United States Department of Transportation

Docket Management Facility, Room PL-401

400 Seventh Street, SW

Washington, DC 20590-0001

Attention: Felicia Young, Office of Interstate and Border Planning


           Grace Reidy, Office of the Chief Counsel

Re: Docket #FHWA-2006-23612 – Surface Transportation Environment and Planning Cooperative Research Program (STEP)
The Association of Metropolitan Planning Organizations (AMPO), a non-profit membership organization that represents its’ member MPOs from across the country, would like to thank the Department of Transportation for all of its’ efforts in implementing the SAFETEA-LU legislation.  We appreciate the opportunity to comment on priorities for the Surface Transportation Environment and Planning (STEP) Cooperative Research Program as well as on the program’s administration.

The STEP program offers transportation and environmental stakeholders with the opportunity to shape research over the next four years.  AMPO believes that it is imperative that the limited funding available be spent efficiently and appropriately.  We hope that FHWA continues to propagate an environment of stakeholder involvement throughout this process.  On-going stakeholder involvement is one significant way that we can ensure that the STEP money is being used most effectively.  Stakeholder groups should include MPOs and State DOTs and the Associations that represent them, as well as other groups such as the American Planning Association, and the American Public Transit Association.  We recognize that one of the fundamental goals of the STEP program is to provide useful research and information to transportation and environment practitioners.  As such, it is imperative to maintain contact with practitioners throughout the STEP evolution in order to ensure that the program is adequately designed to meet their needs.

More specifically, AMPO advocates for STEP money to be focused in several areas mentioned in the FHWA documentation including freight, land use, safety, operations, and travel modeling issues.  We believe that these areas are fundamental to the maintenance and improvement of the nation’s transportation system.  Additionally, we also believe that some issues should be included on this list that are not already present, such as public and stakeholder involvement in the MPO planning process and constrained MPO resources.  Furthermore, capacity-building issues surrounding the implementation of the new SAFETEA-LU planning and environment requirements should be explored in more detail.

Overall, AMPO believes that it is extremely important to implement satisfactory performance measures in this process so as to ensure that the limited resources are being spent effectively and efficiently.  We recognize the limited research money available in the STEP program, as well as within FHWA generally, and we believe that it is crucial to ensure that the money is being spent in such a way that it will provide the most benefit.  This involves close contact with practitioners who will be using the research and continual discussions with the appropriate stakeholders. 

Once again, we would like to thank the Federal Highway Administration for providing us with an opportunity to comment on the STEP program.  We look forward to working with you on this program and on future issues.  Should you have any questions or need any additional information or clarification, please contact Debbie Singer, AMPO Legislative Counsel at 202.296.7051 or dsinger@ampo.org.

Thank You,
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DeLania Hardy, Executive Director
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