
Building a National Transit System 
Some Preliminary Thoughts 

 
The National Highway System 
 
In 1954, President Eisenhower proposed building a “National System of Interstate and 
Defense Highways.”  After the concept passed Congress in 1956, the U.S. Bureau of 
Public Roads, the predecessor to the Federal Highway Administration and then part of the 
Commerce Department, began developing criteria and instructions to the state highway 
departments for identifying and making cost estimates for the interstate system within 
each state.  That work took several years, and although some funding and construction 
took place earlier, the full roll-out of the interstate system began with the Federal 
Highway Act in 1962.   
 
The 1962 Federal Highway Act identified all the segments of the interstate system, 
provided an estimate of the cost to complete it, provided new funding sources for the 
Highway Trust Fund, and provided for federal interstate funds to be distributed to each 
state annually in proportion to that state’s share of the overall cost to complete the 
interstate system.  There were also provisions for changes in (mostly addtions to) the 
defined system, and requirements for updates of the cost estimates every 2-3 years.  
Federal funding (which was at least 80% of the cost, and through a complicated formula 
related in part to the share of federal lands and presence of military facilities, was as 
much as 96% in some states). 
 
When the interstate system was completed in about 1990, Congress provided that each 
state identify a “National Highway System” (NHS) composed of those segments of the 
highway system in each state that were of national significance. The NHS included not 
only interstate system segments, but other state and or regional highways of highest 
capacity, usage and design standards.  Present federal highway funding, mostly formula 
funding, is provided to assist states to maintain the NHS in a “state of good repair” and to 
provide for some additions to capacity to improve operational efficiency. 
 
Rationale for a National Transit System 
 
There had to be a compelling federal interest for Congress to contribute the lion’s share 
of the cost to build an interstate system. (It’s interesting to note that more than ¾ of the 
cost and almost 90% of the daily vehicle-miles travelled (VMT) on the completed  
“interstate” system occurred within – not between – the metropolitan areas served!) 
 
However, that federal interest – to promote interstate commerce and provide for the 
national defense – pales in comparison to the level of federal interest there should be now 
for creating a national transit system – the logical counterpart to the NHS.  There is a 
critical need for a transit system in every metro area that provides true alternatives to 
driving, effective access to jobs and services, and thus maintenance of regional economic 
strength; while simultaneously reducing VMT, energy usage and carbon emissions.  
 



Just as with the interstate system, it will take some time to identify the elements of the 
national transit system – those segments of greatest capacity, speed, design standards and 
usage, plus the local pedestrian, bicycle and “complete streets” that provide for universal 
access to that transit system. 
 
And just as with the interstate system, significantly increased federal financial assistance 
over an extended period of time will be required to actually implement the national transit 
system.  The national transit system should not only provide for improvements to the core 
capacity of the existing rail transit systems in such cities as New York, Philadelphia, 
Washington, Boston, and Chicago; but should also support the development of new fixed 
guideway systems in all metro areas over one million, and in many smaller but growing 
regions; and support greatly improved bus transit systems in all metro areas. 
 
Federal funding could be provided for the national transit system in many ways, but the 
discretionary funding of the “New Starts” rail transit program has not been a good model; 
and current formula funding is totally inadequate.  The “cost to complete” method of 
distributing funds for the interstate system provides another model that proved effective, 
and should be considered for funding a national transit system. 
 
Proposed Preliminary Ideas for a National Transit System 
 

1. Federal funding should be tied to national goals for climate change, energy 
conservation and economic growth (preserving the economic health of the 
nation’s urban regions is vital to the national economy); as well as interstate 
commerce and national security (energy independence and defense). 

 
2. Funding for the federal share should come from whatever source(s) Congress 

decides to use to fix the federal highway trust fund, (which probably should 
become a federal surface transportation trust fund). 

 
3. The National Transit System should probably be a tiered system.  Say, three tiers:  

The first tier might be for new high-speed intercity rail in designated key 
corridors; a second tier might be for bus and rail transit core capacity expansion 
and maintenance of state-of-good-repair in regions of a million or more; and the 
third tier might be for transit capacity expansion (probably mostly bus) in urban 
areas smaller than 1 million.   At least initially, the program should be for capital 
costs only, and should be at a designated federal share in each tier.  Perhaps an 
overall federal share of 65% to 75% would not be unreasonable. 

 
4. As was done with the Interstate system, there should be an estimate for cost to 

complete, and Congress might be asked to allocate funds to regions in the same 
proportion as that region’s share of the overall cost to complete. 

 
5. Regions should be required to develop their part of the national transit system, 

and it would mean that the MPO’s in each region would then not be debating 
whether to build, but rather working with the transit agency on the details of 



design, alignment and environmental protection.  If each region wanted to get the 
federal money associated with the National Transit System, they would have to 
get serious about planning.  The role of FTA (or a new Surface Transportation 
Administration) would also change – instead of nit-picking the details of 
ridership, risk, and cost-effectiveness and trying to second-guess a region’s 
decision about whether a transit facility should be built, as is the case now with 
New Starts, their role would be to cheerlead and help the transit agency and the 
MPO plan and design a cost-effective system and get it designed and in place as 
soon and cost-effectively as possible. (The same role that FHWA played in 
getting the Interstate System in place.) 

 
6. There should still be a continuation of federal formula funding programs (but with 

fewer total progams and more flexibility) for highways and transit to assure state 
of good repair, bus replacement, etc.  The MPO would be far more involved with 
transit agencies, with State DOTs and with local elected officials in managing  the 
shape of the entire transportation program.   



        DEFINING ELEMENTS 
       OF A NATIONAL TRANSIT SYSTEM 
     IN EACH URBAN REGION 
 
It is proposed that APTA advocate that the next federal Transportation Authorization bill 
include a requirement for every urban region to define those elements needed to create a 
transit system meeting national goals, as a condition for receipt of federal transit funds.  
The rationale for this proposal follows:  
 

• We already have a defined National Highway System 
• A defined national system of inter-city high-speed rail is nearing completion 
• By contrast, federal transit policy has emphasized project planning and has 

neglected system planning 
• There is a great need for improved urban transit system planning  

 
Highway History 
In 1954, Congress passed a statute requiring states to work with the U.S. Bureau of 
Public Roads (now the Federal Highway Administration) to identify a “National System 
of Interstate and Defense Highways.”  Planning for that system began soon after, and in 
1962, the Federal Highway Act finally provided a long-range program of funding for the 
Interstate System thus defined, based on periodically updated estimates of cost to 
complete.  Congress also provided ongoing formula funding to each state for use on 
certain other state highway segments.  
 
When the Interstate System was finally completed in the 1990s, Congress required each 
State DOT to define those segments of the highway system within that state considered to 
be of “national significance,” and these were then designated as the National Highway 
System (NHS).  The resulting NHS includes not only the Interstate System and most of 
the highways previously designated as Federal Aid Primary (FAP) and Federal Aid 
Secondary (FAS), but also some urban highways previously designated as Federal Aid 
Secondary – Urban Extension (FASUE).  All federal funding for highway improvements 
and maintenance in each state is now directed to the NHS in that state, continuing the 50-
year tradition of highway program funding. 
 
It is worth noting that the vast majority of travel (vehicle miles traveled) on the NHS 
occurs within urban regions of the U.S. – the portion of total travel that occurs between 
regions is a small part of the total.   As a result, the ongoing program of federal highway 
assistance to states is predominantly directed to urban areas. 
 
Transit History 
By contrast, the evolution of federal assistance for transit has provided some funding by 
formula (primarily based upon population) to individual transit agencies for maintenance, 
rehabilitation and fleet replacement.  However, funding for major new capacity projects 
(New Starts) is not by formula, but is discretionary funding, approved project by project, 
after comparative review with all other such projects in the nation seeking such funding. 
 



The result has been a federal focus on individual projects or corridors – not on planning 
for an integrated and interconnected system of transit service, composed of combinations 
of paratransit, express bus, fixed route bus, bus rapid transit, streetcar, light rail, rail rapid 
transit and commuter rail, as appropriate in each region. Again, this is in contrast to 
highway program planning, which has emphasized functional classification systems.  It is 
also in contrast to urban regions in Europe, Asia and South America, which have planned 
and maintained robust transit systems made up of many elements. Only a tiny fraction of 
the urban regions of the United States now have developed transit systems that truly 
provide residents with a significant choice of mode for most commuter trips, much less 
for other daily trips.  
 
Intercity Rail 
Within the last year, Congress has provided significant new funds for intercity high speed 
rail (HSR) projects, leading to several states and groups of states to propose HSR 
segments and systems for potential federal assistance.  It has become the responsibility of 
the Federal Railroad Administration to designate the HSR corridors and segments.   
 
Advocates for HSR have pointed out the successes of HSR in Europe and Asia.  
However, it is often lost on people that those HSR systems are successful in part because 
they connect with well-established and rich urban transit systems in each of the cities 
served with HSR.  British Rail works well because it connects with the London Transport 
Underground and bus systems; and similar systems in other British cities.  SNCF, the 
French National Railway, works well because it connects with the Paris Metro bus and 
rail system, and similar systems in other French cities; and Deutsche Bundesbahn, the 
German Federal Railway, is closely integrated with the S-Bahn, U-Bahn and bus systems 
in all of the German cities served. 
 
A Proposal 
It is proposed that APTA advocate for inclusion of a new urban transit system planning 
requirement in the next federal Transportation Authorization bill.  That new requirement 
would mandate that work be undertaken in each urban region with population of 200,000 
or more, to define the elements of a future National Transit System (transit system 
elements of national significance); under criteria to be developed by the Federal Transit 
Administration.  In each urban region, the work of defining those elements to be included 
in a defined National Transit System (NTS) should be a joint effort of the MPO and the 
transit agency or agencies in each region.  The definition of NTS elements should be 
completed within a period of three years.   
 
Some draft criteria for elements to be included in the National Transit System; both for 
regions between 200,000 and 1 million in size, and for regions over 1 million in size; are 
attached as an appendix. 
 
Reasons for This Proposal 
Among the many reasons why this proposal should be pursued, the following are perhaps 
the most important: 



• For 50 years the federal government has required highway system planning, but 
not transit system planning.  As a result, the federal government has provided 
significant ongoing program funding for highways, while funding major transit 
capital projects on a piece-meal, project-by-project basis. 

• A National Highway System has already been defined, and the FRA is now 
responsible for defining a national intercity HSR system.  No such definition of 
the elements of urban transit systems judged to be of national significance has 
ever been undertaken. 

• Once the elements of a National Transit System have been defined, together with 
preliminary estimates of costs for completion, there would be a resulting natural 
constituency to complete the system existing in each region, and a real basis for 
Congress to undertake federal assistance for completion of that system over time.  
Without such a definition, there can be no basis for federal transit assistance. 

• It would also require/allow large, older transit agencies to define needs to bring 
their systems to a state of good repair and to improve core capacity 

• Requiring transit agencies and MPOs to work together on the definition of a 
National Transit System will significantly change the nature of transportation 
system planning in each region.  System-wide, outcome based planning can take 
place, allowing regions to assess the role of transit in achieving desired energy, 
climate change, livability, land use and housing outcomes.  Further, it will greatly 
improve the relationship of transit agencies and MPOs, and make them both more 
accountable for the use of federal transportation funding assistance. 

• Transit agencies would become responsible for defining the needs for pedestrian 
and bicycle access paths to transit, facilitating more walkable communities 

• Such a requirement would also greatly increase technical planning expertise and 
capacity in both MPOs and transit agencies, and would improve the planning 
relationships with cities, towns, housing agencies, and other urban development 
agencies and entities. 

• Just as with the Interstate System and the subsequent National Highway System, 
planning would come first.  Implementation funding would follow, as appropriate.  
Congress would not need to immediately determine the source(s) of federal 
assistance in the funding for completion of a National Transit System but could 
work on it over several years, allowing time to get beyond the current recession, 
and for issues to be resolved with the highway and transit trust funds.  The only 
early funding that would be required would be some additional funds for planning 
and technical support to MPOs and transit agencies. 

 
 
Attachments: 
“Draft Criteria for National Transit System” 
 
 
   
 



 
 

DRAFT – DRAFT -- DRAFT 
 

National Transit System: 
 

Preliminary Criteria for Selection of Elements  
To be Included in the National Transit System 

Defined in Each Urban Region  
 

National Transit System Goals 
 
A National Transit System shall be defined over the next three years.  In each urban 
region of the United States with a population of 200,000 or more (based on the latest 
Census Update) a National Transit System Regional Plan shall be developed to meet the 
following goals, which goals are based on the attached statement of federal interest in and 
national purpose for a National Transit System. 
 

1. In every urban region of the United States of over 1 million population, there shall 
be an interconnected system of fixed guideway transit (fixed guideway transit is 
defined as rail rapid transit, commuter rail transit, light rail transit, automated 
people-mover transit, and/or bus rapid transit), major bus routes, and pedestrian 
and bicycle access facilities.  The national transit system elements determined to 
be appropriate in each region shall be supplemented and served by other regional 
fixed route bus services, paratransit bus services and pedestrian and bicycle access 
facilities in such a manner as to provide high capacity, high quality transit service 
for work trips, higher education school trips and trips to essential services for a 
majority of the population of that region. 

 
2. In every urban region of the United States of over 200,000 population, there shall 

be a level of transit service provided by bus transit and/or fixed guideway transit 
with appropriate pedestrian and bicycle access facilities that will provide residents 
with a genuine choice of mode other than automobile travel for most commute 
trips in the region.  The opportunity for mode choice in the system shall be 
evidenced by the following: 

 
• At least __% (80%?) of the residents of the region will have at least one 

transit stop (bus stop or fixed guideway transit station) located within ¼ 
mile of their place of residence; and __% (90%?) of residents of the region 
will have at least one transit stop within ½ mile of their residence. 

• Peak period transit travel times at any given time will be no more than 
10% above then current peak period auto travel times, as measured 
between the centroids of at least the ten largest employment census tracts 
in the region and at least two-thirds of any other census tracts within the 
region from which come 10% or more of the trip origins to any one or 
more of the largest employment census tracts. 



 
3. Cost estimates and a proposed time schedule for development shall be prepared 

for those elements or segments of the National Transit System in each urban 
region that do not now exist, or that require significant upgrading, to meet the 
above criteria. 

 
4. The plans for the National Transit System, and cost estimates and development 

schedules for that plan in each urban region shall be prepared in a joint effort of 
the transit agency or agencies within that region and the Metropolitan Planning 
Organization within that region, under general guidance and standards established 
by the U.S. Department of Transportation. 

  
Criteria for Metropolitan Areas with Populations of 1 million or more 
 
Existing Fixed Guideway Transit Facilities 
The National Transit System shall include all existing fixed guideway transit facilities, 
including tracks and guideways, structures, tunnels, station platforms and fare collection 
equipment, elevators, escalators, stairways, sidewalks, lighting, traction power equipment 
and facilities, ventilation systems, signals and communication systems, maintenance and 
storage facilities, and rolling stock for:  

• Rail rapid transit lines and stations  
• Commuter rail lines and stations 
• Light rail lines and stations 
• Streetcar lines and stations 
• Any automated people-mover lines and stations that are available for use by the 

general public, if they connect with and serve other public transit rail lines  
• Bus rapid transit lines and stations 
• Inter-modal facilities or terminals providing connections among buses, rail or 

fixed guideway lines, and/or Amtrak and other inter-city rail lines 
 
National Transit System Regional Plan cost estimates shall include estimates of the cost 
to bring the existing fixed guideway system to a state of good repair. 
 
Existing Bus Transit Services and Facilities 
The National Transit System shall include all existing fixed route bus services operating 
on routes carrying _____  (5,000?) or more daily riders, and shall include all bus stop 
facilities, signage, passenger shelters and equipment, bus rolling stock, maintenance and 
storage facilities and equipment associated with serving those routes. 
 
National Transit System Regional Plan cost estimates shall include estimates of the cost 
to bring the existing fixed route bus system included in the Plan to a state of good repair. 
 
New or Additional Fixed Guideway Transit Facilities 
The National Transit System shall also include new or additional fixed guideway transit 
facilities, rolling stock, and equipment as required to achieve the following in the region: 

• Provide for growth of core transit capacity in corridors of demonstrated need 



• Provide for completion of a system of rail or other fixed guideway transit facilities 
that together with major bus routes will effectively serve the region with an 
interconnected system of high capacity transit, and will achieve the transit 
accessibility and transit travel time requirements established in the National 
Transit System Goals.  

 
Additional Bus Transit Services and Facilities 
The National Transit System shall also include additional bus transit services, rolling 
stock, equipment and facilities as necessary to: 

• Provide for growth of transit capacity in corridors of demonstrated need 
• Achieve the accessibility and transit travel time goals established in the National 

Transit System Goals. 
  

Bicycle and Pedestrian Access Facilities 
The National Transit System shall also include bicycle and pedestrian paths, trails, 
sidewalks, “complete streets” and other facilities as required to provide effective 
universal access to the fixed guideway stations and bus stops in the National Transit 
System. 
 
Criteria for Metropolitan Areas with Populations Between 200,000 and 1 million 
 
Existing Bus Transit Services and Facilities 
The National Transit System shall include all existing fixed route bus services operating 
on routes carrying _____ (2,000?) or more daily riders and/or 30 riders per revenue 
vehicle-hour, and shall include all bus stop facilities, signage, passenger shelters and 
equipment, bus rolling stock, maintenance and storage facilities and equipment associated 
with serving those routes. 
 
Existing Fixed Guideway Transit Facilities 
The National Transit System shall include any existing fixed guideway transit facilities, 
including tracks and guideways, structures, tunnels, station platforms and fare collection 
equipment, elevators, escalators, stairways, sidewalks, lighting, traction power equipment 
and facilities, ventilation systems, signals and communications systems, maintenance and 
storage facilities, and rolling stock for: 

• Rail rapid transit lines and stations 
• Commuter rail lines and stations 
• Light rail lines and stations 
• Streetcar lines and stations 
• Any automated people-mover lines and stations that are available for use by the 

general public, if they connect with and serve other public transit routes 
• Bus rapid transit lines and stations 
• Inter-modal facilities or terminals providing connections among buses, rail or 

fixed guideway lines, and/or Amtrak and other inter-city rail lines 
 
 
 



Additional Bus Transit Services and Facilities 
The National Transit System shall also include additional bus transit routes, services, 
rolling stock and facilities as necessary to: 

• Provide for growth of transit capacity in corridors of demonstrated need 
• Achieve the accessibility and transit travel time goals established in the National 

Transit System Goals 
 
New or Additional Fixed Guideway Transit Facilities 
The National Transit System shall also include any new or additional fixed guideway 
transit facilities, rolling stock and equipment as determined to be cost-effective, required 
and appropriate to achieve the following: 

• Provide for growth of transit capacity in corridors of demonstrated need 
• Provide for the beginning of development of a system of fixed guideway transit to 

prepare for projected regional growth, where it can be demonstrated that such a 
system will be necessary to achieve the transit accessibility and transit travel time 
goals established in the National Transit System Goals 

 
Bicycle and Pedestrian Access Facilities 
The National Transit System shall also include bicycle and pedestrian paths, trails, 
sidewalks, “complete streets” and other facilities as required to provide effective and 
universal access to the stations and bus stops in the National Transit System. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Attachment 

 
Statement of Federal Purpose and Interest in a 

National Transit System 
 

Historically, from the earliest days of the republic, there has been a substantial federal 
interest in providing funding support to transportation to promote interstate commerce 
and national well-being – turnpikes, river navigation, canals, railroads, farm-to-market 
roads, the “System of Interstate and Defense Highways” in 1954, and the creation of the 
Urban Mass Transit Administration to support transit, even before the creation of the U.S. 
Department of Transportation.  When the Interstate system was completed in the 1990s, 
Congress required the establishment of a National Highway System, including those 
facilities of highest capacity and design standards in the functional classification of 
highways within our metropolitan areas. 
 
Our national wealth now derives chiefly from the economic engines or our urban regions, 
even more than from our states.  Indeed, many of our urban regions overlap more than a 
single state.  The majority of our citizens live within urban regions, and the vast 
preponderance of our travel takes place within those urban regions – far more than our 
travel between them.  There is a clear federal interest in supporting and maintaining the 
economic health of our urban regions, to maintain the economic well-being and 
competitiveness of the nation as a whole.  Transportation is a vital part of maintaining 
that economic health. 
 
However, there are new and serious challenges to our ability to maintain transportation 
effectiveness in our urban regions: 

• National security requires a new energy policy to increase our energy 
independence, but currently, automobile travel consumes ___% of our total 
energy needs.  Changing that, while maintaining economic vitality requires 
improved means of getting people around in our urban regions. 

• Population growth, increasing congestion on urban highways, limited ability to 
expand highway capacity, and the need to reduce use of carbon fuels and 
emissions of greenhouse gases all point to the critical need for greatly increased 
levels of transit service and usage. 

• Housing and infrastructure to support population growth can most economically 
be provided by preserving and utilizing existing infrastructure, and infilling 
existing urban areas, before spreading into fringe rural areas and farmlands.  
Improved transit choices support those economic goals. 

 
For all of the above reasons, there is a critical need for federal support to our urban 
regions in developing a National Transit System, to parallel the National Highway 
System.  As with the National Highway System, the federal government should provide 
funding support to those segments of a transit system of highest capacity, speed and 
design standards. 
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