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Abstract 

 

A Third Regionalism: 

The Role of the Metropolitan Planning Organization in Regional 

Growth Guidance 

 

 

Adam S. Wood, M.S.C.R.P. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2007 

 

Supervisor:  Michael Oden 

 

Over the last century, regionalism in American cities has taken many forms and 

has risen and fallen in popularity and effectiveness.  “New Regionalism” is supported by 

many as the answer to many urban problems, yet it has proven to often be unsuccessful at 

addressing one of the most difficult of these problems—disjointed and inefficient 

regional growth and land use patterns.  In this report, it is hypothesized that metropolitan 

planning organizations (MPO) are in such a position as to become coordinators and 

guiders of regional growth and land use patterns.  Literature reviews and an original 

survey are performed as part of this research.  The results show that MPOs can be 

politically and functionally capable of guiding land use, that tools are available to MPOs 

to influence land development patterns, and that MPOs are, in fact, beginning to focus on 

land use planning issues and are using their policies and programs to guide land 

development patterns and support a regional growth vision. 
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Approaching urban issues from a super-municipal or regional scale is not a new 

practice, but it has been gaining popularity in recent times as it is becoming increasingly 

clear that urban issues affect not just a single municipality, but rather the entire urbanized 

area surrounding central cities.  The problems of large urban areas—crime, inequality, 

urban sprawl, and so on—do not stop at city boundaries, but the powers that attempt to 

manage these issues historically have.  Efforts have and are being made to establish 

governance at a regional scale to address these issues and improve the quality of life 

across the region, but the history of localism—that is, the will to uphold the sovereignty 

of the individual municipal government—is so great in the United States that regional 

governance has thus far had limited success.  Because of this, many of the pervasive 

problems that afflict large metropolitan areas remain unchecked and the country’s regions 

continue to grow in a disjointed fashion 

REGIONAL APPROACHES 

The approaches to more comprehensive regionalism that can be found in 

American metropolises today have varying levels of success, completeness of 

implementation, and authority.  One of the more locally-successful and powerful of these 

approaches is the establishment of a self-responsible regional government.  The 

representative example of this approach is Portland Metro, which serves metropolitan 

Portland, Oregon.  This organization is regionally elected and is granted authority over 

the region for a comprehensive set of urban issues by the State of Oregon.  Metro 

oversees growth and urban development, regional transportation planning, parks and 
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recreation, environmental protection, and the region’s waste management and recycling 

programs.  To a somewhat lesser extent, the Metropolitan Council serving the 

Minneapolis-St. Paul, Minnesota region also represents this approach, though this 

organization is less instrumental in shaping the region’s growth and land patterns and is 

not composed of elected leadership—rather, councilmembers are appointed by the 

governor. 

Another, more common approach to regionalism is the institution of a voluntary 

governance organization—most commonly seen in the council of governments (COG) 

framework.  These bodies consist of elected officials or their representatives—typically 

city councilmembers, county commissioners, and county judges—representing the 

region’s cities, counties, and other local agencies and groups.  While COGs typically 

perform some of the same functions that true regional governments do, they do not have 

regionally-elected members nor do they have any explicit authority over local 

government decisions—rather they typically serve as a coordinating body between cities 

and counties that attempts to implement mutually-beneficial programs to address region-

wide problems. 

In addition to these two comprehensive approaches, regional authorities have 

been created in urban areas across the country to address specific issue areas—water 

resources, transportation, and economic development, for example.  Such organizations 

are typically instituted because of state or federal requirements or to address a unique, 

geographically-specific need.  These authorities effectively are organizations of 

functional regionalism—that is, agencies which do not by definition consider multiple 

facets of regional dynamics, but instead focus on a singular issue or planning domain—

yet, regardless of this, their actions and areas of focus shape and are shaped by other 

variables in the region.  The most common iteration of functional regionalism is the 
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metropolitan planning organization (MPO)—a federally-mandated regional transportation 

planning agency existing in every urbanized area with a population of 50,000 or greater. 

Organizations employing one or more of these approaches to regionalism or 

specific regional issues exist in every large urban area across the country.  Each of these, 

however, has significant limitations that restrict its ability to offer viable, integrated 

solutions for problems affecting American metropolitan regions.  True regional 

government is exceedingly difficult to implement both in legislation and in practice—

American political culture and state and federal legislation respects the sovereignty of the 

local government over key local decisions and traditionally resists additional layers of 

governance and regulation.  COGs, on the other hand, are often largely ineffective at 

influencing a long-term unification of urban regions because of their voluntary nature, 

which enables—and almost guarantees—stalemates by representative officials against 

actions or programs that do not directly serve the needs or desires of their local 

jurisdiction.  Finally, functional organizations, such as MPOs, exist to serve a single 

purpose and, therefore, largely do not address the interrelated problems facing their 

regions.  In spite of these limitations, the presence of regional governance of some sort in 

virtually every metropolitan area in the country is a testament to the need for regional 

approaches to urban issues. 

DEFINING THE FUTURE OF REGIONALISM 

It is suggested in the literature that the issues of land use and regional 

development patterns strongly influence other regional issues such as transportation, 

housing, schools, and various quality of life issues.  As stated by David Rusk, “land-use 

planning is the pivotal issue…fiscal disparities, lack of affordable housing, and poor 

public schools all reflect uneven regional development patterns” (Rusk 2000, 90).  

Similarly, Henry Richmond asserts that the ignorance of the causes and effects of land 
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use patterns has been the greatest determining factor on the failures of urban policies—he 

also argues that implementing new land-use solutions is the “most important political 

challenge America faces at the dawn of the twenty-first century” (Richmond 2000, 10).  

This suggests that, while a difficult undertaking, the unification of land use strategies 

across the metropolitan area is a crucial task for regional organizations. 

Applying this notion to the regional approaches mentioned above, only true 

regional government—the most challenging approach to implement—has had any 

substantial and planned effect on improving land use patterns, as it enjoys a unified and 

powerful approach to regional governance .  COGs, while attempting to address land use 

issues, have generally had little large-scale success in this area because of the difficulty in 

overcoming localism.  Functional organizations can substantially shape growth and land 

use patterns through the creation and modification of infrastructure or changes in 

resource allocation—these organizations, however, do not directly plan land use.  This 

suggests that regionalism—as exemplified by the true regional government approach—

must have both the ability to have actual impacts on land use patterns and a clear vision 

of the desired outcome in order to be a viable solution.  Whether COGs and functional 

organizations can fulfill this role depends on whether they have the ability to affect land 

use patterns based upon a shared regional vision. 

The limiting factors associated with the two approaches to comprehensive 

regionalism discussed here—the difficulty of implementing true regional governments 

and the relatively ineffective nature of COGs in unifying land use and growth 

strategies—suggest that these alone are not viable solutions for most metropolitan 

regions.  Rusk suggests that functional regional organizations—such as MPOs—can 

grow into limited-purpose regional governments that are designed not to replace cities, 

but to supplement them.  Rusk also notes that Portland Metro grew out of such an 
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organization, rather than a council of governments (Rusk, 2000).  MPOs have not 

historically addressed issues such as growth or land use planning—however, their 

presence across the country and their innate ability to affect growth patterns through the 

provision of transportation infrastructure and related funding provides them with the 

opportunity to purposefully guide development on a regional scale.  It is this detail that 

suggests that MPOs could be the next viable approach to regionalism. 

FUTURE SOLUTIONS 

For MPOs to become leaders in regional growth management, they must be able 

to actively guide regional land use and growth patterns.  This assumes that the effects of 

transportation planning and policy on land use control and management is direct in most 

regional settings.  If MPOs can actively influence growth patterns, there consequently 

must be actions or strategies that the MPO can take to achieve a desired outcome.    The 

literature suggests that several tools and strategies exist that affect land use patterns to 

varying degrees.  In their research, Paterson, Handy, et al identify multiple tools and 

programs that have a positive effect on reducing urban sprawl such as incentives for 

mixed-use development and congestion pricing programs for highway facilities 

(Paterson, Handy, et al,  2003).  These sprawl-reduction strategies are classified into 

land-based and transportation-based categories, as well as jurisdictional categories.  From 

this, it becomes increasingly clear that tools and strategies are available to MPOs that can 

allow them to actively influence growth and land use patterns.  After answering this 

question of “can they?” the question of “are they?” must be addressed. 

Identifying whether MPOs are increasing their focus on the interrelated impacts 

of transportation systems and land patterns and are beginning to operate within a regional 

growth strategy is the crucial missing link in determining whether MPOs will begin to 

emerge as leaders in regional growth guidance.  Being able to identify whether such a 
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climate exists among MPOs requires analyzing the current programs, characteristics, and 

focuses of organizations across the country, including the structural and functional 

organization of MPOs, the presence of regional initiatives such as visioning projects, and 

the MPOs’ self-reported focus on growth and land use issues. 

KEY QUESTIONS 

The central thesis of this research is that MPOs are in a position to become the 

next type of regionalism that guides land use in large metropolitan areas.  In order to test 

the validity of this thesis, three specific questions will be addressed in the research.  The 

questions are as follows: 

• Are MPOs politically and functionally in a position to guide land use? 

Do MPOs have the legal authority granted by the federal and state 

governments and the political power within the region to enter the land-

use guidance realm?  Do they have the knowledge and the organizational 

structure to address this complex issue? 

• Can MPOs guide land use? Are viable strategies or tools—currently or 

not currently in use—available to MPOs that effectively address land use 

issues?  

• Are MPOs beginning to address land use and regional urbanization? 

Either overtly or covertly, are MPOs moving towards this goal?  What are 

the best practices in this case? 

The first and second of these questions will be addressed through a literature 

review of MPOs—examining organization, functionality, and legal authority—and 

growth-guidance techniques, applying the research performed by Paterson, Handy, et al 

to the functional and authoritative power of MPOs.  Answering the third question will 
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require performing a survey of MPO personnel on their organization’s level of attention 

to land use and growth and their current policies and programs. 

METHODOLOGIES 

Two primary research methods are employed for this project—literature reviews 

that focus on three subjects and an original survey performed during the course of this 

research.  The first subject of review concentrates on identifying the key characteristics of 

regional land use governance that have lead to the successful control of regional 

development patterns.  The second subject is the examination of the structure and 

functionality of the modern MPO—including variations between MPOs and alternative 

MPO structures, such as those combined with COGs or with city governments, and the 

factors that determine MPO structure, such as city size or enabling legislation.  The third 

subject of review focuses on identifying strategies suitable for use by MPOs for guiding 

regional development patterns and the effectiveness of such strategies.  The main body of 

work for this portion of the literature review is Paterson, Handy, et al’s “Techniques for 

Mitigating Urban Sprawl: Goals, Characteristics, and Suitability Factors” which is itself a 

comprehensive review of the literature on strategies and tools to manage urban growth 

(Paterson, Handy, et al, 2003).  Review of this literature assists the author in determining 

the ability of the MPO to expand its functionality to include regional land use 

governance. 

A survey is incorporated into this research that focuses on examining the current 

state of affairs with MPOs of varying sizes across the country.  The survey was created to 

garner information on the current programs and strategies being used by MPOs to guide 

land use, the goals of organizations, the existence of programs that specifically and 

substantially address land-use/transportation issues, and the MPOs’ opinions on their 

effectiveness at shaping regional growth patterns.  The survey was reviewed and tested 
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and then administered to the MPOs through a web-based survey system.  The results of 

the survey, in conjunction with the literature reviews, are used to respond to the question 

of MPOs as a new type of regionalism. 

ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT 

The remainder of this report is divided into three sections—the literature review, 

the survey methodology and analysis, and the conclusion.  The literature reviewed in 

Section 2 aligns in three categories—regionalism, metropolitan planning organizations, 

and the land use/transportation nexus.  The first portion of the review—Chapter 2: 

Regionalism—examines the progression of regionalist theories and practice to modern 

day regionalism, discusses the failures of new regionalism, and offers a solution in 

single-purpose organizations as leaders of regional governance.  Chapter 3 examines the 

history, structure, function, and typologies of metropolitan planning organizations 

(MPOs).  Connections between land use and transportation are then examined in Chapter 

4—particularly those which fall into the realm of metropolitan planning organizations. 

In Section 3, the methodology and analysis of the survey is discussed.  Chapter 5 

provides an overview of the design, testing, and administration of the survey and 

discusses the guidelines and assumptions used throughout the process.  In Chapter 6, the 

results of the survey are analyzed and emerging trends in the results are introduced.  

Finally, in Section 4, the results of the literature review performed in Section 2 and the 

survey described in Section 3 are synthesized and the three key questions set forth above 

are addressed. 
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SECTION 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chapter 2: Regionalism 

THE EVOLUTION OF REGIONALISM 

The question of regional governance is originally a product of the late 19th 

century, emerging from municipal federations designed to increase economic 

competitiveness.  In the late 1800s and into the early decades of the 20th century, 

American cities were principally concerned with competing not against global cities, but 

against other American cities.  Consolidating multiple smaller cities into one larger city 

offered the prospect of a larger economic base and new or extended services to outlying 

areas.  Primarily occurring in older east-coast regions, municipal federations consisted of 

either a large central city and its suburbs or multiple adjacent cities of similar size—such 

as the boroughs consolidated into New York City.  Resistance was present, however, and 

blocked many federations—inner city opponents of consolidation argued against being 

taxed for the provision of services to suburban areas while suburban opponents were 

against being controlled by the central city.  Race, ethnicity, and economic status also 

played a role in blocking consolidation in many cities.  In many areas where 

consolidation was not successful, special-purpose municipal services commissions were 

created—the Metropolitan District Commission established in 1919 in Boston is one such 

example.   This organization provided sewer, water, and parks services over the larger 

area (Frisken & Norris, 2001). 

The first half of the 20th century saw rapid population growth and urbanization 

rates in the United States.  The rapid influx of people into 19th century cities coupled with 

the disorder often posed by fragmented urban governance led to a wave of metropolitan 
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reform.  Reformers argued that steps needed to be taken to increase efficiency of 

governance and equity of service provision across urban areas.  The solution posed by 

reformers was a structural change in metropolitan governance that would eventually 

result in the creation of formal regional governments—something which metropolitan 

reformers argued was the only viable solution for city-regions at the time (Norris, 2001).    

Metropolitan reform lead to two competing groups of regional theorists—the 

metropolitanists and the regionalists.  The metropolitanists’ approach to regionalism was 

based on the idea that the urban form present in cities in the 19th century would continue 

well into the 20th century, regardless of population growth.  Led by architect-planners and 

engineers, this group believed the focus of regional planning should emphasize the core 

city’s downtown and that additional growth should radiate concentrically from there.  

They concentrated on the wide-scale provision of transportation infrastructure to 

influence such a pattern of growth.  The regionalists, however, were led more often by 

conservationists and believed the answer to dense, over-crowded core cities was the 

redistribution of populations across a low-density, poly-nucleic landscape through the 

creation of new towns like those proposed by Ebenezer Howard (Fishman, 2000).  

Ultimately, the metropolitanists’ approach was commonly applied to cities and did more 

to influence urban policy while growth and suburbanization conformed more closely to 

the regionalists’ proposals.  In practice, both of these theories took a decidedly pragmatic 

approach to decision-making because of the detached, analytical approach taken by each 

group in proposing solutions for urban areas. 

A revolution in urban planning—heralded by Jane Jacob’s work, The Death and 

Life of Great American Cities (1961) and Ian McHarg’s Design with Nature (1969)—

occurred in the 1960s.  Among the outcry of citizens and activist groups against the 

effects of “grand design” planning performed by the metropolitanists, a more normative 
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approach to planning emerged which emphasized the importance of “urbanity”—the 

culture and importance of city districts—and environment protection and context 

sensitivity.  It was at this time that the importance of approaching land use patterns from 

a regional perspective was first acknowledged but because of the tradition of local control 

over land use and a lack of political strength to change this tradition, regional land use 

did not (and has yet to) become a priority in regional governance (Richmond, 2000).  

According to Robert Fishman (2000), the 1960s planning revolution had three primary 

lasting effects on regional planning in the United States—that a “grand design” should be 

distrusted, diversity between local jurisdictions and within the environment should be 

embraced when planning the region, and regional planning should occur in dialogue 

rather than being top-down in nature.  It is in this last point that Fishman evokes the 

lessons of de Tocqueville in observing that changes made in dialogue, outside of a central 

government, are the most powerful and the longest-lasting. 

The normative regionalists’ gospel, however, was soon countered by public 

choice theorists who argued that regionalism itself was a flawed concept because 

fragmented governance has the effect of creating a market system within the region.  

Proponents of public choice argued that fragmented governance creates a more efficient 

system than does regional governance because the varying levels of taxes and services 

provided allows residents in the region to locate in areas best suited to their needs 

(Gainsboro, 2001).  This theory, illustrated by Charles Tiebout (1956), argues that each 

municipality across a region offers a package of tax rates and level of service provisions 

suited to the values of a portion of the region’s inhabitants—this then assumes that the 

region is comprised of multiple municipalities which, when viewed together, offer 

choices suitable for all of the region’s residents.  A singular government exercising taxing 

power and providing services across a region can not provide such a market and 
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therefore—as argued by public choice theorists—would properly serve only a minority of 

the region’s inhabitants. 

It is out of the theories and practices of both the normative regionalists and the 

public choice theorists that the modern day practice called “new regionalism” emerged.  

New regionalist theory supports a normative approach to regionalism—including 

horizontal, dialogue-based planning and a focus on preserving diversity in the region—

while respecting the sovereignty of local governments within a region by invoking a 

voluntary cooperation model of governance rather than a formal government.  The 

primary focus of the new regionalists is improving the economic competitiveness of the 

area and uses this as the imperative for encouraging cooperation.  In practice, new 

regionalist theory is seen in councils of governments, which typically serve as forums for 

dialogue and coordination, but often also take on other, more concrete roles such as 

service provision or state and federal fund administration.  Many of the early COGs were 

formed because of state and federal requirements for single-purpose regional planning—

such as transportation planning—for funding support; regions saw COGs as a cost-

effective alternative to what they feared might be imposed by state governments 

(Gainsboro, 2001).  Today, many COGs serve as the metropolitan planning organization, 

which oversees transportation planning issues for the region. 

LIMITATIONS OF MODERN REGIONALISM 

While the foundation and theory of new regionalism is an attractive concept for 

citizens and officials in most metropolitan areas, voluntary regional governance has 

proven largely ineffective in coordinating and uniting the structure of fragmented 

governance found in these areas and even less so in coordinating land use patterns and 

growth strategies.  Reasons for the failure of new regionalist organizations include 

external or attitudinal issues as well as internal or structural problems.  The tradition of 
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localism and local sovereignty plays a large role in the shortcomings of new 

regionalism—while the notion that buy-in to a COG equates to ceded authority and 

power surely retards the formation of COGs in some sense, but more often it is the power 

of the individual local jurisdiction rendering COGs ineffective that results from this 

mentality.  Because the boards of COGs are comprised of elected officials from member 

jurisdictions who are responsible to their own constituency, not the region as a whole, the 

policies created and the actions taken by COGs typically reflect the priorities of these 

individual parties.  If a policy or action is put forth that is not agreed upon by one or more 

members, a stalemate can result which effectively ends the discussion—or parties can 

easily opt out of the process altogether (Norris, 2001; Gainsboro, 2001).   

Further issues with voluntary governance lie within the implementation of 

adopted policies and programs.  If a COG policy board reaches an agreement on a 

proposed item, the problem of assigning implementation tasks arise.  Most COGs retain 

permanent staff to administer these adopted programs and policies, but—as a large part of 

most COGs’ funding comes from member jurisdictions—funding sources for projects are 

not always identified or stable.  In addition, as municipal leadership revolves, so the 

governing boards of COGs change—a voting body that approves a policy is not 

necessarily the same at the time of implementation.  For this same reason, it is quite 

possible for a previously supporting member of a project to renege their support—and 

therefore their funding (Norris, 2001).  While these views cast new regionalism in a 

negative light, the literature suggests that regional cooperation itself is not impossible, 

though the comprehensive approach taken by some new regionalists is much less 

productive than other forms of voluntary governance. 
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SINGLE-PURPOSE ORGANIZATIONS 

A number of studies have argued that single-purpose agencies have received more 

support by citizens and generated greater cooperation between member governments than 

have comprehensive forms of voluntary regional governance—such as that proposed by 

new regionalism.  The rationale presented is that single-purpose agencies provide a 

concrete service to the region that citizens and municipalities agree is necessary and 

beneficial and yet does not threaten the sovereignty of local government like new 

regionalist approaches typically do (Downs, 1994; Norris, 2001; Gainsboro, 2001).  

Norris argues that regional governance exists only in organizations whose projects and 

policies of regional significance can readily be implemented—metropolitan planning 

organizations fit this definition by utilizing federal funds to implement regional 

transportation projects.  In addition to being able to implement regional projects, 

organizations planning transportation have been found to foster greater cooperation than 

other forms of regional governance because most people support programs to improve 

traffic flow and reduce congestion (Gainsboro, 2001).  Such organizations receive greater 

political and financial support from the state and federal governments—both of which 

utilize such agencies in the dispersal of funding. 

The question then arises—can single-purpose organizations take the place of 

other, failed attempts at regional governance on a wide-scale basis?  Norris argues that 

regional governance cannot be defined as a true regional government for reasons of 

implementation difficulty and political acceptance.  Yet cooperative governance—“the 

weakest of all institutional responses to metropolitan problems” (Norris, 2001, p. 560)—

also fails in this regard because of its lack of effectiveness.  Norris defines regional 

governance in an enigmatic manner stating that governance must not be a government, 

yet must be authoritative and legally binding: 
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The association of governments or residents in a defined geographic area for the 
purpose of controlling or regulating the behavior within and performing functions 
or providing services for the overall territory. Governance in a metropolitan 
territory is authoritative, occurs on an areawide basis and may involve a coercive 
element. That is, governing decisions and actions are binding across the territory 
and, if necessary, may be compelled (Norris, 2001, p. 535). 

Can semi-voluntary governance, then, fit this definition?  Organizations such as 

MPOs are semi-voluntary in that parties can choose to not participate (however, this 

would then disallow the provision of certain federal transportation funds to these 

municipalities).  In such a sense, the MPO is effectively required by higher levels of 

government, yet each MPO is controlled by member jurisdictions that vote on regional 

priorities and apportion funding.  Because MPOs are semi-voluntary and are able to 

implement projects of regional significance, the following research seeks to discover 

whether the capacity exists in these organizations to take a leading role in regional 

governance and influence land use patterns and growth on the regional scale. 
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Chapter 3: Metropolitan Planning Organizations 

INTRODUCTION 

In American metropolitan areas, problems are traditionally approached in a city-

by-city piece-meal fashion and without mandatory cooperation and coordination across 

jurisdictional lines in the metropolitan area.  The fallacy with this approach is that the 

problems that plague urbanized areas do not typically respect city boundaries—crime, air 

quality, environmental resources, and other important problems span the jurisdictional 

boundaries of metropolitan areas, leading to typically un-coordinated and inefficient 

attempts at solutions.  Transportation problems similarly cross city limits and affect the 

farthest reaches of the metropolis; transportation problems—congestion, safety, air 

quality, connectivity—however, are one sector of metropolitan issues that are being dealt 

with at a regional level in this country.  At the same time, decisions about transportation 

infrastructure—which modes to develop, where to develop them, and in what capacity—

have a major impact on urban growth and development patterns. 

The progression with which the necessity for and authorization of regional bodies 

to address transportation issues has arisen has been ridden with political contests, global 

economic changes, the emergence of the environmental movement, civil rights, and the 

rise of advocacy planning.  As a result, metropolitan areas across the country are served 

by transportation bodies that maintain significant and varied responsibility in planning 

transportation systems.  Metropolitan planning agencies (MPOs) are, because of mandate 

and necessity, found in every urbanized area of the country having a population greater 

than 50,000—384 MPOs in total. 

The core purpose of these organizations, generally speaking, is to create 

transportation policy, plan for future transportation needs, and administer federal and 
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state funding to member organizations for approved transportation projects.  MPOs 

consist typically of a policy board including elected officials from member jurisdictions 

and state government and non-elected members, as well as technical staff that administer 

the decisions of the policy board, perform analysis, and carry out planning tasks.  MPOs 

perform their core function through three programs and plans—the Unified Planning 

Work Program (a short-range plan of the transportation studies, plans, and projects to be 

performed by the MPO and member jurisdictions), the Long-Range Transportation Plan 

(a twenty-year plan to address long-range, multi-modal transportation demand), and the 

Transportation Improvement Program (a short-range list of funded projects to be carried 

out in support of the long-range plan).  There is some variation between MPOs on the 

exact names of these, but the principal function of each is uniform as mandated by federal 

legislation. 

MPO HISTORY 

The factors leading up to the necessity for an authorization of MPOs originated in 

the decades after World War II and consisted largely of the creation of the Federal 

Housing Authority and the Interstate Highway Act.  These two events—providing a 

combination of low-interest mortgages and increased accessibility to highly affordable 

land—sparked a period of rapid suburbanization in America that exists to this day.   As 

more and more transportation links were constructed and the first effects of traffic 

congestion became apparent, business groups, advocacy groups, and citizens grew 

concerned and began to push for a coordinated and participatory planning method for 

metropolitan areas.  

The first generation of MPO emerged from the Highway Act of 1962.  Rather 

than mandating that metropolitan areas create transportation authorities, the Highway Act 

made the transfer of federal funds for highway projects in areas with populations of 
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50,000 or greater contingent upon cooperative planning between state and local 

governments that performed “3-C” planning—planning that is continuing, cooperative, 

and comprehensive.  With this legislation, metropolitan transportation committees and 

commissions began forming across the country in order to carry out 3-C planning and 

expand urban transportation infrastructure (Solof, 1998). 

Throughout the 1960s, several other pieces of federal legislation were passed, 

including the 1964 Urban Mass Transportation Act, the 1965 Housing and Urban 

Development Act, and the 1966 Demonstration Cities and Metropolitan Development 

Act.  These acts, among other things, provided federal aid to metropolitan areas for the 

planning and construction of mass transit systems and required regional review and 

approval for large-scale transportation projects.  In 1966, the Federal-Aid Highway Act 

was passed, requiring review of the economic, social, and environmental effects of 

highway projects and later—through amendment—required the inclusion of public 

participation in the transportation planning process (Solof, 1998). 

During the late 1960s and early 1970s environmental movement, two acts were 

created that have greatly affected the shape and functionality of MPOs.  The 1969 

National Environmental Policy Act required the preparation of Environmental Impact 

Statements (EIS) for large-scale transportation projects that relate the impact of each 

proposed projects and the pros and cons of each alternative in the project.  The next year, 

the federal government passed the Clean Air Act, which has had a similarly significant 

impact on MPOs.  The Clean Air Act is mostly known for its mandated reductions of 

individual automobile emissions, however, the Act also required states to find ways to 

curtail rising automobile use (the 1990 revision of this Act makes MPOs responsible for 

reducing auto use, as well as regional air pollution) (Solof, 1998). 



 19

Despite the fact that multiple legislative items focusing on regional transportation 

planning had been passed and federal funding had been appropriated, metropolitan 

transportation organizations were relatively powerless and often had little input on 

decisions made by state departments of transportation until the 1973 Federal Surface 

Transportation Assistance Act.  With the passing of this act, metropolitan planning 

organizations—the term being used here for the first time—were required to be created in 

urban areas with populations of 50,000 or more and follow the 3-C planning process.  

This process required that MPOs create dynamic planning documents that accounted for 

changes in population growth and distribution resulting from the fundamental changes in 

the patterns of urban growth resulting from the post-World War II boom in new housing 

and transportation infrastructure construction.  This was divergent from the provisions in 

the Highway Act of 1962 in that rather than allowing a cooperative committee between 

the state and local governments, the new act required the creation of organizations 

separate from state DOTs in order for the metropolitan areas to receive their federal 

funding (Solof, 1998; USDOT, 2004).   

MPOs operated under the loose guidelines of 3-C planning for a few years after 

the 1973 Act until, in 1975, the U.S. Department of Transportation released a set of rules 

for MPO operation.  These rules revolutionized metropolitan transportation planning and 

greatly increased the power of MPOs.  Of important note, these rules required that MPOs 

produce both a long-term transportation plan (with a 20-year horizon) and a short-term 

Transportation Improvement Program (3-5 year horizon), which was to include high-

priority transportation improvements which would further the long-term transportation 

plan.  These two elements are today two of three key components of the MPO planning 

process.  Other important changes dictated by these rules include involving locally-

elected officials, combining highway and transit projects in one, unified plan, and the 
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requirement for both state and local governments to receive MPO approval for projects in 

order to receive federal funding—this constituted a major shift in power between the 

MPO and the state (Solof, 1998). 

The newly-acquired power of MPOs was fleeting when, in the 1980s, the Reagan 

Administration—in its large-scale effort to reduce government bureaucracy—decreased 

the authority granted to MPOs only a few years earlier by granting states the authority to 

define the role of MPOs—often reducing their authority to a mere advisory role—and 

reducing federal funding to planning efforts.   During the administration, however, 

congress was able to pass a bill authorizing a five cent gas tax increase for federal 

transportation aid with one cent appropriated to mass transit projects.  During this time 

period, traffic congestion worsened and vehicle miles traveled increased faster than the 

rate of population growth (Solof, 1998). 

In 1991, many MPOs reacquired the authority lost during the Reagan 

Administration with the passing of the Intermodal Surface Transportation Equity Act 

(ISTEA).  This act, along with substantially increased funding for planning activities, 

significantly changed the functionality of MPOs.  Specifically, ISTEA required MPOs to 

consider multi-modal approaches to solving transportation problems—allowing funding 

to be spent flexibly between highway and transit projects—and to prioritize projects that 

aided in implementing amendments to the Clean Air Act—specifically those that reduced 

traffic congestion and related emissions.  Additionally, ISTEA required more extensive 

public participation and required that MPOs’ transportation improvement programs, 

which contain all short-term projects for the coming years, be realistic—that is, MPOs 

were no longer allowed to maintain a “wish list” of projects, rather could only include 

realistic projects with identified funding sources in their planning agendas (Solof, 1998). 
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Taking ISTEA one step further, the Transportation Equity Act for the 21st 

Century (TEA-21) mandated that no projects could be approved or allotted federal 

funding unless they were included in both the MPO’s short-term transportation 

improvement program and the long-term transportation plan and that both of these 

included only projects that were financially realistic.  TEA-21 also requires that states, in 

conjunction with MPOs, forecast future transportation funding sources and uses these in 

creating short- and long-range plans.  One of the major improvements for MPOs allotted 

by TEA-21 was the authorization and appropriation of dedicated funds for planning and 

study exercises—these support the funding of MPO functions and allow less project 

funding to be diverted to these activities (Solof, 1998). 

The most recent piece of legislation that has greatly affected MPOs is the Safe, 

Accountable, Flexible and Efficient Transportation Equity Act–A Legacy for Users or 

SAFETEA-LU.  Enacted in 2005, SAFETEA-LU made significant changes to funding 

options, including the allowance for organizations to sell tax-exempt bonds of up to $15 

billion for highway projects and intermodal facilities, a new “small starts” program that 

provides funding for new, fixed-guideway projects requiring less than $75 million in 

funding, and the allowance of tolling on the interstate highway system in congested areas.  

Additionally, SAFETEA-LU made changes to the environmental review process for all 

transportation projects and—specifically for MPOs—mandates that environmental 

mitigation activities be considered in MPOs’ long-range transportation plans (Solof, 

1998; ARTBA, 2005).   

The result of these decades of enabling legislation and changes in political climate 

is a powerful organization that greatly impacts urban regions.  MPOs set long-term 

transportation planning goals, select key projects to fulfill these goals, and coordinate 

transportation systems across the region.  They influence regional development patterns 
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because of the nature of their mandated activities and have strong legislative and political 

support by the local, state, and federal governments. 

MPO STRUCTURE 

The operational structure of an MPO includes a policy board which votes on 

program decisions and appropriations, approves the long-range transportation plan and 

the transportation improvement program, and generally guides the operation of the 

organization.  MPOs also maintain a complement of staff—dependant on the size of the 

organization—that administers policy board decisions, performs analyses, maintains the 

planning documents and programs of the organization, and makes recommendations on 

policies and projects. 

As a result of the rules for MPOs established by the U.S. Department of 

Transportation in 1975, all MPOs maintain a policy board of elected officials, advisors, 

and staff members.  The size of policy boards range from only a handful of officials and 

staff to well over sixty members including a full complement of officials, advisors, 

agency representatives, and staff members.  Generally speaking, however, most MPO 

policy boards consist of between ten and twenty members.  On average, a little less than 

three-fourths of the individuals on policy boards are elected officials from local cities and 

counties and state senators and representatives.  Other bodies are often represented on 

policy boards as advisors and, sometimes, voting members.  Examples of other groups 

represented are state departments of transportation, transit agencies, airports, sea ports, 

the freight industry, school districts, and other local governments.  Occasionally, citizens 

not affiliated with any government agencies or political offices are allowed to sit on the 

policy board (AMPO, 2006). 

While MPOs are required to be created for all urban areas with populations 

greater than 50,000 in order to receive federal funding for transportation projects, the 
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manner in which MPOs are authorized or designated varies from region to region.  In 

most cases, MPOs have been authorized with a memorandum of understanding or an 

interlocal agreement—in both cases this represents a bilateral agreement between local 

governments to form and support an MPO.  Often times, MPO designation does not result 

in a new organization, rather an existing regional organization such as a council of 

governments assumes the role of the MPO.  Since councils of governments are made up 

of locally elected officials representing the region’s local governments, their approval of 

an MPO represents an interlocal agreement.  In less common instances, the MPO can be 

part of other governmental bodies including county or city governments or regional 

planning commissions—even less often, MPOs can cross state boundaries and serve 

cities on both sides of the border (AMPO, 2006). 

MPO FUNCTION 

Primary Functions 

The core functions MPOs perform—creating transportation policy, planning for 

future transportation needs, and administering federal and state funding to member 

organizations for approved transportation projects—are carried out in a manner 

prescribed by decades of federal legislation.  While there are variations between the 

operation of MPOs depending on geographic location, population size, and air quality 

status, the U.S. Department of Transportation defines the core roles of MPOs as: 

• providing a fair, neutral setting and process and serving as a coordinator 

for regional transportation decision-making; 

• performing planning tasks and studies that identify transportation 

alternatives; 

• creating and updating a long-range transportation plan; 
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• maintaining a short-range transportation improvement program that 

implements the recommendations of the long-range plan; 

• and involving the public in all aspects of the transportation planning 

process (USDOT, 2004). 

All MPOs, in order to perform their mandatory functions, must produce and 

maintain at least three programs and documents on a regular basis.  These programs—the 

Unified Planning Work Program, Long-Range Transportation Plan, and Transportation 

Improvement Program—and their required accompanying documentation are interrelated 

in that they are dependant on the findings and recommendations of each other in order to 

be viable and legally acceptable. 

The unified planning work program (UPWP) or Statement of Work (as is required 

of smaller organizations) is the shortest-range of the three required programs and does 

not make any actual recommendations for transportation policies or projects as the other 

two do.  Rather, the UPWP is a short-range (one to two years) plan of all transportation 

projects, studies, and plans—federally funded or not—to be performed by the MPO or a 

member agency.  In addition, all plans and studies listed on the UPWP/Statement of 

Work must have identified sources of funding listed and must name the agency or 

department in charge of the activity (49USC5303).  TEA-21 authorized State Planning 

and Research Funds (SPR) and Planning Funds (PL) to be transferred from the Federal 

Highway Administration and the Federal Transit Administration to support such studies 

and plans; these funds often make up a large portion of the MPO budget and are 

applicable to the production of long-range transportation plans and transportation 

improvement programs (USDOT, 2004). 

The second program required of MPOs is the production of a long-range 

transportation plan (LRTP) every three to five years.  The LRTP—based on a twenty year 
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horizon—has three primary goals: the mobility and access of people and goods, efficient 

system performance and preservation, and improved quality of life.  The plan is required, 

by the U.S. Department of Transportation, to “include both long-range and short-range 

program strategies/actions that lead to the development of an integrated intermodal 

transportation system that facilitates the efficient movement of people and goods” (23 

CFR450C, Sec.450.322). 

These plans, therefore, typically include future policies, strategies, and projects 

for the region designed to address predicted capacity needs.  MPOs are required to 

examine the effects of predicted land use, development, housing, and employment 

changes on transportation demand and consider all modes of transportation together in 

meeting these demands.  Furthermore, MPOs are responsible for estimating project costs, 

identifying viable funding sources for future projects, and developing strategies for the 

maintenance and efficient use of existing facilities.  LRTPs must conform to the state-

wide transportation plan and must be updated once every five years.  If an MPO’s region 

is categorized as a non-attainment or maintenance area, however, the MPO is required to 

update its LRTP once every three years, among other requirements (USDOT, 2004). 

Maintaining a transportation improvement program (TIP) is the third major 

program required of MPOs nationwide.  The horizon of this program is much shorter than 

that of the LRTP (two years, compared to twenty years) but is very closely related to the 

LRTP.  The TIP includes projects, programs, and strategies of immediate necessity and 

importance to furthering the goals of the LRTP and may only include items relevant to 

the LRTP.  These items must be financially realistic and their funding sources and 

amount of total funding must be listed with each item in the TIP.  Upon updating the TIP, 

the governor is required to approve its provisions, and have them included in the 
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Statewide Transportation Improvement Program (23USC134; 49USC5304; USDOT, 

2004). 

In the creation and administration of these programs and the transportation 

planning process over all, the MPO must actively involve the public.  The public process 

utilized by the MPO must include “…all affected parties in an open, cooperative, and 

collaborative process that provides meaningful opportunities to influence transportation 

decisions” (USDOT, 2004, 35).  The public is to be involved in the planning process 

from start to finish and is to be provided with a wide array of information including 

access to the decision-making process; the input of the public is to be sought in choosing 

alternatives and evaluating proposals. 

Through these three federally-mandated programs, MPOs guide transportation 

system development and coordinate investments across multiple jurisdictions in the 

region.  With the impacts that transportation investments have on growth patterns and the 

far-reaching horizon of the LRTP, the decisions made by MPOs today will very likely 

have significant impacts on land use and growth that reach well into the future. 

Secondary Functions 

In addition to the core functions required of all MPOs, many organizations have 

other responsibilities given to them by their state or local government or other regional 

organizations.  Many MPOs, for example, are given the responsibility of allocating state 

funding as well as federal funding for regional projects and some have roles in regional 

growth management strategies.  Most often, however, the additional responsibilities 

given to MPOs are because of the metropolitan area’s population and/or air quality status. 

If a region has been classified as non-attainment (meaning that the area has 

excessive levels of air pollutants) or maintenance (probationary status of non-attainment 

areas taking steps to correct pollution levels), they have additional restrictions and 
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responsibilities that affect their operation and functionality.  The Clean Air Act of 1990, 

along with Title 23 U.S.C., requires the plans and programs of a non-attainment or 

maintenance MPO to comply with the state implementation plan (SIP – the state’s air 

quality plan) and that the MPO coordinate transportation and air quality planning for the 

region.  The SIP includes an emissions budget, of which a portion is allotted to each 

MPO; MPOs, then, must plan transportation investments within their respective 

emissions budgets (23USC134; 49USC5303; USDOT, 2004). 

Of great effect to these MPOs is the federal requirement that a Transportation 

Conformity Process—a process which determines whether a project meets air quality 

standards—be performed for every project.  This adds an additional step to the procedure 

of approving projects and, in addition to the requirement that non-attainment and 

maintenance MPOs update their LRTPs every three years as opposed to five years, 

significantly increases the amount of work that must be performed by the MPO.  In order 

to more comprehensively address air pollution, many MPOs have instituted public 

education campaigns and have begun receiving and managing congestion mitigation and 

air quality (CMAQ) funds (USDOT, 2004). 

MPOs located in metropolitan areas with populations over 200,000 also have 

additional responsibilities mandated by the U.S. Department of Transportation.  Namely, 

these MPOs must oversee a Congestion Management System (CMS) which requires the 

implementation of strategies, such as ITS systems, to reduce travel demand and 

effectively manage the operations of facilities.  Known as transportation management 

areas (TMA), these MPOs also must be examined in a federal certification process once 

every three years to ensure that their CMS is operating effectively (49USC5305; 

USDOT, 2004). 
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Additional Focus Areas 

Some activities are performed by many MPOs that are not required under federal 

law—some of these include analyzing the performance of freight movement in the region 

and forming freight advisory committees; managing and coordinating advanced 

Intelligent Transportation Systems, traffic signal coordination programs, and incident 

management programs; and employing exotic modeling techniques that examine the 

future economic and social impacts of infrastructure changes. 

Most MPOs employ traffic modeling in their planning process—especially for the 

production of the LRTP.  Modeling, however, is not required by federal mandates—only 

an analytical process by which to evaluate projects is required.  When performing 

modeling, most MPOs utilized the venerated Four-Step process, which examines trip 

generation, trip distribution to other zones, modal split, and network assignment of trips. 

By inputting projected future population, socio-economic, land use data, and population 

distribution across the region, forecasts on future capacity and infrastructure needs can be 

produced, thereby prioritizing projects.  Other models used by some MPOs include 

activity-based models, environmental and community impact models, and cost models 

(USDOT, 2004). 

In order to have accurate data to inform their models, MPOs regularly collect data 

on traffic volumes and flow.  Typically, traffic counts, travel speed, and delay time are 

collected for key roadways in the region for this purpose.  Many MPOs also conduct 

personal travel surveys which provide a more in-depth picture of trip generation, 

distribution, and assignment in the region.  Other performance measures recorded by 

MPOs include pollution generation and total pollution levels and rate of fuel 

consumption.  Accident data is also collected, including the number of accidents per 
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transportation link, factors possibly impacting the accident, and—in some cases—the 

overall cost of accidents to the region’s resources (USDOT, 2004). 

The environmental review process required by the National Environmental Policy 

Act of 1969 (NEPA) of MPOs requires significant investment of time and money.  NEPA 

impacts the overall planning process by requiring the MPO to consider the potential 

environmental impacts of projects from the initial planning stages.  Furthermore, at a 

certain point in each project, the MPO must determine the impact that the project will 

have on the environment (23USC134; USDOT, 2004). 

An initial review of the project is performed and, if the project is found to have a 

significant impact, the MPO must produce an environmental impact statement (EIS) that 

details the pros and cons—including specific potential environmental impacts—of each 

possible alternative in the project.  Once an alternative is chosen, a record of decision—

which includes proposed mitigation activities—is prepared based on this alternative.  If a 

project is known to not have any significant environmental impact, no EIS is required.  

Instead, the MPO prepares a categorical exclusion which states that the project will have 

little to no impact.  If the probable impact of a project is unknown, the MPO performs an 

environmental assessment (EA) to determine the level of impact.  If the impact will be 

substantial, an EIS is prepared; if not, a finding of no significant impacts (FONSI) 

statement is prepared (USDOT, 2004). 

Funding Sources and Practices 

Funding sources for MPOs include state governments, area taxes, local 

governments, development impact fees, and tolls.  The federal government, however, is 

the largest funding source although these funds do not go directly to MPOs.  Rather, there 

exists a substantial process through which funds must travel from being authorized to 

being spent.  The source of federal funding, as provisioned by ISTEA, TEA-21, and 
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SAFETEA-LU, is the Federal Highway Trust Fund—fed primarily by gasoline taxes—

and, to a certain extent, the general fund. 

The process of transferring funds from the federal government to MPOs begins 

with authorizing legislation enacted by Congress that allows a certain, lump-sum amount 

of funds to be used for transportation projects.  After funds are authorized, Congress then 

–during the budgetary process—appropriates an amount of money (usually less than what 

is authorized) to be spent on transportation.  This appropriated amount is apportioned to 

each state—based largely on population—which then apportions funds to MPOs.  While 

federal funding is approved, the MPOs and states do not actually receive money until 

their projects are approved and work has started on each.  The states (and therefore the 

MPOs) are then reimbursed by the federal government.  States and local governments are 

required to account for a portion of the expenses of making transportation improvements, 

as well.  These bodies are required to supply a “match” or portion of the total cost of the 

project.  This portion as a percentage of the total cost varies, but typically averages 

around twenty percent (USDOT, 2004). 

Most federal funds are dedicated to specific projects or types of projects, but 

sometimes flexible funds are sought by MPOs and distributed by the federal government.  

These funds, which are allowed to be transferred between highway projects and transit 

projects, allow the MPO to utilize federal funding for the region’s highest-priority 

projects, regardless of the project type.  The authority to apply flexible funding varies 

between MPOs based on population size.  If the MPO is a TMA, they have the sole 

authority to transfer the funds.  If the MPO is not a TMA, however, they must coordinate 

and receive the approval of the state department of transportation to apply or transfer the 

funds (USDOT, 2004). 
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MPO TYPOLOGIES 

In examining MPO structure, functionality, and population served, typologies 

begin to emerge that serve to illustrate the interrelated nature of these three issues.  

Generally, both structure and functionality are products of the metropolitan population 

for logistical reasons and because of federal requirements and pollution levels.  Three 

typological models stand out as being applicable to the majority of MPOs across the 

country. 

The first of these is the Small & Basic MPO.  MPOs in this category are non 

TMAs and serve populations less than 200,000.  They are often stand-alone 

organizations, but are just as often part of a city or county government—especially in 

smaller, single-city regions.  Because they are not TMAs and their small populations do 

not produce enough emissions to cause the region to reach non-attainment status, these 

MPOs perform only the basic functions required of all MPOs.  Examples include Abilene 

MPO in Abilene, Texas  

The second typology is the Mid-Sized MPO, which serves a population of 

200,000 to 1,000,000.  These MPOs serve as TMAs because of their population and 

therefore perform more services than the Small & Basic MPO.  As these MPOs serve 

regions with multiple municipalities present, they are often part of a council of 

governments (COG) or similar organization—they are also often stand-alone 

organizations, however.  These MPOs are not typically (although some are) located in 

non-attainment areas due to their population size and therefore do not have the full 

complement of responsibilities that MPOs in non-attainment areas have.  Examples 

include the Pikes Peak Area Council of Governments in Colorado Springs, Colorado. 

Finally, the third typology is the Mega MPO which not only serves the largest 

populations (1,000,000 to over 15,000,000) but also has the greatest responsibility of the 
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three MPO typologies.  These organizations are typically located in highly-populated, 

non-attainment or maintenance areas and have the associated responsibilities, as well as 

TMA duties.  These organizations, however, are often part of COGs and, due to a 

combination of this and the federally-required congestion management system operated 

by these organizations, often present a more holistic approach to regional planning than 

do the other typologies.  Examples include the North Central Texas Council of 

Governments, serving the Dallas-Fort Worth region and the Atlanta Regional Council in 

Atlanta, Georgia. 

MPOS AND LAND USE 

As discussed in this chapter, the structures and functions of MPOs are well 

defined and supported by decades of enabling legislation and political support.  MPO 

governing boards are comprised of elected and appointed officials from member 

jurisdictions and regional and state agencies—the composition of these boards increases 

political support from the local level, as member jurisdictions cooperatively lead the 

organization, and from the state level, as the MPO provides federally-mandated services 

while not exercising authority over local jurisdictions.  The functions of MPOs—

planning long- and short-term transportation investments and coordinating regional 

transportation planning—are supported by local officials and citizens (the promise of 

reduced traffic congestion is always popular) and state governments since these functions 

satisfy the requirements of the federal government for transportation planning. 

In the introductory chapter, three key questions were posed: Are MPOs politically 

and functionally in a position to guide land use?; can MPOs guide land use?; and Are 

MPOs beginning to address land use and regional urbanization?  In response to the first 

question, it appears that MPOs are, in fact, politically and functionally in a position to 

guide land use.  Politically, MPOs have the support of local, state, and federal 
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governments (as well as citizens) to improve mobility and access across regions—MPOs 

that decide to take an innovative approach to improving mobility through focusing 

investments in ways that affect land use patterns (and thereby shaping growth) would 

only be able to do so if the governing board—made up of locally-elected officials—

approved of such a strategy. The functionality of MPOs also suggests that these 

organizations are in a position to guide land use—the current ability for MPOs to plan 

both short-term and long-term investments in transportation demonstrates that they have 

the analytical ability to identify short term strategies that achieve long term goals.  This is 

relevant to guiding land patterns through transportation investments as each change in the 

transportation system would have a small impact on land use patterns—it would take 

many, coordinated transportation investments to reach a vision of future, unified land use 

and growth patterns. 

Besides being politically and functionally in a position to guide land use, it is 

important to examine whether MPOs would actually be able to guide land patterns—that 

is, whether the programs and policies implemented by MPOs would have a significant 

impact on land use and growth patterns. In the next chapter, the relationship between land 

use and transportation is examined and strategies and tools which address land use issues 

and can be implemented by MPOs are discussed.   
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Chapter 4: Transportation and Land Use 

The notion that transportation systems and land use patterns are interrelated is one 

that has been long held by planners, engineers, and regional scientists.  Such connections 

can easily be seen when looking at the changes that occurred in American cities during 

the 19th century with the advent of the locomotive.  Prior to this invention, cities were 

compact and conducive to the modes of transportation available at the time—walking and 

horses.  Once the locomotive was introduced to cities, the resulting pattern of 

development was focused around commuter rail lines and stations.  Another shift in 

development patterns occurred in the years following World War II, with the introduction 

of the Interstate Highway System and new federal home mortgage programs.  These two 

programs—one producing high-capacity and far reaching transportation connections and 

the other allowing low-density, single use development in suburban areas—sparked the 

highly interrelated condition between transportation and land use that is today called 

urban sprawl (Jackson, 1987). 

Empirical research also suggests that transportation and land use influence each 

other, yet quantifying these impacts is prohibitively difficult (Handy, 2002).  A complex 

scenario exists between transportation investments, land development patterns, and travel 

patterns—the research illustrates a self-perpetuating cycle in that investments in 

transportation infrastructure allow changes in land development patterns which, in turn, 

influence travel patterns.  People travel at different times of the day in different numbers 

using different modes dependant on the pattern of land use present.  Those in low-

density, single-use areas are much more likely to travel by automobile while those in 

high-density, mixed-use areas are more likely to walk or cycle, for example.  Because of 
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this, travel patterns, in turn influence future transportation investments, which starts the 

cycle over (Handy, 2002; Paterson, Handy, et al, 2003). 

LAND USE GUIDANCE STRATEGIES 

Utilizing this frame of thinking (and the general approach that urban sprawl has 

negative consequences and should be countered), research has been performed to identify 

specific policies which will reduce the effects and likelihood of urban sprawl.  

Performing an extensive literature review and consulting a panel of experts on the 

transportation/land-use nexus, Paterson, Handy, et al (2003) developed a matrix of 

transportation-based and growth management-based strategies to counter sprawl that 

includes each strategy’s effectiveness, ease of implementation, general cost, and 

authoritative implementing body.  In this research, policies possible for implementation 

by MPOs were identified—these are both transportation- and land use-focused policies 

that are suitable for regional implementation and fall under the general functional realm 

of MPOs.  From this research, nine strategies for reducing sprawl were found to be highly 

effective at reducing vehicle miles traveled (VMT)—a travel behavior modification that 

in turn would affect the MPO’s transportation investments and therefore the development 

patterns in the region.  In addition, ten such strategies were found to be somewhat 

effective at reducing VMT.  The effectiveness of these strategies and the ability for 

MPOs to implement them suggests that MPOs can actively influence land use patterns 

through transportation-based policies and programs. 

Figure 4.1 displays the nineteen strategies that Paterson, Handy, et al have found 

to be highly effective or somewhat effective at reducing VMT and that are able to be 

implemented or jointly-implemented by MPOs.  These strategies were categorized in 

their research in multiple ways; relevant to this research are two categorizations—

strategies that are land use-based versus transportation-based and strategies that are  
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Figure 4.1: Effective Sprawl Mitigation Strategies for MPOs 

 
Source: Modified from Paterson, Handy, et al (2003). 
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typically adopted by MPOs with the primary goal of reducing VMT versus strategies 

adopted with VMT reduction typically being a secondary goal.  Paterson, Handy, et al 

divide all of the strategies examined in their research into either transportation-based or 

land use-based—they define transportation-based strategies as those which “involve 

investments in transportation infrastructure or policies about transportation” or are “land-

use policies designed to reduce the demand for driving” (p. 37).  They define land use-

based strategies as those addressing growth-management that influence “the location and 

character of development” (p.37).  In other words, transportation-based strategies focus 

primarily on improving the transportation system while land use-based strategies focus 

primarily on managing growth.  As can be seen in Figure 4.1, however, many of these 

“land use-based” strategies have a significant impact on the transportation system 

through the reduction of VMT. 

VMT reduction goals is the second categorization made by Paterson, Handy, et al 

that is relevant to this research.  In addition to examining the effectiveness of each 

strategy at carrying out other goals related to sprawl-reduction, the researchers identified 

which strategies served the primary goal of reducing VMT—that is, strategies which 

directly reduced VMT—and which were designed with VMT reduction as a secondary 

goal—strategies which indirectly cause VMT reduction.  As can be seen in Figure 4.1, 

however, many strategies that have only a secondary goal of reducing VMT are very 

effective at reducing VMT (and often more effective than some strategies that have VMT 

reduction as a primary goal).1 

Additional categorizations can be made for these strategies that only arise when 

the list of strategies in the literature is honed down to the highly effective and somewhat 

effective strategies that MPOs are able to implement.  One such categorization is the 

                                                 
1 For a thorough discussion of each of the strategies referenced here, see Paterson, Handy, et al, 2003. 
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general basis of the strategies—most of the nineteen strategies (and especially the highly 

effective ones) can be categorized as focused on road or congestion pricing (cordon 

pricing, high occupancy toll lanes, toll roads), efficiency of land use (infill development, 

mixed-use development, urban growth boundaries), or alternative mode use (light rail, 

bus rapid, or heavy rail transit investments).  Some of these can fall into two categories—

such as bus- and rail-based TOD, which can be considered efficiency of land use- and 

alternative mode use-focused.  The highly effective strategies are focused on road or 

congestion pricing or efficiency of land use; however, rail-based TOD also supports 

alternative mode usage.  This suggests that supporting alternative modes is not by itself a 

viable manner by which to reduce automobile usage—rather, creating efficient land use 

patterns which support alternative modes must also occur. 

MPOS AND LAND USE GUIDANCE 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, land development patterns, travel patterns, 

and transportation investments affect each other in a self-perpetuating cycle.  When 

MPOs make investments in the transportation system, travel patterns and growth in the 

region are directly altered.  The literature suggests that planning and implementing 

investments (as well as partnering with local jurisdictions to influence land use decisions) 

in a unified manner can alter the overall development and travel patterns found 

throughout the region.  The effectiveness of the strategies discussed in this chapter, along 

with their conduciveness to being implemented by MPOs, suggests that MPOs can, in 

fact, influence growth—the second key question introduced in Chapter 1.  In order to 

influence growth effectively, however, MPOs would need to use (or be beginning to use) 

these strategies in an organized manner with a clear vision for future regional growth in 

mind.  Determining whether MPOs are beginning to use these strategies and whether they 
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are using them to support a regional growth vision is one of the primary goals of the 

survey discussed in the following chapters. 
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SECTION 3: NATIONAL MPO SURVEY 

Chapter 5: Survey Methodology 

INTRODUCTION 

The literature provides theoretical claims about whether metropolitan planning 

organizations (MPOs) are politically and functionally capable of guiding land use and 

growth on a regional scale.  What is lacking, however, is literature or research on whether 

MPOs nation-wide are considering or actually acting in new ways to influence land use 

and growth issues.  Best practice studies have been performed on a small number of 

MPOs and organizations serving as MPOs which analyze the programs and policies 

utilized to influence land use patterns—however, these are detailed, case-by-case studies 

which do not reflect the climate of MPOs across the country (Paterson, Handy, et al, 

2003; Association of Metropolitan Planning Organizations, 2004).  To develop new 

information on broader MPO activities, the author created and administered a survey of 

MPOs of varying sizes, structures, and authority across the country.  The survey had two 

primary goals—1) to determine whether MPOs are focused on addressing regional land 

use and growth patterns and whether this focus is increasing and 2) to decide whether this 

focus is reflected in the land use-affecting programs and policies utilized by these 

organizations. 

GUIDELINES AND ASSUMPTIONS 

In order to create a survey that effectively met the goals of this research, certain 

guidelines and assumptions which affected the survey’s shape and characteristics were 

taken into consideration.  The first guideline was that in order to accurately depict an 

overall climate for MPOs—which vary greatly in size, structure, and functionality—a 
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large proportion of the organizations across the country must be surveyed.  Another 

guideline was that because of their interaction with all aspects of their organization’s 

operations, MPO directors should be targeted to complete the survey—in many 

organizations that combine an MPO and a COG (or sometimes city or county 

governments) an assistant director or a manager oversees the organization’s MPO-based 

operations and, in these cases, these individuals should be targeted for survey completion.  

Finally, because the survey was to be administered to these directors and managers 

who—in supervising operations—would not have time to complete a more detailed 

survey, it was decided that the amount of time required to complete the survey should be 

limited to approximately fifteen minutes. 

In designing the survey to answer the key questions of the research, a number of 

assumptions needed to be made.  First, to determine the focus and increase in focus of 

MPOs on land use and growth patterns, it was assumed that the MPO staff responding to 

the survey could accurately self-report the focus of their organization and of their 

organization’s programs and policies.  Accurate self-reporting requires that the climate 

within the MPO be reflective of the approaches, policies, and culture of the organization 

so that the focus on land use and growth patterns is apparent to the survey participant.  It 

was also assumed that an MPO’s programs and activities correlate with their focus on 

land use and growth issues—self-reported or not.  In other words, it was assumed that the 

programs and policies reflect the true focus of the organization—whether the participant 

self reports such a focus or not.  Finally, it was assumed for this survey that one of the 

primary reasons why MPOs might be considering land use and growth patterns is that 

these issues influence travel demand and therefore the demand placed on the region’s 

transportation system (Handy, 2002).   Part of this assumption is also that reductions in 

vehicle miles traveled (VMT) and congestion are good indicators of how certain 
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programs and policies implemented by MPOs effectively influence land use and growth 

patterns to reduce travel demand.   

SURVEY DESIGN 

Three types of questions were utilized in the design of the survey—basic 

questions about the characteristics and structure of the organization, more in-depth 

questions on the participant’s opinion of the focus of the organization on land use and 

growth patterns, and specific questions on the programs and policies that the MPO 

administers or participates in.  The initial, basic questions asked of participants were 

included to illustrate the “demographics” of organizations—questions designed to acquire 

information such as population served by the organization, number of member 

jurisdiction, and staff size.  These questions were important to the survey design because 

they help illustrate the variations in structure between MPOs—whether they are stand-

alone organizations or part of another agency, for example—and reveal certain 

characteristics of organizations that might later correlate with responses to the focus and 

program questions.  Additionally, while these questions provide basic, easily-available 

data, time was saved by having participants provide this information as opposed to 

finding this data through research. 

 The second type of question sought to identify the focus of organizations on land 

use and growth patterns through self-reporting.  These questions were important because 

they identified the participant’s opinion of the focus of his or her organization and 

informed the author in determining the general depth of approach taken by MPOs 

nationwide towards land use and growth patterns.  One of the focus questions asked: 

Does your organization focus on land use planning issues* that may influence 
transportation issues? 

*Future land use plans of member jurisdictions, future zoning or zoning changes, 
annexations, large-scale residential or commercial development decisions by local 
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jurisdictions such as mixed use development, inter-jurisdictional growth visions 
or strategies, etc. 

Additional questions of this type were designed to discover whether this shift in focus 

was increasing among MPOs and whether outside factors influenced this focus. 

The third type of question was designed to identify the programs, policies, and 

strategies in use by MPOs that affect land use and growth patterns as well as how long 

such programs have been utilized by the organization.  While the second type of 

questions (described above) identifies the participant’s opinion on their organization’s 

focus, these program questions were predicted to illustrate the functional focus of the 

organization—that is, they were expected to identify whether the organization’s programs 

support a focus on land use and growth patterns.  Utilization of programs, policies, and 

strategies used by MPOs or participated in by MPOs was recorded in the survey.  

Participants were asked to identify which activities their organization participated in and 

to report whether their participation in this activity was recent or was well-established.  

Paterson, Handy, et al (2003) was utilized to identify which programs and policies should 

be included in the survey—strategies which they reported as being possible for MPOs to 

implement or influence were selected and refined to create a list of twenty strategies that 

were rated by the authors as being somewhat to highly effective at reducing VMT 

(receiving a score of 2.0 to 3.0, as explained in Chapter 4)—many of these also received 

high effectiveness ratings for reducing congestion and managing urban expansion (see 

Figure 5.1).  Additional programs and policies not rated highly by Paterson, Handy, et al 

were included in the survey—activities such as partnering with local jurisdictions to 

encourage changes in zoning. 
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Figure 5.1: Ratings of Relevant Sprawl Mitigation Strategies 

 

Source: Modified from Paterson, Handy, et al (2003). 

SAMPLE AND DISTRIBUTION 

The universe for this survey includes 384 MPOs from each state in the country.  

Because it was desirable to receive as thorough a response as possible from MPOs, the 

sample size for the survey was equal to that of the universe (384).  The survey was 

opened on February 28, 2007 and closed on April 4, 2007.  It was administered via the 

internet utilizing an online web survey software which allows secure data storage, results 

analysis, and controls over the survey design, such as adding skip logic.  The Association 

of Metropolitan Planning Organizations (AMPO) was asked to help distribute this 

Strategy Name

VMT
Congestion 
Reduction

Managing 
Urban 

Expansion
Congestion Pricing: Area-Wide or Cordon 
Pricing 2.86 2.71 --
Congestion Pricing: High Occupancy Toll 
Lanes 2.57 2.43 --
Congestion Pricing by Automatic Vehicle 
Identification 2.43 2.57 --
Urban Growth Boundaries 2.43 -- 2.86
Mixed-Use Land Development 2.43 1.86 2.67
Rail-Based TOD 2.29 -- 2.17
Jobs-Housing Balance Program 2.29 1.86 1.67
Road Pricing: Toll Roads 2.29 2.57 --
Infill Development 2.29 -- 2.29
Transportation-Growth Management Joint 
Program/Consortium 2.20 -- 2.00
Bus-Based TOD 2.14 -- 2.00
Monetary Incentives for Alternative Mode Use 2.14 2.14 --
High Occupancy Vehicle Facilities 2.00 1.86 --
Transportation Enhancement Program 2.00 -- --
Light Rail Transit Investments 2.00 2.00 --
Bus Rapid Transit Investments 2.00 2.00 --
Commuter/Heavy Rail Transit Investments 2.00 2.17 --
Worksite Parking Management 2.00 2.00 --

Effectiveness Rating
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survey—a description and link to the survey were included in several of their e-mail 

newsletters as well as on a page of their website.  The initial response rate was low and 

was subsequently supplemented by sending individual emails to the directors of 

organizations along with follow-up prompt emails for non-respondents.  The United 

States Department of Transportation’s Metropolitan Planning Organization Database 

(http://www.planning.dot.gov/overview.asp) was used to find director names and email 

addresses. 
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Chapter 6: Survey Analysis 

INTRODUCTION 

In total, representatives of ninety-seven out of 384 MPOs across the country 

(equaling 25.5% of the universe) responded to the survey.  This is far less than the 

desired response rate, but is a statistically significant representation of MPOs (with a 90% 

confidence level, this leads to a 7.23% margin of error) assuming that self-selection did 

not skew the survey responses.  Out of the ninety-seven respondents, eighty-nine 

completed the survey while eight only partially completed the survey—those that stopped 

in the middle of the survey did so when they came to questions that asked detailed 

information about the organization’s programs.   

Several respondents did not completely answer every question in the survey.  

Some skipped the more in-depth questions which caused the aforementioned eight to stop 

completing the survey while others appeared to have only provided a response to 

questions which they would have answered “yes” to.  In cases where it was apparent that 

this latter event occurred—such instances where participants were asked to provide a yes-

or-no answer for multiple items within one question and “yes” answers were provided for 

some of these while others received no answer at all—it was assumed that by not 

providing an answer, the respondent implied a “no” answer. 

SURVEY RESULTS 

General Characteristics 

The survey was designed to be completed by directors and managers but, because 

of the original distribution method and the possibility that directors and managers might 

have delegated the completion of this survey, not every participant who participated 
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holds one of these positions at their organization.  Nevertheless, the majority of 

respondents have the word “director” in their title (almost 57%) or a similar word such as 

“manager,” “coordinator,” “chief,” or “principal.”  The titles of only 24% of respondents 

did not include one of these words. 

Responses were received from MPOs from thirty-nine states—invitations were 

sent to MPOs in every state and Washington D.C.—with the greatest number of 

responses coming from California (seven responses), Florida (five responses) and Illinois 

(five responses).  Responses were not received from Arizona, Hawaii, Mississippi, 

Nebraska, New Jersey, North Dakota, Rhode Island, Utah, Vermont, Wyoming, or 

Washington D.C.  The most probable reason for this non-response is lack of staff 

resources—two potential participants commented via email that they could not spare their 

time or their staff’s time to complete the survey. 

Population is a major factor in the structure, organization, and functionality of 

MPOs.  Survey responses were collected from MPOs varying greatly in population with 

MPOs serving less than 200,000 people being the largest cohort.  The breakdown by 

population of the responses collected closely resembles the universe of MPOs though 

larger MPOs are slightly over-represented in the survey results (see Figure 6.1).  One 

important point to note here is that almost half of the organizations responding are not 

transportation management area MPOs (discussed in Chapter 3)—this means that these 

organizations are not required to perform as many federally-mandated tasks, such as 

managing congestion, as larger MPOs.



 48

 

Figure 6.1 
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In the initial part of the survey, participants were asked whether their MPO was a 

stand-alone organization, part of a council of governments (COG), or part of another 

body—such as a city government or planning council.  If respondents answered that their 

organization is part of another body, they were asked to provide the type of body.  Of 

these answers, four categories were present, including city governments, county 

governments, regional planning commissions and councils, and area development 

districts (a form of governance unique to Kentucky).  Most MPOs reported being stand-

alone organizations with MPO-COG hybrids being the second most common 

organizational structure (see Figure 6.2). 
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Figure 6.2 

Organizational Composition
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While the majority of MPOs reported being stand-along organizations, most 

respondents reported that there is a COG, non-profit visioning entity, or regional 

government in their region that addresses land use issues in some manner.  25.8% of 

survey participants reported that an organization exists that plans land use and growth as 

a suggestion or recommendation, which can be adopted by local jurisdictions.  Just over 

21% reported that a body exists that monitors or studies land use while only 6.2% 

reported the presence of a regional organization that has the regulatory authority to plan 

regional land use and growth across jurisdictional boundaries.  45.4% of respondents 

reported that no such organization existed in their areas.2 

MPO Focus 

As mentioned previously, identifying the focus of MPOs on land use is the 

cornerstone of this research.  Results from the survey were very positive in this regard, 

                                                 
2 One respondent reported that he or she did not know whether such an organization existed. 
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showing that MPOs do indeed consider land use issues—defined in the survey as “future 

land use plans of member jurisdictions, future zoning or zoning changes, annexations, 

large-scale residential or commercial development decisions by local jurisdictions such as 

mixed use development, inter-jurisdictional growth visions or strategies, etc”—to be an 

important focus of their organizations and their concern with such issues is increasing.  In 

total, 92.8% of all respondents reported that their organizations are concerned with land 

use—57.7% reported that it is an important focus of their organization while 35.1% 

stated that it is a minor focus of their organization (only 7.2% reported that it is not a 

focus of their organization) (see Figure 6.3).  Similarly, the majority of MPOs (59.8%) 

responded that their organization is much more concerned with land use issues than it 

was ten years ago.  30.9% reported that their organization was somewhat more concerned 

than it was ten years ago, 7.2% stated that they had about the same level of concern as ten 

years ago, and only 2.1% (or two respondents total) reported being less concerned with 

land use issues than they were ten years ago (see Figure 6.4).   

Figure 6.3 

Does your organization focus on land use planning issues 
that may influence transportation issues?

7.2%

35.1%
57.7%

No, it is not a significant
focus
Yes, it is a minor focus

Yes, it is an important
focus
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Figure 6.4 

Has your organization become more concerned with land 
use planning issues over the past 10 years?
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Yes, it is somewhat
more concerned
Yes, it is much more
concerned

 

When considering only those respondents that reported that land use issues are an 

important focus of their organizations, a great percentage (75%) reported that their 

organization is much more concerned with such issues now than it was ten years ago.  

This increase in organizational focus is not limited to MPOs reporting an important 

focus—the majority of respondents that reported land use planning issues as a minor 

focus or not a focus at all stated that their organizations were at least somewhat more 

concerned with these issues than they were ten years ago. 

Several factors were recorded in the survey that align with the responses to these 

two questions on organizational focus.  These results do not prove that the focus of MPOs 

is caused by these factors, but the relationship suggests that there is mutual influence 

between each factor and organizational focus.  The first of these factors—organizational 

structure—appears to align with the focus of MPOs as reported by survey respondents in 

that stand-alone MPOs and COG MPOs are more likely than average to consider land use 

planning issues to be an important focus.  Of stand-alone MPOs, 61.5% reported an 
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important focus on land use issues while 70.8% of COG MPOs reported land use issues 

as being an important organizational focus (see Figure 6.5).   

Figure 6.5 
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Another factor that aligns with organizational focus is the presence of a regional 

vision for growth in the MPO’s service area.  While only 47.4% of all MPOs reported 

there being a regional growth vision or strategy being present in their service area, 58.9% 

of “important focus” MPOs reported the presence of a regional growth vision.  Important 

focus MPOs are also more likely to have adopted a vision or strategy (if one exists) into 

their planning processes—93.9% of important focus MPOs have adopted a vision versus 

only 69.2% of minor focus MPOs. 

When compared to the two prior factors, population size does not seem to have a 

relationship with organizational focus that is as strong, yet several interesting 

relationships between population size and focus were uncovered by the survey.  

Organizations serving populations of 500,000 to one million were more likely than 

organizations serving any other population size to report an important focus on land use 
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planning issues (66.7% of respondents)—these organizations, however, were also the 

most likely to report that land use planning issues are not a significant focus (22.8% of 

respondents).  100% of organizations serving populations of 200,000 to 500,000 and one 

million to one and a half million reported that land use planning issues are either an 

important or a minor focus in their organization (see Figure 6.6).   

Figure 6.6 

 

MPO Functionality 
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partner with member jurisdictions, their modeling techniques, and their individual land 

use- and transportation-based programs. 

The majority of respondents reported that their organization partners with local 

jurisdictions—on either a “sometimes” or “often” basis—to encourage dense mixed-use, 

transit-oriented development, and changes in zoning.  24.2% of respondents reported that 

their MPO partners often with jurisdictions to encourage dense mixed-use and/or transit-

oriented development while 44% reported that they sometimes partner with jurisdictions 

to encourage these types of development.  Based on the survey responses, MPOs are 

slightly less likely to partner with local jurisdictions to encourage changes in zoning—

48.4% reported that they sometimes are involved in such partnerships while only 14.3% 

reported partnering often to encourage such changes.  In reporting that they partner with 

local jurisdictions, it is assumed that respondents and their organizations work with 

jurisdictions to some degree to identify areas where changes in land use and development 

density can occur that will serve one or more functions in supporting a more sustainable 

transportation network—travel demand reduction, modal shifts, and access management, 

for example.  The significance of this finding is that it demonstrates that a number of 

MPOs are actively attempting to influence land use patterns on a regional scale not 

through transportation investments, but through land use-specific activities. 

The majority of MPOs—especially those serving in transportation management 

areas—perform traffic modeling, in which land use data is combined with population, trip 

generation, mode choices and other pieces of data, to determine future travel demand for 

the region and identify the impacts of transportation investments.  The effects of land use 

patterns on the region’s transportation systems is perhaps most apparent to MPOs during 

this process because it makes these effects quantifiable.  In the survey, respondents were 

asked what their land use data sources were and whether they used alternative land use 
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scenarios in their traffic modeling exercises.  Most MPOs use data from member 

jurisdictions (89%) as well as data that they create themselves (79%).  Also, the majority 

of MPOs (67%) use alternative land use scenarios in addition to baseline data during the 

modeling process.  Interestingly, MPOs that consider land use planning issues to be an 

important focus of their organization are more likely to use alternative land use scenarios 

in this process (75% of important focus MPOs). 

In the survey, respondents were also questioned about their organization’s use of 

the land use- and transportation-specific programs and policies that the research has 

shown to be most effective at reducing vehicle miles traveled (Paterson, Handy, et al, 

2003).  The survey results show that the majority of MPOs do not utilize most of these 

strategies—the exception to this is that the majority of MPOs do maintain a 

transportation enhancements program (74% of all organizations) and over half have done 

so for the last ten years.  Transportation enhancements programs support the 

implementation of bicycle and pedestrian-focused improvements and the preservation of 

scenic or historic areas (Paterson, Handy, et al, 2003)—federal funding has been 

available for such programs in the federal surface transportation bill since 1991 (through 

ISTEA, TEA-21, and SAFETEA-LU). 

Besides this strategy, many organizations reported utilizing other programs 

effective in reducing VMT—interestingly respondents were overall more likely to report 

that their organization utilized land use-based strategies than transportation-based ones as 

categorized by Paterson, Handy, et al (2003).  The three most common strategies used by 

MPOs—according to the survey—are incentives for mixed use development or zoning 

(28% of all MPOs), incentives for infill development (28%), and bus rapid transit (BRT) 

investments (26%).  Organizations have been utilizing incentives for infill development 

longer than they have utilized incentives for mixed use.  Of survey respondents reporting 
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the use of incentives for infill, 36% have used this strategy for the last ten years while 

44% have used it for the last 5 years—of survey respondents reporting the use of 

incentives for mixed use, however, only 20% have used the strategy for the last ten years 

while 60% have used it for the last five.  The use of BRT by MPOs appears to be even 

more recent with only 17.4% of BRT-utilizing MPOs reporting the use of this program 

for the last ten years and 52.2% reporting its use for the last five years.  The growth in the 

use of these effective programs supports the argument that organizations are becoming 

more aware of the benefits of efficient land use and cost-effective transit systems to the 

overall transportation network. 

Results of the survey show that many organizations are using their transportation-

based programs and policies to support a regional vision or shape the region to some 

degree—that is, the investments made on the part of the MPO for transportation purposes 

are designed to influence regional growth patterns.  18% of all survey respondents 

reported that they use transportation strategies extensively for this purpose while 30.3% 

responded that these strategies somewhat support a vision.  Even more so, “important 

focus” MPOs reported using these strategies more extensively to support a regional 

growth vision or shape the region (31.4%) (see Figure 6.7).   
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Figure 6.7 

To what extent is your organization using these 
transportation strategies to support a growth vision and/or 

shape the region?
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In addition to the use of transportation-based strategies to support a regional 

vision, the small area or corridor plans and studies that MPOs use relate to a regional 

vision for growth.  The majority of respondents reported that the plans and studies they 

use extensively (28.1%) or moderately (28.1%) relate to a regional growth vision while 

only 10.1% responded that their organization’s plans and studies do not relate at all to a 

vision.  Similarly to the more growth-focused nature of their transportation strategies, 

“important focus” MPOs are more likely to use small area or corridor plans and studies to 

support a regional growth vision—41.2% reported that these studies and plans relate 

extensively to a vision (see Figure 6.8).   
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Figure 6.8 

How much do the small area or corridor plans/studies that your 
organization creates or uses relate to a growth vision for the 

region?
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These results suggest that MPOs that consider land use planning issues to be an 

important focus of their organization are also actively attempting to influence regional 

growth more extensively than the average MPO.  It should be expected, then, that these 

MPOs are also more likely to maintain programs and policies that individually influence 

regional growth or serve to reduce vehicle miles traveled.  The survey results show that 

these MPOs are more likely to partner with member jurisdictions, use alternative land use 

scenarios in traffic modeling, and implement the land use- and transportation-specific 

programs referenced in the survey.   

Important focus MPOs are considerably more likely to partner with member 

jurisdictions on land use planning issues than are typical MPOs.  36.5% of important 

focus MPOs reported that they partner often to encourage mixed-use and transit-oriented 

development (versus only 24.2% of all MPOs); similarly, 25% of important focus MPOs 
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reported partnering often to encourage changes in zoning (versus only 14.3% of all 

MPOs). Compared to all MPOs, important focus MPOs were less likely to report that 

they never partner with member jurisdictions on these issues.  Important focus MPOs are 

also more likely to use alternative land use scenarios when performing traffic modeling.  

75% of important focus MPOs reported using alternative land use data sets in addition to 

their baseline data (only 67% of all MPOs reported doing this).  Finally, these MPOs are 

more likely to have implemented one of the specific programs referenced in the survey.  

39% responded that they provide incentives for mixed-use, 38% responded that they 

provide incentives for infill development, and 35% responded that they provide 

incentives for open space plans and land acquisitions. 

Effect on Regional Growth 

Survey respondents were asked to provide their opinions on whether their 

organization has had a substantial effect on the pattern of growth in their region.  Overall, 

two-thirds of all MPOs feel that their organization has had an effect on regional growth 

(see Figure 6.9), while one-third of participants responded “no” to this question.  Survey 

participants were also asked whether they feel that their organization should have had a 

more substantial effect on the pattern of growth in their region, based on their 

organization’s adopted programs and policies—when responding to this question, 40.6% 

of participants stated that their organization should have been more effective. 

When examining the responses of “important focus” MPOs, the majority of 

participants (33.3%) feel that their organization has had “some” effect on the region and 

one out of five respondents reported that they feel their organization has effected regional 

growth “a lot.”  In total, 84.3% of important focus MPOs responded that their 

organizations have had an effect on regional growth patterns.  As with all MPOs, a 

significant portion (38%) of important focus MPOs feel that their organizations should 
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have had a more substantial effect on regional growth based on their adopted growth 

programs and policies (see Appendix A for a summary of the survey results).   

Figure 6.9 

Do you feel that your MPO has had a 
substantial effect on the pattern of growth in 

your region?
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SURVEY SUMMARY 

Overall, the results of the survey represent the responses of a representative 

sample of MPOs from across the country.  Participants from forty different states and 

over ninety organizations responded to this survey—the majority of these people serve as 

directors or managers in their organization.  Overwhelmingly, the survey shows that 

MPOs nationwide are concerned with land use planning issues and over half of the MPOs 

responding to the survey consider these issues to be an important focus of their 

organization.  In addition, MPOs are growing continuously more concerned with these 

issues and over half of the respondents reported that their organizations are “much more 

concerned” with these issues than they were ten years ago.  Organizational structure has 

been shown through this survey to relate to the organization’s focus on land use planning 
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issues—MPOs that are part of a council of governments are considerably more often 

concerned with land use planning issues than other organizations.   

Most MPOs participate in programs, policies, and activities that influence land 

use patterns in the region.  The majority of MPOs surveyed reported using alternative 

land use scenarios when modeling traffic and partnering with member jurisdictions to 

encourage mixed-use, transit-oriented development, and changes in zoning.  MPOs 

reporting land use planning issues as being an important focus of their organization are 

more likely to use alternative land use data in modeling and partner with member 

jurisdictions.  The majority of MPOs reported that they generally do not use the land use- 

and transportation-specific programs that Paterson, Handy, et al (2003) have found to 

positively impact vehicle miles traveled and urban sprawl, but those that do largely use 

these strategies—as well as small area or corridor plans and studies—to support a 

regional growth vision or otherwise influence growth in the region. 

Finally, most organizations reported that they feel they have had an impact on 

regional growth—many of these organizations, however, feel that this impact could have 

been more substantial for various reasons (see Appendix B).  Organizations which report 

land use planning issues as an important organizational focus reported having a greater 

impact on regional growth than other MPOs. 
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SECTION 4: CONCLUSION 

Chapter 7: Synthesis 

Throughout the report it has been suggested that certain urban issues demand 

regional approaches—as argued by Rusk (2000) and Richmond (2000), regional land use 

and growth patterns is one of these issues.  As it has been argued by the literature, the 

current regional approaches to addressing growth and land use patterns—true regional 

government and voluntary governance—are not, by themselves, viable solutions for most 

American metropolitan areas.  However, it has been suggested that functional 

regionalism organizations (regional service-provision organizations and single-purpose 

regional bodies) might be able to expand their functional roles in the region to influence 

or guide land use and growth patterns.  The literature argues that transportation 

organizations have the most power and support of all regional organizations in most city 

regions.  This report suggests that MPOs, because of their presence in every sizeable 

urban area in the country, are the most likely form of functional regionalism to begin 

addressing regional land use and growth patterns. 

SUMMARY 

The Future of Regionalism 

In the literature review on regionalism, several studies support the idea of 

functional regional bodies—such as MPOs—expanding their roles in the region to 

include land use and growth pattern guidance.  One key argument found in these studies 

is that single-purpose organizations are a more viable solution because they typically 

enjoy greater levels of political and financial support than other forms of regionalism.  

These organizations focus primarily on addressing functional, concrete issues within the 
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region rather than the more abstract lifestyle issues typically addressed by comprehensive 

forms of regional governance—they serve a very real and tangible purpose that is seen as 

beneficial by local jurisdictions rather than imposing what is easily seen as a lifestyle-

altering, top-down regional plan that threatens the sovereignty of local government 

(Downs, 1994; Norris, 2001; Gainsboro, 2001).  

A second key argument made in the literature is that regional governance can only 

exist when organizations can reliably implement projects of regional significance (Norris, 

2001).   Implementing regional projects, which require large amounts of organizational 

effort and funding, is prohibitively difficult for organizations which do not have a strong, 

defined organizational structure and stable sources of funding.  Councils of governments 

vary across the country structurally and are largely dependent on local funding sources.  

Single-purpose organizations such as MPOs, however, share similar organizational 

structures across the country and, while the level of funding varies from state to state and 

from year to year, the funding sources are much more clearly defined and stable than 

those available to COGs.   

Finally, the literature and experience has shown that neither purely voluntary 

organizations nor forms of true regional governance are effective solutions—yet each has 

an important characteristic which might lead to an effective form of regionalism.  As 

regionalism is defined by Norris (2001) as being both voluntary in nature and 

authoritative in implementation, combining the representative nature of the COG 

framework of governance with the authority to implement projects of regional 

significance enjoyed by forms of true regional government might lead to an effective 

solution for city regions to address growth issues.  This report argues that MPOs might fit 

in this mold of semi-voluntary organizations—participation in an MPO is technically 

voluntary (yet arguably necessary) and, through the composition of its governing board, 
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MPOs are representative of local jurisdictions; MPOs also enjoy the authority to 

implement projects of regional significance and control transportation funding across the 

region.  If MPOs possess the capacity and ability to guide or influence land use and 

growth patterns, there is a strong argument that they can fill such a role. 

The Capacity of MPOs 

Across the country, transportation is one of the few urban issues being addressed 

at the regional level.  Because of its impacts on the environment, land use, and the 

economy, regional transportation planning has been developed across the nation and is 

strongly supported by local, state, and federal governments.  The MPO is a well-

established organization—it is backed by a long history of enabling legislation and is 

well funded (Solof, 1998); it utilizes defined, tested methods to address regional 

transportation issues (23USC134; 49USC5303; USDOT, 2004).  Besides being an 

integral part of the regional dynamic and being accepted and supported in regions across 

the country, MPOs must also maintain an organizational and functional capacity to deal 

with land use issues if they are to guide or affect regional land use and growth patterns. 

Organizationally, MPOs exhibit the capacity to address land use issues through 

their experience in coordinating local jurisdictions and their ability to function in a 

representative yet authoritative process—their governing boards are comprised of 

representatives of local jurisdictions and they enjoy the authority to plan transportation 

given to them by the federal government.  Functionally, these organizations have 

experience with the interrelated nature of land use and transportation—land use plays a 

large role in both the short-term and the long-term transportation planning process for 

MPOs.  In addition, the structure of MPO functionality illustrates a capacity within these 

organizations to purposefully influence land use—as mentioned in Chapter 3, the 

combination of short-term and long-term planning to move toward a future vision for a 
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transportation system can prepare an organization to envision the short-term and long-

term steps needs to approach a future vision for regional growth. 

Transportation and Land Use Guidance 

In addition to their organizational and functional capacity, whether an MPO can 

influence or guide land use and growth patterns on a regional scale depends on whether 

the organization has the capability to affect land use through its programs and policies.  

The literature shows that land development patterns and transportation systems clearly 

have an effect on one another (Handy, 2002; Paterson, Handy, et al, 2003; and many 

others not reviewed in this report). Handy (2002) describes a bi-directional, cyclical 

relationship in which transportation investments, land development patterns, and travel 

patterns influence each other.  She describes a scenario in which new highway capacity 

spurs new growth which, in turn, influences travel patterns.  Through this and other 

research it is argued that transportation investments do impact growth patterns. 

The research shows that certain policies, programs, and investments can be used 

to influence growth patterns to occur in a more efficient and sustainable manner 

(Paterson, Handy, et al, 2003).  Many of these programs can be implemented solely or 

jointly by MPOs and would serve as piece-by-piece approaches to generating long-term 

change.  However, these programs and policies would need to be implemented in such a 

way that supports a vision for growth that is shared by citizens and jurisdictions across 

the region. 

Organizational Focus in Practice 

Through the original survey performed as a part of this research, it was found that 

MPOs across the country are growing increasingly concerned with land use planning 

issues, regional growth, and the effects of these issues on their organizations.  As 



 66

discussed in Chapter 6, over half of the 97 MPOs surveyed responded that land use 

planning issues is an important focus of their organization and over one third reported 

that it is at least a minor focus—less than 8% responded that they do not focus on land 

use planning issues.  Similarly, three out of five MPOs reported that their organization is 

much more concerned today with land use planning issues than it was ten years ago.   

Across the board, MPO focus on land use is apparent in this survey—one group 

of MPOs, however, appears to be more focused on land use planning issues than other 

organizations.  MPOs that are part of a COG were 15% more likely to respond that land 

use planning issues is in an important organizational focus.  The significance of this point 

is that in the literature review on regionalism, it was argued that COGs alone are 

ineffective forms of regional governance yet their voluntary nature is conducive to the 

requirements for regional governance described by Norris (2001).  This raises the 

possibility that MPOs that are also COGs could be more effective than both stand-alone 

COGs and stand-alone MPOs in guiding land use and growth patterns toward a regional 

vision. 

The survey shows that while the majority of MPOs consider growth and land use 

planning issues to be an important focus of their organizations, most have not adopted the 

wide-spread use of programs and policies described in Chapter 4.  They are, however, 

more likely to partner with local jurisdictions to influence mixed-use development, 

transit-oriented development, and changes in zoning.  Respondents also reported that 

their organizations typically adopt regional growth visions into their planning process if 

one is present in their region—slightly less than half of respondents, however, reported 

there being such a vision present in their region.  Nevertheless, the majority of MPOs 

surveyed responded that they feel they have had an impact on growth in the region.  Over 

40% of the respondents—even those responding that they feel they have affected the 
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region “a little,” “some,” or “a lot”—reported that they feel their organization should 

have had a more substantial impact on regional growth, alluding that the programs and 

policies which they have implemented were designed to influence growth in the region. 

SYNTHESIS 

In the beginning of this report, three questions were posed as determinants in 

deciding whether a single-purpose organization—specifically an MPO—could emerge as 

an organization that guides land use and growth patterns on a regional scale.  Several 

factors—including varying regional political climates, stability of future funding, and the 

legal requirements and allowances of each state government—will affect a decisive 

answer to these three questions and the ability of such a model of regionalism to be 

applied across the country.  However, the literature review and the results of the survey 

discussed in this report provide insight in addressing each of the three questions. 

Are MPOs politically and functionally in a position to guide land use? 

The literature review on regionalism and MPOs suggests that the answer to this 

question is “yes.”  While MPOs in most areas do not have direct legal authority to 

regulate land use and zoning, they have the political and financial backing—as well as an 

organizational and functional strength—to plan major transportation investments in a 

systematic manner.  As they are experienced in predicting the effects of land use on 

transportation systems twenty years into the future, it is not infeasible that MPOs could 

reverse this process and predict the effects of transportation investments on land use and 

growth patterns and plan their transportation investments accordingly. 

Can MPOs guide land use? 

Again, the literature suggests “yes” is the answer.  Through the work of Paterson 

and Handy (Handy, 2002; Paterson, Handy, et al, 2003), it is apparent that there are 
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specific, clearly-defined programs and policies which can be directly or jointly 

implemented by MPOs that will influence land use and growth patterns.  The results of 

the survey also suggest that MPOs have the ability to guide land use and that many MPOs 

are aware of this.  When asked whether they thought, based on their existing policies and 

programs, their organizations had affected regional growth patterns, two thirds of 

respondents reported that they did think their MPO had had an effect. 

Are MPOs beginning to address land use and regional growth? 

Addressing this question is wholly dependant on the results of the survey, as no 

literature on this subject was found to exist.  Based on the survey results alone, the 

answer to this question is a resounding “yes.”  92.8% of MPOs surveyed reported that 

land use planning issues is an important or minor focus of their organization—90.7% 

reported that their organization is much more or somewhat more concerned with these 

issues than it was ten years ago.  These results show that MPOs are aware and concerned 

about land use and growth issues but does not necessarily show that they are beginning to 

address them.  What does, however, exhibit that MPOs are beginning to address land use 

and regional growth is that a significant portion of respondents reported that their 

organization is involved with (a) programs that research shows have an impact on land 

use and growth, (b) partnering with local jurisdictions on land-use specific issues, and (c) 

utilizing programs, policies, plans, and studies to support a regional growth vision. 

Over one fourth of respondents reported that they have implemented or jointly 

implemented a program to provide incentives for mixed-use development or zoning 

and/or incentives for infill development—two programs that Paterson, Handy, et al 

(2003) found to be “highly effective” at reducing urban sprawl.  When examining the 

programs and policies utilized by MPOs that consider land use planning issues to be an 
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important organizational focus, almost 40% reported that they participate in one or both 

of these programs.  

Almost one fourth of MPOs reported that they partner often with jurisdictions to 

encourage mixed-use and transit-oriented development and 14.3% reported partnering 

often to encourage changes in zoning.  These two statistics are significant because they 

show that at least twenty-two MPOs—organizations from across the country crossing the 

population gamut from under 200,000 people to over 1.5 million—partner with 

jurisdictions to plan land use.   

Finally, 28.1% of all MPOs surveyed responded that the small area or corridor 

plans that they create relate extensively to a regional growth vision—18% if respondents 

reported that their organizations use transportation strategies extensively to support a 

regional growth vision and/or shape the region.  These figures demonstrate that many 

organizations are not using programs and policies that influence land use and growth 

patterns, but that they are also actively using these strategies to achieve a vision for future 

growth in partnership with local jurisdictions. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

After reviewing the literature and analyzing the survey results, several 

recommendations can be made, both for MPOs for future research.  For MPOs, there are 

four primary recommendations to be made—MPOs should consider land use in their 

planning process, improve and/or adopt programs and policies that affect land use, adopt 

a regional growth vision, and maintain a participatory and collaborative process. 

Many MPOs responded in the survey that land use planning issues are either not a 

focus of their organization or are only a minor focus.  For these organizations, it is 

recommended that they more actively consider land use issues in their planning process.  

The literature argues that land use, transportation investments, and travel patterns are 
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interrelated issues—land use patterns play a large role in determining future 

transportation capacity and modes; in the same way, future transportation investments 

influence the shape of future land use patterns.  Considering land use in the planning 

process and making recommendations which influence efficient land use patterns could 

help reduce the need for future transportation capacity. 

The second recommendation, applicable to MPOs, is to improve and/or adopt 

programs and policies that affect land use and growth patterns.  Research has show that 

certain strategies have an effect on land use and growth patterns—MPOs should improve 

their adopted programs and implement these and new programs in a manner which 

supports a regional growth vision.  If implemented in a coordinated manner (i.e., through 

a regional growth vision), these strategies could reduce the overall travel demand in the 

region, thereby reducing the need for future transportation investments. 

MPOs that wish to influence land use should adopt a vision for regional growth—

whether it be a vision created by the MPO itself or an outside organization.  MPOs 

should include this vision in their planning process and use their programs and policies to 

support the vision.  MPOs that have adopted a regional growth vision into their planning 

process reported having a much greater impact on growth patterns in their region—21.1% 

reported having a substantial impact (compared to 11.4% for all MPOs) while 36.8% 

reported having “some” impact (compared to 26.1% for all MPOs).  Adopting a vision 

that is being used by others in the region will be even more beneficial because the MPO 

will then be one of several organizations working towards the same goals. 

Finally, it is recommended that MPOs maintain a participatory and collaborative 

process when planning transportation and guiding land use and growth patterns.  

Maintaining support from local jurisdictions and the public by allowing representation 

and collaboration on regional issues will help MPOs maintain political support.  It is 
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important, however, for MPOs to not attempt to plan land use, rather, they should only 

attempt to guide land use—this comes back to the service provision versus lifestyle 

debate discussed in Chapter 2.  Local jurisdictions should retain their land use planning 

capacity yet the MPO should attempt to influence and coordinate land use and growth 

patterns across the region through programs, policies, and transportation investments. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

At least three areas of research that were not addressed in this report should be 

carried out in the future.  One of these is more thorough research on the legal authority of 

MPOs as it relates to regional growth guidance.  This report recognized that MPOs do not 

have the legal authority to plan land use in most places, but did not include research on 

the legality of MPOs to purposefully and openly maintain a vision for future growth.  

Aspects that should be researched include whether this would be a violation of state 

legislation in many areas and if such activities would be in conflict with the federal 

requirements of MPOs.  Additionally, research should be performed on MPOs that are 

beginning to address regional growth issues.  A best practices report should be produced 

that examines several aspects of the MPO and its environment, including the 

organization’s structure, policies, and programs, the presence and characteristics of a 

regional vision, state legislation, and any other relevant information.  Further research 

should be performed on land use pattern-affecting programs and policies to identify 

which strategies available to MPOs are the most effective and whether there a set of 

strategies exists which MPOs could adopt that would be most effective in supporting a 

regional growth vision. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Summarized Survey Results 

Title
Organization Name
City
State

Total Percentage
Less than 200,000 43 45.7%
200,000 to 500,000 21 22.3%
500,000 to 1 million 9 9.6%
1 to 1.5 million 7 7.4%
1.5 to 2 million 2 2.1%
2 to 2.5 million 4 4.3%
2.5 to 3 million 2 2.1%
3.5 to 4 million 2 2.1%
4 million and up 4 4.3%

Total Percentage
Stand Alone 39 40.2%
COG 24 24.7%
Part of Another Body 34 35.1%

Average
Planners 9.4
Engineers 2.4
Modelers/GIS Professionals 4.1
Other 12.6

Average
City 25.1
County 3.0

1. Please identify your current position, organization name, and location.

(Responses 
omitted for 
privacy)

2. What size population does your organization serve?

3. Is your MPO a stand alone organization or is it part of a COG or other regional body?

4. What is the breakdown of staff members in your organization?

5. How many cities and counties are located within your service area?
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Total Percentage
No 44 45.4%
Yes, they monitor or study 
land use patterns 21 21.6%

Yes, they plan land use and 
growth as a suggestion 25 25.8%
Yes, they have the 
regulatory authority to plan 
land use and growth across 
jurisdictions 6 6.2%
Don’t know 1 1.0%

Total Percentage

Yes, it is an important focus 
of transportation planning 
for our organization 56 57.7%
Yes, it is a minor focus of 
transportation planning for 
our organization 34 35.1%
No, it is not a significant 
focus of transportation 
planning for our 
organization 7 7.2%

Total Percentage
Yes, it is much more 
concerned 58 59.8%
Yes, it is somewhat more 
concerned 30 30.9%
Its concern is about the 
same as 10 years ago 7 7.2%
No, it is less concerned than 
10 years ago 2 2.1%

Total Percentage
Yes, many 21 21.9%
Yes, some 43 44.8%
Yes, a few 19 19.8%
No, none 13 13.5%

6. Are there any COGs non-profit visioning entities or regional governments in your service area that deal with 
land use issues or have the legal authority to plan or influence land use decisions of local jurisdictions?

7. Does your organization focus on land use planning issues* that may influence transportation issues?

8. Has your organization become more concerned with land use planning issues* over the past 10 years?

9. Do any of the staff members in your organization have substantial land use planning experience?

*Future land use plans of member jurisdictions, future zoning or zoning changes, annexations, large-scale 
residential or commercial development decisions by local jurisdictions such as mixed use development, inter-
jurisdictional growth visions or strategies, etc.
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Yes No Response Total
…use land use data from 
member jurisdictions? 84 (89%) 10 (11%) 94
…use your own land use 
data? 68 (79%) 18 (21%) 86
…use alternative land use 
scenarios in addition to 
baseline data? 59 (67%) 29 (33%) 88

Total Percentage
Yes 46 47.4%
No 51 52.6%

Total Percentage
Yes 40 87.0%
No 6 13.0%

Yes for the last 
10 years

Yes for the last 
5 years

Yes within the 
last year No

Response 
Total

Incentives for Mixed Use 
development or zoning 5 (6%) 15 (17%) 5 (6%) 64 (72%) 89
Incentives for Activity 
Centers 6 (7%) 9 (10%) 5 (6%) 68 (77%) 88
Incentives for Transit 
Oriented Development 7 (8%) 9 (10%) 6 (7%) 67 (75%) 89
Incentives for Infill 
Development 9 (10%) 11 (13%) 5 (6%) 63 (72%) 88
Incentives for Open Space 
Plans or Acquisitions 8 (9%) 8 (9%) 4 (5%) 67 (77%) 87
Urban Growth Boundaries 7 (8%) 7 (8%) 4 (5%) 70 (80%) 88
Jobs-Housing Balance 
Program 4 (5%) 4 (5%) 0 (0%) 79 (91%) 87
Other 2 (3%) 2 (3%) 2 (3%) 53 (90%) 59

(see Appendix C)

Total Percentage
Yes, Often 22 24.2%
Yes, Sometimes 40 44.0%
No 29 31.9%

10. In forecasting and traffic modeling does your organization…

11. Has a regional growth vision or strategy been created for your region?

12. Has your organization adopted this vision/strategy into your planning process in any way?

13. Has your MPO implemented or jointly implemented any of the following land use-based programs or 
policies? 

14. What other land use-based programs or policies has your MPO implemented or jointly implemented? 

15. Does your organization partner with local jurisdictions to encourage dense mixed use and/or transit-
oriented development?
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Total Percentage
Yes, Often 13 14.3%
Yes, Sometimes 44 48.4%
No 34 37.4%

Yes for the last 
10 years

Yes for the last 
5 years

Yes within the 
last year No

Response 
Total

Area-Wide or Cordon 
Congestion Pricing 3 (3%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 83 (97%) 86

High Occupancy Toll Lanes 4 (2%) 1 (1%) 2 (2%) 80 (92%) 87
Congestion Pricing by 
Automatic Vehicle 
Identification 2 (2%) 1 (1%) 2 (2%) 82 (94%) 87
Toll Roads 9 (10%) 3 (3%) 2 (2%) 73 (84%) 87
Transportation-Growth 
Management Joint 
Program/Consortium 3 (3%) 8 (9%) 5 (6%) 70 (81%) 86
Monetary Incentives for 
Alternative Mode Use 6 (7%) 2 (2%) 4 (5%) 73 (86%) 85
High Occupancy Vehicle 
Facilities 9 (10%) 2 (2%) 2 (2%) 75 (85%) 88
Transportation 
Enhancement Program 38 (44%) 14 (16%) 12 (14%) 22 (26%) 86
Light Rail Transit 
Investments 8 (9%) 5 (6%) 3 (3%) 72 (82%) 88
Bus Rapid Transit 
Investments 4 (5%) 12 (14%) 7 (8%) 65 (74%) 88
Commuter/Heavy Rail 
Transit Investments 8 (9%) 6 (7%) 3 (3%) 69 (80%) 86
Worksite Parking 
Management 6 (7%) 3 (4%) 8 (9%) 68 (80%) 85
Employment-based 
Proximate Commuting 
Program 7 (8%) 5 (6%) 6 (7%) 67 (79%) 85
Other 1 (2%) 1 (2%) 3 (6%) 46 (90%) 51

(see Appendix C)

Total Percentage
Extensively 16 18.0%
Somewhat 27 30.3%
Barely 27 30.3%
Not at all 19 21.3%

16. Does your organization partner with local jurisdictions to encourage changes in zoning (e.g. to encourage 
denser development patterns)?

17. Has your MPO implemented or jointly implemented any of the following transportation-based programs or 
policies? 

18. What other transportation-based programs or policies has your MPO implemented or jointly implemented?

19. To what extent is your organization using these transportation strategies to support a growth vision and/or 
shape the region?

 



 76

Total Percentage
Extensively 25 28.1%
Moderately 25 28.1%
Somewhat 21 23.6%
Not at all 9 10.1%

We don’t create small area 
or corridor plans/studies 9 10.1%

Total Percentage
Yes, a lot 10 11.4%
Yes, some 23 26.1%
Yes, a little 26 29.5%
No 29 33.0%

Total Percentage
Yes 35 40.7%
No 51 59.3%

(see Appendix C)

(see Appendix C)

22. Based on your organization’s adopted growth programs and policies SHOULD your MPO have had a 
MORE substantial effect on the pattern of growth in your region?

23. Please tell us why your organization’s adopted growth programs and policies should have had a MORE 
substantial effect on the pattern of growth in your region.

24. Thank you for your time!  Please feel free to provide any additional thoughts you might have regarding any 
of the questions you have been asked or any of the issues that have been raised.    Additional comments or 
clarifications:

20. How much do the small area or corridor plans/studies that your organization creates or uses relate to a 
growth vision for the region?

21. Do you feel that your MPO has had a substantial effect on the pattern of growth in your region?
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Appendix B: Responses to Selected Survey Questions 

Question 14 – “What other land use-based programs or policies has your MPO 
implemented or jointly implemented?” 

1. 
Our MPO does not implement land use-based programs or policies.  We partner with 
local jurisdictions to develop planning-level land use visions and policies. 

2. Regional Transportation Impact Fee on new development 

3. 

Created an extensive in integrated environmental and land use GIS system with nearly 
300 layers which can be used to aggregate multiple factors to determine the overall 
suitability of land for physical development.  Similar analysis is applied to evaluate the 
location of future transportation corridors. 

4. 

Suburban/Community Street Design project that developed pedestrian, bicycle and 
transit-friendly design guidelines that could be adopted into local subdivision ordinances.   
Corridor plans that recommend land-use policies that support transit and walking and 
biking.  The local governments are always invited to be part of the study team. 

5. 
The County has an Urban Service Area(USA)Boundary and the MPO makes sure that 
our Transportation Urban Boundaries cover the same area.  

6. 

Some of the local governments, particularly the City of Jacksonville, which is the largest, 
has implemented most of these.  Because the state requires all governments to have 
comprehensive plans, including Land Use Elements with Future Land Use Elements, 
most of these are fairly standard.  Regional Planning Councils assist smaller 
communities. 

7. 

We are just starting the process of getting involved with Land Use Planning in the 
development of the Year 2030 Long Range Transportation Plan. The Board policy has 
changed toward land use planning and we have been asking to get involved. We are 
very active in the Regional Growth Visioning Effort being cone for central Florida.  

8. 
Concurrency requirements for infrastructure commitments to be tied to development 
approvals. 

9. 
Massachusetts General Laws, Chapter 43D-Expedited Permitting/Priority Development 
sites 

10. 

National demonstration project and multiple best practice case study Regional Land Use 
Vision developed and adopted as part of Regional Trasnportation Plan, now adopted 
officials by land planning entity representing 45 of our 78 units of government now in 
implementation phase. 

11. 

Our MPO has no legal authority to implement any land use policy.  These are restricted 
to the governmental entities within the MPO planning area.  We work with these entities 
to encourage land use-based programs to enhance the overall regional transportation 
system. 

12. Revised parking regulations 

13. 

Above incentive programs are part of DVRPC's TCDI grant program.  As the MPO, we 
don't have power to 'implement' per se, but can recommend incentives and offer studies, 
funding support, policy recommendations and fostering multimunicipal cooperation. 

14. Access management ordinance 

15. 
Sub-area plans -- land use/ transportation plans for a corridor,county planning sector, or 
town.    Working on model TOD policies 
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16. PUD and Mixed-Use zoning districts and cluster subdivisions 

17. 

Implementation is the wrong term to describe our role in the above-listed objectives - we 
are playing a facilitation, education and advocacy role to develop an understanding of 
the transportation efficiency basis for pursuing these various land planning objectives.  

18. 
Beginning a Regional Blueprint planning process to develop visions and values for long-
range growth. 

19. 
Regionwide access management standards that must be conformed to or no 
state/federal transportation funds can be used on the project. 

20. 
Alternative land use scenarios tested in specific corridor studies.    Access management 
policy statement. 

21. education and technical assistance for local governments 
22. Impact Fee Ordinances development 
23. Infrastructure incentives for development in the preferred growth areas. 

24. 

The MPO plan will include policies regarding mixed use development, activity centers, 
and TODs. The MPO will be working with the City of Bend over the next 1-2 years to 
evaluate the long-term impacts of 10+ mixed use centers. Also, the MPO is currently 
working with the City of Bend to evaluate the transportation impacts of various 
expansion scenarios to the city's Urban Growth Boundary.  
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Question 18 – “What other transportation-based programs or policies has your MPO 
implemented or jointly implemented?” 

1. 
Working with the state Department of Transportation, all of the above are being 
considered, but as a small MPO, we can not implement any of these on our own. 

2. Public-private transit service implementation; VMT reduction programs 

3. 
We have implemented a 13-county regional online ridematching program for prospective 
carpoolers in conjunction with two neighboring MPOs. 

4. congestion management procedures with City of Colorado Springs 

5. 

We have initiated an FTA Alternatives Analysis to look at both Bus Rapid Transit and 
Commuter Rail, and the associated transit-oriented development, but have not 
implemented anything as yet. 

6. 
We have been studying regional rapid transit for about 8 years.  We should be coming to 
a decision sometime this summer.   

7. 

The Boston Region MPO has eight policies and a set of visions that it uses in planning 
and programming.  These are discussed in the regional transportation plan now out as a 
draft for public comment and posted on the MPO's web site. They are the foundation of 
the MPO's evaluation and project and program rating criteria. 

8. 

We have developed the Circulation, Accessibility, and Parking (CAP) program and the 
Priority Trails Advancement (PTA) Program. The CAP Program provides federal 
transportation funds to communities to identify capital, operational, and regulatory 
solutions to enhance the liveability and competitiveness of city neighborhoods, villages, 
and hamlets. The PTA Program provides federal transportation funds to conduct 
feasibility and concept-level planning studies for trails identified through the Regional 
Trails Initiative, a comprehensive trails plan for the region. 

9. 

Our MPO does not implement transportation-based programs.  However, as part of our 
long range transportation planning efforts, we have adopted the transportation-based 
policies as identified above. 

10. 511 commuter assistance 

11. 

We are just now starting a Blueprint Planning effort for the eight counties in the San 
Joaquin Valley. While I am answering 'no' to a lot of these questions because they are 
not in place already-  I am really thinking 'not yet'  or 'We are not there yet' 

12. Walkable Community Workshops for municipalities  Corridor plans 
13. flex STP funding to support transit and TDM programs 

14. 

Tolls were eliminated in 1988 and replaced with a 1/2cent sales tax.  We are promoting 
the reintroduction of tolls to fund a major bridge and other projects in our LRTP, 
including express toll lanes.  BRT, Commuter Rail and Waterborne Transportation are 
understudy.  We have a Commuter Assistance Program and subsidize vanpools.  We 
have transit in 2 counties and paratransit in 4. 

15. 
Transportation Concurrency Management System and Proportionate Share contributions 
from development entities. 
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16. 

regional land use policy map, 29 regional principles, over 200 action steps integrated 
with Regionjal Trasnportation Plan goals, objectives, performance measures, project 
slection criteria and 20 and 5 year investment strategies. Task Forces working on work 
plan for action agenda, urban services district under active consideration, set asides of 
transportation dollars to support regional land use projects and mangement and 
operations improvements in place directing funds to projects which implemnent these 
goals, asset and access management, numeroius other techniques 

17. TDM Activities- Ride-share Program 
18. State highway corridor studies 
19. Funding support for bicycle-based TDM programs. 
20. Park and Ride study  Multiuse Trails development  
21. Rideshare Program  Work Access/Reverse Commute Program 
22. We advocate many of these techniques, but implementation is another issue. 

23. 
incentivizing selection criteria for TIP and Long-Range Transportation Plan    commuter 
rail study    bike-ped model ordinances and regional plan 

24. 

Studying promotion of carpooling at local schools in conjunction with bicyle/pedestrian 
improvements (a large percentage of our students are driven to school by parents and it 
is a traffic management issue). Also, Cleveland has been working to complete a 
greenway program on South Mouse Creek that will link various areas along our major 
commercial corridor with schools, neighborhood, and employment centers. Though 
heavily used for recreational purposes, the greenway will also make it possible to retro-fit 
the area for bike/ped commuting through bike/ped underpasses,etc.   

25. 

We are exploring several of the above-listed programs, with a focus on bridge tolling and 
BRT (More specifically - 'rapid bus' in the context of what MTA has done in Los Angeles 
County; not a full BRT). 

26. vanpools 
27. CMAQ 
28. Comprehensive bicycle and pedestrian facility improvement program 
29. Transportation Demand Management program is in its second year. 
30. ridesharing, telecommuting, compressed work week 
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Question 23 – “Please tell us why your organization’s adopted growth programs and 
policies should have had a MORE substantial effect on the pattern of growth in your 
region.” 

1. 
Data collection and analysis is excellent but local jurisdictions are somewhat inprepared 
or not yet ready to use the data to implement zoning and land use reform. 

2. 

There is growing understanding and acceptance that contemporary land use and growth 
patterns do not support many of our transportation and neighborhood goals. As yet, the 
cities and counties have not made the policy changes in land use plans or codes to 
better relate land use and transportation planning, and we don't have laws requiring 
them to do so. 

3. 

MPO programs and policies are developed with our MTP which is updated every 5 years 
and allows for more frequent updating of public sentiment than is typical with 
comprehensive plans.  It also is done in a regional setting that allows it to be less centric 
to any one government. 

4. State home rule policies make regional land use policies purely voluntary. 

5. 

If accepted by 353 local governments (where the power to zone and subdivide is 
located) then there might be more implementation of our long range plan and its 
principles. However, the region's (and each state's) bottom up land use control systems 
are subject to the whims and constraints of each locality rather than a single region or 
even nine counties.  

6. 

Decisions on road corridor improvements will shape development pattern    Advocacy of 
transit and bike-ped has received support from local governments    We (The COG) do 
comprehensive plans and dev. ordinances for some member governments 

7. 

The study hypothesis is on target- for these same reasons it is my belief that the MPO, 
as the only regional convenor in our area, has an underutilized ability to use the 
transportation connection to leverage and shape a regional land use strategy.  Its not 
happening at this point.   

8. 
If a Regional Blueprint is adopted, local agencies would need to implement in order to 
achieve the values and visions for the County. 

9. 
Maintain a smartgrowth policy.  Limit roadway access for congestion relief.  Develop 
transit friendly residential and commecial establishments. 

10. 

To create a greater link between transportation investments and land-use decisions.  
This link also should be considered in a greater magnitude given our regional air quality 
attainment status. 

11. We are still too reactive instead of proactive. 

12. 

Our organization does long range planning for the City. Until 2 years ago, we also did 
the same for the unincorporated (county) portion of our jurisdiction. Transportation and 
land use are inextricably connected, and one affects the other greatly. A 'wholistic' 
approach is vital to effective, efficient growth that has the least impact upon both our 
community and our transportation system. 

13. Increased development means increased traffic, congestion, and a reduction in safety. 
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14. 

The Bend MPO is relatively new. We are developing the first MPO long-range 
transportation plan. The Oregon Transportation Planning Rule (TPR) requires MPO 
plans to plan for reduced SOV reliance or document progress toward increased mode 
share. The TPR also requires a long-term reduction in per capita parking in MPO areas. 
We will be addressing these issues in the coming year. Additionally, the MPO will be 
evaluating the impacts of implementing mixed use activity centers at various locations in 
the MPO study area.  

15. 

The Abilene MPO has partnered closely with the City of Abilene in the creation of a 
comprehensive plan and the monitoring and update of an  areawide Thoroughfare Plan.  
The MPO is currently partnering with the City in the development of a new unified 
development code that includes infill incentive strategies and attempts to encourage 
compact urban form. 
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Question 24 – “Thank you for your time! Please feel free to provide any additional 
thoughts you might have regarding any of the questions you have been asked or any of 
the issues that have been raised. Additional comments or clarifications:” 

1. 

We are the MPO and a national demsonstration project on how to do this stuff. Hard 
to convey the extent of what we have done in check boxes on a survey. We'd be glad 
to help you accurately describe our work in a case study. A summary report is on our 
web site at www.mitcrpc.org   

2. 

Leadership at the MPO, city and county levels are critical to changing how growth is 
managed (or not!). Public acceptance of planning for new neighborhoods in other 
than the contemporary suburban standard is not yet realized. This will take time on 
everyone's part: decision makers, planners, and the public. 

3. 
The premise of many of your questions is based on growth strategies. Our region is 
not growing, hence we don't have a growth strategy. 

4. 

Had some trouble with wording of questions for MPOs, as our MPO doesn't have 
land use control or implementation abilities.  We are also operating in a strong local 
government environment. 

5. 

Our MPO is very new; it has been in existence since 2004. The City of Cleveland 
planners staff it with assitance from our Traffic Engineer. Goals that remain in the 
UPWP are a land use plan update with a focus on transportation issues; a bike/ped 
plan; an update to the transit plan; and a freight user study. All of these will forge a 
stronger plan/policy link between land use and trapsportation. Five years ago, 
Cleveland had only one planner (now 3), no traffic engineer, and no transit system.  

6. 

MPOs would require significantly expanded resources, in most cases, to be able to 
internalize a land use role in a successful manner.  We support efforts to promote this 
role for MPOs.  Thanks for your work on this topic.  

7. 

Counties in the MPO study area do not have zoning or subdivision ordinances in 
place.  Also do not have building permit process.  Transportation planning is very 
reactionary to development due to the lack of good land use planning 

8. 
We have our hands full with transportation issues. Our transporttion planning serves 
adopted land-use policies. 

9. We are in the process of developing a regional Blueprint 

10. 
Good survey. New York State has 'home rule' legislation that gives the power of land 
use controls to the locals resulting in a less efficient way of managing growth. 

11. 

Our MPO is not responsible for land use, comprehensive plans, etc.  We do 
coordinate with these individual agencies to insure that our transportation modelis 
accurate, but we don't have authority to control the growth.  We try to educate and 
coordinate with the local jurisdications that have the authority. 
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