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When we help connect someone to an education or a job, we help lift up that person, 
their family and their community.  When we connect someone to their doctor, we not 
only enrich their health, but the well-being of their family.  And when we connect a 
business with its customers, we help create jobs and economic opportunity. 
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Introduction 
Transportation connects Americans and their communities to essential services and facilitates 
economic development:  children can access schools, libraries and playgrounds and parents are 
able to reach employment, shopping, medical care and community and recreation centers.  
Transportation infrastructure, however, may also disrupt communities impacted directly.  US 
Department of Transportation )(DOT) Secretary Anthony Foxx and Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) Administrator Gregory Nadeau have challenged transportation leaders 
to identify and pursue transportation investment strategies which enhance equitable access to 
economic opportunities for people and all communities and to re-examine how transportation 
professionals can collaborate with local governments and communities to plan, design, and build 
our transportation facilities that a meets community and transportation needs.  

These themes --Enhancing and expanding opportunity through transportation were the impetus 
for bringing together transportation and other leaders for the “National Summit on 
Transportation and Opportunity: A National Conversation about how Transportation Connects 
People to Opportunities” held in Washington, DC on September 29, 2016. 

The Summit brought together thought leaders and practitioners from across the country to 
explore public and stakeholder strategies for creating transportation systems that enhance 
economic opportunities and create or revitalize community connections.   Speakers included the 
mayors and leaders from Charlotte, Minneapolis and Oakland; executives from transportation 
associations; leaders of advocacy groups and university researchers.  Together, these speakers 
along with DOT leaders and the more than 100 attendees moved the discussion forward by 
critically thinking about the issues and developing ideas for the future.  This white paper 
highlights USDOT/FHWA’s efforts, summarizes the participants’ ideas and charts a path 
forward.   The Summit Agenda, a list of participants, and FactSheet are including in the 
appendix. 

 

 
Connecting People to Opportunities: USDOT and FHWA  

  

In the past, many transportation projects emphasized safety, engineering and efficiency from an 
infrastructure perspective.  However, there is a growing recognition that innovative thinking, 
intermodal planning, and substantive up-front community involvement can lead to more 
transportation options and services to support community connections, quality of life benefits 
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and access to opportunity. The following are just a few examples of the actions USDOT and 
FHWA are taking to support this approach to transportation project development: 

Every Place Counts Design Challenge – Challenges communities to incorporate context 
sensitive solutions and reimagine current and planned transportation projects.  Goal of this 
initiative is to raise awareness, spark innovation, and encourage inclusive design solutions that 
bridge the infrastructure divide and reconnect people to opportunity. 
 
Every Place Counts Leadership Academy – As part of the DOT Ladders of Opportunity 
initiative, the Leadership Academy provides key background information and tools for emerging 
transportation leaders and other stakeholders who have limited experience with the transportation 
decision-making process.  
 
Environmental Justice –In 2015, FHWA 
released a comprehensive Environmental 
Justice Reference Guide for transportation 
professionals. 
 
Design guidelines – In October 2016, 
FHWA significantly modified its design 
criteria to facilitate much greater flexibility 
in the design of transportation projects to 
meet the needs of all users and to improve 
communities.  

Technical Assistance – FHWA has 
developed a range of tools to increase 
access to opportunities in local transportation planning.  The Every Place Counts Design 
Challenge involved two-day onsite design sessions with USDOT, citizens, community leaders 
and experts in the field from Nashville, Philadelphia, Spokane and St. Paul-Minneapolis.  
Additional USDOT Complete Streets and related tools build on these flexibilities.   

 

 
Identified Barriers to Improving Connections 
 

Summit participants explored the complexities involved in identifying, selecting, designing and 
constructing transportation projects. The Summit actively engaged participants on the hard 
questions involved in overcoming barriers and seizing opportunities in shifting to community 
centric and system-focused thinking.  Common themes throughout the Summit included: 

Insights 

FHWA has started putting the conversation in the 
forefront and making it an initiative on a larger scale. 

FHWA is laying the groundwork through these large 
forums by gathering groups (from small local towns to 
decisions makers at the State) to discuss the issue. 

The Secretary is promoting the idea to go the extra 
mile to protect communities. 
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Local Government and 
Community Engagement – Often 
underfunded and understaffed, local 
planners and officials are the 
decision-makers on the front lines of 
infrastructure and planning 
decisions.  They listen to and address 
residents’ concerns, assess 
transportation needs within the broad 
outlines of land use and local 
policies, conform to State and 
Federal guidelines, and work within the constraints of tight budgets.  Participants stressed the 
importance of working to bring more customization into the community engagement process to 
ensure that the largest voices are not the only ones being considered.  They also emphasized that 
engagement is about discussing the problem first and foremost and then exploring potential 
solutions which allows for the possibility of new ideas and context sensitive solutions. This 
approach places community impacts central in the project planning and design process and 
avoids predetermined plans with retrofitted community concessions.  The primary challenge 
going forward is in better supporting local officials to create or extend a community goal-
oriented approach to planning and decision-making.   

Multimodal Silos – Modal organizational silos are a compounding issue in transportation 
planning, as well as other sectors.   Poorly coordinated transportation improvements can have 
negative impacts on intermodal connections which can make it difficult for people to navigate 
through their communities.  Hence, projects which enhance one mode of transportation without 
utilizing a system perspective can limit or impede intermodal travel across the system.  For 
example, limiting intersections along an existing roadway to enhance vehicle movement along a 
corridor can eliminate pedestrian or bicycle access to transit via cross-traffic routes.  Participants 
identified a need for guidelines and practices which facilitate holistic approaches to 
transportation planning at all levels. They also stressed the importance of assisting rural and 
suburban communities, as well as urban communities, in planning effective, integrated, 
multimodal approaches to 
enhancing access to opportunities 
within these communities.   

Funding – Demands on local 
transportation agencies are high 
and continue to grow, with many 
struggling to provide adequate 
staffing levels and maintenance 
funds simply to maintain current 
infrastructure and services.  Under 
these circumstances, it is easy to view enhanced opportunities as “just another layer” of work for 

 

Charlotte: Mayor Pro Tem Lyles asked the audience 
to understand infrastructure’s role in splitting 
communities and enabling racism.  She spoke of the 
recent Gold Line streetcar project, which provided 
access to an existing historically black university.  
She urged the group to make a commitment to 
connectivity. 

Insights 

Participants stressed the importance of assisting rural 
and suburban communities, as well as urban 
communities, in planning effective, integrated, 
multimodal approaches to enhancing access to 
opportunities within these communities.   
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which they are responsible.  Participants noted that smaller communities may lack the resources 
to effectively apply for specialized grants to support effective planning and discussed the 
importance of strategies which would provide a dependable funding stream for up-front, holistic, 
community-oriented planning, enabling more-effective local planning and reducing overall 

project costs.   

Multiple Interests – Transportation 
networks serve many users engaged 
in local, regional, and national travel, 
both personal and freight, requiring 
coordination across as well as within 
State and local jurisdictions.  It also 
requires coordinating transportation 
decisions with land use and funding 

decisions.  These complex - and at times competing - needs and interests can strain the most 
effective local, State, and Federal working relationships.     

Transportation Workforce Skills – Transportation investments can generate local employment 
opportunities when a suitably trained workforce is available.  Noting that skilled labor can be 
difficult to locate, participants questioned whether a K-12 emphasis on college has reduced the 
overall availability of employees with trade skills.  They also noted that labor and housing 
markets can create geographic mismatches in which labor lives significant distances from job 
sites in order to obtain lower cost housing.  The intermittent nature of transportation construction 
in any one location and need to ‘follow the work’ was also identified as discouraging workers 
from pursing transportation trades.  While there are Federal sources of funding for workforce 
training, there has been limited coordination with the transportation construction industry on 
attracting workers and training to context sensitive design.   

Engineering and Professional 
Training Programs – Traditional 
engineering curricula, focused on 
maximizing vehicular flow, either do 
not address or only tangentially 
address environmental justice; the 
functioning of multi-modal 
networks; or the relationship 
between transportation projects, land 
use, the built environment, and community resources.  Participants identified a need for 
universities and other professional training organizations to thoroughly incorporate context 

 
St. Paul:  Mayor Coleman highlighted the Metro 
Green Line light rail transit line that now links 
Minneapolis with St. Paul as enabling opportunity. 
In contrast, I-94, which cuts through low-income 
communities, has destroyed opportunities for 
residents. 

 
Oakland: Mayor Schaaf of Oakland told the story of 
east Oakland and west Oakland.  East Oakland, 
which is historically a low income and minority 
community, was not able to connect to West 
Oakland’s “hub of opportunity” and had been cut off 
by a freeway “moat” around the downtown. 
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sensitive solutions including community-based and intermodal design approaches to project 
selection and design.  

Design and Planning Guidelines and Processes –Federal and State highway policies and 
practices have historically been vehicle-oriented, with goals focused on safety and congestion.  
Planning processes, supported from the top down, which begin with inclusive community goals 
are likely to develop transportation systems which are both more affordable and more effective 
in connecting drivers and non-drivers alike to the employment and other opportunities which 
matter to them most.   

Data/Performance Metrics – Federal data focus on vehicle usage and Federal performance 
metrics on vehicle travel time and congestion.  The lack of available data on non-vehicular 
modes of transportation will typically skew project benefit-cost analyses towards the measurable 
vehicle performance benefits. An overall measure of connectivity requires data on all modes for 
reaching essential services.  Participants described multiple strategies being explored at the local 
level, including efforts supported by Federal and State initiatives, for developing data and 
performance metrics to take a fuller connectivity approach to assessing projects and their costs 
and benefits.    

Affordable Housing – The desirable, livable features of enhanced connectivity are at times 
associated with rising local housing costs as new residents are attracted to the area.  When 
connectivity includes options for 
shorter commutes and lower-cost 
modal choices (walking, biking, and 
transit), rising housing prices may be 
partially offset.  Participants noted 
that aligning transportation, land use, 
and housing decisions at the local 
level may also help lessen negative 
impacts on existing residents.  At the 
national level, transportation policies which facilitate more communities of all sizes to pursue 
more ‘livable’ transportation strategies may significantly increase the supply of housing with 
ready access to jobs and other opportunities.   

Local Capacity – Because connectivity needs differ for each community, local public outreach 
and planning capabilities are essential.  Charrettes, a type of planning session, may expose a 
community to what is possible, but not be sufficient for the community to achieve these 
outcomes.  Participants noted that smaller suburban, exurban and rural communities may lack the 
expertise needed to effectively evaluate and implement connectivity-enhancing transportation 
strategies.  Even applying for a TIGER (Transportation Investment Generating Economic 
Recovery) Grant or other resources may be beyond the means of many communities currently 

 

Connecticut River COG:  Sam Gold, Executive 
Director of the Lower Connecticut River Valley 
Council of Governments (RiverCOG), highlighted 
access-enhancing projects undertaken by small 
towns along the Connecticut River Valley, such as 
transit-oriented development (TOD) around the train 
station and town center in Old Saybrook, CT.   
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impacted negatively by historical highway decisions.   Access by local officials to relatively low-
cost, reproducible, and high-quality tools for enhancing community engagement and assessing 
transportation options in light of community goals is an important basis for enhancing 
transportation opportunities.    

Federal, State and Local Communication – For many local and city staff in the transportation 
field, finding both funding and technical assistance from the Federal government can be 
challenging.  Some participants mentioned that in their capacity of working directly with State 
Departments of Transportation, Federal programs have developed institutional relationships 
which often fail to fully represent the interests and view of localities.  Identifying and 
implementing new lines of communication among these three levels of government could both 
enhance knowledge-sharing and help define transportation investments which better serve 
community, State, and Federal needs. 

 

 

 

 

Insights 

We need to create a more open dialogue; allow for the planning processes to occur with 
multiple entities (not just transportation, should include land use, housing, schools, 
hospitals). 

We should look to further funding initiatives, maybe something along the lines of Smart 
Cities? 

We have silos that were created by funding mechanisms and change should be looked 
at…there is a lack of control of local funds.  There is also a scarcity of staff expertise, which 
makes planners rely heavily on outside experts. 

Most states and some MPOs still view getting from point A to point B as the sole mission.  
While more and more of the funding coming from localities, they have neither the capacity 
nor technical resources to do the job. 

Provide training opportunities for staff to learn about mitigation efforts.  Issues related to 
Environmental Justice should be included in engineering curricula. 
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Moving Forward:  Partner and Stakeholder Strategies  
 
A broad range of transportation organizations are building on their long-standing capabilities and 
expertise to pro-actively address many of the challenges to enhancing transportation 
opportunities.  Activities and commitments on the part of organizations represented at the 
National Transportation Opportunity Summit include: 
American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO) – 
AASHTO continues to maintain a robust and longstanding Federal-State partnership with 
FHWA and is also closely engaging with stakeholders like the National Association of City 
Transportation Officials (NACTO). Such collaborations reflect the application of access and 
opportunity best practices to both urban and rural communities. The organization is also 
emphasizing workforce education and training to further enhance the industry’s management and 
delivery of multimodal transportation solutions. Additionally, AASHTO, through its Center for 
Environmental Excellence is partnering with FHWA via a cooperative agreement to develop and 
promote best practices in the environmental justice.  

National Association of Development Organizations (NADO) – NADO continues to build on 
past work with its advocacy, research, and practitioner partners as an effective way to advance 
the access and opportunity themes.  It is specifically looking at the role transportation plays in 
revitalizing communities, with a focus on economic resilience and equity.  This occurs through 
NADO’s work in rural transportation research and training and in community and economic 
development, such as through the 2016 publications Planning for Transportation Together: 
Collaborating to Address Transportation and Economic Resilience, Measuring Rural Wealth 
Creation: A Guide for Regional Development Organizations, and the project Building Capacity 
among Regional Transportation Planning Organizations.  These efforts emphasize taking a 
systems perspective to understanding economic opportunity and including diverse perspectives 
and partners in planning and implementing projects.  

Association of Metropolitan Planning Organizations (AMPO) – AMPO continues its 
advocacy work for Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPO) by assisting them with 
performance measure development relating to access and opportunity.  They support and provide 
customized technical assistance to MPOs on opportunity and access issues and are working 
toward creating a suite of best practices.  The organization is also looking to participate in 
FHWA’s Every Day Counts Community Connections initiative.  

Associated General Contractors of America (AGC) – As part of its on-going efforts to recruit 
and retain the next generation of a skilled highway construction workforce, AGC is partnering 
with AASHTO, the American Road and Transportation Builders Association (ARTBA), FHWA, 
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and the Department of Labor on a Highway Construction Workforce Development Pilot Project. 
The project will connect the workforce needs of the highway construction industry with State 
and local Workforce Development Board (WDB) resources to identify, train, and place 
individuals in high need occupations in the highway construction industry. 

American Public Transportation Association (APTA) – APTA continues to work with the 
Federal Transit Administration (FTA) on its Ride to Wellness Initiative, which is instrumental in 
connecting health and transportation providers with those with limited transportation 
options.  Additionally, APTA works with MPOs and other partners to ensure transit is a 
continued part of the transportation dialogue, since it provides vital connectivity and access for 
communities to improve their quality of life.  The Association is also advancing economic 
prosperity by highlighting that transit investment is a means by which to create high quality jobs 
in local communities and collecting data that reveals the real-world opportunities realized 
through public transportation.  

 
 

Next Steps in Advancing Opportunities 
 
Participants explored a range of potential next steps FHWA could take to expand the role of 
transportation in enhancing connectivity and opportunity for our communities.  Some of the 
options suggested require only a shift in priorities and emphasis, while others would require 
legislative action, significant upfront investments, or new FHWA partnerships and external 

engagements. In general, suggested 
strategies that FHWA could pursue 
to advance access and opportunities 
revolved around expanding Federal 
partnerships; facilitating state, local, 
and regional planning; and 
enhancing available data and 
methods to better reflect the 
community impacts to transportation 
investments.   
 

Partner with other Federal Agencies.  Connectivity involves access to housing, employment, 
education and other elements.  Developing transportation solutions that enhance access and 
connectivity to housing, economic opportunities, and human services often require the 
collaboration and partnership with other projects sponsored by Federal Agencies in the affected 

 

USDOT Secretary Foxx spoke of the existing 
prejudices in earlier years that played a role in 
roadway designs:   

Now we have the opportunity to re-imagine and 
attempt to right some wrongs of the past and dream 
about what can happen.  We need to bring our 
people together – if we don’t think about it, it won’t 
happen. 
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planning area. Building on FHWA’s effective workforce training partnership model, participants 
discussed the potential for additional FHWA Federal Agency partnerships to facilitate improved 
coordination between transportation investments and community services at the local level.   

 

Facilitate community-focused transportation planning.  State, local, and regional officials 
develop and implement transportation plans with the assistance of individual modal Federal 
offices.  This model can leave State and local governments without the needed resources to 
undertake the type of up-front, comprehensive community-based planning needed to identify 

Insights 

Continue to disseminate information on best practices and encourage discussion down to 
local levels.  There should be an effort to link processes and programs. 
  
We should attempt to streamline processes that may coincide with other Federal agencies 
(such as right of way use and acquisition) to allow for concurrent planning with land use, 
schools, hospitals, etc.).  We should also think of innovative and unique ways to help 
transportation professionals get familiar with funding sources. 
 
First we need more research to understand the issue and potential policy impacts, then 
provide more targeted policy through best practices and case studies. 
 
The past planning efforts looked at congestion (just add capacity), safety (didn’t focus on 
what’s happening to people) and economic development (just get access to land).  They 
were just putting money out there and not looking at the causes of the congestion. But what 
should the future objectives be? 
 
Need to manage demand and look for alternatives.  Get the problem statement correct.  We 
are overbuilding and as a result many communities are left out. 
 
Need a new model: identify current priorities and unmet needs, allocate funding to meet 
these needs, and tailor metrics to measure progress. 
 
There is a reluctance to believe such remediation is necessary. 
 
Make sure funding is available but do not make the requirements so onerous that small 
communities with limited people and resources (planners and engineers) can’t take 
advantage of opportunities. 
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highway and other transportation projects which, when combined, will maximize access to 
opportunity for its residents. Participants noted that to the extent that FHWA policies, processes, 
and guidelines can facilitate early community-based planning, state and municipal transportation 
plans, state DOTs and municipal planning organizations (MPOs) will be better positioned to 
develop highway plans which are well integrated with other modal travel options to provide 
broad access to opportunity for all residents.  Especially for smaller communities lacking the in-
house staffing or resources to undertake comprehensive planning, the development of a broader 
suite of readily usable technical assistance tools and, if possible, additional planning funding not 
restricted to individual modes, would enable more state and local governments to benefit from 
these cost-effective practices.   

Advance data, tools, and understanding connectivity performance.  Data and data-driven 
models are a critical component of transportation planning, decision-making, and policy 
development.  Communities and local governments can only identify those investments 
representing the highest value to the entire community when the available data and tools reflect 
the impacts of transportation decisions on all residents.  Participants encouraged FHWA to 
identify and work with state and local partners to fill gaps in available data and analysis methods 
which are currently limiting ability to develop transportation plans inclusive of the needs of all 
residents.  Augmenting existing methods for assessing transportation performance with 
connectivity-based measures would provide further context for this planning.  By augmenting 
existing data on highway infrastructure and vehicle travel with data on pedestrian, bicycle, and 
transit infrastructure and travel, for example, Federal, state, and local decision-makers could 
better reflect the many ways that transportation decisions affect access to opportunities for 
everyone, including disadvantaged communities.   

 

 
Closing Thoughts 

 
FHWA Executive Director, Butch Waidelich, and Associate Administrator for Policy and 
Government Affairs, David Howard, engaged participants in a discussion about how traditional 
transportation approaches and culture could be changed to better understand community impacts 
when government agencies make transportation investment decisions.  Executive Director 
Waidelich encouraged better integration of community involvement and needs into 
transportation laws, policies, regulations and guidance to improve how transportation systems 
can link people to opportunities.  Associate Administrator Howard affirmed that “while we’ve 
made some mistakes in the past, we have the ability now to correct them and reconnect 
communities.”   
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Leaders from FHWA and FTA jointly concluded the Summit to address strategic considerations 
in moving forward.  Administrator Flowers, noting that FTA is continually looking for ways to 
improve access for all, said “we have stark lines that have been created by highways and by 
railroads that divide communities and separate people from important services.  Now, we have 
an opportunity to bring people back together again. So let’s work together to do that.”   

In his concluding remarks, Administrator Gregory Nadeau observed that over the last seven 
years FHWA has been innovating, training and adapting to the new realities of 21st Century 
transportation. “The Secretary has inspired people, especially me, to understand that the 21st 
Century’s transportation needs are not the same as last century.  It’s going to take all of us.  It’s 
going to take resources and commitment to do it right, to address those sins of the past.  It’s not 
only the moral and right thing to do; it’s going to be the smart thing to do.” 

In conclusion, the National Summit on Transportation and Opportunity provided a unique forum 
for private and public leaders and transportation professionals to explore barriers and strategies 
for enhancing the linkage between transportation and community values and opportunities.  It 
successfully outlined ideas for collaboratively building a better transportation system in the 
future, one that will serve all users and promote economically vibrant, connected and safe 
communities. Drawing upon the ideas and insights generated by this discussion, as well as Every 
Place Counts and other USDOT and FHWA community dialogues, FHWA and USDOT are 
advancing specific nearer-term strategies for enhancing opportunity through transportation 
investments, and laying the ground work for an enhanced understanding of the many ways these 
investments can improve our communities and our economy.    

 

 

The National Summit on Transportation and Opportunity was developed by the Federal Highway Administration 
Office of Transportation Policy Studies, Office of Policy and Congressional Affairs in coordination with the U.S. 
Department of Transportation Office of the Secretary. This White Paper was prepared by Ben Hawkinson, with 
assistance from Melanie Becker, Heather Rose, and many others within the Office of Transportation Policy Studies 
and FHWA to document the policy challenges and opportunities explored by the Summit participants.    

The National Transportation Policy Symposia series is a product of the FHWA Office of Transportation Policy 
Studies (HPTS).  HPTS conducts research to foster innovative transportation policy and legislative initiatives, and 
facilitate the implementation of these policies and initiatives through strategic planning. 

Many thanks to all who helped develop and participate in this Summit.  The Summit Agenda and a list of 
participants in this day-long conversation are provided in the appendix. 
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Appendix A:  Agenda 
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