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OVERVIEW
On May 26, 2010, the TPB hosted an interactive event called the Conversation on Setting Regional Transportation Priorities, which featured context-setting presentations and interactive discussion of regional transportation challenges, opportunities, and possibilities for enhancing the process of setting and implementing regional priorities. 
The invitation-based event was held at the Hyatt Regency on Capitol Hill and included members of the TPB, Technical Committee, Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC), and Access for All (AFA) Advisory Committee. Members of the public also attended. Former TPB Chair Peter Shapiro provided formal facilitation services throughout the Conversation.

The impetus for the event was a request by the CAC for the TPB to consider the idea of developing a “Regional Priorities Plan” that would serve as a financially-unconstrained regional vision for transportation investment. Envisioned as a “mini-retreat,” the Conversation provided a rare opportunity for elected officials, professional transportation and planning staff, and involved citizens to sit down at the same table to discuss the region’s transportation planning process.
The event commenced with three context-setting presentations, which provided an overview of regional transportation challenges and new opportunities. These presentations were delivered by TPB Chair David Snyder, TPB Second Vice Chair Todd Turner, and COG Department of Transportation Planning Director Ron Kirby, who spoke in place of TPB First Vice Chair Muriel Bowser. Following this overview, Maureen Budetti, CAC Chair, presented the case for developing a regional transportation priorities plan, which has long been advocated by the CAC.

The event then transitioned to a series of concurrent interactive conversations. Each of seven tables engaged in a 60-minute focused conversation based off of one main question and three supplemental questions:

· What would a regional transportation priorities plan mean?
· How do we understand the current process?

· What are the reasons to change?

· What are the options for change?

After an hour of discussion, each table was encouraged to spend a final 15 minutes discussing potential next steps. 
Each table-top conversation was guided by a designated discussion leader (TPB member), and a scribe (TPB staff member) took notes at each table. Three additional TPB staff members compiled and summarized in real time the information captured by the table scribes as the conversation occurred. TPB Chair Dave Snyder concluded the event by reporting salient points from the Conversation in a plenary session. Participants were also invited to offer final comments.

A group of interested citizens who are not directly affiliated with the TPB committee structure attended the meeting and conducted their own conversation.  They provided notes from their discussion to TPB staff.  Among other concerns, these citizens expressed support for a less opaque planning process, more regional public involvement and direct funding for the TPB.  They also suggested consideration should be given to establishing a directly elected regional planning board. 

TPB staff will report on the event at the June 16 TPB meeting, and the Board will subsequently consider options for further action that arose from the discussions at the event.
Attachments: 

· List of participants with table assignments

· Summary of Table Discussions

· Presentations by:

· David Snyder, TPB Chair

· Todd Turner, TPB Second Vice Chair
· Ronald Kirby, Director of COG Department of Transportation Planning (on behalf of TPB First Vice Chair Muriel Bowser)
· Maureen Budetti, Chair of the TPB Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC)
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SUMMARY OF TABLE DISCUSSIONS 

The TPB’s Conversation on Setting Regional Transportation Priorities, which was held on May 26th, featured seven small group discussions in which participants were asked to address three key questions related to the larger question: What would a regional transportation priorities plan mean?   

The following summary is based upon a staff review of the notes taken at each of the seven discussion tables.  This summary is intended to provide an overview of the range of comments made at the event, drawing out common themes and areas of agreement, as well as indicating points of difference.  

1. HOW DO WE UNDERSTAND THE CURRENT PROCESS?  


The opening discussion in most groups revolved around the CAC’s concerns about the region’s current process for developing the Constrained Long-Range Plan (CLRP).  

· Frustrations with the current process.  In support of the CAC’s positions, some participants said the CLRP is simply a collection of projects, not a true regional plan. They noted the TPB accepts nearly all project submissions for the CLRP and they said the region does not have a good mechanism for identifying the regional benefits of submissions.  Because the projects for the CLRP are largely determined outside the regional forum, there are few effective opportunities for public involvement in the TPB process.  Participants further noted that there is a lack of transparency in the process.  It is difficult for a citizen to find when and how projects get selected for inclusion in the CLRP. 
· But others noted plenty of evidence of regional coordination.   Other participants challenged the criticisms of the current process, pointing out the numerous positive planning activities that occur in many jurisdictions, which are wrapped up in the CLRP. They said these various activities reflect coordinated and open decision making processes throughout the region, and they noted that the current system is more appropriate than a centralized regional decision-making forum.  One participant summed up his characterization of the process: “Just because there is no regional plan doesn’t mean there’s no regional coordination.” A lot of project planning and development work is done at the local level, they said, and a new regional process could undermine these local processes. 

· Reasons for the way things are.  The origins and motivation for the current process were explained in positive and negative terms.  On one hand, some participants described a process that is built upon parochialism and protection of jurisdictional self-interest at the expense of the region’s benefit.  Others suggested that because funding authority generally does not lie at the regional level, it would be inappropriate for the TPB to exert more authority. 
· “There is no transportation priorities plan currently, but should there be?”  In general, participants from all perspectives agreed that the CLRP plays a limited role and most attendees agreed that it is not designed to reflect the region’s goals.   But, a number of attendees noted, the fact that a regional priorities plan does not currently exist does not mean there should be one.  

2. WHAT ARE THE REASONS TO CHANGE? 

Justifications for changing the region’s transportation planning process included comments about the inadequacies of current practices as well as comments that a new planning process would benefit the region’s residents.  Other participants explained why they believed the current process should not be substantially changed, noting that it works well or it is not worth modifying. 

· The current process does not encourage visionary leadership.  In a variety of ways, many participants spoke about the need for long-term visionary leadership.  They maintained the current system is too incremental and does not encourage bold planning.  One participant asked: “Would Metro have been built under the current process?  Probably not.”

· We need to solve regional problems with regional approaches. Participants noted that many aspects of our transportation systems are regional and we need to be coming together as a region to endorse a regional package of solutions.  For example, participants noted that challenges such as the east/west economic divide require a coordinated regional approach.   Others said that enhanced regional transportation planning was important for the region’s economic vitality.  Supporters of the CAC position maintained that a regional transportation priorities plan would demonstrate how key problems could be addressed and alleviated in a regional manner.  

· We need a compelling regional vision to make the case for additional funding.  Some participants emphasized that such a regional approach will be useful in helping to make the case to the public that far-reaching transportation solutions will cost a significant amount of additional money. They noted that in this way, a regional approach does not have to take away money or authority from states and localities, but instead can benefit them by leading to an increase in the overall funding total.
· We need to be able to respond to new opportunities, especially those that may arise at the federal level.  Participants said that a publicly agreed-upon pool of projects would allow the region to more quickly respond to opportunities for funding.  In particular, participants spoke about emerging opportunities with the Obama administration.
· We need to have better information on whether we’re making the right investments.   Some participants said that leaders at the regional level should be provided with information on the broader context for considering the regional implications of projects and policies. 
· Public engagement is needed to effect bold changes.  Participants said the current regional planning process is not designed to encourage public discussion about the future of the region, but they noted that such public engagement is necessary to effect bold regional changes.  Participants suggested the region will benefit from a public process in which citizens feel they have some buy-in to the region’s priorities. 
· Reasons not to change.  While noting that modest improvements might be worthwhile, some participants indicated that changes in the process might not be appropriate: 

· Priority setting is not the TPB’s job. Participants noted that the TPB is not a government. It is not elected and therefore it is not directly accountable to voters. They said it would not be appropriate for the TPB to give a “thumbs up” or “down down” to projects.  

· Regional priority-setting could undermine local planning. Some participants argued that considerable planning and public involvement occurs at the local level.  It would be potentially destructive to do more planning from the top. 

· A priority-setting process is not politically feasible.  Some attendees observed that many leaders would perceive they have a lot to lose and not much to gain from stronger regional planning. 
· There’s not enough money for basic needs, let alone future priorities.  Some participants suggested that planning for unfunded priorities would not be worthwhile because we do not even have enough funding for maintenance and operations.  
3. WHAT ARE THE OPTIONS FOR CHANGE?

Most discussion under this question focused on the CAC’s recommendation that the TPB should develop a regional transportation priorities plan. Across all conversations, participants made a variety of suggestions for how such a plan might be developed.  Participants also provided ideas for change that would not require a priorities plan.
· Key elements of a regional transportation priorities plan.  Participants at many tables roughly described what such a plan might include: Policies (based on the TPB Vision and Region Forward); identification of priority projects (both funded and unfunded) and analysis of plan performance. 

· A priorities plan should only include regionally significant projects.  Several participants noted that a new plan developed through the TPB should focus only on projects with regional significance.  There was some debate over whether this meant it should only deal with multi-jurisdictional projects, or if the definition of regional significance should be broader. Other attendees noted that a method will need to be developed to determine the level of projects to include. 

· What such a plan should NOT be.  Much conversation revolved around the implied decision-making authority that such a plan might represent.  Participants continually had to reassure each other that such a plan would not usurp the authority of local or state bodies that are responsible for funding and for land use. They noted that the purpose of such a planning activity would be to provide guidance, not to take away authority form the states or local governments.

· Fitting a new plan and planning activity into the existing process.  Participants touched upon a number of issues relating to the logistics for developing a new type of plan. 
· A priorities plan would need time for development.  Participants at several tables noted that a priorities plan could not be developed and updated every year (or more) like the CRLP.  
· Extensive public involvement is needed.  Participants spoke about the need to design a planning process with plenty of opportunities for public input.   
· Consider using new tools.  Participants suggested the TPB should consider using sketch planning tools for developing the plan in addition to the TPB’s travel forecasting model.  
· Build upon past TPB activities.  Participants said a new planning activity should build upon the TPB’s extensive body of work and approved policies, including the TPB Vision and scenario planning activities.  In particular, they noted that the development of the TIGER application was a powerful example of regional coordination that should be institutionalized in a priority-setting process.  Several tables also suggested that Region Forward, the report of Greater Washington 2050, could serve as a starting point for developing a priorities plan.
· Build upon experiences throughout the region.  In particular, participants noted Northern Virginia’s TransAction 2030 plan and the ongoing long-range planning activities of WMATA.  Some thought that TransAction 2030, in particular, might be used as a model for development of a regional priorities plan. TransAction 2030 included unfunded priorities in key corridors and represents broad consensus in Northern Virginia. 
· Consider establishing a task force.  Some participants suggested that the scenario study task force should evolve into a long-range planning committee.  

· Potential methodologies for developing a priorities plan. Participants spent a lot of time brainstorming ideas for approaching the development of a priorities plan: 
· A needs-based approach.  Some groups talked about developing a regional plan that would begin by identifying needs or problems (such as the location of existing, planned or desired housing and jobs) and then identifying optimal and/or preferred transportation solutions.  A list of problems could include location-specific corridors with greatest regional impacts as well as regionwide needs. 

· A goal-based approach.  Some participants suggested a new regional plan should be built upon measures packaged to meet broad regional goals, such as congestion relief, greenhouse gas reduction or sustainability.  Goals would be derived from the TPB Vision, and/or Region Forward.  Participants noted that some goals are easier to measure than others. 

· Interest in quantifying benefits.  Many conversations focused on the potential use of methods to measure benefits, including scoring projects, ranking projects and using performance measurements.  
· What would be the sources of measures?  At a number of tables, participants discussed using the TPB Vision as the basis for measuring benefits.  Others suggested that project submissions should be scored against 3E’s: equity, environment and economy. 
· An information tool.  Some participants emphasized that a quantification of benefits would be a useful tool for public outreach and communication, and would also provide important information for decision-makers about the impacts of projects. One participant said a system could be developed that would be similar to the one used for Consumer Reports, which provides scores in a number of categories.  Participants emphasized that scoring would be useful as a source of information, not as a method for making decisions. 

· Doubts about quantitative measures.  Some participants spoke about the challenges of developing and using a scoring system, noting that TPB member jurisdictions will be suspicious of such methodologies. They also commented on the difficulty of establishing a system that would be compatible across modes, and would likely include some measures that would be inherently qualitative in nature. 

· Consider funding issues upfront as part of priorities setting.  Participants at several tables emphasized that a priorities plan should not be an undisciplined wish list.  One table discussed identifying a “funding envelope” as part of the planning activity. This funding envelope would provide a rough budget for increased funding that would be significantly greater than currently anticipated revenues, but not wildly unconstrained.

· Issues to consider in developing a priorities plan.   Participants provided their perspectives on key issues to include in a priorities plan, including the following:  
· Differing needs of inner and outer jurisdictions. Some participants emphasized that a regional priorities plan must be sensitive to the transportation demands of the region’s outer jurisdictions, in particular, the need for more road capacity.  They emphasized that a regional priorities plan would need to have a broad variety of project types meeting the different needs of different places. 
· Needs of vulnerable or disadvantaged groups.  Some participants emphasized that a new planning process should take care to incorporate the concerns of people with disabilities and economically disadvantaged populations.  
· Include a variety of modal solutions.  Some participants advocated for specific modal solutions.  One attendee, for example, emphasized the importance of rail.  In general, however, participants understood the importance of planning for a variety of transportation choices. (The event was focused on discussing whether and how the TPB should be more active in setting priorities, not in what those priorities should be.) 
· The importance of land use.  Participants suggested that the TPB’s past efforts regarding land-use need to be further expanded in a regional planning effort.  One participant noted that the activity centers process and the scenario study provide good experiences to build upon.  Those planning activities worked extensively with land-use planners to develop regional guidance on preferred locations for growth. 
· Focus on sustainability.  Given the Obama administration’s emerging focus on sustainability, participants suggested that this topic might form the center-piece of a regional transportation priorities plan.  One group discussed the fact that the term “sustainability” should also include sustainable funding for operations and maintenance of our existing system.  

· Other potential changes.  While most of the discussion under Question 3 was related to the CAC recommendation for a regional priorities plan, participants made other comments that called for improvements not necessarily related to such a plan. 
· Advocate for federal funding directly allocated to MPOs.  Some participants said that the TPB needs to control its own funding stream in order to set priorities.  They argued that regional leaders need to lobby for the establishment of a metropolitan mobility program that would provide funding directly to metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) like the TPB. 
· Advocate for a regional or subregional funding mechanism for transportation.  Participants discussed WMATA’s continuing budget shortfall as well as the tightening budgets at the state and local levels.   
· Provide better education about the existing process.  Some participants said the TPB does not need to change the process; it just needs to explain it better.  They suggested the TPB Citizens Guide could be used or reworked for this task.  They also cited the Community Leadership Institute as a useful TPB activity in this regard.  A key to better education, participants said, would be to provide more information about the processes that feed into the CLRP, including mapping unfunded priorities of the states and local governments (an inventory) and “decision charts” showing how case-study projects get into the CLRP. 
· Public involvement improvements can be made now.  Participants spoke broadly about public outreach methods that should be developed or enhanced.  These include better use of electronic media for information-sharing and engagement, and conducting more meetings around the region.  
· Potential next steps.  Although next steps were discussed in the final 15 minutes of the Conversation, most tables continued their previous conversation from Question 3 with some emphasis on immediate actions that might be taken. 

· Form a task force to determine if a regional transportation priorities plan is feasible.  Participants in several discussions suggested that the Scenario Study Task Force should be assigned this task. 

· Develop an inventory of unfunded transportation priority projects.  This inventory would include all the projects that have been included in the plans of the TPB’s member jurisdictions.  The inventory would provide information on the universe of projects under consideration throughout the region.  (TPB staff is already working on the development of this inventory.) 

· Investigate what other MPOs are doing.  Participants felt it could be instructive to learn more about the long-range planning activities in other regions, especially for those MPOs that are multi-state. 
· Take steps to increase public information about TPB procedures and goals.  Some participants thought that some short-term actions to improve transparency and increase awareness of transportation challenges could be steps such as televising TPB meetings on public access television, and otherwise using various media to spread the word about transportation planning at the regional level.
· Continue the conversation.  Many participants expressed appreciation for the opportunity to interact with other members of the TPB process, but they said there needs to be a more comprehensive process even for this type of discussion.  They said the region needs to have a regionwide conversation on what the scope of a new regional plan would or could look like.
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