
A Citizen’s Primer on the Federal New Starts/Small Starts Process

Planning for new high capacity transit lines begins at the 
local or regional level, where citizens, local governments and 
transit agencies, and state agencies develop long range plans 
for their communities.  These plans, which are typically based 
on projected job and population growth, begin by identifying 
general corridors for future transit service.  Planned transit 
corridors, described in terms of general alignment and design, 
are included in a regional Metropolitan Transportation Plan 
(MTP).  In the Twin Cities, the most recent MTP is known 
as the 2030 Transportation Policy Plan (www.metrocouncil.
org/planning/transportation/TPP/2004/summary.htm).  
It was adopted in 2004 and must be updated by 2008. 
Inclusion in the MTP is an important initial milestone for 
a proposed transit project, as it is there where the “need” for 
the improvement is first identified and where policy review 
and support by local leaders is secured.

When a region decides to study transit alternatives in a 
specific corridor which may result in a Federally-funded 
investment, they undertake an Alternatives Analysis (AA).  The 
AA examines all of the different options for providing mobility 
within the corridor it studies, including analysis of different 
transportation modes and alignments.  The AA process also 
allows regional decisionmakers to reach consensus on the 
best option.  This option, the result of the AA, is known as 
the Locally Preferred Alternative (LPA). The public plays an 
important role in helping transportation planners define and 
understand the impacts of various alternatives, including 
alternative alignments and station locations. Because the 
LPA contains important details on the transit proposal for 
the corridor that were missing from the MTP, local officials 
will then amend the MTP to include the LPA.

If the environmental impacts of any of the alternatives under 
study are expected to be significant, the region will also 
begin the process of developing a Draft Environmental Impact 
Statement  (DEIS).  The Environmental Impact Study, required 
by the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) allows project 
sponsors and the public to understand all of the impacts of 
a proposed project on the environment, including air quality, 
water quality and wetlands, wildlife habitat, noise, etc.  The 

public also plays an important role in helping define and 
understand these environmental impacts. Their comments 
are included as an appendix to the EIS report.

If the region believes that its LPA will require a federal grant, 
they notify the Federal Transit Administration (FTA) when 
they begin the AA process that they want to be considered 
as candidates.  If the LPA is a transit fixed guideway and 
requires at least $75 million in discretionary FTA funds, it 
would be eligible for the New Starts program (http://www.
fta.dot.gov/planning/planning_environment_5221.html).  
If the funding requirements are less than that, they would 
be eligible for the Small Starts program, which  Congress 
created to expedite smaller projects. The FTA provides 
technical assistance throughout the AA process.  When the 
LPA has been selected, the FTA makes a determination 
about whether or not the project is ready to enter the next 
phase of New Starts, Preliminary Engineering (PE).  The FTA 
must also sign off on the DEIS, along with the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA).

During the PE phase, the project sponsor, which is typically 
the transit agency but could be another regional body 
or state or local government, refines the design of the 
project enough to identify all significant impacts relative 
to the NEPA process, costs of the project and construction 
schedule.  This usually means finalizing specific alignments 
and station locations.  As plans get more specific, the public 
plays a crucial role in helping project planners make choices 
that will best serve current and future residents of the region.  
During PE, the project sponsor is also working to complete a 
Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) which identifies 
all measures required to mitigate environmental impacts.  
The project’s finanical plan is also refined during PE, as the 
sponsor gains local funding commitments to match federal 
funding.

Also at this stage, the region and the state add the LPA to 
their Transportation Improvement Plans (TIPs).   All of the 
projects in a TIP must first be included in an MTP.  The TIP 
is a “fiscally-constrained” plan, meaning that funding sources 
must be identified for all of the projects in the plan.  The 



Metropolitan Council, which is responsible for the regional 
TIP, runs a public involvement process every time it develops 
or amends the plan, reaching out to local governments and 
citizens for their help in prioritizing the projects included 
there.

The FTA reviews the PE documentation and the FEIS 
before determining whether the project is ready for the last 
phase before construction, Final Design (FD).   Before granting 
this approval, the FTA confirms that the project has been 
included in the regional and state TIPs.  

During FD,  the project sponsor begins to undertake final 
preparations for construction, including acquiring right-
of-way, developing detailed specifications and construction 
plans, and securing all non-federal funding sources.  While 
the most important choices about where and how to build 
the system have already been made at this point, the public 
is still invited to comment on final changes and construction 
phasing plans. The public can also be influential as local 
governments are finalizing additional sources of funding for 
the project.

By this point, many local governments will have begun to 
review their land use policies in order to comply with FTA 
criteria and to prepare for redevelopment around station 
areas. (Please see attached FTA Land Use Guidance.) Your 
community may consider transit-oriented development 
overlays or other approaches to making the areas around 
future rail stations into more functional, transit-supportive 
places.  Neighbors and other concerned citizens are usually 
notified of these planning efforts as they begin and they play 
a crucial role in ensuring that transit systems add value to the 
places they affect.

Throughout the New Starts/Small Starts process, from 
PE through FD, the FTA reviews and rates the project 
according to criteria set out in federal law.  These include 
cost effectiveness, land use policies, anticipated economic 
development impacts, environmental benefits, mobility 
improvements, and operating efficiencies. The FTA 
determines whether a project rates low, medium or high.  
Working through the FTA, the Secretary of Transportation 
must prepare a Full Funding Grant Agreement (FFGA) for all 
projects with medium or high ratings.  Once the FFGA has 
been issued, the project sponsor may begin construction of 
the project.

 



Has your community decided to 
pursue a new transit corridor? 
Then 

Project sponsor begins Final 
Design (FD) 

o 9-18 month process. 
o Construction preparation begins 

(including right-of-way acquisition, 
development of construction plans, 
etc.) 

Public continues to provide 
input through advisory 
committees and public 
meetings.
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During the AA and DEIS 
processes, the public has many 
formal and informal opportunities to 
comment on the potential 
alignments and their environmental 
impacts.  

Project sponsor begins Alternatives 
Analysis (AA) and Draft 
Environmental Impact Statement 
(DEIS). 

o 1-5 year process. 
o AA defines alternative transportation 

options. 
o DEIS compares environmental impacts of 

alternatives and identifies mitigation 
requirements. 

The result of the AA is the 
selection of a Locally 
Preferred Alternative, 
which identifies a particular 
transit mode and a 
potential route. 

 1 
The Federal Transit 
Administration (FTA) 
reviews the LPA and 
DEIS and gives the OK to 
proceed. 

Advisory committees, public 
meetings, and public 
comment periods provide 
multiple opportunities for 
continued public input.   

The FTA must approve 
PE and sign off on the 
FEIS before the next 
stage.  

The TIP update process is 
run by the Metropolitan 
Council and includes many 
opportunities for public input.   

Region adds project to regional 
and state Transportation 
Improvement Plans (TIPs) 

o Projects in the TIP must already be 
included in a Metropolitan 
Transportation Plan (MTP). 

o Fiscally-constrained TIPs include 
only those projects with identified 
funding sources. 

o Can be added at any time before 
entering Final Design. 
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The U.S. Secretary of 
Transportation must notify the 
House Transportation 
Committee at least 60 days 
before a Full Funding Grant 
Agreement (FFGA) is issued.  

Project Rating 
The FTA reviews the 
project and develops a 
rating of HIGH, MEDIUM 
or LOW based on criteria 
defined in U.S. law.  
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FTA issues FFGA 
o Project must be ranked Medium or 

High. 
o Agreement includes a project 

budget and schedule. 

Construction Begins 

Project sponsor begins Preliminary 
Engineering (PE) and Final 
Environmental Impact Statement 
(FEIS) 

o 15-30 month process. 
o PE refines project definition and begins to 

make concrete decisions about alignment 
and station locations. 

o Local funding is secured. 
o FEIS analyzes changes made during PE. 2
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Public may contact their U.S. 
Representative to express 
their views before or during 
the 60-day window.
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