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I. INTRODUCTION 

 
 

 In September 2012, Ms. Linda S. Watson, President/Chief Executive Officer, Capital 
Metropolitan Transportation Authority (Capital Metro) contacted the American Public 
Transportation Association (APTA) on behalf of Capital Metro and its regional partners, Capital 
Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (CAMPO), the City of Austin, and Lone Star Rail 
District (LSRD) to assess the progress of Project Connect and Urban Rail. 
 
 Through discussions between APTA, Capital Metro and its partners, it was determined 
the review would be conducted December 12 – 14, 2012. 
 
 A panel of industry peers was assembled to assist the Austin regional partners in 
optimizing the strategies for implementation of the Project Connect and Urban Rail plans.  The 
peer review panel consisted of the following transit professionals; 
 
 
MICHAEL ALLEGRA 
General Manager 
Utah Transit Authority 
Salt Lake City, UT 
 
ALAN LEHTO 
Director, Planning & Policy 
Tri-Met 
Portland, OR 
 
BILL VAN METER 
Assistant General Manager, Planning 
RTD Denver 
Denver, CO 
 

JOHN MUTH 
Deputy Director 
Charlotte Area Transit System 
Charlotte, NC 
 
STEVE SALIN 
Vice President, Rail Planning 
Dallas Area Rapid Transit 
Dallas, TX 
 
GREG HULL 
(Facilitator to the Peer Review Panel) 
Director, Security and Operations Support 
American Public Transportation Association 
Washington, DC 

 
 
 The panel convened in Austin on December 12, 2012.  Panel coordination and logistical 
support was provided by APTA Staff Advisor Greg Hull.  Mr. Hull also coordinated panel 
member input in the drafting of this peer review report. Todd Hemingson, V.P. Strategic 
Planning & Development, Capital Metro, and Scott Gross, Urban Rail Program Manager, City of 
Austin, provided liaison support on behalf of their organizations.  
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Methodology 
 
 The APTA Peer Review process is well established as a valuable resource to the public 
transit industry. Highly experienced and respected transit and subject matter professionals 
provide their time and support to address the scope required. The panel conducted this peer 
review through documentation review, and briefings and interviews with regional partner staff 
and external stakeholders.    
 
 
Scope of Report 
 
 The scope of this review focused on assessing the progress of the Project Connect and 
Urban Rail projects. In order to provide the fullest exposure possible for the review team, 
meetings and interviews were conducted with agency staff and area stakeholders. The review 
was divided into four main areas: 
 

 Process for development of Project Connect & Urban Rail 
 Efficacy of the plans 
 Maximizing regional partner collaboration 
 Near term actions required 

 
 
Project Descriptions 
 
PROJECT CONNECT 

Project Connect project is a partnership between Central Texas transportation agencies 
aimed at implementing the high-capacity transit component of the Capital Area Metropolitan 
Planning Organization 2035 Plan. The CAMPO Plan was adopted by regional government 
representatives in 2010, after a nine-month public outreach process involving policy makers and 
community stakeholders. The initial Project Connect partnership includes the City of Austin, 
Capital Metropolitan Transportation Authority, the Lone Star Rail District and CAMPO.  
 
URBAN RAIL 

The proposed first phase of an Urban Rail investment would link Downtown, the Capitol 
Complex, University of Texas and Mueller to the successful MetroRail commuter line and the 
upcoming MetroRapid lines (2014). Mueller is a 700-acre transit-oriented development with a 
site for a maintenance facility. The 16.5-mile Urban Rail system plan, from the Mueller 
redevelopment to the Austin-Bergstrom International Airport, was adopted in the CAMPO 2035 
Plan. Urban Rail was initially developed by Capital Metro and adopted into its regional All 
Systems Go Long-Range Transit Plan in 2006, as a 6.5-mile downtown to Mueller streetcar line. 
The City of Austin assumed the lead role for project development in 2008. 
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II. OBSERVATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Austin is the 13th most populous city in the United States of America and the 
fourth most populous city in the state of Texas.   It was the third-fastest-growing large city in the 
nation from 2000 to 2006.  The region is a highly desired location to work and live. It is also 
dynamic and continues to grow economically, culturally, and in its population.  Citizens truly 
care about the Austin region.  With that sense of caring, decision makers and key stakeholders 
determined that a balanced transportation network is essential to meet the growing needs of the 
city and the region.   

The following observations and recommendations are intended to assist the 
stakeholders as they move forward in finalizing and implementing the public transportation 
plans. 
          
     
FOCUS AREA 1:   PROCESS FOR DEVELOPMENT OF THE PLANS 
 
STRENGTHS   

It is clear that Project Connect provides a comprehensive system plan approach 
and that all stakeholders involved are deeply committed to provide an effective transportation 
plan. Additionally, there is no major identified organized opposition to Project Connect or the 
Urban Rail plans. The stakeholders have established good technical information and analysis and 
all efforts have been well documented on all the work that has been accomplished to date.  And 
other modes of transportation such as buses, bus rapid transit, bicycles, pedestrians and highways 
have been included within the plans. It appears to the panel that the Lone Star Rail District’s  
(LSRD) LSTAR project unites the vision of Project Connect across the greater Austin area. Staff 
of the Lone Star Rail District (LSRD) have been diligent in engaging the various regional 
partners.  

 
WEAKNESSES 
  There is no formal partnership agreement between the City of Austin, Capital 
Metro, LSRD, and CAMPO.  Although collaboration efforts for the Urban Rail project have 
improved, there is still room for further improvement and strengthening. The Project Connect 
and Urban Rail project plans are lacking complete information regarding projected ridership. 
Ridership projections are particularly important for the further development of Urban Rail. In the 
view of the panel, the role that the bus system will play within Project Connect needs to be 
determined. While it is evident that public involvement and engagement in the projects has taken 
place through the individual stakeholders, the messages and communications have not been 
synchronized with all stakeholders and consequently the messages have lacked clarity and unity.  
   
OPPORTUNITIES 
  The Transit Working Group under CAMPO has evolved to where it now provides 
a solid and unifying body for achieving common strategies for Project Connect. There is an 
opportunity to further strengthen the potential for success of this group through including 
representation from the Chamber of Commerce, RECA, regional elected officials, as well as the 
University of Texas and the Governor’s Office. 
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  The panel suggests that there is also an opportunity to gain support for Project 
Connect from the business and environmental interest communities. In the view of the panel, 
there is additional potential for garnering broader stakeholder support for the Urban Rail project 
by finalizing the alignment alternatives and by arriving at an agreement for the alignment of the 
rail corridor.  
 
RISKS 
  Three areas appear to pose risk to the success of the plans. The new Title V1/EJ 
requirements from FTA need to be fully considered. A current Transit Working Group “Decision 
Tree” for the projects has not been finalized and communicated to key elected officials. And 
third, given recent ballot measures, there may well be strong competition with future funding 
measures such as education. 
 
FOCUS AREA 2:   EFFICACY OF THE PLANS 
 
STRENGTHS   

The Project Connect and Urban Rail projects both have strong, willing and 
committed stakeholder participants. The stakeholders are fully cognizant that they cannot build 
their way out of the congestion problems of the region. Staff supporting Project Connect has 
used strong criteria for identifying priority corridors of the area and it has also been recognized 
how transit can support CAMPO led “Centers Concept”.  The panel also found that the plans 
address multiple transit modes and that they generally match modes to needs. 

 
WEAKNESSES 
  The purpose and needs of Urban Rail have not yet been clearly articulated and 
shared between partners and stakeholders.  In the view of the panel, issues still remain to be 
resolved including; sections of the alignment that are still in question; whether the basis for the 
plans is to support economic development, address congestion, or transit-oriented development; 
or whether the basis is a mix of some or all of these elements. It also appears that details for the 
rail alignment remain outstanding regarding whether the alignment will be exclusive, or have 
shared or dedicated right-of-way 
  
OPPORTUNITIES 
  As stated earlier Austin is growing at a rapid pace.  There is an opportunity to 
highlight the benefits of public transportation by promoting its environmental and air quality 
benefits, community safety enhancements that are derived through having alternatives to driving, 
and promoting that realization of the plans will lead to “congestion proof” transportation choices. 
 
RISKS 
  Success for the plans is heavily dependent on the clear identification of a political 
champion who will not only support the plan but will provide the requisite leadership. It appears 
to the panel that there are numerous political stakeholders who are supportive but there are no 
specific champions of the cause. The review panel was not able to determine a clear project 
management structure for Urban Rail and similarly many of the staff involved were unclear of 
the project management structure.  
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  In the absence of a formally defined and agreed upon management approach for 
Urban Rail, there is a risk for gaining the full support that is needed for the project. The panel 
also notes that there may be a risk if the reporting structure, responsibilities and staffing for the 
new “Rail Lead” position is not properly addressed.  
  Further, success for the projects could be put at risk if multiple stakeholder 
agencies interact individually with the FTA. This could lead to confusion as to what entity is in 
charge and the potential for apparent mixed messages from the region to the FTA. This could 
further lead to weakening the Austin region bid for FTA funding in light of strong competition 
for the same funds across the entire country. 

 
 
FOCUS AREA 3:   MAXIMIZING REGIONAL PARTNER COLLABORATION 
 
STRENGTHS   

The panel found that the Transit Working Group formed under the auspices of 
CAMPO is following a very positive process. The members of the group appear to include the 
right group of people and through feedback received by the panel, the members of this group are 
well perceived and respected by relevant interested parties and the group is regarded as doing 
good work. 

It is apparent to the panel that there are many stakeholders involved and interested 
in moving the plans forward. The City of Austin and Capital Metro both have a very genuine 
interest in working together to ensure the success of the plans and it is apparent to the panel that 
the potential for success will build through further strengthening of this relationship. The 
stakeholder relationship and synergies are additionally strengthened through the collaboration 
with CAMPO and LSRD. 

  
WEAKNESSES 
  It was unclear to the panel what role other potential stakeholders such as Tx  
DOT, the University of Texas and the Texas State government have played in the project and 
why they are not involved. These entities have a major role in central Austin and a strong interest 
in the ability of transit to support continued growth in Austin. Currently, there is no formal 
memorandum of understanding or inter-local agreement (MOU/ILA) between the City of Austin 
and Capital Metro that address how the two key stakeholders will interface with each other on 
these projects. In the view of the panel, the lack of such an agreement leaves processes unclear as 
to how the key organizations work together. It also appeared to the panel that the technical transit 
expertise and experience in service design and transit operations has not yet been fully applied 
into the processes of the plans.  
  As previously indicated in this report, while it is clear that there has been a 
significant level of public outreach regarding the projects, the outreach to date, has not been a 
unified, collaborative effort that involves the key stakeholders and has the support and buy-in of 
the key stakeholders. 
   
OPPORTUNITIES 
  A strong project that clearly addresses needs can attract many supporters among 
the key regional leaders. However, the purposes and benefits of the project needs to be clearly 
articulated in a thorough public outreach initiative. This effort could potentially result in 
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converting “sideline supporters” to taking on leadership roles for advancing and implementing 
the project. Project Connect provides a vehicle for strengthening relationships between 
stakeholders.   
  The panel notes that there is a tremendous opportunity for the partnership of 
capital funding through the City of Austin and O&M funding through Capital Metro to fully 
develop the Urban Rail project. There is also an opportunity for CAMPO to play a stronger role 
in Project Connect through the 2040 process. The Austin Chamber’s Opportunity Austin 3.0 
could additionally contribute energy and efforts in support of Project Connect. The panel further 
believes that the Real Estate Council of Austin (RECA) would have a strong interest in the 
success of the transportation plans and this would be motivation for further engagement of 
RECA in the process.  
 
RISKS 
  There are apparent risks involved that can impact the regional partner 
collaboration for the plans. A change in the upcoming elections and organization of City Council 
could confuse the 2014 voting issues. There is no obvious leader for a ballot campaign. It does 
not appear to the panel that all the stakeholders are clear on the return on investment and timing 
of benefits of Urban Rail.  
  Based on feedback provided to the panel by some external stakeholders, it is clear 
that while the City of Austin needs to be a key partner in the transportation plans it may not be 
the appropriate entity to actually develop the transit projects. It was also conveyed to the panel 
that although Capital Metro had gone through times where local support had waned, the new 
leadership of Capital Metro has bolstered confidence in the organization.  
 
FOCUS AREA 4:   NEAR TERM ACTIONS RECOMMENDED 

Based on the information gathered by the panel during the review process, 
together with their professional backgrounds and own transportation development experience, 
the review panel offers the following recommendations for consideration by the key stakeholders 
of the peer review. 
 
   

1. Develop a system plan that includes Project Connect, BRT, and a bus network including 
frequent bus services along with Urban Rail to indicate that all the modes are part of a 
coordinated family of transit services. Indicate that Urban Rail is actually the third or 
fourth investment in the regional transit system. The first was the Red Line, the second is 
BRT, and the third may be express bus on MoPac. Finalize the details of the Urban Rail 
alignment and purposes with all partners and stakeholders. If packaged with other 
transportation projects and multiple modes, the Urban Rail project may be more likely to 
succeed. Take efforts to ensure that Urban Rail does not preclude future transportation 
system growth and connectivity opportunities. 
 

2. Identify and clarify the champions for the projects. Determine who champions are for the 
respective stakeholders. The introduction of the “Rail Lead” position is a positive 
initiative. However, there is a need to ensure that the position functions and 
responsibilities are clear and that there is no ambiguity on the reporting requirements and 
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structure for the position. Also, it will be important to match the authority of the position 
with the responsibility so that the person filling that position can be effective.  
 

3. There is a need for a well defined, clearly understood, and agreed upon path for moving 
the projects forward. Defining the organization for the project will also be helpful. In 
defining the organizational structure, the panel encourages the stakeholders to not allow 
the financing discussion to precede or dictate the right organizational structure. 
 

4. Move forward collaboratively with the FTA process. Develop a detailed schedule for 
Urban Rail for further project development and pathway through National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA) as well as the FTA New Starts/ Small Starts grant program. Develop 
a conceptual schedule for all Project Connect elements to organize all efforts for eventual 
implementation. 
 

5. Consider a more formal partnership agreement and “rules for engagement” between the 
City of Austin, Capital Metro, CAMPO and Lone Star Rail District. It is critical when 
engaging the FTA that the partners “speak with one voice” as it will result in stronger 
support from the FTA. 
 

6. Capital Metro and the City of Austin need to develop a Memorandum of Understanding 
or Inter-Local Agreement (MOU/ ILA) to support the success of the transportation 
projects. The panel urges the Capital Metro CEO and the City of Austin City Manager to 
work through the process of leading and effecting an appropriate MOU/ ILA in 
partnership with other key stakeholders. 
 

7. The panel encourages Capital Metro to develop a 20 year agency-wide finance plan to 
meet FTA requirements for seeking capital funding 
 

8. Given the resources available through the technical transit expertise and experience in 
service design and transit operations, recognize the advantages for Capital Metro to lead 
the partner team. Such a course of action is also supported by the positive organizational 
directions being implemented by the Capital Metro CEO. 
 

9.  Explore opportunities for regional collaboration around the broader elements of Project 
Connect to develop interfaces with other modes such as the IH-35 improvements. In 
conjunction with this concept, consider hosting a mobility summit for the greater Austin 
region to tie all modes of transportation together in an effort to understand the benefits of 
the project and to coordinate public messaging. 
 

10. As part of the CAMPO 2040 Plan develop a comprehensive financial and implementation 
concept for Project Connect. Encourage CAMPO to finish model development of the 
2040 Plan. 
 

11. In pursuing additional funding through the public vote, consider a broader package of 
multi-modal improvements rather than just Urban Rail.  The panel heard support from 
various interested parties for a full and balanced transportation package including the 
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Project Connect concept and highway improvements. Consider portraying the package  
more in terms of describing the project and how it fits into long range plans – rather than 
necessarily funding all aspects at once. A comprehensive approach would allow a broad 
set of stakeholders and voters to understand the benefits of the whole system. 
 

12. Complete the Transit Working Group’s “Decision-Tree” for Urban Rail. It was not clear 
to the panel whether this is a matter of completing the information or communicating the 
status of the “Decision-Tree”.  
 

 
13. And last, the panel encourages the stakeholders to address the project schedule in a 

manner that is fully informed and not solely driven by external dates such as public vote 
or the FTA funding cycle.  
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III. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

The panel sincerely appreciates the support and assistance extended to the review 
team by the staff of the regional partners as well as the external stakeholders. The panel stands 
available to provide clarification to any aspect of the peer review and to provide any follow up 
that may be required. 
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