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Governor

The governor typically plays a key role in 
appointing the head of the transportation 
agency and works closely with them to set policy 
priorities. They sometimes appoint members of 
the transportation oversight body. 

State Legislature

The state legislature sometimes has substantial 
control over how state and federal transportation 
dollars can be spent. They sometimes approve 
cabinet appointments by the governor, and they 
write legislation that dictates transportation 
policies and processes. 

Oversight Bodies

There is often a transportation commission or 
other state oversight body that approves policies, 
projects, and spending programs. 

Regional Planning Organizations
Metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) 
primarily allocate state and federal funds for 
projects in urban areas. They rely on board 
members and staff, often housed within a city, 
county, or other regional government agency. 
While staff capacity is often limited, larger 
MPOs may handle additional regional planning 
tasks, including travel demand modeling. Some 
coordinate closely with state transportation 
agencies and include agency representatives on 
their oversight boards. 

State Department of Transportation

The CEO of the state transportation agency sometimes serves in 
the governor’s cabinet or on the state oversight body and plays an 
important role in setting policy priorities, often in coordination with 
the state legislature. They often fill important leadership positions 
within the agency and oversee daily operations. 

The state department of transportation (DOT) oversees 
construction, operations, and maintenance of state roads, often 
through contracting with private entities. These functions are 
sometimes handled at the district level with limited oversight from 
the central office, or by division directors (including a chief engineer). 
The agency may include separate divisions for transit, aviation, ferries, 
traffic enforcement, and motor vehicle registration.

Transit Agencies

Transit agencies typically operate and maintain local transit service, 
whereas state agencies coordinate with Amtrak and interstate rail 
companies. However, the state may oversee local service or regional 
commuter lines and provide support to local agencies
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Statewide planning involves a series of near- and long-term plans, each focusing on various agency functions, transportation 
modes, or regions. This process typically begins with a long-range transportation plan (LRTP), a 20-year outlook that outlines 
high-level policy goals, performance measures, and strategies to guide transportation decisions, but not specific projects. 

State agencies also develop sub-plans targeting individual modes (e.g., highway, rail, transit, bicycle, pedestrian, and freight) 
or strategic initiatives (e.g., intelligent transportation systems, highway safety, or carbon reduction). Transportation asset 
management plans (TAMPs) help DOTs monitor infrastructure conditions and prioritize repairs or replacements.

MPOs must also prepare a 20-year plan in coordination with the state, updating it every four to five years. Unlike state plans,
MPO plans are fiscally constrained and must identify specific investments based on projected revenues. 

While these plans set priorities and establish long-term visions, they often fall short of producing results unless deliberately alig
ned with funding, programming, and project selection processes.

State DOTs maintain a detailed list of projects they plan to fund over the next four years, known as the State Transportation 
Improvement Program (STIP), required for all projects using federal funds. Many states extend this planning beyond the STIP’s 
four-year scope, incorporating additional funding sources. The STIP also includes regional Transportation Improvement Plans 
(TIPs), typically developed by MPOs. 

Project selection varies widely across states and regions. In some states, legislatures play a significant role by identifying 
specific projects in the capital budget or establishing a formal prioritization process. Other states grant broad discretion to the 
state DOT. Funds are distributed through various programs, such as ‘state of good repair,’ while others pass through federal 
initiatives like Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality (CMAQ) or the Highway Safety Improvement Program (HSIP). Agencies 
can often combine multiple funding streams for a single project, provided expenses are eligible. 

Project prioritization can range from politically influenced and subjective to highly transparent and data-driven. In 
metropolitan areas, projects are usually selected by MPOs in coordination with the state DOT and local governments. The 
state DOT often plays a larger role when MPOs are smaller or have limited capacity.

Project development—the planning and design of individual projects—can sometimes span years or even decades. Projects are 
shaped to various degrees by public input, agency design standards, and engineering judgment.  

Project scopes are often established early in the process based on initial public engagement, coordination with local leaders, 
and review of existing plans or studies. This scoping process helps define the project budget and its “purpose and need,” before 
it is programmed for funding. The environmental review process sometimes requires additional public engagement, but this 
typically occurs long after the project scope and purpose are determined, when projects are nearing their final design phase. 

Agency design standards, which often draw from national standards, are critical in shaping project outcomes. Traditional 
highway standards often prioritize vehicle throughput and principles of “forgiving design” that encourage high speed travel. 
However, many agencies have implemented principles like “context sensitive solutions” and “Complete Streets” that promote 
slower travel speeds and safe accommodations for all road users, including those walking and biking. Several states have 
implemented design criteria that require all projects to meet a minimum standard for all road users.
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States rely on federal, state, and local revenues to fund transportation investments. The surface transportation program mainly includes 
roads (e.g., highways, bike paths, and sidewalks) and transit (e.g., bus and rail). However, funds also go toward airports, ferry services, and 
other systems.  

Traditionally, federal funds cover around 90% of road construction costs, yet that can be much lower in states with robust state and local 
revenues. More than 85% of federal funds are allocated by formula, giving agencies considerable flexibility in how they are used. The 
Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL) increases the available federal funding over fiscal years 2022 through 2026.  

Road investments include new capital investments, maintenance and services, administration (including state highway patrols), and debt. 
Statutes and constitutional amendments sometimes limit how state transportation funds may be spent—for example, “highway purposes.” 
These constraints may be open to interpretation, with regards to investments that support walking, biking, and transit infrastructure. 

Decision-Making Policies
There are generally three stages that influence the outcomes of 
transportation investments at the state level: 
1) system planning, 
2) funding and programming, and 
3) project development. 

While operations and maintenance of roads and networks are a 
significant part of most agencies’ daily work, they typically attract 
less interest from those focused on long-term planning and new 
investments.   

A sustainable transportation agency aims to reduce the harmful societal impacts of transportation while ensuring it can 
maintain its assets and provide equitable access to opportunities. We provide several sustainability indicators to benchmark how 
each state compares, both in terms of travel outcomes and asset management.  

Travel Outcomes: Transportation agencies can minimize impacts like emissions and traffic violence by lowering overall travel 
demand, measured as vehicle miles of travel (VMT). Taken together, VMT, CO2 emissions, and traffic deaths per capita provide 
useful benchmarks for comparing sustainability. 

Asset Management:  Transportation agencies are liable for ensuring roads and bridges are in safe and useful conditions. The 
percent of roads and bridges in good condition provides useful benchmarks for comparing the state of good repair. It is also 
helpful to know the percent of roads owned and operated by the state, which can range from less than 10% to upwards of 80%. 
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