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I.
A Case for Regional Governance? 

Transportation system users rarely limit their travel to the city or municipality in which they live.  Most of the trips that people make in their daily lives span city, county, and even state or provincial boundaries.    Travellers perceive a network of highways, transit, ferries, sidewalks, and bike lanes that represent an integrated transportation system.  Yet, most transportation policies and decisions are made based upon the interests and needs of an individual municipality, highway district, or transit operator.  Transportation policies, programs, and decisions may not respond to the needs of system users as the decision-making framework does not adequately reflect how people use the system itself.  Further complicating matters, land use policies, which exert the greatest influence on transportation choice, are localized and local governments protect their respective interests in setting and directing these policies.  

Regional Models in the Cascadia Region 

Against this backdrop, there is growing interest in resolving regional transportation issues in a more rational and informed manner.  There is increasing demand for viewing issues and solutions through a truly regional lens.    Cascadia spans two countries, four states, and three Canadian provinces.  Regional planning and decision-making differs from state to state and country to country.  Among these states, provinces and countries, there are three major metropolitan areas with different approaches to transportation planning and project development.  Each model offers lessons in regional decision-making, and it is important to understand the legislation that led to the creation of each regional entity.  In this case, we will explore the creation of Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) in the US, state laws expanding the role of MPOs in Washington and Oregon, and the enabling legislation for Greater Vancouver Regional District (GVRD) and the subsequent creation of Translink.  Lessons can be drawn from each model as leaders in the Puget Sound area contemplate new directions for transportation planning and policy.  This paper explores different approaches for regional planning and decision-making and offers some observations about the strengths of each region’s approach.

The United States

The United States Federal government created Metropolitan Planning Organizations to help strengthen transportation planning practice in urban areas and to allow for more localized decision-making.  Previously, state departments of transportation were largely responsible for transportation planning within most metropolitan areas.  Some regions, such as Portland and the San Francisco Bay Area, already had regional bodies to facilitate transportation planning.  With the Intermodal Surface Transportation Equity Act (ISTEA) and its successor, Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21), MPOs were given a prominent role in the planning of transportation infrastructure.  For most regions, the creation of MPOs represented the first time a regional body was created to guide transportation planning and programming and this represented a shift from state departments of transportation to the regional level.  There are currently over 340 MPOs in the US today.  MPOs primarily develop transportation plans, plan transportation projects, plan and implement customer service programs, and conduct air quality analysis for areas that are not in compliance with air quality standards.   

States may also inform the sphere of influence for MPOs and their duties.  Some regions, such as Portland and Minneapolis-St. Paul, have unique attributes for regional decision-making beyond the MPO framework.  In California, Metropolitan Planning Organizations also have state designations as Regional Transportation Planning Agencies.  In Washington and Oregon, state mandates concerning land use and transportation planning decisions also influence how an MPO functions.  State enabling legislation will expand duties with an emphasis on growth management legislation and how it expands the role of the MPO in these regions.

Canada

In Canada, the Greater Vancouver Regional District is charged with providing numerous regional services to the greater Vancouver region in British Columbia.  The GVRD recognized that transportation planning needed to be undertaken at the regional scale.  The GVRD created TransLink to provide an agency and a forum to think regionally about transportation and make strategic investments in regional transportation infrastructure.  Translink is regional in nature and reports to the GVRD with board members appointed by the GVRD Board.  Like an MPO, Translink’s role is to plan and finance a regional transportation system that moves people and goods efficiently and supports the regional growth strategy, air quality objectives, and economic development of the Greater Vancouver Regional District (GVRD).  Translink plans and funds projects throughout the region and is similar to an MPO in many respects.  Where Translink differs from MPOs in the U.S. is in the contracting role they play in the provision of transit services.

II. Three Models for Regional Decision-making

Each of the main cities in the Cascadia region offer different approaches to regional decision-making.  The models include:

The collaborative model:  Puget Sound Regional Council

The Seattle model is the standard approach for most metropolitan areas in the United States.  Transportation projects typically begin at the local level with a local department of transportation or transit agency developing a project proposal that must work its way through the process.  The region’s MPO accepts projects submitted by local entities for inclusion in the Regional Transportation Plan.  The main opportunities for influencing decisions comes from collaboration between the Puget Sound Regional Council and local entities.

The service model:  GVRD/Translink

The Greater Vancouver Regional District provides a variety of municipal services and its delegate agency, Translink, makes transportation policy and decisions.  The Greater Vancouver Regional District makes decisions about air quality, sewage and water treatment, parks, regional development, and other municipal services.  In 1998, the GVRD created Translink to serve as the regional transportation planning and funding agency.  GVRD and Transllink both have appointed boards that represent locally elected officials.  Translink sets funding policies and makes strategic investments in transportation infrastructure while contracting operations to interested bidders.  Translink sets budgets and develops revenue sources for key transportation facilities and services in the region.

The governance model:  Portland Metro

The term “regional governance” assumes leaders are elected in some fashion rather than appointed and that regional bodies set standards, laws, and policies as a result of their office.  In the case of Portland Metro this is appropriate given that Portland Metro issues policies, standards and guidelines.  In the case of Seattle, the decision-making structure follows a more traditional MPO approach.   Portland Metro has authority over a variety of different services and programs from the Portland Zoo to waste management to developing the Regional Transportation Plan.  While the Portland Metro has a directly elected board, its sphere of influence is over the delivery of a variety of municipal services across city and county boundaries.  Portland Metro also issues design guidelines for local streets, sets regional funding priorities, advises local jurisdictions on land use policy, and reviews local land use plans for consistency with regional and state guidelines.  Portland Metro offers the most expansive of the three models.

III. From Idea to Project

All projects that move from an idea to implementation share certain elements.  The project development process for highway, transit, and ferry projects will be described for each region.  The influence of the governance structure will also be described in the description for each region.

The discussion will provide an overview of how project development occurs within each region and then evaluate each approach.  

IV. Beyond Local Control?

With appointed boards representing locally elected officials, MPOs largely defer to the interests and needs of local cities and transit operators.  In some cases, this is the most effective approach.  In other cases, it creates confusion and inefficiencies in the system.  The role of local control will be examined in each of the three study cities.  Some discussion will be dedicated to how each regional agency attempts to bridge the gap between local planning decisions and a regional planning structure.
The question of local control is also paramount when considering impacts on the transportation system.  Transportation is a “derived demand”, meaning that people choose to engage in transportation activities not for the sake of transportation itself, but out of interest in doing something else (i.e. going to work, travelling to school, going shopping, etc.). Transportation choices are directly influenced by development patterns within a region.  How each agency attempts to link transportation and land use policies will also be explored. 

V.
Applications for the Regional Transportation Accountability Board (RTAB)

The Regional Transportation Accountability Board could become yet another voice in the dialogue over transportation planning and programming in Puget Sound, or it could become a unifying force bringing the numerous transportation boards and agencies together to develop a cohesive transportation vision for the region.  It could also present an opportunity to provide leadership in the field of linking transportation and land use policies and programs.  Rather than reinvent the wheel, the TRAB could apply lessons learned from previous attempts to plan regionally in Seattle while at the same time applying best practices from Portland and Vancouver, BC.  Lessons learned will be examined in three general categories:

1. Regional Transportation Decision-making

2. Linking Transportation and Land Use Policies

3. Project Development

Having learned the lessons of the past, the RTAB can move forward with a work program for the Puget Sound area that allows for a unified transportation vision that responds to the needs of Puget Sound residents and allows for a more rational, integrated, and informed transportation decision-making process.
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