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M&O INSTITUTIONS – AN INTERVIEW WITH ALEX TAFT
Participants in the National Dialogue on Transportations Operations have been involved in
discussions about what institutions should be responsible for management and operations of
an integrated transportation system in a metropolitan area. The Editor sat down with Alex
Taft, AMPO Executive Director, to hear what the MPO community is saying.

What role do MPOs play in M&O?
Right now, MPOs are involved in many different levels of M&O. AMPO has identified five
points on a continuum of roles. These range
from coordinating the planning of operations
among involved parties, such as the planning or
the operating divisions of counties, cities, and
state DOTs, to the point of operating part of
the actual system.
What about the discussion of institutional
arrangements for operations?
What we should initially be focusing on with
respect to operations is the "what," not the
"who." Address implementation first, and then
have a process to focus on which institutions
will implement operational programs.
How should this process work?
In metropolitan areas, the decisions for transportation system funding
are made at the MPO table. Using the MPO process, we should decide on
Continued on page 5
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The Pinellas County, Florida ITS Advisory Committee in the process of developing an ITS plan

DIVERSE COMMITTEE DEVELOPS ITS PLAN
FOR PINELLAS COUNTY, FLORIDA
Several years ago the Pinellas County, Florida MPO began planning for
future ITS applications in the St. Petersburg/Clearwater metropolitan
area. Although the MPO maintained its focus on planning for capital
improvements to expand the capacity of the county’s transportation system, it also recognized the need to develop and fund ITS strategies to
make the system smarter.
Continued on page 2
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Pinellas County is unique
Incentive Grant Program,
among Florida communities in
and
that it is a tiny peninsula and
• $12 million from National
the second smallest county in
Highway System Funds.
Florida – 280 square miles.
The planned ITS infrastrucYet it has the densest populature for the county centers
tion in the state and continon the implementation of
ues to grow at a rapid pace.
multiple projects, including
The permanent population of
installation of dynamic mesjust under 900,000 residents
sage signs, video monitoring
increases to about one million
systems, traffic detectors,
as seasonal residents and
pedestrian safety access
tourists arrive in the winter to
systems, travel advisory
enjoy the Gulf of Mexico and
services, and automated
then depart in the spring.
vehicle location systems for
What's even more complicattransit buses. A primary
ed from a traffic viewpoint is
focus of the county’s ITS
that the county is made up of
infrastructure is to link the
24 separate municipalities,
existing traffic control sys as well as a large, irregular
tems of the region in order
unincorporated segment.
to improve the coordination
These factors lead to compliand efficiency of the councated decision-making and a
ty’s computerized signal sysITS Priority Corridors identified by the ITS Advisory
challenging planning environtem. The MPO approved an
Committee
ment.
ITS corridor map that prioriThe MPO has stepped up to meet these chaltizes the corridors proposed for ITS applications
lenges and planned a comprehensive ITS program.
over the next ten years.
An Intelligent Transportation Systems Advisory
When the MPO began planning for ITS, it deterCommittee was formed to lead the effort, and
mined that its role in ITS is to serve as the facilitaimmediately focused on developing an ITS Plan for
tor for developing an ITS plan that effectively coorthe county. The Committee looked at all the differdinates ITS operations in the metropolitan area.
ent ITS functions that are possible, including the
Given the planning challenges cited above, and
use of tools and coordination of people working
especially the large number of jurisdictions in the
together, and determined how they can be used to
MPO area, successful coordination is crucial to
manage and operate the system. They identified
ensure that ITS money is spent wisely and the end
possibilities and then prioritized applications, while
product is effective.
considering issues the MPO wanted to move forBrian Smith, Executive Director of the Pinellas
ward on, such as coordinated event management,
MPO, attributes much of the success in planning
traveler information, including vendors in the
to the ITS Committee’s somewhat unique makeup.
process, understanding of and involving transportaThe Committee membership covers a range of
tion systems in evacuation plans, and encouraging
interests and perspectives. In addition to engipeople to use multi-modal options.
neers and planners having ITS expertise, the
The MPO’s 2025 Long Range Transportation
Committee
is also comprised of elected officials,
Plan, adopted in December 2001, reflects the
community representatives, law enforcement, fire
region’s focus on ITS and the work produced by the
and emergency services, tourism officials, and
ITS Advisory Committee. Approximately $30 milbusiness people. The diversity of membership has
lion has been earmarked for ITS projects in the
led to enhanced cooperation and will ultimately
Plan; most of them are scheduled in the five-year
make implementation easier, resulting in a smarter
TIP. Funding sources include:
transportation system that moves people and
• $7.5 million from the federal Congestion
goods more efficiently.
Mitigation and Air Quality (CMAQ) program
For more information on the ITS program at the
• $3.8 million from a special Congressional ear
Pinellas County MPO contact Karen Cunningham at
mark from the City of Clearwater
kcunning@co.pinellas.fl.us.
• $3.5 million from a local 1% sales tax
• $3.5 million in State funds from the County
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BALTIMORE MPO FOCUSES ON OPERATIONS
The Baltimore
Regional
Transportation Board
(BRTB) tackled headon the issue of M&O
with the creation of
the Transportation
Management &
Operations
Partnership in
1999. As the name
suggests, the M&O
Partnership is
focused on issues relating to
managing and operating the current transportation system to
maximize safety, efficiency, and
utility, and has as its mission the
task of recommending and coordinating the regional M&O priorities and funding levels.
Partnership members are senior
level representatives from local
public works departments, state
and federal transportation agencies, and other relevant organizations such as ITS Maryland,
ITS America, University of
Maryland Center for Advanced
Transportation Technology, and
Morgan State University National
Transportation Center.
The primary roles of the M&O Partnership are to
direct and champion the planning and deployment of
an integrated, multi-modal ITS infrastructure in the
Baltimore region and to inform elected officials about
the benefits of investment in transportation-related
technology and planning for coordinated M&O. Each
year, the Partnership provides to the BRTB a prioritized list of regionally significant M&O projects for
inclusion in the region’s annual TIP.
The Partnership has recommended several high-priority programs for implementation in the Baltimore
area:

to discuss issues and pursue projects to improve
incident management and emergency preparedness.
• The Traffic Signal Subcommittee is addressing traffic signal coordination across more than eight agencies in the region to speed traffic flow, increase
safety, and reduce vehicle emissions.
• The Baltimore Wireless Integrated Network (B-WIN)
is under study to integrate the data systems and
voice communications of multiple
agencies across the
region.
The BRTB decided
to become involved in
M&O primarily
because the focus on
additional capital projects to address
capacity needs is no
longer sufficient - the
MPO recognized the
need to improve the
existing system
through operational
improvements. "Over
the last several
years, we’ve learned
that improving the
operation of our existing transportation system is an
integral part of the planning process. Therefore,
using technological advances to optimize additional
capacity on our current system can be considered
another congestion management strategy," said J.
Craig Forrest, Chair of the BRTB. Given the linkage
between planning and operations, and the federal
requirement that planners "promote efficient system
management and operations," the MPO table is a logical forum to initiate regional M&O projects. The task
can be challenging and involves change because M&O
brings new agencies, new personnel, and new projects into the MPO process. However, the resulting
improvements in system capacity make it a worthwhile challenge.
For more information, contact Eileen Singleton at
esingleton@baltometro.org.

• A Multi-Modal Traveler Information System is under
development that will provide real-time traffic, transit, and tourism information to travelers and ultimately link to the systems of neighboring regions.
• The Baltimore Regional Operations Coordination
Project provides a forum for emergency responders
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COMPETING FOR RESOURCES: HOW ARE TRANSPORTATION OPERATIONS ACTIVITIES FUNDED?
An excerpt of a paper written by Allan DeBlasio of the U.S. DOT Volpe Center
Funding for transportation operations is complex and often confusing. Any dialogue on how
transportation operations are funded is clouded
by terminology confusion
and misunderstanding of
the federal legislation and
rules governing the use of
federal funds for "operations." With this in mind,
the U.S. Department of
Transportation set out to
learn how well operations
compete in the existing
decision-making process.
A study team visited ten
geographically scattered
metropolitan areas of different sizes, with varying degrees of operations
activities, and interviewed representatives from
the MPO, local governments, transit agencies,
state DOTs, and other authorities.
The team deduced three principal observations
from the ten sites visited:
1.There is limited use of federal funds for operations activities by local and state highway agencies.

need for capital
projects. Also,
many MPO staff
members lack an
expertise in operations activities and
thus favor capital
projects.
Competition for
Funding
A second objective
of the study was to
investigate how
operations activities competed for federal funds
against traditional capital projects.
• For local highway agencies, operations activities
and preventive maintenance take precedent over
capital projects in areas with older infrastructure. That is just the opposite in fast growing
areas where there is a need for new infrastructure.
• Most state DOTs focus on capital projects over
operations activities due to the fact that capital
needs outstrip the amount of available federal
funding.

2.There is limited knowledge of guidelines
regarding federal funding for operations activities.

“Federal funds for
operations are not
frequetly pursued because
capital project funding
needs often
outweigh funding
availability.”

3.The definitions of management and operations used by U.S. DOT differ from those used
in the field. State and local highway managers
more often use the terms operations and maintenance.
Awareness of the Availability of Federal Funds
One objective of the study was to understand if
transportation and other officials were aware that
federal funding could be used for operations activities.
• Managers within state DOTs are aware of the
flexibility to use federal funds for operations but
they generally do not use or advertise the available funding because capital needs outweigh
availability.
• Managers within MPOs are usually aware of the
flexibility but they too, do not pursue federal
funds for operations activities because of the

• In congested areas or where ITS products and
services have been implemented, managers
have increased their focus on operations.
There is also greater use of management systems not only for tracking activities but also for
needs identification, budgeting, and presentations before legislative bodies.
Interviewee Concerns
The public officials and transportation professionals who were interviewed expressed several concerns related to operations and funding.
• Although most believed that a greater emphasis
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how an M&O approach fits into the overall transportation
program.
Then we can
M&O Role
Function
decide on who
Traditional
Promote M&O in
should plan
plans,
programs.
and implement
Convener
Facilitate involvement.
it.
Champion
Expedite M&O planWhat is the
ning
activity.
advantage of
Developer
Be accountable for
this
M&O Plans.
approach?
Operator
Operate on-going
The advanprograms.
tage is that
the institution
is brought into the MPO process and there are no questions about its the authenticity or its right to be at the
table. We can ensure long-term commitment to support of
an institution that will effectively implement operations. The

responsibility for ITS architecture in a metropolitan area
already falls on the MPO because the federal government
recognized the merits of this approach. It offers the classic
advantages of standardization that we see in successful
industries.
What is AMPO focusing on?
AMPO members want to talk about the M&O mechanisms and opportunities and what process we should use
to implement them in metropolitan areas. We believe the
approach should be a regional one, made by the parties
that have the resources to address M&O in a particular
metropolitan area.

Recommendations from Interviewees
To help them understand how federal funds could
be used for operations activities, the interviewed officials requested a clarification of existing guidelines, a
preference that the guidelines be applied consistently,
a clear federal definition of operations and a list of
non-eligible items, more training and education on
operations funding to be given locally, funding for
"planning for operations," and more direct contact
with FHWA division office staff.

COMPETING FOR RESOURCES:
Continued FROM page 4
should be placed on funding operations, a few
expressed concerns that:
• Dedicated federal operations funding might
decrease the amount of federal funds available for
capital projects and might lead state and local legislators to substitute federal funds for state and local
funds.

Get Involved
USDOT is seeking opinions and ideas on these matters to help determine how federal funds will be used
to fund operations activities. To learn more, visit
www.ops.fhwa.dot.gov/nat_dialogue.htm, or the
Institute of Transportation Engineers site at
www.ite.org. You can also share your issues and
ideas in an open forum, thereby continuing the dialogue that will lead to increased productivity and safety of the nation’s transportation network in the U.S.,
at www.nawgits.com/opdialog/index.cgi.

• Federal funds for operations would disappear over a
period of time, similar to the loss of federal transit
funds when an area reaches a population of
200,000, and the expiration of CMAQ funds for a
project after three years.
• Some officials asserted that emphasizing a greater
focus on operations would decrease the amount of
flexibility they had to program funding and projects.
• Some feared the amount of federal paperwork
required for small operations projects and multi-million dollar construction projects would be the same.
They noted that officials in small and rural areas do
not have staff to handle the paperwork.
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Late-Breaking ITS News – To find out some of the latest
ITS information, visit the website of the ITS Cooperative
Deployment Network. www.nawgits.com/icdn.
ITS/Operations Resource Guide 2002 – This comprehensive listing of over 300 documents, videos, websites, training
courses, software tools and contacts related to ITS and operations has just been released by FHWA. See
www.its.dot.gov/guide.html
New ITS Evaluation Resource Guide – USDOT developed a
six-step process for evaluating ITS projects that enables technical staff to answer questions about the status or benefits of
ITS projects.www.its.dot.gov/EVAL/evalguidelines_resourceguide.htm
511 Marketing Toolkit – USDOT has made available a
resources toolkit to assist state and local agencies with development of effective 511 marketing programs. See
www.its.dot.gov/511/mrkt_tool/MrktTool.htm.
511 "101" Tutorial Available – A comprehensive presentation developed for a recent 511 conference serves as an
excellent resource for anyone exploring issues and options
underlying the deployment of 511 systems. See
www.its.dot.gov/511/PDF/511intro.ppt.
M&O White Papers – FHWA commissioned several recognized transportation experts to develop white papers that
identify opportunities to improve the M&O of our transportation systems. See www.ops.fhwa.dot.gov/nat_dialogue.htm.
Preventing Rural Traffic Accidents with ITS – NADO developed a brief article highlighting ITS investments made by rural
planners and state officials to address accident-prone areas.
See www.nawgits.com/nado/preventing_rural_accidents.htm.
Successful Traffic Signal System Procurement Techniques –
FHWA developed this summary report that outlines processes that
are supportive of successful traffic signal system procurements. See
www.itsdocs.fhwa.dot.gov//JPODOCS/REPTS_TE//13611.html. ◆
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