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Commissioner’s Forum on 
Innovative Transportation Finance
December 12, 2008 – University of Minnesota 
Summary & Next Steps 

On December 12, 2008, the Minnesota Department of Transportation partnered with the Center for Transportation Studies to hold Mn/DOT Commissioner Tom Sorel’s first Forum for Transportation Leaders.  The topic was Innovative Transportation Finance (see program attached).  

Interest in innovative transportation finance is growing throughout the country as states look to new ways to meet unprecedented transportation funding shortfalls.  Annual available funding is insufficient to meet annual needs.  The historical cornerstone of transportation funding – the gas tax – is deteriorating as people purchase less fuel.  Transportation construction costs have risen at unprecedented levels over the last few years. These factors were the inspiration for innovative finance being the first topic in the series of Commissioner’s Forums.     

During the forum, the speakers and audience participated in a four-hour session designed to explore innovative finance options for Minnesota, discuss implications for transportation policy and legislation, and express ideas for moving forward in the innovative finance arena.  
The forum focused primarily on innovative finance techniques such as public-private partnerships, federal TIFIA assistance, and tolling/congestion pricing.  However, other forms of innovative finance were also discussed such a joint transit development agreements, mileage-based user fees, and leveraging direct private investment in public transportation projects.  There was also good discussion about bonding and debt financing and how they are often mistaken as sources of revenue rather than financing techniques.   
The presentations and facilitated discussion produced a wealth of valuable input and insight into how innovative finance should be approached in Minnesota. The key messages Mn/DOT heard during the forum were:

●
Successful innovative finance initiatives begin with extensive education and outreach.  Broad transportation stakeholder understanding of what innovative finance encompasses, how various concepts and options work and how these options can help meet Minnesota’s daunting transportation challenges are fundamental elements for success. Creating an open environment where people can thoroughly and honestly discuss the benefits and detriments of innovative finance options is essential. 
●
Successful innovative finance initiatives cultivate grass roots support for innovative finance options and empower communities to decide whether they want to apply an innovative finance approach to solve their specific transportation problem.  Innovative finance projects that come from the bottom up rather than the top down are generally more successful.
●
Successful innovative finance initiatives thoroughly research, analyze, summarize and communicate project successes in other states and compare those projects to project needs in Minnesota.

●
Successful innovative finance initiatives are multimodal in nature and look to find the right funding/financing mix for specific transportation needs.

●
Successful innovative finance initiatives establish goals, guidelines and processes that are transparent, protect the public interest in transportation assets and maximize return on taxpayer investment.
●
Other important factors for successful innovative finance initiatives include adequate legal authority, program and project champions at all levels, expert advisors, patience and perseverance.
●
Successful innovative finance initiatives result in partnerships and dynamic funding/financing solutions that deliver needed transportation improvements years earlier than they would otherwise be done.
Given the input and insight received during the forum, Mn/DOT is considering the following next steps for an innovative transportation finance initiative:
1. Commence a public education and outreach effort to help the public, transportation stakeholders and the department better understand the spectrum of options that might be employed to help deliver needed transportation improvements sooner.  Mn/DOT will strive to partner with a diversity of groups, organizations and businesses to accomplish this effort. Partners will include local governments, community and corridor groups, state legislators, Met Council, Center for Transportation Studies, Minnesota Transportation Alliance, Association of Minnesota Counties, League of Minnesota Cities, Chambers of Commerce, Associated General Contractors, American Council of Engineering Companies and the private sector, as well as national organizations like the American Association of State Highway Transportation Officials, National Governors Association, National Conference of State Legislatures and USDOT)
2. Identify, analyze and summarize innovative finance options and projects that have been successful in other states, compare those options and projects to project needs in Minnesota, and communicate those findings as part of the above education and outreach effort. Once again, Mn/DOT will strive to partner with a diversity of groups, organizations and businesses to accomplish this effort.
3. Work with partners and stakeholders to develop innovative finance goals, guidelines and processes that are transparent, protect the public interest in transportation assets and maximize return on taxpayer investment.  
4. Work with the Legislature and other transportation stakeholders to develop and enact sufficient legal authority to enable the state and possibly other governmental entities to pursue innovative finance options.  

Mn/DOT would pursue the above steps concurrently over the next several months.
Overall, the forum once again confirmed that innovative finance is not a panacea for solving the transportation funding dilemma in the U.S.  However, it can likely play an important and needed role in the solution. Solving the transportation funding puzzle in the future will require numerous funding sources and financing techniques from numerous transportation partners and stakeholders. Such diversification should also help keep transportation funding strong and healthy for many generations to come. 
Mn/DOT will continue to gather feedback and input as it moves forward in this area. If you have any questions, comments or suggestions on Innovative Finance, please contact:
Brad Larsen

Traditional & Innovative Finance Director

Mn/DOT Office of Financial Management, MS 140

395 John Ireland Blvd.

St. Paul, MN 55155

Office:
651-366-4821

Fax:
651-366-4797

Email:
brad.larsen@dot.state.mn.us 
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