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WASHTO STATE TRANSPORTATION 
SYS'IEMS AND AGENCIES: SIMILARITIES, 

DIFFERENCES, AND A CASE FOR 
COOPERATION 

PROBLEM STATEl\ifENT 

The member departments of transportation (DOTs) in organizations 
such as the Western Association of State Highway and Transportation Of­
ficials (W ASHTO) often come from very diverse states. Similarities and 
differences in state economics, demographics. and politics, as well as in 
the actual transportation departmental structures, can result in either coop­
eration or conflict 

Databases constructed to analyze the characteristics of the states and 
their transportation departments can identify possible sources of conflict 
and cooperation between members of transportation groups like 
W ASHTO. Analyses from this type of database reveal common areas of 
interest in transportation policy, thus allowing particular groups of state 
DOTs within a region to predict common areas of concern. 

OBJECTIVES 

The Texas Transportation Institute (ITI) conducted study 1217, Com­
paring WASHTO State Transportation Systems and Agencies, in coopera­
tion with the Texas Department of Transportation (fxDOT) and the Fed­
eral Highway Administration (FHW A) to construct a database containing 
the following state information: 

• economics 
• demographics 
• fiscal-political conditions 
• transportation system conditions 
• characteristics, organizational responsibilities, and policy concerns 

of state DOTs. 

Researchers then analyzed the database for: 
I) similarities and cliff erences among W ASHTO states; 

2) possible correlations between aspects of W ASHTO and the respons­
ibilities and policy priorities of W ASHTO transportation agencies; 



• WASHTO Members 

WASHTO transportation agencies in states. with 

high rates of economic growth over the last two 

decades tended to have responsibility for more 

transportation modes than did agencies in low 

growth states. 

3) cooperative and mutually ben­
eficial projects for W ASIITO 
members; and 

4) areas of transportation policy 
common to W ASHTO/W ASIITO 
state coalitions. 

FINDINGS 

Similarities and Differences 
Analysis of the W ASIITO 

states database (including: Califor­
nia, Nevada, Oregon, Washington, 
Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Utah, 
Colorado, North Dakota, South 
Dakota, Ariwna, New Mexico, 
Oklahoma, and Texas) revealed 
several major similarities and dif­
ferences, with the following high­
lights emerging: 

• Compared with the rest of the 
U.S., WASHTO states are becom-

ing slightly more manufacuring­
oriented, and as measured by the 
composition of their Gross State 
Products (GSPs), they are increas­
ing their historic dependence on 
the extraction of nonrenewable 
raw resources. 

• W ASIITO states' highway 
mileage per 1000 vehicles regis­
tered declined approximately 20 
percent during the 1980s. 

• Almost 90 percent of the 
WASHTO transportation agencies 
had their mission statements 
changed in recent years. Also, all 
W ASHTO agencies included in 
this analysis had/have a research 
program in place. 

• Two-thirds of the W ASHTO 
transportation agencies are con­
templating new sources of revenue 

for highways and public transpor­
tation. 

• Over 83 percent of the states 
with international borders are un­
dertaking some form of coopera­
tive transportation project with 
Canada or Mexico, while slightly 
less than half of all W ASHTO 
states are conducting interstate co­
operative projects. 

Correlations 
In searching for conelations bet­

ween W ASHTO state similarities 
and differences and the character­
istics of W ASHTO transportation 
agencies, analysis carried out us­
ing the W ASHTO database and 
survey responses provided evi­
dence of two important correla­
tions - W ASIITO transportation 
agencies in states with high rates 
of economic growth over the last 
two decades tended to have re­
sponsibility for more transporta­
tion modes than did agencies in 
low growth states. High-growth 
W ASIITO states (Far West and 
Southwest BEA regions) had the 
only increase in highway expendi­
tures, and when the Far West and 
Southwest were combined, had the 
largest average decrease in high­
way mileage per 1000 vehicles 
registered. This indicates that 
these highway systems are under 
more stress than any other areas in 
W ASIITO. Yet high-growth states 
and the Far West and Southwest 
had the highest overall average 
scores in the measurement of 
transportation department policies 
and responsibilities and in pro-ac­
tive environmental policies. They 
also regarded themselves as policy 
innovators and in the area of re­
search, development, and technical 
initiatives, appeared to have more 



State Agency Agency 
Economic Population Fiscal Transportation Environ mental 
Growth Growth Climate Policies Policies 

High High growth Studying new High scores in measurement High 
and more ways to raise of transportation department pro-active 
migration to revenue for policy, with many transportation scores. 
metropolitan transportation. research and development 
areas. programs and high multi-

modality scores. 

Low Only 1/7 that 22% decline Low multi-modality scores. Low 
of 2 leading in tax revenues. No transportation research pro-active 
regions. No new revenue and development. scores. 

raising ideas. 

Researchers examined various aspects of economic growth and co"elated these with transportation policy. 

highly developed research pro­
grams, links with state university 
researchers, and technology trans­
fer programs. All transportation 
departments in high-growth states 
and the Far West and Southwest 
were studying new ways to raise 
additional revenue for transporta­
tion projects. 

The W ASFITO Plains states 
(North and South Dakota), both 
belonging to the medium- and 
low- economic growth category, 
had population growth of only 
one-seventh that of the two lead­
ing regions, witnessed a net out­
migration, and had the smallest in­
creases in the percent of their 
populations moving into metro­
politan areas. They also had the 
worst fiscal climates, with a 22 
percent decline in tax revenues. 
Regarding their transportation ag­
encies, the Plains states had the 
lowest multimodality scores, a 
measure of degree to which a 
W ASFITO transportation agency 
has administrative and fiscal re­
sponsibility for more than one 
transportation mode. These scores 

were derived from a survey (car­
ried out as part of this study) of 
W ASHTO state transportation 
agencies. The Plains states also 
showed the lowest pro-active envi­
ronmental policy scores (the de­
gree to which the agency takes ac­
tive measures to prevent or 
mitigate environmental damage 
caused by its construction projects 
or other activities), and the lowest 
overall environmental policy 
scores. Neither of the states was 
contemplating new ways of raising 
transportation revenue. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Several major areas of mutual 
concern in transportation policy 
emerge from this study, all of 
which are also subjects that might 
serve as mutually beneficial, coop­
erative projects for coalitions of 
W ASFITO states: 

1. Since all states but two saw 
highway mileage per 1000 vehicle 
registrations drop over the last de­
cade, and only four WASFITO 

states (those in the high-growth 
category) were able to increase 
their expenditures for highways, it 
might benefit W ASFITO states to 
carry out studies concerning 
whether to follow traditional sup­
ply-side or newer demand­
side approaches to accommodating 
increased vehicle volume and ve­
hicle miles traveled. In this area, 
transportation economists and en­
gineers are beginning to examine 
demand-management strategies in­
cluding the use of toll roads, con­
gestion pricing, and new urban 
planning, as well as land-use man­
agement techniques designed to 
emphasize multimodal approaches 
to transportation planning and sys­
tem management 

2. Investigate and share alterna­
tive revenue sources, other than 
traditional sources like the gaso­
line tax, for highways and other 
transportation modes. Shared re­
sults may produce pilot projects. 

3. Establish more pro-active, miti­
gative environmental policies. 



.. 
W ASHTO states with particularly 
good pro-active environmental 
policies and strategies-Le., those 
in the Far West and Rocky Moun­
tain states-could provide leader­
ship by sharing their experience in 
this area. 

4. Conduct joint research and 
mount cooperative projects on all 
or some of the issues discussed 
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