
 

   
 

 

 

December 2, 2022 

Via e-mail 

Zach Pierce 
Senior Advisor for Climate Change Policy 
Office of Governor Roy Cooper 
zach.pierce@nc.gov 

Jen Weiss 
Senior Advisor for Climate Change Policy 
North Carolina Department of Transportation 
jlweiss@ncdot.gov 

Re: Administrative Reforms to the Prioritization Process 

Dear Mr. Pierce and Ms. Weiss, 

We write on behalf of the undersigned organizations to express our thanks for all the 
work Governor Cooper’s administration is doing to reduce climate changing emissions from the 
transportation sector in North Carolina, and to suggest some additional discrete items the 
Administration should pursue to further this work.   

We applaud the Administration for the climate goals set out in Executive Order 246 and 
for the express recognition of the role transportation plays in producing climate-changing 
emissions in North Carolina.  As you know, 36 percent of greenhouse gas emissions in North 
Carolina are attributable to the transportation sector and current projections show this sector lags 
behind others in achieving emissions reductions.1  As this Administration has noted, swift and 
comprehensive action in the transportation sector is vital to making any meaningful progress.2  

As we have stated in previous communication, we also specifically applaud the 
recognition that reducing vehicle miles traveled (“VMT”) is an essential component of any 
strategy for combatting climate change.  We believe this is an area where North Carolina needs 
to continue a strong focus.  While we have seen this administration take bold steps towards 
transportation electrification, including the recent issuance of Executive Order 271 directing the 
development of an Advanced Clean Trucks rule, we have yet to see much meaningful action to 
reduce the amount North Carolinians are driving. 

 
1 NC DEQ, North Carolina Greenhouse Gas Inventory Updated (Jan. 31, 2022), https://deq.nc.gov/news/press-
releases/2022/01/31/north-carolina-greenhouse-gas-inventory-
updated#:~:text=The%20Transportation%20sector%20accounts%20for,electricity%20generation%20emissions%20
by%202030. 
2 Id. (DEQ Secretary Biser on the 2022 N.C. greenhouse gas inventory: “it highlights the need for continued focus 
on the transportation sector to meet our climate goals.”); see also Executive Order 246. 
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Reducing VMT is essential for decreasing climate impacts from the transportation sector.  
A 2020 study by RTI International demonstrated implementing policies targeting VMT 
reductions was overwhelmingly the most impactful short-term strategy for reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions from the transportation sector in North Carolina.3  Reducing VMT and investing 
in transit and more dense communities also has a host of co-benefits for public health, equity, 
and economic development.  

Despite the importance of reducing VMT, we have seen very little meaningful change in 
policy from your Department of Transportation over the past six years.  Major highway 
expansion continues to be a key focus for the Department, with little to no regard given to how 
State-level transportation decisions drive land use and other decisions that lead to an increase in 
driving.  The recent acceleration of the expansion of the 540 loop—a road that is expressly 
intended to facilitate long commutes between Johnston County and RTP—is an example of this 
current focus.4  At the same time, local MPOs and municipalities that are trying to make 
systematic changes to their transportation approach complain they are hamstrung by State-level 
roadblocks. 

With all that in mind, we write to highlight a couple of key areas that present the 
Administration with opportunities for policy change that could help reduce VMT, and thus 
reduce emissions in North Carolina.  We have appreciated participating in the Clean 
Transportation Plan process and will continue to highlight these suggestions in that venue too, 
but we want to ensure that these suggestions, which our groups are united around, were 
highlighted as clear priorities we believe should be implemented. 

1. Normalization 

One of the most impactful moves the Administration could make in the near term would 
be to adjust the normalization percentages used in the Strategic Transportation Investments 
(“STI”) Law prioritization process. 

“Normalization” refers to an approach recommended by the STI workgroup after the 
Strategic Transportation Investments Law passed in 2013 to divide funding between highway 
and non-highway projects at the division and regional levels.5  The workgroup decided to 
allocate funding based on historical spending, designating at least 90% of the budget for highway 
projects and 4% of the budget for non-highway projects, with 6% to share between the two 
modes.6  This normalization approach and the historical percentages are still used today.7  

 
3 RTI International, Evolving Transportation in North Carolina (2020), https://www.southernenvironment.org/wp-
content/uploads/legacy/publications/Transportation_Report_0120_web_F.pdf. 
4 NCDOT, Complete 540, https://www ncdot.gov/projects/complete-540/Pages/default.aspx. 
5 See NCDOT, Prioritization 6.0 Submittal Guidance and Resources, 237 (Oct. 14, 2019), 
https://connect ncdot.gov/projects/planning/Prioritization%20Data/Prioritization%206.0/Submittal%20Guidance/Pri
oritization%206.0%20Submittal%20Guidance%20and%20Resources%20-%2010-14-19.pdf. 
6 Id. at 237. 
7 See NCDOT, 2020-2029 Current STIP, T-4 (Nov. 2022), 
https://connect ncdot.gov/projects/planning/STIPDocuments1/NCDOT%20Current%20STIP.pdf (normalization 
process resulted in an allocation of 95% of funding to highway projects and 5% to non-highway projects). 
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Because these percentages only apply to Division Need and Regional Impact funds, and thus to 
60% of overall funding, the percentage of funding allocated to non-highways modes is an even 
smaller percentage of the overall transportation budget. 

Basing the split between highway and non-highway modes on historical percentages 
reflects an outdated time in North Carolina’s history where the primary focus was on massive 
highway expansion.  North Carolina’s new recognition, reflected in Executive Orders 80 and 
246, that we must take swift steps to reduce climate-changing pollution from the transportation 
sector, as well as the growing recognition of the benefits of expanded transportation options, 
means these percentages should be revisited. 

Because the normalization approach is not set in statute, it is fully within the purview of 
this Administration to revisit it.  Indeed, the Strategic Transportation Investments Law requires 
the Department to use the prioritization workgroup (which is largely comprised of administration 
staff) to “continually improve” the prioritization process.8 

If North Carolina is going to meet the goals established in Executive Order 246, it is 
essential that we shift our focus away from highway expansion and towards more multimodal 
solutions.  We suggest that NCDOT modify the normalization process initially to increase the 
percentage of funding allocated to non-highway projects to 20%, and then gradually increase this 
percentage beyond 20% over time. 

Alternatively, rather than change the percentage split statewide, the Department could 
devise a scheme that would give each Division more flexibility to allocate funding between 
modes.  This would allow Divisions that already have strong multimodal plans to fund the 
projects their communities desire. 

2. Project scoring 

As a longer-term additional solution, we encourage NCDOT to press the STI workgroup 
to adjust scoring criteria to incorporate metrics that will lead to a reduction in vehicle miles 
traveled.  Reducing the amount people drive in North Carolina will not only have benefits for 
reducing climate-changing greenhouse gases but will also mean less wear and tear on North 
Carolina highways, with associated cost savings for the State. 

The Strategic Transportation Investments Law directs the Department to continually 
improve the criteria used to score highway and non-highway projects.9  The statute lists nine 
criteria each for statewide, regional, and division projects, which are left undefined for the 
Department to interpret and apply.10  Benefit cost, congestion, safety, and multimodal are all 
factors that could be developed in a way to prioritize investments in transportation solutions that 
reduce driving in our State.  

 
8 Id. 
9 Id. 
10 N.C. Gen. Stat. § 136-189.11(d). 
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3. Replacing Level of Service Analysis 

Currently the Department uses a level of service analysis when it evaluates new 
transportation project alternatives and the appropriateness of changes to lane configurations on 
existing streets and roadways.  This practice is inconsistent with the NCDOT Complete Streets 
policy in that it only considers the estimated delay for drivers at intersections.  It tends to drive 
the Department toward solutions that increase existing lane capacity, which in turn induces 
greater VMT and creates a more hostile environment for people walking, biking, or rolling on 
roads or at intersections.  The analysis also often prevents changes to pavement markings where 
they are needed most to protect the lives of people walking, biking, and rolling. 

We suggest the Department replace its level of service analysis with a set of analyses that 
evaluate projected impacts on vehicle miles traveled, as well as projected impacts on safety for 
pedestrians, bicyclists, as well as drivers.  The Department should prioritize safety and VMT 
reduction over driver delay at intersections. 

*** 

Thank you again for your work addressing climate change impacts from transportation 
and for considering our feedback.  We will continue to engage in the Clean Transportation Plan 
and would love to discuss these specific recommendations with you either as a part of that 
process, or separately. 

Sincerely, 

 

Kym Meyer  
Senior Attorney 

 

Megan Kimball  
Staff Attorney 

On behalf of: 

Cynthia Satterfield 
State Director 
North Carolina Sierra Club 

Stan Cross 
Electric Transportation Policy Director 
Southern Alliance for Clean Energy 
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Grady McCallie 
Policy Director 
NC Conservation Network 

Omega and Brenda Wilson 
Co-Founders 
West End Revitalization Association 

Terry Lansdell 
Executive Director 
BikeWalkNC 

John Tallmadge 
Executive Director 
Bike Durham 

Nathan Spencer 
Executive Director 
WakeUP Wake County 

Jeffrey Robbins 
Executive Director 
CleanAIRE NC 

Shannon Binns 
Executive Director 
Sustain Charlotte  
 
 


