.

1.2.1 Objectives

The citizen and agency participation process has two primary objectives:

· To ensure that information is made available to other agencies and the public throughout the duration of project studies, and that such information is as timely, clear, and comprehensive as practicable;

· To ensure that interested parties – including local governments and metropolitan, regional, state, and Federal agencies, as well as the general public – have an opportunity to participate in an open exchange of views throughout the analysis.

Systems planning and scoping (if the alternatives analysis is undertaken under NEPA) should lay the foundation for a successful process of public and agency involvement that should continue throughout the study and subsequent project development.  This continuing process will be multidimensional with a variety of groups and individuals participating in different aspects of the study.  By encouraging citizens and agencies to express their opinions and concerns through an open exchange of views, all of the significant issues should be identified.  This will help ensure that all impacts are addressed, that all of the information necessary for decisionmaking is developed, and that decisions will be more sustainable as the project progresses.  

Each alternatives analysis study should disseminate information on the alternatives being considered, the scope of the analysis, and the methods to be used, as well as estimated costs and impacts.  Additional or more detailed information may also have to be developed to respond to concerns of particular groups.

1.2.2 Approach

The citizen and agency participation process normally consists of a mix of formal and flexible techniques.  For an alternatives analysis undertaken concurrently with a Draft EIS, the scoping meeting which initiates the study and the public hearing during circulation of the document constitute two of the obvious formal participation mechanisms.  Even outside of NEPA, public information meetings, citizen advisory committees, study newsletters, websites, and other media are all critical elements of an ongoing public involvement process.  These strategies are further supplemented with extensive personal contacts to agency and community leaders.  
The size and composition of the participation group will vary from study to study depending on the characteristics of the local community and the impacts of the alternatives.  As noted previously, each study is likely to have a citizen advisory committee, a steering or policy committee, and one or more technical advisory committees. Where the steering and advisory committees include representation from all of the agencies relevant to the actions and decisions they are responsible for, such committees form the basis of agency coordination.  In addition, informal groups may be formed to deal with specific issues such as historic preservation, parkland impacts, private sector participation, business disruptions during construction, etc.  For example,  representatives of the local agency, their consultants, the State Historic Preservation Officer, and other groups interested in historic preservation could meet informally and irregularly concerning impacts on historic properties.

There are several milestones during the course of major investment planning when public and agency involvement is particularly important.  Among the milestones where information should be shared and comments requested are:  

· Detailed definition of alternatives;

· Methods reports;

· Results of the environmental, patronage, traffic, and financial analyses;

· Results of the capital and operating costs analyses; and

· Evaluation of alternatives.

A plan for informing and involving outside groups should be included in the study scope of work.  The plan should identify the techniques to be used as well as the points in the process when public involvement will be solicited.  The plan may be flexible, such that it can be modified if some techniques prove to be more effective than others, allowing it to respond to new issues as they emerge.
































































































Federal Transit Administration

Page 1-1
Office of Planning and Environment

June 2007


