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February 14, 2019 
 
 
VIA E-MAIL 
 
James H. Trogdon, III 
Secretary of Transportation 
North Carolina Department of Transportation 
1501 Mail Service Center 
Raleigh, N.C. 27699-1501 
jhtrogdon@ncdot.gov 
 

RE: Department of Transportation’s Role in Achieving the Goals of Executive 
Order 80  

 
Dear Secretary Trogdon: 
 

The Southern Environmental Law Center, North Carolina Conservation Network, Center 
for Biological Diversity, National Resource Defense Council, Sierra Club, Clean Air Carolina, 
Sound Rivers, and Sustain Charlotte write to you today with a renewed sense of optimism about 
North Carolina’s role in tackling the climate crisis.  By issuing Executive Order 80, Governor 
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Cooper took a strong first step in bringing the state’s resources to bear on this critical problem, 
and we are pleased to see cabinet agencies accelerating their responses to climate change under 
the order.   
 

We are particularly excited to collaborate with the Department of Transportation (the 
“Department” or “NCDOT”) on finding and implementing the best ways to carry out the 
governor’s goals under Executive Order 80.  As you know, the transportation sector of the 
economy is the second leading contributor to greenhouse gas (“GHG”) emissions in the state, 
and poised to quickly become the first.  Accordingly, the Department has a tremendous 
opportunity to help mitigate North Carolina’s contribution to the climate crisis, and to achieving 
the GHG emissions reduction goal established in Executive Order 80.  We are very pleased to 
see the Department beginning to recognize this enormous potential and its responsibility to see it 
realized, and we look forward to working with the agency to take advantage of every opportunity 
to reduce emissions and to improve resiliency.  

 
We want to be sure, then, that NCDOT takes full advantage of this Executive Order to 

think about climate change broadly.  While we are excited about the plan to expand the number 
of Zero-Emission Vehicles in North Carolina, we want to stress that this step forms only a small 
part of the Department’s responsibility to help our state meet its emissions reductions.  There are 
many other steps the Department can and must take for North Carolina to make meaningful 
progress.  We recommend the following. 
 

• NCDOT Leadership: As a first step, it is essential that the Department take a leadership 
role in our state’s request to reduce GHGs.   We look forward to working with you on an 
expanded presence going forward.  Specifically, we urge you to include climate change 
considerations prominently on the NCDOT website, and to create a communications 
strategy around climate change, the Executive Order, and the Interagency Council that 
deploys the use of both traditional media and NCDOT’s social media platforms.  We urge 
that climate change be given meaningful consideration in NCDOT documents, and during 
meetings and summits.  We recognize that to fully seize on these opportunities it will 
likely be necessary to add staff members with relevant expertise and experience, and we 
look forward to working with you on securing the necessary funding. 
 

• Defend the Federal Clean Car Standards:  The current Corporate Average Fuel 
Economy (“CAFE”) and greenhouse gas emissions standards for passenger cars and light 
trucks, which were finalized in 2012, were estimated “to save approximately 4 billion 
barrels of oil and to reduce GHG emissions by the equivalent of approximately 2 billion 
metric tons over the lifetimes of these light duty vehicles produced in MYs 2017-2025.”  
77 Fed. Reg. 62,624, 62,627.  In April 2018, the Trump Administration decided to 
reevaluate the greenhouse gas emission standards for model year 2022-2025 light-duty 
vehicles.  83 Fed. Reg. 16077-01.  It subsequently proposed a replacement rule freezing 
CAFE and GHG standards.  83 Fed. Reg. 42986-01.  The proposed rollback would result 
in an increase in petroleum consumption of 0.5 million barrels per day by the early 
2030s.  In response, in May 2018 a coalition of 17 states led by California sued to 
preserve the existing standards.  NCDOT should urge Governor Cooper and Attorney 
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General Stein to join North Carolina to this coalition and take a stand for cleaner cars, 
cleaner air, and lower emissions. 
 

• Measure GHG Emissions:  The Trump Administration eliminated an Obama era 
requirement that would have required states and cities to track the GHG emissions 
associated with transportation systems within their jurisdiction.  NCDOT need not take 
its lead from this disappointing federal rollback.  North Carolina can and should start 
immediate to map out how the transportation sector is contributing to GHG emissions 
across the state.  This information is an essential first step in setting GHG reduction goals 
and planning transportation infrastructure investments to achieve the reductions. 
 

• Establish a Statewide VMT Reduction Target:  Studies are clear that technological 
improvements alone—such as electric vehicles—will not be sufficient to reduce GHG 
emissions from the transportation sector sufficiently to meet the targets set by 
international climate agreements.  Meaningfully reducing GHG emissions from 
transportation in North Carolina will require reducing vehicle-miles traveled (“VMT”) as 
well.  As a first step towards this goal, NCDOT should join states including California, 
Massachusetts, New York, and Oregon—all of which are U.S. Climate Alliance 
members—and establish a VMT reduction target.  This target would help inform 
NCDOT’s decisions on future infrastructure projects to ensure that they support the goals 
set in Executive Order 80. 
 

• Consider Climate Change in NEPA analyses:  It is settled law that a review of climate 
change effects and impacts is an essential part of analysis under the National 
Environmental Policy Act (“NEPA”), which is required for all major transportation 
projects receiving federal funding or requiring federal permits.  To date, NCDOT’s 
consideration of climate change in these documents has been largely a repeated 
boilerplate discussion, with little to no project-specific investigation.  The Department 
should revamp its procedures and use the NEPA process, as intended, to truly consider 
the environmental impacts of different alternative transportation solutions, including with 
regard to climate change.  This analysis could also be used to analyze and disclose lower 
impact alternatives that would result in fewer GHG emissions and guide informed 
decision-making on this point.   
 

• Fund More Multi-Modal Projects:  NCDOT currently aims to allocate just 6% of its 
capital funding to multi-modal projects.  That total includes aviation, ferries, and freight 
rail, and so leaves a very small percentage for public transportation.  This 6% allocation 
is not a statutory limit, but rather a percentage agreed upon by the Strategic 
Transportation Investments (“STI”) workgroup, in which NCDOT plays a leading role.  
NCDOT should aim to spend significantly more on multi-modal projects, particularly rail 
and public transportation, and in doing so reap large gains in GHG reductions. 

 
• Revisit Legacy Highway Projects:  There are several projects currently in the planning 

stages at NCDOT that have been on the books for decades and which have the capacity to 
foster sprawl, increase vehicle miles traveled, and escalate GHG emissions.  Many of 
these projects have not been reviewed with their climate-changing impact in mind, many 
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are costly and outdated, and many have alternatives available that would be less 
expensive and do less to exacerbate climate-changing emissions.  NCDOT should take a 
leadership role in reviewing these projects and giving a careful, hard look at alternative 
solutions before pushing forward with projects that will perpetuate an auto-centric 
culture, and associated emissions, for decades to come.   
 

• Use and Require Low-Emissions Equipment: With control over the procurement and 
operation of its own fleet, and over contracting, NCDOT has the opportunity directly to 
reduce the carbon intensity of its operations.  The draft GHG inventory indicates that 
heavy-duty vehicles and construction equipment contribute significantly to North 
Carolina’s overall GHG emissions.  In addition, diesel-powered equipment, and 
particularly older models, emits substantial quantities of black carbon (soot), a “short-
lived climate pollutant” that ranks among the top three overall climate-forcing pollutants 
along with carbon dioxide and methane.  (Black carbon is not included in the GHG 
inventory.)  Soot also contributes to dangerous levels of particulate pollution that 
threatens public health. NCDOT should establish a preference for zero- or low-emission 
equipment in all of its procurement and in its operations (using this equipment whenever 
possible), and should require its contractors to do the same. 
 

• Adapt to a Changing Climate:  In addition to taking the above steps to help reduce 
GHG emissions from the transportation sector, NCDOT should also be carefully planning 
future transportation investments to adapt to a changing climate.  The recent hurricanes 
and flooding events showed us just how time-sensitive this issue is.  Sea levels are rising, 
hurricanes and storms are becoming more intense, and our coastal areas are becoming 
more vulnerable to flooding.  NCDOT must factor in these future realities both in 
designing future infrastructure, and in determining where and when to invest in 
infrastructure.  

 
In sum, we are excited to work with NCDOT to fulfill its obligations under Governor 

Cooper’s Executive Order.  The transportation sector has such a huge role to play in tackling 
climate change – the most important environmental issue of our time.  The good news is that 
each of the solutions outlined above will not only assist with climate change, but will also help to 
foster strong, healthy, resilient, connected communities.  As you move forward to implement 
your plans for the Executive Order we look forward to discussing these issues with you further.  
 
 
      Sincerely, 
 
 
 

Kym Hunter 
Southern Environmental Law Center 
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Peter Galvin 
Center for Biological Diversity 

 
 
 

 
June Blotnick 
Clean Air Carolina 
 
 
 
Grady McCallie 
NC Conservation Network 
 

 
 
 
Luis Martinez 
National Resources Defense Council 
 
 
 
 
Molly Diggins 
Sierra Club 
 
 
 
 
Heather Deck 
Sound Rivers 
 
 
 
 
Shannon Binns 
Sustain Charlotte 
 

CC:  
 
Peter Galvin 
Center for Biological Diversity 
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June Blotnick 
Clean Air Carolina 
 
Grady McCallie 
NC Conservation Network 
 
Luis Martinez 
National Resource Defense Council 
 
Molly Diggins 
Sierra Club 
 
Heather Deck 
Sound Rivers  
 
Shannon Binns 
Sustain Charlotte 
 
Jeremy Tarr 
Office of Governor Roy Cooper 
 
NC Board of Transportation: 
Michael S. Fox, Chairman 
Nina Szlosberg-Landis, Chairwoman 
Anthony T. Lathrop 
Andrew M. Perkins, Jr.  
Landon G. Zimmer 
Hugh Overholt 
Allen Moran 
Thomas Taft Jr.   
Michael K. Alford 
Gus H. Tulloss 
Valerie D. Jordan 
Grady Hunt 
Patrick D. Molamphy 
R. Michael Wells Sr. 
Samuel B. Bowles 
Cullie M. Tarleton 
John R. Pope 
William Clarke 
Jack Debnam 
 
Bobby Lewis 
NCDOT 
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Chris Werner 
NCDOT 
 
Chuck Watts 
NCDOT 
 


