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Transportation Stimulus Forum
February 13, 2009
8:00-10:30 a.m.
Schwan Center, Blaine
WELCOME

Julie Skallman, Mn/DOT Division Director for State Aid, welcomed participants at the conference.  She said that the intent of the forum is to provide participants with the best information we have available today.  Mn/DOT has tried to develop a balanced program.  There will be a large amount of money available, including funds for energy, health, and transportation. For transportation, the modes will be handled differently.  It will be essential to work cooperatively for us to meet the required deadlines for all stimulus funds to be spent.  In addition to those attending the meeting at the Schwan Center, over 100 participants joined the meeting via webconferencing.  Ms. Skallman reviewed the agenda for the meeting.  
Transit, Freight and Aviation Overview

Tim Henkel, Mn/DOT Division Director of Modal Planning and Program Management gave an overview of the transit, freight and aviation programs.  He discussed the level of funding we are expecting in the various areas.  Mn/DOT has developed preliminary criteria to spend the dollars quickly and as necessary.  This information will change continuously until the final bill is approved.  He discussed Senate and House versions and recent conference committee actions.  The House version as it was passed on January 28 designates $46.1 billion for transportation and includes $30 billion for highways and bridges.  Mr. Henkel noted that Minnesota’s share could be approximately $487 million.  Under the House version, $1.1 billion is designated for intercity passenger rail; $12 billion for transit; $3 billion for airports and $4.5 billion is designated for the Corps of Engineers and waterway projects.  Fifty percent of the funding would need to be obligated within 90 days of apportionment and 50% further obligated by August 1, 2010.
The Senate version as it was passed on February 10 designates $45.47 billion for transportation with $27 billion for highways and bridges.  Minnesota’s share could be approximately $562 million.  Under the Senate’s version, intercity passenger rail would receive $3.1 billion; transit $12 billion and airports $1.1 billion.  Fifty percent of the funding would need to be obligated within 180 days and 50% further obligated within one year of enactment.    
The candidate needs estimated for the modal programs were then reviewed. 

· Highway Infrastructure - $519 million
· Freight Infrastructure (eligible for highway funding in Senate version) - $66.5 million

· Transit Capital - $298 million

· Airport Infrastructure - $122 million

Mr. Henkel reviewed the recent conference committee agreement which requires expedited transfer of funds and the Government Accountability Office is provided additional funding for review of expenses.  A special website will provide transparency about stimulus spending.  There will be no earmarks.  Text is available on line at www.rules.house.gov.  

Mn/DOT administers public transit programs outside the Twin Cities in addition to programs for the disabled.  Illustrative projects include capital for buses and vans, bus garages, transfer stations, shelters, fare boxes, park and rides, and ITS equipment.  Possible project selection criteria could include: fulfill federal program guidelines, part of 10-year capital plans, and fulfill requirements for mileage, age, useful life, NEPA, property and permits.  Some of the illustrative projects also relate to preparation for improved passenger rail service.  
Mr. Henkel noted that no federal stimulus funding has yet been specifically identified for rail or port infrastructure improvements.  However, funding may be available for grade crossing safety improvements.   
For the aviation program, Mr. Henkel reported that 96 of 136 airports could be eligible for federal-aid and able to receive stimulus funding.  Possible project selection criteria for this mode could include: project deliverability, safety or security improvements, infrastructure preservation and capacity enhancements.   

Mr. Henkel concluded with a reminder that information presented at the forum and previously published illustrative project lists are available on Mn/DOT’s website at www.mndot.gov.
Highway Overview

Jon Chiglo, Mn/DOT Program Manager, discussed the highway related elements of the federal legislation.  He discussed the program goals and explained that Mn/DOT is developing its program while carefully considering challenges and timelines.  He stressed that the overall program will be multi-modal, not just focusing on highways and bridges, nor will it be strictly a Mn/DOT program.  
Mn/DOT will identify a diverse group of projects involving many contractors and construction types of industries.  He said that it is essential that Mn/DOT be transparent.  Although all the transportation needs in the State cannot be funded through stimulus, staff is working hard to develop the best program possible.  Project readiness will be essential in light of likely time frames of 120 days for delivery.  Mn/DOT is focused on making long-term investments versus short term fixes.  There may be approximately 100 Mn/DOT projects, in addition to 80-100 local projects.  Based on these estimates, it is anticipated that about 15,000 new jobs will be created.  The projects will take advantage of many facets of our industry.  In some cases, capacity is larger than what we have funds to meet.  
Mr. Chiglo then explained how program delivery will likely be managed. Lessons learned from past projects will be applied and the expedited delivery will not allow for “business as usual” approaches.  Mn/DOT anticipates spacing lettings every 14 days, beginning on March 13.  It anticipates there will be 10-12 projects in that letting.  Lettings will then be driven by delivery timelines included in the legislation.  Projects will be distributed throughout the letting schedule to give as many bid opportunities as possible.  Mn/DOT will also be monitoring inflation closely to make adjustments as necessary.  

Contracting methods will include design bid build, design build best value, and design build low bid.  In addition Mn/DOT may package projects and executed maximum price contracts.  DBE goals will be established for each project, building off the success from the I35W Bridge project by encouraging industry interaction.  ADA facilities will also be brought up to standards.  
Anticipated legislation timelines were then reviewed by Mr. Chiglo.  For locals, 50% of funds require authorization in 75 days, and the remaining 50% of funds requiring authorization by August 2010.  Reporting requirements are anticipated at 30, 60, 120 and 180 days, 1 year, and then 3 years.  For the State, 50% of funds are required to be authorized in 90 days, with remaining funds authorized by August 2010.  Information expected to be required in both State and local reports includes: projects awarded, started and completed, jobs created or sustained, and funds appropriated, allocated, and authorized.  Mn/DOT must make certain it remains eligible for any remaining funds.  
Important, but still tentative, dates based on the House version of the legislation are:  
· February 16 – Assumed date of enactment
· March 13 – First Mn/DOT letting; progress report due

· April 16 – Progress report due
· May 1 – 75 day deadline; 50% local allocation committed; redistribution to Mn/DOT (discretionary)
· May 15 – 90 day deadline; 50% State allocation committed; redistribution to states
· June 15 – Progress report due (others at 120 and 180 days, 1 year and 3 years)
Mr. Chiglo said that he anticipates 30 projects to be let by the end of March.  Project development will occur through both Mn/DOT and consultant resources and through close coordination with the Federal Highway Administration and Metropolitan Planning Organizations.
Break

A break was taken at this point in the meeting. 

Federal Highway Administration, Oversight and Reporting
Derrell Turner, FHWA Division Administrator, spoke about administration, oversight and reporting requirements of the legislation.  He said that Transportation Secretary LaHood has made it clear that this economic recovery bill is first and foremost about providing jobs.  Transportation has many needs and a great percentage of the funds are expected to be appropriated to highways.  The legislation could provide $477.6 million for the State of Minnesota, with the Twin Cities receiving approximately $58.7 million. Funds that are sub-allocated will flow exactly as they currently do through Mn/DOT.   
Mr. Turner emphasized that the bills do not currently contain any language waiving current laws, regulations or policies.  However, that there is still some flexibility.  Actions needed to expedite projects are: flexibility, expedited reviews, reduced advertising on select project types, and alternative contracting mechanisms.  Overarching all of these it is essential to communicate early with federal partners.  
Mr. Turner then discussed the reporting requirements.  He said that he doesn’t currently know all of the details such as who will be the collector of information, including who is going to send the data and how much data is to be collected.  He does, however, hope to have information out regarding this within the coming week.  USDOT is currently updating their website – www.usdot.gov and it is a great place to find economic recovery links.  Questions and answers are updated almost daily online, and Mn/DOT can also answer questions.  The reporting is very important and must be understood.  It must be transparent and timely to ensure we are responsible for what is spent.  
Question and Answer Session

Questions were taken from participants at both the Schwan Center and the webconference.

Q – Mn/DOT and contractors may be up to speed, but what about the utility companies?  A – Minimal utilities are affected by most of the prospective stimulus jobs.  Mn/DOT will follow its established processes to work with utilities when there are impacts.  

Q – How will funds be distributed for tribal lands?

A – The department has taken an approach of looking for projects that are deliverable.  If there are needs specific to tribal lands, please share them with the Mn/DOT district offices.  

Q – With regard to capital outlay on recovery project, small businesses find it difficult to keep up with timely payments.  What measures is Mn/DOT putting in place to ensure timely payments? What is Mn/DOT doing to make certain goals are being met?  
A – As far as enforcement of goals, we want to take a more proactive approach to work with DBE and prime contractors up front to succeed – similar to how Mn/DOT worked with the I-35W contractor to hire minority businesses.  Regarding payment schedule, we have provisions in place for timely payments from primes to their subcontractors.  If there are payment issues, the prime contractor and project engineer should be contacted first to help get resolution.  The prime contractor is paid by Mn/DOT, and the department also looks at how contractors are paying their subs.  
Q – Will the State and locals provide options for shortened bid periods?  
A – Federal and state requirements call for a minimum three week advertising period.  On a case-by-case basis there may be changes to bidding periods.
Q – Did we discuss the potential breakdowns for the $48 billion for transportation infrastructure?

A – See discussion above.
Q – What opportunities are there for MNE, SBE, and WBE firms? 

A – Goals will be established for each project as they usually are, and federal regulations will be followed. Mn/DOT will work with those groups to see that they succeed.  Specific concerns may be addressed to Hope Jensen, director of Mn/DOT’s Office of Civil Rights.  

Q – Will the pre-qualification review process be modified or expedited in any way? 

A – Mn/DOT is trying to expedite the process and there has been an increase in people submitting applications.  However, many of the staff that would conduct reviews is also processing an increased volume of contracts.  

Q – What is the process for flushing out lists, prioritizing them and how stakeholders can weigh in on that?  
A – Unofficial figures for Minnesota contain approximately $500 million for highways, roads and bridges.  Specific local project interests should be communicated through Mn/DOT district state aid engineers.  

Q – In addition to trying to create jobs, will Mn/DOT be looking at other aspects of economic development?  Are there any ideas from Washington on how these jobs will be created?

A – Although it is true that economic development is important, it is also difficult to measure.  Infrastructure development creates jobs and specific measures have been created according to dollars invested.
Q – Timelines are shorter for local than state projects.  What if projects are using state and local funds; should state rules be applied?  
A – It will be important for locals to work with State Aid to make certain projects are being placed properly in the program and can meet required timeframes.  

Q – Mn/DOT solicited projects from counties and cities.  Will any of those projects be funded?  Also, when will Mn/DOT distribute a project list? 

A – State Aid staff is preparing a list of local projects and it is expected to posted on Mn/DOT’s web site – www.mndot.gov – by the end of the day.  There is a tier 1 and tier 2 list.  It will be separated according to Mn/DOT districts.  It was also noted that during the forum, the Met Council is reviewing the list and will probably dictate a few changes.  The draft list for greater Minnesota will also need to go to the other metropolitan planning organizations for approval.  

Q – Will Mn/DOT extend legislation design/build to cities and counties?  
A – There has been some action at the Legislature to extend the design/build authority; however, it may not be pertinent to the economic stimulus package. 

Q – Although excited about the job possibilities, there was concern that the early contractor web page no longer exists.  Some projects require 2-3 weeks of review and planning meetings to prepare bids, and without this, contractors may have trouble giving their best price.  
A – The site was removed during a server switch when tracking showed very little use of it.  Mn/DOT could reestablish the site, but only if there were a significant demand for it.
Q – Why is there only 3% is being given to bike projects?

A – The 3% amount is dictated in the conference bill.  The Mn/DOT Office of Transit office is also trying to meet needs in all eligibility categories.  

Q – Are there any specific projects that would foster a better means of doing construction for greater sustainability?   
A – Mn/DOT tries to recycle materials as much as possible and to put the materials back into the project.  The department also uses a process to develop context sensitive solutions whenever possible. 
Q – What is the expected Minnesota share of the transit recovery money?  
A – Mn/DOT will need to look at the committee rollout for 5307 and 5309 programs.  

Q – Has conference committee finished their work? 
A – They had not finished their work by the beginning of the forum. 
Q – What portion of funding is available for city roads?  
A – Participants can review the list of local projects that will be available on Mn/DOT’s web site later today – it will include both county and city projects.  

Q – Will the point of contacts list provided at the Schwan Center be available to those who participated by webconference?

A – The presentation, summary notes and point of contacts list will all be posted to the Mn/DOT web site at www.mndot.gov. 
Q – Will there be any opportunity to work with the government to see if they can’t use improved green systems such as LED lighting? 

A – Mn/DOT is always interested in making our operations more cost effective.  The LED lights on the I-35W project were the first used in the nation for roadway purposes.  Strong warranties were required, as Mn/DOT is unaware of how they will perform in the roadway environment long term.  The risk is minimal with warranty requirements, but it is unclear whether such warranties will otherwise be available.  Once alternate technologies are proven, transportation agencies can apply more often.  

Q – Is Mn/DOT anticipating a need to add to their staff to make this work?

A – At this time, Mn/DOT is not adding staff to deliver the stimulus package.  We will use existing staff, supplemented with external consulting resources when needed.  

Q – Is there intent to harmonize reporting requirements?  
A – Reporting requirements will come from the bill and will be dictated by Congress.  FHWA will work with Mn/DOT to find the most efficient way to report and avoid duplicating efforts.  
Future Communication

Kevin Gutknecht, Mn/DOT Director of the Office of Communications, thanked the audience for their participation in the question and answer session.  If people have more questions in the future, they may refer to the points of contacts that were provided in the registration area and later made available online.  The Mn/DOT web site – www.mndot.gov – will be the primary method of communication.  From the site, you can also sign up for e-mail updates.  In addition, summary notes from this meeting will also be posted online.   If necessary, we may also host future forums to exchange information.    

Closing

Mn/DOT Commissioner Tom Sorel thanked the audience for attending the meeting.  He also thanked Mn/DOT employees for their assistance in planning this forum.  Although we were uncertain what we would know at the time we planned this meeting, we felt it was important to exchange what information we did have.  
It is clear that this will not be “business as usual,” as we need to use innovation and new techniques to get this program out the door.  Mn/DOT views this as a tremendous opportunity to look at innovative methods of delivery.  This may lead to new ways of doing business in the future which extends long-term opportunity beyond recovery.  Mn/DOT needs the help of the transportation community to deliver.  While attending meetings in Washington DC last week, Commissioner Sorel explained what Mn/DOT is doing in its attempt to deliver this program.  The representatives seemed pleased that Minnesota is ready.  He also attended a White House briefing and listened to the Deputy Chief of Staff and the new Secretary of Transportation.  He senses a lot of commitment to move this program forward, and many other states have also made significant progress.  While the recovery package is critical to the country now, we need a long term approach to sustain recovery.  The importance of a federal transportation reauthorization package was emphasized.  

With regard to the DBE goals, Mn/DOT is trying to transform the DBE program with a proactive approach.  On the I-35W Project, we exceeded minority participation and expectations and Mn/DOT is committed to ensuring positive DBE participation.  
Commissioner Sorel said that there will continue to be many opportunities to provide input.  We will continue to advise you of what we can do for you.  Mn/DOT will be open to your concerns and will be transparent.  To deliver this program, we need your help to make Minnesota successful.  He again thanked the audience for their participation.  
Minutes submitted by,

Laurel Janisch

Administrative Assistant
