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Devolution of the Federal Role in Urban
Transportation

Edward Weiner

Introduction

During the last few years, the federal role in urban transportation has
been changing. The Administration is proceeding on a path to reduce the
involvement of the federal government in urban transportation decision-
making. This change is a departure from the trend over the previous two
decades which was characterized by increasing federal responsibility and
participation in the process and results of decisions related to urban trans-
portation. The consequences of this change for other participants in urban
transportation decision-making are already apparent and are likely to
become more pronounced in the foreseeable future.

The new federal role is based upon two premises. First, the state and
local governments and the private sector are closer to the problems and,

_issues in urban transportation and, therefore, are in a better position to
make local transportation decisions. Second, transportation decisions
should be guided by the marketplace rather than governmental regula-
tions and requirements, Moreover, the Administration believes that insti-

tutions for urban transportation decision-making have matured to the
point that the federal government no longer need be involved to the degree
it was while these institutions were in their infancy.

A number of steps have already been taken to bring about the shift in
the federal role. These steps involved changes to policies, legislation, regu-
lations and programs. Others will likely follow. This paper reviews the
actions that have been taken and looks ahead to the dominant trends that
are emerging for the coming decade.
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Guiding Principles

To guide the change in the federal role, the Administration has formu-
lated a number of policy principles. These principles are intended to be
applied to all modes of transportation in an equitable and consistent
manner. They are designed to shape decisions on legislation, regulations,
programs and projects.

First, federal transportation expenditures, wherever possible, would be
financed through charges levied directly on the user or direct beneficiary
of a transportation service or facility. This user charge policy would apply
to all modes, but especially to freight modes, where users are typically
profit-making, commercial companies. This policy is based on both equity
and efficiency. In regard to equity, those receiving the benefits from trans-
portation services should pay for them. Only in situations where there are
significant external benefits should the costs be shared by non-users. From
an efficiency viewpoint, the marketplace operates best when prices reflect
full costs. Subsidies to one mode artificially reduce the price of that service.
This in turn diverts traffic to that mode eventually resulting in uneconomic
imvestment to accommodate the traffic increase. Further, users who pay
full costs have an incentive to insist on the efficient provision of services.

Second, transportation functions which are not national should be re-
turned to the states and local governments. Federal involvement in trans-
portation has been steadily increasing over the last two decades. It created
many new programs, regulations and requirements to address transporta-
tion issues which are largely local. The federal role did not adequately
reflect the wide range in conditions, capability, need and objectives that
existed in the nation. Federal criteria were not well suited to the circum-
stances in any particular area and they interfered with each area’s ability
to address its own problems. Moreover, some of the consequences of federal
‘iqv_olvem,ent were counterproductive and u_nirit_e,hded,, The Federalism
policy seeks to return to state and local governments these non-national
transportation functions. The federal government would retain those
functions which are national such as maintenance of interstate commerce.

Third, the provision of transportation services by the private sector
should be increased by returning transportation functions to private
operators and by reducing federal regulations. Over the past decade, the
role of the private sector has been usurped and eroded by federal pro-
grams, regulations, and policies. This private enterprise policy seeks to
reverse this trend by modifying federal programs and regulations which






























