
   
 

Overview of the Final New Starts / Small Starts Regulation 

and Frequently Asked Questions 

 

The Federal Transit Administration’s (FTA) New Starts and Small Starts program represents the 

federal government’s most significant source of funding for new rail and bus rapid transit 

projects.  In partnership with local communities – which typically provide about half of projects’ 

funding - the program has supported construction of dozens of new transit systems across the 

country, which have produced significant economic and mobility benefits.  The program is highly 

competitive, and projects are selected for funding only after a rigorous evaluation by FTA.  

However, over the last decade the process for seeking New Starts funding has become 

increasingly cumbersome, raising project costs and adding months or even years to project 

schedules. 

 

With limited federal resources to support these projects, it is important for the New Starts/Small 

Starts evaluation process to elevate those projects which will provide the greatest return on the 

investment without burdening applicants with needlessly complex requirements.  FTA’s recently 

issued rule supports this goal:   

 

 More straightforward evaluation measures are intended reduce the cost and time of the New 

Starts process.  For example, the new rule uses the common-sense measure of “trips taken 

on the project” to determine the project’s mobility improvements.  The old measure, 

transportation system user benefits (TSUB) – also known as travel time savings - had 

proven difficult to implement in practice, and project sponsors often spent considerable time 

and money calculating it in a way that would be satisfactory to FTA.  In addition, TSUB 

favored projects with longer routes (on which more travel time could be saved), while “trips 

taken on the project” does not have an inherent bias toward one type of transit investment 

over another. 

 

 More meaningful evaluation measures are designed to provide a better bang for the buck.  

Although the law has long required FTA to consider a project’s environmental benefits when 

deciding whether to award New Starts funds, until the new rule was issued, FTA’s review of 

environmental benefits looked only at whether a project was located in an air quality 

attainment or non-attainment area.  Projects located in an attainment area were 

automatically rated “medium,” and those in non-attainment areas were automatically rated 

“high” – hardly a meaningful way of distinguishing among projects.  Under the new rule, FTA 

will consider four different elements of projects’ projected environmental benefits - air 

quality, greenhouse gas emissions, energy savings, and safety – and will compare those 

benefits to the project’s cost.  This change will generate a much more comprehensive 

picture of the environmental impact of a proposed project. 

 

 Integration of affordable housing with New and Small Starts projects will support increased 

ridership for the transit system and economic benefits for the community.  Low-income 

households are more likely to ride transit if it is available to them, leading to a stronger and 
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more stable ridership base for new transit projects.  Providing low-income households with 

low-cost access to jobs and services also reduces the need for public subsidies for food, 

healthcare, and other essentials.  FTA’s new rule considers communities’ affordable housing 

plans and policies as part of the New Starts and Small Starts evaluation process, which will 

lead to better project planning and outcomes. 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 

When does the new rule go into effect? 

 

The rule will go into effect, as published, on April 9, 2013. It is FTA’s intention to publish 

final policy guidance on that date as well.  Comments on the proposed policy guidance 

are due on March 11, 2013.  

 

Will any projects still be covered by the old rules? 

 

Projects already approved into final design (New Starts) or project development (Small 

Starts) will continue under the old rules.  For projects in preliminary engineering, FTA will 

work with individual project sponsors to help them determine whether they are covered 

by the new rule or the old rule, based primarily upon where they are in the NEPA 

process. 

 

What elements of the New Starts / Small Starts program are covered by the new 

rule? 

 

The new rule and accompanying policy guidance lays out the methodology FTA will use 

to evaluate the merits of proposed projects.  The rule does not address the process for 

project development, to which MAP-21 made some significant changes.  It also does not 

include other changes made by MAP-21, including: 

o the process for evaluating “core capacity” projects, a new type of project made 

eligible by MAP-21 

o the process for evaluating “programs of interrelated projects”, a new category of 

projects under MAP-21 

o details of the new law’s pilot program for expedited project delivery 

o a process for expedited review for sponsors of successful past projects, as 

required in the new law 

 

How does the new rule address affordable housing near transit? 

 

The new rule considers affordable housing under two of the project justification criteria 

evaluated by FTA (there are six project justification criteria in total, each of which receives equal 

weight under the proposed policy guidance).  The “economic development” criterion considers 

the potential economic development impact of proposed projects, including whether there are 

plans and policies in place to preserve and create affordable housing.  The “land use” criterion 
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considers the amount of affordable housing in existence today in the area to be served by the 

project.  Higher levels of existing affordable housing, and robust plans and policies for future 

affordable housing, will help proposed projects achieve higher scores. 

 

How does the new rule address transit-dependent individuals? 

 

The new rule considers transit-dependent individuals in the calculation of “mobility benefits,” one 

of the six project justification criteria enumerated in law.  Mobility benefits are calculated as the 

number of trips projected to be taken on the project.  The project sponsor can choose whether 

to calculate trips using a standard model that FTA will be making available in Spring 2013, or 

using their own local travel forecasting models.  In either case, a trip by a transit-dependent 

individual counts twice, while all other trips count only once.  In FTA’s standard model, a transit-

dependent individual is an individual from a household that does not own a car.  In local travel 

forecasting models, a transit-dependent individual is typically defined as either an individual 

from a household that does not own a car (as will be the case in FTA’s standard model), or an 

individual from the lowest income group. 

 

How does the new rule change the way FTA evaluates the environmental benefits of 

projects? 

 

The law requires FTA to evaluate the environmental benefits of proposed transit projects as one 

of the six project justification criteria.  Today, the environmental benefits review is a simple 

“check-the-box” exercise: if a project is located in a non-attainment area for air quality, the 

project receives a “high” rating for environmental benefits.  If the project is in an attainment area, 

it receives a “medium” rating. 

 

FTA is proposing to transform the environmental benefits criterion into a meaningful measure of 

a project’s actual impact on various environmental elements.  The measure FTA is proposing 

will not increase the burden on project sponsors, as the only data project sponsors will need to 

provide is the number of trips that will be taken on the project, which they will already have 

calculated for the mobility benefits criterion.  FTA will develop a spreadsheet that will: 

1) translate the number of trips into an estimate of highway and transit VMT reduction 

2) translate the VMT reduction into changes in: 

a. air-pollutant emissions 

b. greenhouse gas emissions 

c. transportation energy use 

d. safety 

3) and finally, translate those changes into dollar values (changes in non-attainment 

areas would be worth more than changes in attainment areas). 

 

The dollar values of environmental changes would be compared to the cost of the project (or, for 

Small Starts, to the federal share of the project’s cost). 
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How does the new rule change the way FTA evaluates the cost-effectiveness of projects? 

 

FTA is required by law to evaluate the cost-effectiveness of proposed transit projects.  FTA 

measures cost-effectiveness by comparing the mobility benefits of a project to its costs.  Under 

the new rule, mobility benefits will be measured in terms of “trips taken on the project” rather 

than “travel time savings”; as a result, cost-effectiveness will be measured by comparing trips 

taken on the project to its cost.  This is consistent with MAP-21’s requirement that cost-

effectiveness be measured in terms of cost per rider.  (Note: while trips taken by transit-

dependent individuals will count double for purposes of the mobility benefits measure, they will 

not get extra weight for purposes of the cost-effectiveness measure.)   

 

The other key change to the cost-effectiveness measure is that for the first time, FTA will allow 

project sponsors to subtract certain project costs from the total cost of the project.  These costs, 

called “enrichments,” are for elements that are not required to achieve the mobility goals of the 

project but rather foster economic development or environmental benefits.  Enrichments can 

include artwork, landscaping, pedestrian and bicycle improvements, sustainable building design 

elements (up to 2.5% of facilities’ cost), 50% of the cost of clean fuel buses, and joint 

development costs.  In the past, project sponsors have often not included these elements in 

their projects because doing so would increase project costs without increasing mobility 

benefits, and therefore would lower projects’ cost-effectiveness ratings.  By subtracting 

“enrichments” from the cost side of the equation, FTA proposes to remove a disincentive to 

include these project elements at the time of design and construction, which is often much 

cheaper than retrofitting the project years later to include them.  

 

Finally, in accordance with MAP-21’s requirement, cost-effectiveness of Small Starts projects 

will be evaluated by comparing their mobility benefits to the federal share of the project costs, 

not to the total project cost.  For purposes of this evaluation, federal share includes all federal 

funding being used for the project, not just Small Starts funding. 

 

How does the new rule affect the Small Starts program? 

 

Under the previous law, Small Starts projects were evaluated according to a streamlined 

process and set of criteria.  MAP-21 requires Small Starts projects to be rated on the 

same six project justification criteria as New Starts projects.  Since the rule streamlines 

and simplifies the criteria, the expectation is that MAP-21’s change will not significantly 

increase the burden on Small Starts applicants.  Small Starts evaluations will also differ 

from New Starts evaluations as follows: 

 

o MAP-21 requires evaluation of Small Starts project costs to consider only the 

federal share, not total costs 

o local financial commitment is evaluated at opening year, not on a 20-year horizon 

as it is for New Starts 

o expedited financial review is possible for Small Starts projects where costs are 

below a certain percentage of the sponsor’s annual budget 
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Does the new rule affect the eligibility of bus rapid transit (BRT) for New Starts and Small 

Starts funds? 

 

The new rule reflects MAP-21’s changes regarding BRT and the New Starts / Small Starts 

program.  Under previous law, BRT projects were eligible for New Starts funding only if they ran 

on a dedicated right-of-way for 100% of their route.  Under MAP-21, BRT projects are eligible 

for New Starts funding as long as they run on a dedicated right-of-way for at least 50% of their 

route.  In addition, MAP-21 specifies other features that the BRT system must have to ensure 

that it operates in a manner similar to a rail system.  MAP-21 did not change the eligibility of 

BRT projects for Small Starts funding.  The new rule follows the changes in MAP-21, and FTA 

intends to provide further guidance about BRT project eligibility in future policy guidance. 

 

When can core capacity projects begin to apply for New Starts funds? 

 

Because core capacity projects (projects to expand capacity on existing transit lines) were 

added to the New Starts program in MAP-21, core capacity projects were not covered in the 

proposed New Starts rule, since it was issued prior to MAP-21’s passage. FTA cannot include 

items in the final rule that were not included in the proposed rule.  FTA plans to issue a 

proposed rule in the future that will cover the evaluation process for core capacity projects.  FTA 

is encouraging potential core capacity project sponsors to refrain from applying for New Starts 

funds until that rulemaking is complete. 

 

How does the new rule simplify the New Starts application process? 

 

The new rule simplifies the application process in several ways.  First, the rule simplifies 

the calculations needed to measure mobility by eliminating the old measure of 

“transportation system user benefits” in favor of the more straightforward “trips on the 

project.”  In addition, FTA is no longer requiring project sponsors to compare their 

projects’ performance to an artificially constructed alternative package of smaller-scale 

projects, but rather to the existing transportation system.  This change could shave 

months off the application process as project sponsors will no longer have to spend time 

developing the details of a package of hypothetical smaller-scale projects that are only 

used as a basis for comparison. 

 

FTA is also emphasizing that they plan to develop a system of warrants, which is a 

mechanism by which a project can get an automatic rating based on project or corridor 

characteristics, without having to provide detailed projections of project performance.  

However, FTA has not yet issued guidance describing the circumstances in which 

warrants will be used. 
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What types of projects will do better under the new rule? 

 

The answer to this question is not yet clear, and will likely require several years of project 

evaluations under the new measures to determine what the impact is.  Some types of projects 

will likely do better under some of the new metrics than they would under the old, but we cannot 

tell yet whether that will translate into a higher overall project rating: it is important to remember 

that projects will still be rated on six project justification criteria, so doing better on one or two 

measures may or may not equate to a higher rating overall, especially if they do not do as well 

on other measures. 

 

Still, it is useful to understand how particular changes may help certain types of projects. The 

changes in how FTA will measure mobility benefits, environmental benefits, and cost-

effectiveness, in particular, seem likely to benefit certain types of projects. 

 

Regarding mobility benefits, the old evaluation measure focused on travel time savings.  That 

measure generally favored projects with a longer route, as those projects provide more of an 

opportunity for riders to save time.  The proposed change to “trips taken on the project” treats 

longer and shorter projects equally: the number of trips taken on a project does not depend 

solely on how long the project is, but rather on a variety of factors, including density at stations, 

connections to key destinations, and frequency of service (just to name a few).  Travel time 

savings is still a factor in that projects that save riders time will likely garner more riders, but it is 

no longer the only factor considered.  As a result, projects with shorter routes, such as 

streetcars, will likely do better under the new measure of mobility benefits than they did under 

the old measure.  Also, since the number of trips taken on the project replaces travel time 

savings for purposes of the cost-effectiveness calculation as well, shorter projects should do 

better on cost-effectiveness under the new rule.  

 

The new rule changes the environmental benefits measure from a simple “check-the-box” 

exercise (is the project inside or outside of a non-attainment area) to a more comprehensive 

review of several different environmental impacts.  The extent of the environmental impacts is 

determined by first calculating how much the proposed project will reduce vehicle miles traveled 

(VMT).  The focus on VMT change benefits two types of projects: those with longer routes and 

those that attract more new riders.  When a rider chooses to use a transit project with a long 

route, more VMT is saved than if the same person used a transit project to travel a shorter 

distance.  Similarly, a project that shifts more people to transit from single-occupancy 

automobile travel reduces more VMT than a project that primarily provides better service for 

existing transit riders.  Therefore, projects in transit-dependent areas, where many riders 

already use transit, may not fare as well on the new measure.  However, projects that serve a 

highly transit-dependent population could potentially fare better on the new measures for 

mobility benefits, cost-effectiveness, and economic development. 

 

The new rule also changes the time horizon on which projects are judged.  The old rules 

required project sponsors to submit projections of their projects’ performance 20 years into the 
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future.  The new rule requires project sponsors to submit only current year data.  If a project 

sponsor chooses, it can also submit projections for 10 or 20 years in the future.  If the project 

sponsor exercises that option, FTA will weight the current year and future year data equally.  

There is no option for a project sponsor to submit only future year data, as was the case under 

the previous rule.  This change could help projects whose benefits will be realized more quickly, 

such as projects in densely developed areas or projects in corridors with existing transit 

ridership. 


