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Combined Road Plan Start-Up Procedures 
and Operating Experience 

FRANK v AN DE STEEG AND ]OHN 0HRN 

The Combined Road Plan (CRP) established as a demonstration 
by the 1987 Surface Transportation and Uniform Relocation 
Assistance Act is intended to simulate a block grant for certain 
highway funds. The Minnesota CRP was designed to reduce fed
eral approvals to a minimum and decrease the exchange of paper 
between state and federal offices. Minnesota chose to use only 
federal funds that could be pooled and administered in the man
ner of a block grant. The key action in getting started was the 
transfer of 180 existing projects to the demonstration program so 
that most of the procedures could be implemented immediately. 
TJ!e most significant changes in project procedures were concur
rent program approval and authorization and the elimination of 
FHWA involvement in the final inspection process. Most of the 
changes in approval authority took place in the state organization 
to handle the newly delegated approvals. Federal procedures had 
to be changed to accommodate the new state approvals. The 
administration of the CRP has proven to be surprisingly easy. 
Existing procedures are used with less federal involvement. Paper 
flow has been reduced significantly, particularly in connection 
with project authorizations. Experience to date indicates that the 
CRP reduces paperwork and gets contracts under way more quickly 
at the state level. It also allows federal ei;igineers to focus their 
efforts on higher-priority projects . 

Two purposes serve as the foundation for this paper: 

• To document the decisions made and the actions taken 
to put the demonstration in operation. 

• To report on experience with the demonstration proce
dures during the first 21 months of operation. 

It is hoped that the experience of the Minnesota Department 
of Transportation (Mn/DOT) can be useful to other states 
considering or already using delegated federal procedures such 
as the Combined Road Plan (CRP) or Certification Accep
tance (CA). 

FUNDS, PROJECTS, AND SYSTEMS 

Broad decisions about the funds, projects and federal-aid sys
tems to include in the demonstration were made in the en
abling legislation. The language in Section 137 of the Surface 
Transportation and Uniform Relocation Assistance Act 
(STURAA) of 1987 specifically authorized the use of federal-
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aid secondary (FAS) funds, federal-aid urban (FAU) funds, 
and bridge replacement and rehabilitation funds. An inter
pretation was made that certain other funds (i.e., Interstate 
substitution) could be used for CRP projects but that these 
funds could not be pooled with the FAS, FAU, and bridge 
funds. Minnesota chose to use only funds that could be pooled 
and administered in the manner of a block grant. 

Section 137 specified that CRP projects for highway con
struction could be on the FAS and FAU systems. CRP bridge 
projects could be on these two systems and also off the federal
aid system. Interstate (I) and Federal-aid Primary (FAP) funds 
and any projects on the I or FAP system were not included, 
as per the original intent of the demonstration adopted by 
the Congress. 

Once the eligible pool of projects had been defined on the 
basis of the legislation, the key practical decision remaining 
was how to enter the existing stream of federal-aid projects 
and begin to set up CRP projects. Both Mn/DOT and the 
FHWA Division Office wanted to have the demonstration 
procedures function as fully as possible as soon as possible. 
A decision was made to include not only new projects under 
the demonstration, but to convert existing active projects and 
process them under the CRP. These projects would be picked 
up wherever lhey were in the project path and carried from 
there to completion under the demonstration rules. To make 
this conversion, a list was compiled· of all eligible active proj
ects. After review by Mn/DOT and FHWA, certain projects 
with controversial features or special needs were left to be 
completed under regular federal-aid procedures and the rest 
were converted. As a result, the demonstration had an imme
diate reservoir of 180 projects with which to establish dem
onstration procedures. The experience to date is discussed 
later in this paper. 

ADMINISTRATION 

The Mn/DOT Office of Highway Programs is primarily 
responsible for the administration of the CRP. In recognition 
that the majority of CRP projects are not on the trunk high
way system, the Office of State Aid also has substantial 
responsibility for CRP administration. The Office of State 
Aid, which acts as the manager for all federal-aid and state
aid projects on local road systems, had in place a communi
cations system with the counties and cities that alleviated 
many of the start-up problems that normally occur with a new 
system. 
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FHW A monitors Mn/DOT's performance and operations 
under the plan through the Process Review!Evaluati n Pro
gram and reports the re ults. It is Mn/DOT' responsibility 
t correct any problems found as a result of MW A's mon
itoring program . 

In addiri n to the monitoring program by FHWA, Mn/DOT 
has put in place a monitoring program to ensure prompt ex
penditure of authorized funds . Mn/DOT al ·o monitors to ensure 
that completed projects are advanced to final voucher as rap
idly as possible. It is a commitment of Mn/DOT to leave no 
funds idle for an unnecessarily long time. 

Alth ugh the RP repre. ents a pool of severa l different 
hind , all cation of federa l funds to local government i still 
necessary. Mn/DOT allocates 65 percent of the FAS funds 
apporLi ned to Mn/DOT for expenditure in each fiscal year 
to the counties for FAS project on the local portion of the 
FA system. The remaining 35 percent is avai lable 10 Mn/ 
DOT for FA pr jects on the Trunk Highway ·y tem . Funds 
are allocated to counties, 50 percent on the basis of each 
county's FAS system mileage and 50 percent on the basis of 
each county's financial needs on the FAS system. 

Mn/DOT allocates to the urban areas with a population of 
5,000 or more their prorated portion of Urban System funds 
apportioned to Mn/DOT for expenditure in each fiscal yem. 
Fund are allocated to the urban areas on a population basis. 

Because of this allocation process , it is currently necessary 
to track all funds obligated from the CRP pool by original 
appropriation code to ensure an equitable distribution of fed
eral funds . It is also desirable to be able to demonstrate at 
the end of the CRP that all needs were considered and met 
despite the pooling of funds. 

As part of its participation in the CRP demonstration proj
ect, Mn/DOT has agreed to prepare an annual report sum
marizing operation ·, approval actions, recommendations for 
any changes in plan procedures revisions to procedur doc
ument , and so on. Annual reports are submitted to FHWA 
by November 30 of each year. A final summary report will 
also be prepared at the end of the demonstration program to 
evaluate the ffectiveness of the entire program. Thi final 
report will provide an opportunity to assess how well national 
priorities were met. 

PROJECT PROCEDURES 

For the demonstration to be worthwhile, it had to significantly 
affect how projects were handled so as to streamline the pro
cess and save effort at both state and federal levels . One 
measure of this is quicker, easier procedures as the projects 
go from programming to design to construction to final close
out. The Minnesota CRP was designed to reduce FHW A 
approval actions to a minimum and decrease the exchange of 
paper between Mn/DOT and the FHW A division office. 

Another measure of the demon trati n effectivene-ss is 
the internal efficiencies absorbed in the overall effort. They 
cannot be measured , but they can be sensed by those involved . 
One example is the reallocation of time to other duties. FHWA 
engineers, no longer faced with an accumulation of local proj
ect final inspections at the end of the con truction seas n, 
have concentrated instead on Interstate and Primary projects . 
Some key changes are discussed below. It should be noted 
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that the following discussion applies predominantly to new 
CRP projects. The converted projects were affected to vary
ing degrees depending on where they were in the project 
process when converted. 

Federal-Aid Systems and Urban Area Boundaries 

Local officials generally initiate requests for revisions to the 
urban bounda1ie , functional classification, federal aid sec
ondary, and federal aid urban boundaries. These requests are 
routed through Mn/DOT district oC'ficials. The recommen
dati ns of district official are reviewed by the Office of High
way Programs , Program Management Divi ion , which for
wards its determination to the Assistant Commissioner of 
Program Management for final approval. Informational cop
ies are submitted to FHWA. 

Programming 

The entire CRP program became one line and one dollar 
figure in the 105 program (a program of proposed federal-aid 
projects required by Section 105 of Title 23 of the U.S. Code) . 
Because the CRP is a demonstration, Mn/DOT has main
tained both state and federal project numbers and identifiers 
in its financial record-keeping process. This could be reduced 
to pure state identifiers under a block grant program or under 
a federal-aid program in which pooled funds did not have to 
be identified by category. 

Pooling of Funds 

Mn/DOT notifies FHWA of the amount of secondary, urban, 
and bridge funds it intends ro make available for pooling. 
Once the pool i established Mn/DOT has full authority 
to work with local governments and spend the funds as it sees 
fit. 

Authorization 

A separate letter is issued concurrent with 105 program approval 
authorizing Mn/DOT to start construction on CRP projects. 
No further documents are sent to FHWA (with some excep
tions as noted below) until an FHW A-37 is submitted request
ing obligation of funds for certain projects or groups of proj
ect . This federa l-state fiscal document i critical in allowing 
Mn/DOT to maintain necessary control over obligation 
authority for CRP funds as related to all other federal highway 
funds. At the time the PR-37 is submitted to FHWA Mn/ 
DOT also authorizes the individual CRP projects internally . 
This internal authorization requires two signatures within Mn/ 
DOT on to certify that all federal and state regulation · have 
been met and the other to signify that funds are available for 
the project. 

Environment 

The CRP program has adopted a form developed under CA 
that serves as both a checklist and a decision document for 
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environmental actions. This form i · prepared by MnfOOT 
and records the deci ion about which environmental category 
fit. each project PHWA engineers review each form and 
either concur in the decisi n as to the environmental category 
or negotiate a revision with MnfOOT. This is essentially 
unchanged from regular pr cedures. 

Design 

With the delegation of design exception approvals to Mn/ 
DOT, essentially no formal submiltals are made to FHWA 
during the design process. One exception is major structures 
as described below. There also are some informational sub
mittals, especially when environmental features are involved. 
The biggest change ha been ii r urban project , for which 
both plan and design exceptions were formerly approved by 

HWA. Becau e Minnesota previously operated under the 
Secondary Road Plan (SRP) for m l of the rural project · 
now included ill the CRP, design excep tion approval i the 
only change for these projects. 

Major Structure Review 

Under the RP major tructure are bridges co ting m re 
than $10 million , unusual bridges movable bridge , vehicular 
tunnel more than 700 ft long, pumping station , and roadway 
fills that permanently impound water more than 20 fl deep. 
For these major lruCllLre , the Office of Bridges and truc
tures submits three copies of a preliminary p.Jan signed by the 
state bridge engineer t· FHWA for review. 

Construction 

Becau e ()f pr viou · efficiencies adopted und .r the SRP, the 
biggest change is agnin the inclusion of urb 11 prujects and 
the e limjnation ofFHWA construccion inspe ti ns. However, 
under the RP Mn/DOT doe n t ubmit change orders r 
supplemental agreements urban or rural , to FI-IWA. This 
saves considerable effort for both Mn/DOT and FHW A . 

Fiscal 

Mn/DOT continues to use its existing cost accounting system 
for the CRP projects. Thus, CRP had little effect on state 
fiscal procedures. The assessment by the Mn/DOT Financial 
Administration Office is that RP is an excellent program 
that is easy to work with, and it creates no additional burden . 
The FHW A division office issued supplemental instructions 
on handling final vouchers, but otherwi e fiscal procedures 
have been the same as for regular project . 

Final Inspection 

The delegation of final project inspections to Mn/DOT was 
perceived at first as ben fitting FH\VA primarily. As work 
has progressed, Mn/DOT as. i ·tant district engineers (in pee-
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tions cannot be delegated below that level) are finding notice
able efficiencies in scheduling inspections at their own con
venience rather than having Lu coordinate with FHW A 
engineers. 

Project Closeout 

Mn/DOT submits basically the same documents to close out 
a CRP project a i did previously for SRP or regular federal
aid projects. There i add itional tate certification concerning 
final project inspection , but the ba ic elements of the package 
are the same. ln the FHWA ffice, it ha been agreed that 
the Admini trative Manage r will sign off on final vouchers 
for CRP projects without specific ngineering review becau ·e 
the engineers have seen no project d cum nts (except envi
ronmental actions) unle s they were part of a pr ce ' s review . 
The administrative signoff will b based on state certifications 
plus information from FHW A process reviews. 

Maintenance Certification 

Mn/DOT a11nually prepares a letter of certification c ering 
maintenance of systems included in the RP. This is bandied 
as follow . District state-aid engineer certify to the tare-aid 
engineer that all project con tructed with federal-aid fund 
within the counties and municipalities under their adminis
trative responsibilities are being maintained in fulfillment of 
Section 116. The area maintenance engineers certify to the 
state maintenance engineer that all pr ject con. tructed on 
state trunk highways with federal-aid funds within their 
administrative responsibilities are being maintained in fulfill
ment of Section 116. 

Based on the certifications received from the state-aid and 
state maintenance engineers, the Mn/DOT commissioner cer
tifies that Mn/DOT is fulfilling the obligations of Section 116. 
The certification process is coordinated within the Mainte
nance Standards and Operations Unit on an annual basis and 
completed before December 31 of each year. 

APPROVAL AUTHORITIES 

The primary goal of the Minncs ta RP is a streamlineJ 
block-grant type operation wich approval authority delegated 
toMnfOOTwheneverpo · ible. A ar ult , mot fth changes 
in approval re ·ponsibility took place within Mn/DOT. Thi · 
did not affect the workload ofMnfO T because the e approv
al · were already being made for state purpo e . Th appr val 
function merely a ·urned greater importance becau a ppr v
al are now final with no further action by HWA. 

Some changes, more like adjustments, were also made in 
the FHWA division office operations. The more important 
of these HWA changes are as follows: 

•Because CRP projects are authorized in one lump sum, 
concurrent with 105 program approval, this action is takeu 
by the engineering coordinator's office rather than the indi
vidual area engineers and district engineers. 

• Pooling of federal-aid highway funds is a new pr ce s . 
Using instructions from Washington, the division office esta b
lishes the pool based on an Mn/DOT request. 



Van De Steeg and Ohm 

• The program stage authorization of RP projects estab
lishes eligibility of the project cost. but it i not suitable for 
obligating funds. Mn/DOT d cides when funds are to be com
mitted to a project ( bligated) and notifies FHWA by sub
mitting a PR- 7 form . FHWA then enters those funds in the 
Federal Management Information Sy ·tern (FMIS) as obli
gated funds. 

• RP projects undergo environmental review but then 
progre s through fina l voucher with no review or approval of 
project documents by FHWA engineers. On these p roject 
the administrative manager will approve the fin.al vou her 
without specific engineering review. 

•In lieu of specific project reviews, FHWA has established 
a plan to perform process r views of each demonstration pro
cedure, some more than nee during the demonstrati n period. 
These process reviews, coupled with additional Mn/DOT cer
tifications and periodic progre reports, will serve as the basis 
for FHW A final voucher approval. 

PAPER FLOW 

The CRP has greatly reduced the paper flow between Mn/ 
DOT and FHWA. Instead of processing an authorization 
request for each project, FHWA approves one project for the 
entire federal fiscal year. Once this approval ha been made 
at the time of the 105 program submittal, all future authori
zations are internal at Mn/DOT. The FHWA has only four 
approval functions remaining under the RP: Tran portation 
Improvement Program and 105 program approval envir n
mental clearance , fina l v ucher , and the authorization of 
one CRP project for the federal fiscal year. All other approv
als are the responsibility of Mn/DOT. 

Mn/DOT decided to continue using existing federal forms 
for some approval functions under the CRP and design new 
forms for other functions. Mn/DOT retained the final inspec
tion form (1446C) but added a checklist to help the assistant 
district engineers perform final inspection, . Th project 
agreement form (PR2) i. u ·ed as i . The approval previ u ly 
given by FHW A i now made by the Mn/DOT federal pro
gram coordinator. A specia l project authorization form wa, 
cl vel peel specifically for the RP. It requires two signatures 
within Mn/DOT to authorize a project. One signat uie certifie 
that the project is ready for advertisement; the other certifies 
that funds are available. 

Mn/DOT uses existing forms for change orders and sup
plemental agreements. However, approvals are made at the 
state rather than at the federal level. 

DOCUMENTATION AND REPORTING 

Because the CRP is a demonstration program, Mn/DOT has 
ba ·ically retained previously existing documentation proce
dures. If the RP becomes a permanent program mo lifi
cations could be made to recognize the streamlined proce
dures. 

The Office of Financial Operations has been designated 
within Mn/DOT to keep all official project documents. Rec
ords and documentation for any CRP project will be available 
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for review and audit by FHW A in accordance with 23 CFR 
17. These records and documents will be available for 3 years 
after payment of the final voucher. 

Under the CRP, secondary and urban system changes are 
approved by Mn/DOT as are changes to urban area bound
aries. State r ute revi ions on these systems and the appro
priate functional classifications will be initiated by Mn/DOT. 
Local authorities have the right of review of all actions taken 
by Mn/DOT that affect system and urban b undary change . 

In order to ensure that the Combined Road Plan is working 
properly and that congres ·ional intent i being followed, the 
plan requ ires an annual report to FHW A on the progres of 
th CRP. Thi annual report encompassc data on funding 
authorizations, final inspections, design standard exceptions, 
agreements, system changes, and a narrative of the overall 
activity of the CRP. 

EXPERIENCE TO DATE 

For the sake of this report, the experience deadline was June 
30, 1989. This is the latest date that could be used and still 
meet deadlines for submittals. This means that the report 
covers 21 months of operation since October 1, 1987. The 
first 21 months of the CRP demonstration project went smoothly 
in Minnesota. The problems encountered were insignificant 
and ea. ily handle I largely as a resu lt of the thoroughncs of 
the RP agreemeot between the Mn/DOT and F WA . It 
also reflects the years of exp rience Minnesota ha had ' ith 
the Secondary Road Plan and the Off-System Road Plan, 
which are substantially the same as the CRP. 

The transfer of projects from regular federal-aid procedures 
or SRP procedures to CRP procedures was handled easily. 
To date, 155 of the 180 transfer projects have had their final 
insp ction by Mn/DOT. Fifty of these transfer project · have 
had the final voucher approved for payment. Two pr jecl 
that were CRP from beginning to end rather than transferred 
have also been approved for final payment. 

The number of transfer projects and full CRP projects at 
this time is 145 and 144, respectively. It should be noted that 
not every project eligible for CRP procedures is inclnded in 
the demonstration. One example is a computerized signal 
system project in which Mn/DOT chose to use regular federn l
aid procedures in order to have FHWA expert fficially 
involved in the project. 

FHW A process review · t date have indicated that fiscal 
procedures and project auch rizations are being done accord
ing tO the appr ved plan. Design exceptions are being approved 
by Mn/DOT in a carefully controlled manner. Of the 173 
excepti ns approved to date the majority (94 percent) ha 
been for horizontal and vertical curvature. 

Interviews with FHW A area engineers indicate that the 
three most significant changes are final inspections, final 
vouchers, and urban projects, in that order. The time saved 
has been used mostly on other projects in what is thought to 
be a better balance of efforts. During the initial 21 months 
of the CRP, Minnesota authorized 144 CRP projects with a 
combined obligation value of $45,663,248. These projects were 
located in every district and federal area in the state. Follow
ing is a list of projects split by appropriation code: 
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Appropriation No. of 
Title Code Projects Value($) 

Rural secondary 075 43 12,589,913 
Urban attributable W36 7 1,665 ,540 
Urban nonattributable W32 17 13 ,249,684 
Bridge off system 117 63 6,819,136 
Bridge on system 118 .1i 11 ,340,975 
Total 144 45 ,663,248 

The office within Mn/DOT m t affected by the RP is 
the Office of State Aid. whi h manages mo t pr jects fa lling 
under the RP. That office's anilude toward the CRP, after 
2 year of experi.ence i very po. itive. T he ffic · f tat · 
Aid has noticed a definite time savings as project were expe
dited by a minimization of paperwork and the sy tem of inter
nal , rather than external approvals. ontracts got under way 
much more quickly than previously a contract award were 
more speedily made. 

One drawback to the CRP experienced by Mn/DOT is hav
ing sorn funds eligible for the CRP and other funds used on 
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the same system ineligible. This has created confusion for 
those not w rking with the RP n a daily ba is. Bridge 
replacement funds on the ·econdary ·ystem ~ r xample. are 
eligible for the RP, whereas haza rd elimination fund used 
on the same y t m must use Certification Acceptance pro
cedures. The olurion to this , if the CRP ultimately becomes 
a permanent project process, would be to allow all funds on 
CRP-eligible systems to be authorized under the CRP. 

Mn/DOT believes rhat the ize uf the average RP project, 
$317 ,106, is perhaps the most · ignificant argument for the 

RP. Project · of this size on minor sy tcm hould not be 
allowed to use an undue amount of human resources in order 
to accomplish what is currently being accomplished more sim
ply under the CRP. 

Publication of this pnper -ponsored by ommiuee on Transportation 
Programming, Pla1111i11g, wul y.~l<!ms £wilumio11 . 




