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Pennsylvania's integrated project development process provides for the protection of environ­
mental resources. This wetland mitigation site replaced habitat affected by construction ofl-476 
("Blue Route") seen in background. 

D uring the development boom of 
Lhe 1950s and 1960s, state depart­

ments of transportation envisioned 
"progress" in terms of providing sound 
engineering solutions to transportation 
problems. Unfortunately, this focus some­
times resulted in highways built with too 
little regard for the natural, cultural, and 
socioeconomic resources that lay within 
the proposed right-of-way. In the past two 
decades, numerous laws have been passed 
to protect environmental resources from 
the negative effects of development. 
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State Departments of Transportation 
now recognize that the effects of trans­
portation development reverberate beyond 
the shoulders of the road to influence 
wildlife, water quality, and air quality­
even the quality of life in nearby neigh­
borhoods. The contribution of the Penn­
sylvania Department of Transportation 
(PennDOT) to progress in the 1990s and 
beyond is to provide safe, efficient, and 
environmentally responsible transporta­
tion systems that are also responsive to the 
concerns of surrounding communities. 

Translating this philosophy into practi­
cal action has entailed the adaptation of 
established engineering procedures to 
comply with stricter regulations for assess­
ing the environmental consequences of 
federal actions. Under the National Envi-

ronmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969, a 
state DOT must prepare an Environmental 
Impact Statement (EIS) for any federally 
funded transportation improvement pro­
ject that could significantly affect natural, 
cultural, or socioeconomic resources. The 
EIS is a comprehensive assessment of a 
project's impacts, but approval of the doc­
ument does not constitute an all-encom­
passing environmental clearance. Depend­
ing on the resources affected, the state 
DOT also may be required to obtain a vari­
ety of permits from federal or state regula­
tory agencies before proceeding to con­
struction. The EIS and permit preparation 
efforts have required increasingly extensive 
coordination with federal and state resource 
and regulatory agencies. Adding to the com­
plexity of the environmental review process, 
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Agency Coordination Meetings focus on interactive discussion and consensus. 

NEPA also mandates wide-ranging public 
involvement in decision making. 

Thus, a thorough approach to project 
development involves the integration of 
environmental analysis and engineering 
design and collaboration among the state 
DOT, the Federal Highway Administration 
(FHWA), federal and state resource and 
regulatory agencies, local elected officials, 
and the general public. 

PennDOT has consolidated its proce­
dures for preliminary engineering design 
and environmental impact studies into a 
10-step Transportation Project Develop­
ment Pr·ocess. Emphasizing the need to 
build consensus on sensitive environmen­
tal and community issues, PennDOT has 
proyided ample opportunity for active 
agency and public involvement through­
out the process. Presented in this article is 
a brief overview of PennDOT's process, 
highlighting the pivotal role of Agency 
Coordination Meetings (ACMs) in foster­
ing cooperation and consensus. 

New Emphasis.on Coordination. 

In the 1960s, PennDOT's Bureau of 
Design formulated a six-volume Design 
Manual (1), which still serves as the proce­
dural manual for the engineering aspects 
of the state's highway and bridge improve­
ments, from preliminary and final design 
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to construction. Because it predates NEPA 
and its spin-off legislation, the Design 
Manual offers no guidance on compliance 
with environmental regulations and per­
mitting procedures. 

In 1982, PennDOT issued its first com­
prehensive set of guidelines for preparing 
an EIS. For the rest of the decade, two dis­
tinct sets of procedures guided the prelim­
inary design of improvement options and 
the assessment of impacts on the environ­
ment. Neither of these incorporated struc­
tured agency or public coordination pro­
grams. Too often, consultation with the 
environmental resource and regulatory 
agencies was limited to the minimum 
required under NEPA: review of a draft 
EIS. Permit applications were prepared in 
accordance with state and federal laws late 
in the process, usually after final engineer­
ing design was already under way. 

Recognizing the need for ongoing 
coordination with the agencies, as well as 
early preparation for addressing permit­
ting issues, PennDOT instituted its ACM 
in 1989. Every month, the ACM gathers 
PennDOT administrators and project 
teams, FHWA representatives, and partic­
ipants from the following state and federal 
resource and regulatory agencies: 

• U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
• Environmental Protection Agency 
• U .5. Fish and Wildlife Service 

• Pennsylvania Department of Com­
munity Affairs 

• Pennsylvania Department of Environ­
mental Resources 

• Pennsylvania Historical and Museum 
Commission 

• Pennsylvania Game Commission 
• Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commis­

sion 

Agency representatives at ACMs act as advi­
sors, guiding PennDOT's project teams in 
developing environmentally sensitive trans­
portation improvements. Working closely 
with these representatives throughout pre­
liminary design and EIS studies, project 
teams can resolve a wide range of environ­
mental issues that often mired past trans­
portation improvement efforts in conflict. 
The goals of the ACM are to 

• Promote effective communication 
between project teams and the agencies; 

• Identify sensitive resources that may 
be of concern to the agencies before alter­
natives are developed; 

• Identify appropriate study method­
ologies and requisite documentation; 

• Enlist agency assistance in carrying 
out environmental investigations; and 

• Resolve environmental issues early in 
the EIS process, well before permit appli­
cations are submitted for formal action. 

An ACM takes place every month at a 
convenient location in the state capital of 
Harrisburg. Project teams are required to 
make presentations at ACMs at critical 
stages in the project development process. 
Discussions, moderated by the meeting 
chairman, follow each project presenta­
tion. Unlike typical question-and-answer 
sessions, these discussions are open 
forums in which the Department and the 
agencies often reach important agreements 
about the direction of a project. Agencies 
may request additional information to 
clarify certain aspects of a project pre­
sented at the ACM. From the discussion, 
Project Team representatives compile their 
own lists of follow-up items to be com­
pleted by the next scheduled ACM or 
within some other time frame agreeable to 
all concerned parties. PennDOT personnel 
also prepare official ACM minutes to 



record topics discussed and understand­
ings reached at each meeting. 

Evolution of an Integrated 
Project Development Process 

In establishing the ACM forum, PennDOT 
laid the foundation for the 10-step Trans­
portation Project Development Process 
presented in a handbook for EIS pro­
jects (2), which was released in August 
1993. This process is the culmination of 
PennDOT's efforts to merge engineering 
and environmental procedures into a 
cohesive set of operating guidelines. It 
incorporates elements of the Integrated 
NEP A/404 Process developed by a federal 
multiagency task force. As a result of the 
July 1992 interagency agreement, the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers (USACOE) now 
accepts an EIS as background documenta­
tion for the Section 404 permit application, 
and uses the Department's public hearing 
on an EIS as a public forum for Section 404 
concerns. This enables the Record of Deci­
sion and the Section 404 permit to be 
issued concurrently, expediting project 
development. The ACM allows PennDOT 
to expand on the integrated NEPA/404 
process by addressing the concerns of a 
wide variety of permitting and reviewing 
agencies early in the project development 
process. 

The 10 steps in PennDOT's Transporta-
tion Project Development Process are 

1. Internal Administrative Activities; 
2. Agency and Public Scoping; 
3. Analysis and Review of Project 

Needs; 
4. Preliminary Alternatives Develop­

ment and Review; 
5. Detailed Alternatives Development 

and Review; 
6. Draft EIS Preparation and Distribu­

tion; 
7. Comments, Analysis, and Coordi­

nation; 
8. Final EIS Preparation and Circula­

tion; 
9. Record of Decision; and 

10. Mitigation Report. 

Presented in Figure 1 is a simplified visual-

ization that highlights the important steps 
in the process. This process provides a sys­
tematic, collaborative decision-making 
framework that fosters an environmen­
tally sensitive engineering approach and 
promotes consensus among agencies and 
the public. Some of the key techniques 
for achieving these goals are described as 
follows. 

Agency and Public Scoping ( Step 2) 

Based on FHWA's scoping procedures, 
this step provides an opportunity for early 
identification of potentially complex or 
controversial issues. Early agency coordi­
nation aids in determining the scope of 

Define Project 
Needs 

FIGURE 1 Major stages in PennDOT's 
Transportation Project Development 
Process. 

the study, the level of analysis, the study 
team participants, and the various techni­
cal requirements necessary to carry out the 
project. Because public support is just as 
influential in advancing projects as agency 
concurrence, it is essential to encourage 
public involvement in the early stages of 
development. Therefore, the Project Team 
makes its first appearance at the ACM in 
Step 2, and a public meeting is held to 
introduce the study to local residents. 

Comprehensive Needs Analysis (Step 3) 

The project team evaluates existing trans­
portation conditions in the study area and 
forms a picture of potential future traffic 
conditions based on plans for commercial, 
industrial, and residential development. 
Studies are conducted to identify current 
and anticipated problems that must be 
solved or deficiencies that must be cor­
rected in order to provide safe, efficient 
transportation facilities. A summary of the 
evaluation of needs is presented at an 
ACM. 

Environmental Overview (Step 4) 

In the past, alignments were often drawn 
first, and sensitive features in the vicinity 
were identified later. Through coordina­
tion with agencies, local officials, and res­
idents, the project team locates natural, 
cultural, and socioeconomic resources in 
the study area before engineering studies 
begin. Engineers can focus on avoiding 
and minimizing impacts to sensitive fea­
tures from the outset, limiting the amount 
of refinement and modification needed 
during detailed design efforts. Consulta­
tion with the agencies throughout alterna­
tives development averts potential contro­
versies, repetition of studies, and costly 
delays. 

Two-Step Approach to Alternatives 

Development and Review (Steps 4 

and 5) 

In Phase 1, engineers develop a wide 
range of preliminary improvement alter­
natives. These are evaluated for feasibility, 
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effectiveness in satisfying recognized 
needs, and sensitivity to the environment. 
The project team presents these alterna­
tives and a full preliminary assessment of 
their impacts at an ACM and a public 
meeting. Based on the results of the analy­
sis and input from agencies and the pub­
lic, the project team narrows the range of 
alternatives to be studied further. Work­
ing with the alternatives that "passed" pre­
liminary analysis, engineers modify 
designs to avoid or further minimize envi­
ronmental impacts. As in preliminary 
alternatives development, each option 
undergoes rigorous evaluation, and agen­
cies and the public review and_comment 
on the modified plans. On the basis of 
input from all interested parties, the pro­
ject team further refines the alternatives. 
Typically, only detailed alternatives are 
evaluated in an EIS. 

Early Preparation of Permit Applica­

tions (Step 6) 

In keeping with the integrated NEP A/404 
process, PennDOT works closely with 
USACOE on projects involving impacts 
on wetlands and other water resources. 
PennDOT's Transportation Project Devel­
opment Process is structured to facilitate 
concurrent preparation of the Section 404 
permit application and the EIS. The ACMs 
provide ample opportunity for project 
teams to _consult other permitting authori­
ties about study methodologies, docu­
mentation requirements, or even the iden­
tification of affected resources. 

Promoting Effective 
Communication and Building 
Consensus 

The ACMs have fostered a close working 
relationship between the Department and 
the agencies, who are invited to become 
active participants in the development 
and evaluation of projects. Depending on 
agency time constraints, some represen­
tatives sometimes take a "hands-on" 
approach to assisting with environmental 
studies. They have gone out in the field 
with project teams to delineate wetlands, 
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PennDOT encourages citizens to actively work with project teams in developing trans­
portation improvements. 

find species in their natural habitats, 
assess historical resources, and perform a 
host of other resource investigations. 
Thus, agency expertise has enhanced the 
quality of the Department's environmen­
tal studies. 

Such cooperation strengthens the 
agencies' confidence in the Department 
by providing solid proof that project 
teams take their responsibility to the envi­
ronment seriously. This is the first step in 
building consensus among the agencies. 
Likewise, meaningful interaction is the 
key to gaining the trust of those .who 
would be affected by a project. The 
process provides frequent opportunities 
for the public to review the Department's 
efforts, to identify their needs as trans­
portation consumers, and to express their 
concerns as members of affected commu­
nities. Public meetings are held through­
out the scoping, needs analysis, and alter­
natives development steps of the process, 
and newsletters are distributed to inter­
ested citizens to keep them informed of 
the latest project developments. These 
public involvement techniques encourage 
effective communication, which allows 
the Department to diffuse potential con­
troversies and prevent confrontations that 
could block consensus. 

Consensus is commonly defined as a 

majority opinion; however, the process 
does not include a formal polling mecha­
nism for quantifying support for or oppo­
sition to any aspect of the project. For the 
purposes of this process, consensus 
denotes a general, sometimes conditional, 
agreement that agencies and the public 
accept the project team's conclusions, 
findings, or recommendations as valid 
based on information gathered up to that 
point. Within the 10-step process, a pro­
ject team formally evaluates its efforts to 
build consensus among agencies and the 
public at five critical stages of project 
development: 

1. Project purpose and need (after Step 3), 
2. Alternatives to be carried forward 

into detailed study (after Step 4), 
3. Alternatives to be evaluated in the 

draft EIS (after Step 5), 
4. Alternative selected for implementa­

tion (after Step 7), and 
5. Appropriate measures to minimize 

environmental impacts (after Step 8). 

If any agency or public concerns remain 
unresolved at these points in the process, 
the project team must consider performing 
additional studies to address them. It may 
be appropriate to employ formal conflict 
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