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O P E N I N G  T H E  D O O R

Transportation Planning and 
Its Relationship to Community

by Rich StolzEach year, billions of dollars
are spent on roads, bridges, high-
ways, public transit, and other 
transportation projects. To low-income,
minority, and other disadvantaged popu-
lations, the location and construction of
transportation facilities are critical. Un-
fortunately, transportation planning has
rarely been used as a vehicle for commu-
nity development that meets the needs of
low income residents.

Where does the money come from?

The Transportation Equity Act for the
21st Century (TEA-21), enacted by Con-
gress in 1998, sets aside more than $200
billion for transportation projects
(approximately $35 billion per year). The
majority of this money is passed on to the
states through the U.S. Department of
Transportation. While this is a significant
amount of money, federal funds account
for only about 15 percent of all money
spent on transportation projects. Most
money spent on transportation projects
comes from state and local governments.

Who decides how the money 
will be spent?

Transportation planning begins at the
local level as units of government, con-
cerned citizens, businesses, and other
entities develop ideas for transportation
projects and improvements. While many
of these projects may be small and require
only local action, some projects deemed
to be regionally significant are incorporat-

ed into other planning processes.
In non-metropolitan 

regions, local units of gov-
ernment must deal 
directly with their
state departments 

of transportation, 
or whatever en-
tity is charged 

with developing 
the State

competitive grant program provides up to
$150 million each year to local projects
that help low-income families access job
opportunities and related services that
would otherwise be out of reach.

In urban, central city communities,
the Job Access planning process has
brought community members face to face
with the consequences of sprawl. While
roads themselves can be powerful contrib-
utors to economic development, divorced
from more comprehensive land-use poli-
cies, unfettered road construction into
rural and suburban areas on the edges of
cities can drain jobs and businesses from
central cities. Many metropolitan regions
are characterized by a core of low-income
residents unable to access areas of high
job growth in the suburbs. 

In 1998, a coalition of churches in
Columbus, Ohio called Building Respon-
sibility Equality And Dignity (BREAD)
succeeded in persuading the City, the
Metropolitan Planning Organization, and
the Central Ohio Transit Authority
(COTA) to build a regional transit hub in
the economically disadvantaged Linden
neighborhood. 

The new transit center, developed
with a mix of local and federal funds –
including a Job Access and Reverse Com-
mute competitive grant – features a day-
care center, a banking facility, a job
referral center, and other social services.
The center is also served by an express
bus to areas of high job growth in the sub-
urbs, in addition to regular bus lines.
According to Stu Nicholson of COTA, the

The Central Ohio Transit Authority’s new transit
center in the Linden neighborhood of Columbus.
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Transportation Improvement Program
(STIP), the list of scheduled transporta-
tion projects across the state.

In contrast, within medium size and
larger metropolitan regions, a separate
entity known as the Metropolitan Plan-
ning Organization (MPO) is responsible
for prioritizing regionally significant
transportation projects. The MPO is typi-
cally a board composed of representatives
from jurisdictions within the county or
region, with ex-officio state and/or federal
representation. The MPO’s list of priori-
tized projects is included in a Transporta-
tion Improvement Program (TIP). Only
projects listed in the TIP may receive fed-
eral funding. All TIPs developed by MPOs
throughout the state are reconciled with
the State Transportation Improvement
Program. Normally, the state has final say
on project priorities.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
TRANSPORTATION AND COMMUNITY

Two major and interconnected themes
have emerged in the last several years with
respect to transportation planning and
community development: welfare reform
and smart growth.

When Congress enacted the 1996 wel-
fare reform law, states were given broad
authority to develop their own work-
based welfare systems. Millions of low-
income families with limited skills were
pushed into work activities and jobs in
order to remain eligible for benefits. Lack
of reliable and convenient transportation
has remained a significant obstacle to fam-
ilies trying to pull themselves off welfare
and out of poverty. 

To address these gaps in existing ser-
vice – both in urban and rural areas –
Congress created a new welfare-to-work
transportation program in TEA-21 called
Job Access and Reverse Commute. This



project has already spurred additional
public and private development in the
neighborhood. Its success has also led
COTA to plan a comparable transit center
in another Columbus neighborhood.

Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) and
the City of Oakland, California, along
with a community-based organization
called the Unity Council, worked togeth-
er over the course of the 1990s to plan a
Transit Village Project in the Fruitvale
neighborhood. Using various federal
funding sources, including the Com-

Public 
Involvement
The federal TEA-21 law

requires the transportation planning
process at both the metropolitan and state
levels to ensure public involvement by all
segments of the community. There are
several mechanisms in TEA-21 to estab-
lish greater accountability in the trans-
portation planning process. At the
metropolitan level, for example, there is
the certification process – every three
years the U.S. Department of Transporta-
tion examines an MPO to determine
whether or not it is in compliance with
federal civil rights laws, environmental
laws, and transportation regulations. A
new provision also requires MPOs to
make available to the public an annual
listing of projects for which federal funds
have been spent in the previous year.

In 1999, the U.S. DOT issued a “guid-
ance” implementing Executive Order
12898 on Environmental Justice. The
guidance directed transportation agencies
receiving federal funds to ensure public
involvement by low-income and minority
communities, and to take into considera-
tion the impact of transportation invest-
ments on those communities in the
transportation planning process
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On-Line 
Comments
“The Tallahassee-Leon County

MPO is trying to improve transportation
choices for all residents by redirecting some
of the dollars normally spent on roads. Con-
sistent with our Year 2020 Long Range
Transportation Plan, the MPO has begun to
prioritize sidewalk and transit improvements
in the Transportation Improvement Plan.
These projects will be funded by money that
normally goes toward roadway improve-
ments. Over the next five years, we expect
$600,000 from this source. These funds will
complement local transportation dollars and
TEA-21 Enhancement funds. … These

resources will be directed primarily within
our central city, helping our older neighbor-
hoods.”

– Wendy Grey, Planning Director, Tallahassee-
Leon Co, Florida, Planning Dept.

“Here in Indianapolis, a coalition of
churches is working together to provide
transportation for inner city African Ameri-
can teenagers to jobs in the suburbs. A series
of carpools and vanpools is used for trans-
port. To facilitate the program, the churches
have worked with employers for common
work times of those participating in the pro-
gram. This makes coordinating the trans-
portation schedule easier.”

– Bryan Stumpf, Planner, Indianapolis, Indiana

SUMMING UP:

Out of the intersection of the growing
interest in curbing sprawl and meeting
the transportation needs of low-wage
workers, a new set of priorities may soon
emerge in the transportation planning
process. It is the kernel of a commitment
to ensuring that the planning of trans-
portation investments will contribute to
the well-being of all the residents of a
community, including the most disad-
vantaged. ◆

Rich Stolz is Deputy Director
of Public Policy at the Center for
Community Change. His work
involves policy analysis and
advocacy on federal legislation
that impacts low income commu-
nities. The Center for Communi-
ty Change web site, <www.
communitychange.org> contains
additional resources on trans-
portation equity.

Editor’s Note:

Good News
Directly across the street from our

office in Burlington, Vermont, is a garage.
But it’s not just any garage, it’s the “Good
News Garage” – an innovative, and highly
successful, effort of Lutheran Social Ser-
vices of New England to provide cars to
low-income Vermonters. Here’s how it
works: Good News Garage accepts the
donation of used vehicles, repairs them
(or salvages usable parts), and then passes
the cars on to low-income applicants for
the cost of the repairs. Those donating
cars get a charitable tax-deductible for the
fair market value of their car. Since 1994,
the Good News Garage has received over
1,600 donated vehicles – including my
own old Subaru last year!

For more information, contact Ellen
Rubenstein at: 802-864-3667;
<www.goodnewsgarage.org>

Rendering of part of the transit village planned for
Oakland, California’s, Fruitvale neighborhood.

munity Development Block Grant, and
planning grants from the Federal Transit
Administration, these partners are imple-
menting a Transit-Oriented Development
(TOD) strategy. TOD refers to develop-
ment that concentrates higher density
commercial and residential development
around public transportation hubs. 
This project is highlighted by the 
Federal Highway Administration at,
<www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/ejus-
tice/case/case6.htm>.
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