The New Starts Evaluation Process

FTA evaluates proposed New Start projects against the full range of criteria for both project justification and local financial commitment, using a multiple measure method illustrated in Figure 3.  These ratings are used both to approve entry into preliminary engineering and final design, as required under Section 5309(e)(6), and to recommend proposed projects for Federal funding commitments, as well as to prepare this annual report to Congress.

Project Recommendations

To assign overall project ratings (Highly Recommended, Recommended, or Not Recommended) to each proposed New Starts project, FTA considers the individual ratings for each of the financial rating factors and project justification criteria.  Consistent with §5309(e)(6), FTA assigns summary project justification ratings of High, Medium-High, Medium, Medium-Low, or Low based on the ratings applied to cost effectiveness and land use.  The basis for these individual ratings is discussed in the following Methodology section.  The same rating scale is used for the three factors considered to evaluate local financial commitment.  The individual criterion ratings are then combined into overall finance and project justification ratings, which in turn are combined to produce summary ratings of Highly Recommended, Recommended, or Not Recommended.

The summary ratings are determined according to the following decision rules: 

· Highly Recommended projects must be rated at least “medium high” for both finance and project justification; 
· Recommended projects must be rated at least “medium” for both finance and project justification; 
· Not Recommended projects not rated at least “medium” in both finance and project justification will be rated as “not recommended” 
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Figure 3.  New Starts Evaluation Process

As presented in Table 2A, if a proposed project is rated as Not Recommended, FTA indicates the area or areas that must be improved in order to improve the rating:  “J” for justification of the project, “O” for the operating funding plan, or “C” for the capital funding plan.  Thus, if a proposed project is found in need of improvement to its capital plan, it would be rated Not Recommended (C).   A project requiring attention in all three areas would be rated Not Recommended (JOC).  This provides project sponsors, local, State, and Federal decision-makers, and the public with a simple means to identify the basis for the rating.

It is important to note that a rating of Recommended does not guarantee a project will receive a funding recommendation in any given fiscal year.  Rather, the overall project ratings are intended to reflect overall project merit at a given point in time.  Proposed projects that are rated Highly Recommended or Recommended will be eligible for multiyear funding recommendations in the President's Budget only if other project readiness requirements have been met and sufficient funds are available.  Consistent with Congressional guidance, generally FTA will not recommend funding for an FFGA project requesting more than a 60 percent New Starts share.  Further, FTA will not advance or recommend funding for projects with a low cost effectiveness rating.  All funding recommendations in the President’s Budget are subject to the availability of appropriations.
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