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FLORIDA NEW STARTS TRANSIT PROGRAM
A DECISION-SUPPORT CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK
Purpose and Overview

Florida enacted a number of important transportation related policy initiatives in recent years that impact and influence growth and development and in particular, transportation, transit and transportation funding requirements.  In addition, the availability of discretionary federal funds for major transit investments continues to be extremely competitive nationally.  As an outgrowth of the Florida Transportation Plan, the Florida Department of Transportation recommends development of a decision-support program to enhance strategic investments into transit services and infrastructure to support future mobility needs in Florida and to leverage the maximum capture of available federal transit discretionary funding. Mobility is critical to the Florida economy and programming strategic transit investments is critical to assuring future mobility in Florida.  The primary Department objectives are:

· To advance infrastructure to support growth management and concurrency objectives;

· To use state transit funding to maximize the amount of Federal Transit Administration discretionary funding captured for Florida projects;

· Advance transit projects expeditiously to meet strategic and regional transportation needs; and

· Advance transit projects expeditiously to best allocate and use available state transit funds.

The purpose of this document is to describe the intent of Florida New Starts Transit Program (NSTP) and its contextual framework as a decision-support program.  The NSTP is intended to enhance transit investment decision-making by incorporating relevant state and federal policy, program guidelines and project development requirements into a comprehensible and easy to implement program.  The program is intended to focus and encourage a greater consideration of policy coordination and compliance and project technical merits into the State transit project funding allocation decision-making process.  This program would be consistent with relevant Florida Statutes, policies and initiatives such as the SB 360 Growth Management Act, the Strategic Intermodal System, and the Florida Transportation Plan.   

The relevant policy and project development requirements are identified and described herein.  The concept is to focus transit investment decisions to yield the greatest return on investment in terms of community growth management and development, transit project technical requirements, and leveraging state and local funds to maximize the capture of federal funds.  These are all critical elements to secure FTA discretionary funding and for the allocation of state transit funding.  To enhance and strengthen decision-making by the Department, the NSTP considerations in transit project funding decision-making would include:

· Compliance with federal and state policies and guidelines;

· Coordination with regional projects and programs;

· Consistency with local plans and programs;

· Local financial and land use and growth management policy commitments; and

· Potential to leverage federal transit discretionary funding.

Policy Relevancy

In addition to the Florida Transportation Plan, there is substantial support for the development of this NSTP decision-support program contained in the 2005 updates to the Growth Management Act, SB 360.  The 2005 growth management legislation provides significant policy direction for how Florida will grow for decades to come.  The central and critical policy objectives of this legislation include
:

· Improving the linkage between land use planning, capital improvements, and local government budgeting; 
· Establishing concurrency for all major development impacts, including water supply and schools; 
· Allowing “pay and go” in some instances for transportation and public school facilities;
· Encouraging development into the most appropriate locations; 
· Promoting regionalism; 
· Allocating substantial state funding for roads, schools and water supply over the next 10 years to pay for infrastructure of statewide priority and to address backlog while linking program funding policies to growth management objectives; and 
· Ensuring successful local implementation of new requirements through appropriation of funds to the Department of Community Affairs for provision of necessary technical and financial assistance to support implementation of new planning requirements. 
The required level of policy coordination across departments and state, regional and local agencies is significant and establishes direction for a greater degree of comprehensive and coordinated actions and decision-making concerning matters that influence the way Florida will grow.  This level of policy coordination requires a high degree of coordination in terms of project funding and community investment decision-making.  The DCA developed an implementation framework that involves developing and providing technical assistance programs through a series of pilot communities, incentive funding, and capacity-building grants
.  The proposed NSTP process is consistent with this approach.

Two new and strategic transportation policy initiatives created by SB 360 include the New Starts Transit Program (NSTP) and the Transportation Regional Incentive Program (TRIP)
.  The primary purpose of the NSTP is to provide funding support to build the transportation infrastructure required to move Florida into the future.  The TRIP program was created to encourage and fund regionally significant transportation investments.  These programs were added to the existing Small County Outreach program, the Strategic Intermodal System, the State Infrastructure Bank program and the County Incentive Grant Program. These programs are briefly described below.  SB 360 also created the following important changes:

· Transportation concurrency requirements have changed to shorten the time between development approval and construction of critical transportation facilities. 

· Transportation concurrency exemption areas, in all forms, now require a greater degree of multi-modal strategies and more coordination with FDOT on matters related to the Strategic Intermodal System.

Strategic Intermodal System

The Strategic Intermodal System (SIS) created a system of statewide intermodal facilities and services of regional significance.  This system is comprised of transportation hubs of ports and terminals and the highways, railroads and waterways connecting these hubs.  Projects that are part of the SIS network or that expand and improve the SIS network may be eligible for special funding. 

County Incentive Grant Program

The County Incentive Grant Program (CIGP) provides up to 50% grants to counties for the construction of transportation facilities and services, including transit, to relieve congestion on the State Highway System.

State Infrastructure Bank

State Infrastructure Bank (SIB) is a program of revolving low interest loans and credit enhancement programs to assist projects eligible under the TRIP and other programs.  The SIB is funded in FY2006 with $100 million.

Transportation Regional Incentive Program

The Transportation Regional Incentive Program (TRIP), created as part of SB360, the Growth Management Act, provides 50% matching grants to improve regionally significant facilities in regional transportation areas. Regional transportation areas are defined by law as:

· Two or more contiguous Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPO’s);

· One or more MPO’s or counties;

· Multi-county regional transportation authority;

· Two or more contiguous counties not members of an MPO; and

· MPO’s comprised of three or more counties.

Florida New Starts Program

Florida New Starts Program (NSTP) provides transit agencies with up to a dollar for dollar match of the local (non-federal) share of project costs for transit fixed-guideway projects and facilities that qualify under the FTA New Starts Program. The definition of eligibility includes rail transit and bus rapid transit (BRT) systems.  This program also allows a dollar for dollar match of local funds towards project costs for projects funded with state and local funds only.

Development of the proposed NSTP decision-support program is consistent with the intent of SB 360 legislation and its related infrastructure and growth management programs.  A significant means to accomplish growth and mobility goals is to position Florida transit projects competitively relative to other projects nationally.  The department strategy is to capture federal transit funding for expensive projects.  To do this the Department proposes to enhance the transit project development and funding allocation decision-making process to target state and local investments in the best projects for our communities.  The intended results will be to increase the success of capturing federal funds for expensive projects to defray project costs and to strategically invest state and local funds to advance less expensive projects of a state and regional significance without federal support.   

Existing and Future Conditions

Florida continues to face increasing demand for greater mobility, increased demand to create greater transportation capacity and limited resources within which to work.  The Department proposes measures to assure greater beneficial return on the investment of state transit funding on transit projects.  The following describes relevant information concerning the need for existing and future transit services in context of related policy initiatives to further enhance the potential efficacy of Florida transit funding decisions.  The following discussion addresses:

· Florida transportation needs;

· Federal programs and initiatives;

· Florida transportation related initiatives; and 

· The proposed refinements to the Florida New Starts Program.

Florida Transportation Needs

Florida is a dynamic fast growing state facing many challenges and opportunities.  Transportation is the essential infrastructure for economic growth.  The transportation and transit challenges that must be addressed include:

· Population growth and changing demographics, especially growth in the elderly segment of the population;

· Mobility needs are greater than current resources will permit to sustain long term solutions;

· Cost of transportation, to build and operate and for individual travelers;

· Restricted right-of-way and the cost of right-of-way;

· Choices of travel alternatives;

· Development, land use, and urban sprawl;

· Lengthy implementation of transportation improvements; and

· Limited funding for transportation improvements.

Changing Population

According to the Florida Transportation Plan, Florida’s population will grow to 24.4 million by 2025, an increase of over 40% from 2004.  Perhaps more significant, the population 65 and older will increase to 5.8 million by 2025, an increase of 92%.  By 2025, residents 65 and older will represent nearly 24% of the State’s population or one out of every four people.  The employment base will increase to more than 11.6 million jobs or 45% growth over 2004.  The number of people and jobs will significantly increase travel demand.  The shift to an increasingly elderly population will increase the need to provide mobility services and with dispersed and generally low density development patterns, the mobility of this group will decline rapidly and the share of the homebound population will increase significantly.  In addition, the Florida Transportation Plan projects that the number of visitors and tourists will increase to 92 million, 23% over 2003.  These trends may be conservative and growth will probably continue through most of the 21st century.  

Capacity Constraints

According to the Florida Transportation Plan, most of the urban and interregional corridors will be congested by the year 2025, even with completion of planned improvements.  The pace of growth is far in excess of the ability to reduce the congested conditions. Significant capacity is required in rail and transit systems to deliver viable options for moving people within and between urban areas.  

Rising Cost of Transportation

As the need for increased transportation capacity becomes more critical, the cost to provide additional transportation services and infrastructure is increasing faster than inflation as a whole.  Gasoline prices have increased dramatically and the trend seems to reflect that costs will not drop to previous levels.  The trend has been that construction materials, such as concrete, steel and asphalt are growing more scarce and expensive as the world demand for these products increases.  Rising costs apply to roads, railroads and transit.  In Florida, the cost of urban right-of-way has increased dramatically as available land has been consumed and development has forced the need to expand infrastructure further outward.  The cost of right-of-way is now a major cost component of transportation improvements and in some cases right-of-way costs exceed roadway construction costs.  

Spatial Constraints

The trend of rapidly decreasing space to expand or create new roads and transit system infrastructure is critical.  Spatial constraints impact transportation infrastructure development in two ways, right-of-way and relocation costs and consumption of undeveloped land. Development adjacent to roadways and railroads severely constrains the ability to increase right-of-way.  The problem of dislocation and relocation of residences and businesses causes greater public resistance to the expansion of transportation facilities and increases the cost of the projects.  In addition, preserving the environment has been an important Florida policy. This policy often conflicts with the need to provide transportation facilities at the regional and local project levels.  

Available Modal Choices

In many urban areas the development patterns create a significant limitation in terms of ability to provide and deliver convenient transit alternatives to the automobile.  Where transit services, infrastructure investments and land use policies have been sufficiently made to make transit accessible and convenient, ridership is strong and the transit share of travel is significant.  Where transit service levels are low and inaccessible and inconvenient, ridership and mode share are often low.  These trends are evident in Florida and in major metropolitan areas across the nation.  Of particular relevance is the significant role of transit in metropolitan areas that experienced rapid development as automobile cities: Atlanta, Los Angeles, Washington, DC.  We are seeing the same positive transit trends in Miami.  

Transportation and Land Use Integration

The relationship between land use and transportation is well documented.  Typical urban land use patterns continue to develop at lower densities. This creates a need for people to travel farther and to make more trips to reach destinations that are dispersed over larger areas.  The result is increasing vehicle miles traveled and congested roadways.  Roadways in most urban areas are overburdened, seriously so in major metropolitan areas and the future prospects, even with planned improvements, is that congestion will worsen.  Congestion creates auto conflicts and accidents that disrupt vehicular travel even more.  The population and employment growth increases the number of trips which causes increased congestion.

In most jurisdictions, the control of land and transportation are located in separate agencies, and the relationship of land use and transportation is lost, misunderstood or ignored.  Moreover, transportation and utilities are often run by many different jurisdictions including cities, counties and authorities within the same region or urban area.  However, people live and work and shop in many of these separate jurisdictions without regard to jurisdictional boundaries and the policies or resources of each jurisdiction.  This legal and administrative fragmentation is more typical than the exception and does not provide the necessary forum for planning or control over commonly used urban infrastructure, especially transit.

Economic Linkage

The ability to move people and goods throughout a market is fundamental to supporting a healthy economy.  Florida has a robust economy and an attractive urban environment.  It is critical to the continued health of Florida’s economy that successful cost-effective solutions are supported to sustain our ability to efficiently transport people and goods.  According to the Florida Transportation Plan the state requires a transportation system that is a balance of general purpose roads, toll facilities, commuter passenger rail, convenient and accessible public transit, and systems to move goods and services.  

Implementation Timeframe

One obstacle to expanding the transportation infrastructure is the time it requires to plan, fund and build improvements.  This is especially true in the case of projects that compete for federal discretionary transit funding.  The time for a transportation improvement to proceed from planning to the opening ceremony varies according to the type and location of the improvement, but generally requires three to ten years.  For example, roadway improvements in undeveloped areas can be constructed faster than those in a restricted urban setting.  Transit infrastructure improvements such as a light rail system take typically take more than ten years due to costs and environmental review processes.  Major transit projects that seek FTA funding face stiff national competition from hundreds of other projects vying for limited transit dollars. The process of competing for federal funds extends the length of time it takes to build the project.  Advancing transit projects outside the federal process can often save significant time and money.  Examining the fiscal feasibility of building a transit project based on state and local resources is an excellent strategy if the overall project costs are affordable.  For example, the Virginia Railway Express commuter rail system that operates two lines from Manassas and Fredericksburg into Washington DC, over eighty miles of track, was built by bonding a local motor fuels tax.  This system was built and in operating service in under five years.

Limited Funding

Existing transportation funding from all sources, Federal, State, local government and private, will not be sufficient to meet Florida’s transportation needs over the next 20 years according to the Florida Transportation Plan.  In many urban areas, projected funding sources will only meet 25% to 50% of that needed for planned roads and transit.  The limited willingness to increase local user fees or gasoline taxes has restricted funds available for transportation improvements. A significant factor considered by the Federal Transit Administration in assessing whether a transit project is funded is a clear commitment of local financial support to build the project and operate the resulting service.  This is a factor the Department also gives serious weight to in determining how to allocate transit funds.  

Further, in the case of transit services, transit systems that serve low density markets have higher operating costs per passenger because they have to provide more miles and hours of service per density of demand than is the case for transit systems in higher density markets.  This means that funds available to support transit operations are often spread too thin in an effort to serve large service areas.  It is important to evaluate land use policies relative to transit projects and services to determine their ability to cost-effectively satisfy demand.  It is equally important to evaluate all possible modes as to their future effectiveness and sustainability.  Major transit investments, such as rail systems, are expensive to build but more affordable to operate.  For example, traditional fixed route bus service is inexpensive to build but expensive to operate due to the labor required.  Given the two alternatives, if the density of the service market is high, then the rail system would be the more appropriate investment.  If the density of the service area is lower, then the bus system is more appropriate.  This type of service area assessment is important for the department in evaluating transit project funding allocations.  Further, this type of assessment is necessary because the cost of transit operations is primarily a local cost.  Transit investment decisions require an understanding of and a plan to support the long term cost of operations.  

Federal Programs and Initiatives

The latest Surface Transportation Act passed by Congress is entitled “Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient, Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for Users” (SAFETEA-LU). It provided $244.1 billion in funding for transportation, more than ever before.  SAFETEA-LU also increased the percentage of federal taxes to be returned to each state, and Florida’s apportioned share has increased significantly. SAFETEA-LU also increased the funding available for transit administrated by the Federal Transit Administration.

Federal Transit Administration Funding Programs

The Federal Transit Administration (FTA) is responsible for reviewing and approving all transit projects receiving federal transit funds.  SAFETEA-LU provided $48.3 billion for the fiscal years 2005 through 2009. A total of $34.5 billion was granted for Formula and Bus Grants funds. Discretionary Capital Investment Grants funds allocated about $8 billion for transit New Starts and Small Starts programs.  All FTA projects require matching funds from the local sponsoring agency.  The required match varies with the program.  FTA funds can be combined with federal funds from other programs. Billions of federal dollars have been identified for transit projects however the total needed to build the hundreds of competing projects nationally is many times greater.  The majority of the funding allocated through SAFETEA-LU goes to formula programs which are distributed to transit agencies to support generally routine capital, maintenance, planning and research activities.  Discretionary funds available to transit agencies are competitive and the competition is fierce.   Transit projects are rated based on a host of factors depending on the type of project and funding program however, a common theme in increasing the competitiveness of a project is to over-match federal funds with state and local funds.   

New Starts Program

Under Section 5309(d), FTA has a long standing process for funding new projects called “New Starts” project funding. The funding for five fiscal years is $7.4 billion. The FTA approval process is long and complicated, but if successfully traversed, ends in a “Full Funding Grant Agreement” (FFGA) or its equivalent between the FTA and the sponsoring agency.  Despite the name, the FFGA does not fully fund a project with federal dollars. Given the competition, FTA will typically fund no more than half the cost of the project and typically favors projects where the non-federal share of the costs are significantly greater than half.  Demonstration of a strong local financial commitment is a key factor in securing FTA funding.  Other key factors for a project to be determined highly competitive include: clear demonstration of high user benefit; high cost effectiveness; and strong supportive land use policies and development patterns.  

The FFGA is granted for a specific project, but is often a multi-year funding agreement.  The effect of past full funding agreements has been an accumulation of funding for a few large projects. For FY2006, there are 16 current projects with $635 million in FFGA’s and six more with $590 million set aside to fund four anticipated FFGA’s. This adds to $1.225 billion out of an anticipated $1.5 billion for FY2006. New Starts is an extremely competitive process and there are as many as 120 projects pending approval by FTA.  Further, major transit infrastructure investment projects are typically very expensive; often well in excess of a billion dollars.  To put this in perspective, SAFETEA-LU provides $7.4 billion for New Starts projects over the next five years.  Assuming projects cost $1 billion each and are funded at fifty percent, this allocation will only will fund 15 projects nationally over the next five years.  In comparison, the Central Florida Commuter Rail project, the East-West Project and the Northern Corridor Metrorail extension in Miami, combined will likely exceed a cost of $3 billion.  The ability to effectively compete for and secure significant federal discretionary funding for high cost projects is strategically important to building Florida’s future transit infrastructure.

Small Starts Program

To offset the preponderance of funding few large projects, SAFETEA-LU provided for a new discretionary funding program called “Small Starts” and set aside $200 million per year beginning FY2007. This program provides funding for projects with capital costs less than $250 million and for which FTA funding does not exceed $75 million.  These funds require a minimum of 20% local match with the expectation that projects with greater percentages of local funding will get higher ratings.  The Small Starts can be supplemented with other federal funds. The federal legislation eligibility requires that a substantial portion of the project must operate on a separate transit dedicated right-of-way during peak traffic periods and the project must make a substantial transit investment, which can be in the form of dedicated transit facilities, transit signal priority, fare collection and other facilities.  Small Starts regulations, approval process, justifications and requirements have not been set by FTA.  However, it appears from the FTA “Listening Sessions” that eligible projects must be justified with:

· substantial local funding commitment for capital, operations and maintenance;

· supportive land use policies and practices within the subject corridor;

· cost effectiveness and user benefits measures;

· demonstrated economic development within the subject corridor; and

· other factors not yet identified.

The listening sessions also developed a full range of comments and suggestions from various sponsoring agencies including the rating systems:

· applications should be simple and require less documentation;

· projects should allow for broader criteria than New Starts cost and user benefits;

· projects should allow for a full range of technologies and services;

· projects allow more flexibility and a larger range of  project objectives;

· tailor the ratings application to project’s land use policies and past practices; and

· provide FTA with reliable costs and benefits over the life of the project.

The final Small Starts regulations, criteria and ratings process is currently scheduled by FTA to be issued in July 2007.  The New Starts and Small Starts programs present an opportunity and a challenge for Florida.  The primary reason for the FDOT to initiate a Florida New Starts Program is to assist Florida transit systems better compete for available State and FTA funding by making projects more competitive and demonstrating greater return on investment in the allocation of state transit funding. 

New Start Transit Program Decision-Support

Basic to the purposes of the NSTP is to fully implement Florida goals and policy initiatives as described in the Florida Transportation Plan. The Florida Transportation Plan goals include:

· A safer and more secure transportation system for residents, businesses and visitors;

· Enriched quality of life and responsible environmental stewardship;

· Adequate and cost-effectiveness maintenance and preservation of Florida’s transportation assets;

· Sustainable transportation investments for Florida’s future.

In support of these goals, the primary Department objectives of the proposed NSTP decision-support program are to advance transit project development through:

· Advancing infrastructure to support growth management and concurrency objectives;

· To use state transit funding to strategically maximize the amount of Federal Transit Administration discretionary funding captured for Florida projects;

· Advancing transit projects expeditiously to meet strategic statewide and regional transportation needs; and

· Advancing transit projects expeditiously to best allocate and use available state transit funds.

The proposed decision-support program approval criteria and process will have the following attributes:  

· Selection of projects will be objective, based on merit as they meet predetermined criteria and standards.  The process will be fair to all transit agencies regardless of location or size;

· The process will conform to Long Range Transportation Project Programming, so as to use the limited funding most efficiently;

· The process will be the same for all FDOT Districts;

· The process will be streamlined and integrate with Florida ETDM and FTA environmental requirements and processes; 

· The process will be comprehensive, concise and responsive to local data and planning processes; 

· The process will foster integration of regional land use and transit planning. 

The proposed critical decision-support factors, key evaluation factors, to be submitted to the Department to review in assessing project worth and comparing projects to develop transit funding allocation and programming decisions are:

· The projects ability to advance mobility goals.  Mobility goals will be measured by:

· Travel demand;  

· Ridership;

· Congestion;

· Capital cost to build the project; and

· On-going operating and maintenance costs.

· The demonstrated show of local commitment to the project as measured by:

· Local commitment to finance the building of the project;

· Local commitment to providing a reliable and stable source of operating funding;

· Adoption of project on MPO cost feasible Long Range Transportation Plan; and

· Adoption of transit supportive land use and growth management policies.

· The projects ability to garner FTA support as measured by:

· Project effectiveness, capital cost per new rider and new system riders;

· Local financial commitment, as described above.

· The FDOT District Endorsement of the project as measured by:

· District endorsement letter;

· Project consistency with the Strategic Intermodal System (SIS);

· Project consistency with the TRIP program;

· Project consistency with the Florida Transportation Plan;

· Project inclusion on the State Transportation Improvement Plan (STIP); and

· Project ranking on the District project priority list.

As a recommended approach for facilitating this process it is suggested that the applicant be required to submit along with their request for FDOT transit support, a Project Summary Report that clearly and concisely describes the purpose of the project and need for funding as well as concisely describes the project in terms of the key evaluation factors described above.

The process is intended to aid the Department in evaluating projects individually and in comparison.  The process is also intended as a tool for the Department to monitor and track individual projects and multiple projects longitudinally as they advance through relevant project development stages.  As a project advances through the development process, detailed project information increases and is available to the Department for use in determining decisions concerning project potential in the FTA process.  This information will be used by the Department to determine whether a project is best advanced through the federal process or solely funded from state and local sources.

This level of project information and review has potential to significantly further the Departments ability to easily and fairly assess and advance projects.  This information and process will help localities to refine, strengthen and make more competitive their projects.  Together this process has potential to successfully advance transit project development and implementation in Florida to create the transit infrastructure and services necessary to support the mobility requirements of future growth and development in Florida.

� Florida Department of Community Affairs, A Pay As You Grow Plan for Florida’s Future – Implementation Update, pages1-2, February 1, 2006.


� Ibid.


� Created by Chapter 2005-290, Laws of Florida (SB 360).
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