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PEL in Practice: Examples from Discussions with States 
This is a compendium of interviews with certain state departments of transportation (DOTs) regarding their Planning 
and Environment Linkages (PEL) implementation. The DOTs provided valuable insights and lessons learned that 
informed the development of the Federal Highway Administration’s (FHWA’s) PEL Guidebook. These summaries 
are not comprehensive descriptions of the state DOT PEL efforts, but rather provide highlights and key takeaways 
from FHWA’s discussions with these states. 
 

Arkansas Department of Transportation  
 
Interstate 30 PEL Study  
The Arkansas Department of Transportation (ArDOT) employed Planning and Environment Linkages (PEL) 
approaches to study improvements to I-30, an approximately 6.7 miles through portions of Little Rock and North 
Little Rock, Arkansas, that had been identified in the Metropolitan Planning Organization’s (MPO’s) Long Range 
Plan for many years. The I-30 project was part of a larger package of projects under “Connecting Arkansas,” a 2012 
sales tax to fund 36 identified projects. The I-30 Corridor project was the first design-build project and the first PEL 
study in the state. The I-30 Corridor was selected for a PEL study in part because the corridor area had issues with 
traffic congestion, roadway safety, structural and functional roadway deficiencies, navigational safety, and structural 
and functional bridge deficiencies, and required consideration of numerous alternatives including heavy rail, bridge 
replacement, elevated lanes, high-speed rail, and High Occupancy Vehicle (HOV) lanes. 
 
ArDOT recognized the PEL process as a method to identify and address potential issues early in the project planning 
process that could impact project delivery and complicate the design-build process. ArDOT selected the I-30 
corridor for a PEL study to accelerate the project delivery process, increase stakeholder involvement, and allow for 
more comprehensive consideration of the environment and a full range of project alternatives. The I-30 PEL study 
employed a screening process to narrow the range of alternatives, as well as collecting public and stakeholder input 
through public meetings and a Stakeholder Advisory Group (SAG).  
  
Under most circumstances, ArDOT uses a traditional planning process in which the planning office conducts the 
initial study with assistance and subsequent review by the environmental office. However, in the case of the I-30 
PEL study, ArDOT’s environmental office was more involved earlier in the process of identifying alternatives, 
allowing for more confidence in developing improvements and recommendations. ArDOT used the PEL process to 
lay the groundwork for the identification of the project’s purpose and need, reasonable alternatives, and public 
feedback before initiation of a review under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). ArDOT engaged in 
extensive community engagement, asking for feedback on the corridor. This was a critical and ultimately effective 
process, given the broad range of possible alternatives for the corridor travelling through a central business district.  
 
ArDOT also used the I-30 PEL study to engage resource and regulatory agencies early in the planning process. 
Stakeholders and agencies, including the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), had been involved early in 
project planning and identification of project purpose and need. A PEL working group met four times during the 
process, providing feedback before the NEPA review began. The PEL approach was helpful because it kept resource 
agencies engaged throughout this process. Having an established timeline for deliverables throughout the PEL 
process helped keep agencies engaged, to a degree that is not always possible for longer-term schedules. ArDOT has 
since borrowed this engagement process for other projects. 
 
The PEL study was completed in May, 2015, and the FHWA Arkansas Division Office signed the final NEPA 
document in February 2019. Concurrent with the NEPA review process, ArDOT issued a request for firms interested 
in completing the design-build project, and selected a design-builder in January 2019. Using a PEL study in 
combination with design-build methods allowed ArDOT more opportunities for innovation, providing confidence 
that the project could be more efficiently built within project footprint. Feedback from proposers indicates that, 
because the PEL process resulted in the development and dissemination of some project information prior to the 
NEPA review, they were better able to understand the project earlier in the project development process.  
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Key Takeaways  

• ArDOT conducted a PEL study for the I-30 corridor to facilitate the delivery of the project through a 
design-build contract by using PEL as a tool to identify and address early in the planning process issues 
that could impact project delivery. 

• The PEL process was an effective tool for keeping resource agencies and the public engaged early and 
consistently.  

• Using a PEL study in combination with design-build methods allowed ArDOT more opportunities for 
innovation, providing confidence that the project could be more efficiently built within the project 
footprint. 

For More Information  
• Interstate 30 Plan: https://connectingarkansasprogram.com/corridors/9/i-30-pulaski-county/ 
• Interstate 30 PEL Report: https://connectingarkansasprogram.com/interstate-30-pel-report/ 
• Arkansas Preliminary Environmental Review (PER): 

https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/innovation/everydaycounts/edc-1/PEL-AR.cfm 
• Interstate 30 Case Study: https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/env_initiatives/pel/case_ark_30.aspx 

 

  

https://connectingarkansasprogram.com/corridors/9/i-30-pulaski-county/
https://connectingarkansasprogram.com/interstate-30-pel-report/
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/innovation/everydaycounts/edc-1/PEL-AR.cfm
https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/env_initiatives/pel/case_ark_30.aspx
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Arizona Department of Transportation  
 
Flexibility in Choosing a PEL Approach  
The Arizona Department of Transportation (ADOT) determines whether to use PEL, a Tier 1 NEPA study, or a Tier 
2 NEPA study on a case-by-case basis and has successfully taken advantage of the flexibility to determine which 
aspects of the PEL process to apply to its projects. ADOT utilizes aspects of PEL in its planning processes, 
specifically around alternatives analysis. Generally, ADOT uses PEL when it is looking to narrow a range of 
alternatives, or if funding for a NEPA review has not yet been secured. In 2011, ADOT developed a PEL checklist 
and questionnaire, which was informed by the practices in other states and mirrors FHWA’s PEL Questionnaire. 
ADOT is also in the process of developing PEL guidance for project managers. ADOT has completed several 
successful PEL studies, but has had to overcome challenges, including staff changes that can lead to the loss of 
institutional knowledge and can limit staff awareness of their approach. 
 
Based on experience, ADOT does not use PEL in every circumstance. For example, ADOT does not use PEL for 
Categorical Exclusions (CEs), as part of the Long-Range Transportation Plan process, or on existing corridors. 
ADOT has determined that it does not need to use PEL on every study, instead focusing the practice on when 
alternatives analysis is required, a new corridor alignment is being studied, or when there is significant uncertainty 
in project scope or location. Even when not formally engaging in the PEL process, ADOT studies reflect elements of 
PEL approaches, including environmental overviews and coordination with agencies early in the process to 
determine if there are constraints on design from impacts to resources such as historic sites, endangered species, and 
sensitive areas. To assist in its approach, ADOT uses a Geographic Information System (GIS) tool to collect data to 
support planning and a performance-based program, including an environmental resources data layer. This tool is 
used to collect background data and overlay it with project components, helping to understand drainage, safety 
needs, and environmental risks as project scope is identified. 
 
Two examples of ADOT’s successful use of aspects of the PEL process are the Interstate 10/Interstate 17 “Spine” 
Corridor Master Plan and the Interstate 11 Corridor Master Plan. ADOT worked with the Maricopa Association of 
Governments (MAG), which served as the lead, over a four-year process to develop ADOT’s I-10/I-17 “Spine” 
Corridor Master Plan. MAG conducted an effective and extensive outreach process within the corridor in several 
stages. MAG and ADOT took the appropriate steps to satisfy PEL requirements, benefiting from the ability to 
conduct this outreach in advance of long-term decisions. ADOT reviewed the workplan with partner agencies, 
helping guide MAG to follow a PEL process so that all stakeholders would be comfortable signing off on the Master 
Plan. For the I-11 project, ADOT initially conducted a PEL study, which helped to reduce the range of alternative 
alignments. ADOT then moved to a Tier 1 Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) process, focusing on the reduced 
range of alignments.  
 
Key Takeaway 

• ADOT uses a PEL checklist to help determine whether a PEL approach is appropriate, considering factors 
such as whether an alternatives analysis is involved, whether an environmental assessment (EA) or EIS will 
be required under NEPA, whether a new corridor or new corridor alignments are being studied, or whether 
there is significant uncertainty about location. ADOT uses a Geographic Information System (GIS) tool to 
collect data to support planning and a performance-based program, including an environmental resources 
layer. 

For More Information  
• ADOT PEL Site: https://www.azdot.gov/business/environmental-planning/programs/planning-and-

environmental-linkages 
• Interstate 11 Corridor: http://i11study.com/Arizona/ 
• Interstate 10/Interstate 17 “Spine” Corridor Master Plan: 

https://azmag.gov/Programs/Transportation/Freeways-and-Highways/I-10-I-17-Spine-Corridor-Master-
Plan 

  

https://www.azdot.gov/business/environmental-planning/programs/planning-and-environmental-linkages
https://www.azdot.gov/business/environmental-planning/programs/planning-and-environmental-linkages
http://i11study.com/Arizona/
https://azmag.gov/Programs/Transportation/Freeways-and-Highways/I-10-I-17-Spine-Corridor-Master-Plan
https://azmag.gov/Programs/Transportation/Freeways-and-Highways/I-10-I-17-Spine-Corridor-Master-Plan
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Colorado Department of Transportation  
 
A PEL Handbook 
The Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) has incorporated PEL guidelines and planning processes into 
its procedures for transportation planning. CDOT often looks to the PEL process as a method to identify priorities, 
justify funding for projects, and accelerate project delivery. CDOT conducts PEL outreach to provide overviews of 
the PEL process to MPOs and other partners. CDOT initially developed a PEL Handbook in 2012 to provide 
specific guidance and recommend best practices for developing PEL studies for transportation projects in Colorado. 
This Handbook was updated in 2016, after further PEL studies were undertaken by CDOT and agency staff 
recognized additional best practices. The CDOT Handbook provides practitioners (CDOT staff, local governments, 
and regional planning agencies) with step-by-step guidelines for how to conduct a PEL study, with examples of 
projects, processes, and scopes of work. It also outlines relevant policy, requirements, and guidance that apply to the 
PEL process.  
 
The CDOT Handbook provides guidance on the PEL process at a high-level, including how to determine if a PEL 
study should be undertaken, who should be involved, and when to coordinate with FHWA. For developing the PEL 
study itself, CDOT has identified four key steps: 

1. Draft purpose and need 
2. Understand the existing and future transportation systems 
3. Identify a reasonable range of alternatives 
4. Conduct an environmental evaluation 

The CDOT Handbook notes that these steps are important to accelerate decision-making and lead to cost-effective 
solutions, minimized duplication of efforts, and quicker project implementation as the project moves to 
environmental review. It addresses the common question of how to transition PEL into NEPA. For example, if 
CDOT determines it needs to include more extensive alternatives analysis during the PEL phase in order to develop 
more detailed design for eventual inclusion in NEPA review and the PEL study is not transitioned into the NEPA 
process within a few years, CDOT will revisit a PEL study to address any conditions that have changed. At 
completion, a PEL study that has followed CDOT’s process will include a section on what the project might look 
like and what funding sources could potentially be pursued. 
 
CDOT works closely with the FHWA Colorado Division Office and depends on the Division Office’s guidance 
concerning statutory changes, regulatory revisions, and policy implementation. The CDOT PEL process includes 
four “check-in points” with FHWA. CDOT also has partnering agreements with several agencies and has funded 
liaison positions at the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) and Colorado Department of Public Health and 
Environment that support PEL implementation. 
 
Key Takeaway  

• As a frequent and institutionalized PEL practitioner, CDOT has identified best practices and lessons 
learned and developed an easy-to-use, straightforward guidance document for users. As an agency with a 
sophisticated PEL process, CDOT can offer practitioners examples of how to effectively integrate PEL into 
agency procedures or to conduct a PEL study for the first time. CDOT also has partnering agreements with 
several agencies and has funded liaison positions that have supported PEL implementation.  

For More Information  
• CDOT PEL website: https://www.codot.gov/library/studies/study-archives/i70kiplingpel/what-is-pel.html 
• CDOT PEL Guidebook: https://www.codot.gov/programs/environmental/planning-env-link-program/pel-

handbook-january-2016 
• CDOT PEL Project Questionnaire: https://www.codot.gov/programs/environmental/planning-env-link-

program/PEL_Questionnaire_Final_Version.docx/view 

 

https://www.codot.gov/library/studies/study-archives/i70kiplingpel/what-is-pel.html
https://www.codot.gov/programs/environmental/planning-env-link-program/pel-handbook-january-2016
https://www.codot.gov/programs/environmental/planning-env-link-program/pel-handbook-january-2016
https://www.codot.gov/programs/environmental/planning-env-link-program/PEL_Questionnaire_Final_Version.docx/view
https://www.codot.gov/programs/environmental/planning-env-link-program/PEL_Questionnaire_Final_Version.docx/view
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Montana Department of Transportation  
 
A Business Process to Link Planning Studies and Environmental Reviews  
In 2009, the Montana Department of Transportation (MDT) developed a report, “Business Process to Link Planning 
Studies and NEPA/MEPA Reviews,” to provide guidance to MDT and its partners on how to link transportation 
planning, NEPA, and Montana Environmental Policy Act studies. The report presents a Corridor Planning Process 
for MDT and partners such as MDT Division of Rail, Transit and Planning; MDT Engineering Division, USACE, 
USFWS, and others. MDT developed this process to strengthen its planning process by increasing coordination with 
the public and other agencies early in planning. Around the same time, MDT moved its environment group into the 
planning group within the agency. Despite initial challenges, this organizational change has led to better interagency 
coordination.  
 
MDT’s PEL process also leads to the development of specific products that can be used in the environmental review 
process. Corridor Planning Studies developed per MDT’s process can be used to: 

• Identify project purpose and need  
• Define the general travel corridor/mode 
• Conduct preliminary screening of alternatives 
• Describe the environmental setting 
• Assess preliminary impacts and potential environmental mitigation 

One key component of the Business Process is a “transition form” completed at the end of a planning study that 
serves to document key issues that the project development team will need to know. The Business Process helps 
determine if there is an apparent need, and if the project is financially feasible. MDT has learned that starting 
projects with a strong purpose and need, as well as coordination with resource agencies, is very important.  
 
Involvement and education of stakeholders is critical in moving the right projects forward. Projects may encounter 
delays if stakeholders are not engaged early. MDT approaches public outreach as a request for information about the 
corridor, rather than telling the public what MDT intends to do. MDT engages in routine communication with 
resource agencies and attributes much of its success to these positive relationships. Resource agencies support MDT 
in ensuring that it is forming project purpose and need in a way that the project is manageable and fundable. Close 
coordination with the FHWA Montana Division Office has contributed to much of MDT’s success in incorporating 
planning principles into the environmental process.  
 
Key Takeaway  

• By prioritizing coordination with local projects and stakeholders, documentation of purpose and need, early 
development and screening of alternatives, and early development of environmental mitigation concepts, 
MDT’s “Corridor Planning Process” has been a helpful process for considering projects where the need and 
financial feasibility are uncertain, and for informing stakeholders of upcoming projects.  

For More Information  
• MDT Website: https://www.mdt.mt.gov/  
• Montana Business Process to Link Planning Studies and NEPA/MEPA Reviews: 

https://www.mdt.mt.gov/publications/docs/brochures/corridor_study_process.pdf 
• Libby North Corridor Study (Example): https://www.mdt.mt.gov/pubinvolve/libby/docs/volume_1.pdf 

 

 
  

https://www.mdt.mt.gov/
https://www.mdt.mt.gov/publications/docs/brochures/corridor_study_process.pdf
https://www.mdt.mt.gov/pubinvolve/libby/docs/volume_1.pdf
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Michigan Department of Transportation  
 
Determining When to Use PEL 
The Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) has been widely using PEL studies since 2013. MDOT has 
developed its own decision-making tool to determine when PEL efforts are appropriate, as well as a “How to Guide” 
to direct PEL practitioners across the state. As a result, PEL has been embraced as a key tool by transportation 
planners who are confronted with projects that may have been studied previously, but lack agreement from 
stakeholders on a preferred outcome. MDOT also has found PEL to be a good tool for operational analyses, 
including complete streets plans, road safety audits, and pedestrian considerations. MDOT has invested effort in 
gaining trust and buy-in from internal and external stakeholders on its PEL process.  
 
MDOT uses a decision-making checklist to help determine when the PEL process is appropriate. The checklist asks 
practitioners to consider: 

• Whether the problem or need for the project has been identified 
• Whether alternative solutions will need to be developed 
• If the project is operational or capacity building 
• If the agency has been engaged with the community 
• If a project is not in the 5-year transportation plan, it may be appropriate for PEL; if it is, then it is likely 

appropriate to initiate the NEPA process.  

MDOT’s PEL process is community-focused and offers a streamlined way to determine which alternatives may be 
acceptable to the community, to identify funding, and to establish next steps. Although achieving local consensus 
can be a challenge, MDOT has found the PEL process can be helpful. MDOT’s PEL guidance also uses established 
PEL terminology, the FHWA PEL Questionnaire, and other common concepts and language, because the agency 
has found a significant benefit of the PEL process is providing insight into what is needed for NEPA compliance 
during project development.  
 
MDOT’s Division Street PEL study, completed in 2016, is illustrative of the outcomes that can be achieved through 
Michigan’s PEL approach. Before the PEL effort began, numerous past studies had resulted in a series of proposed 
solutions and no consensus among stakeholders. The Division Street PEL study used PEL approaches for public 
engagement, helping to create an understanding among the project stakeholders, and the public, of the limitations 
involved in many potential project alternatives that may have been considered or recommended in past studies but 
that did not fully consider environmental impacts. Additionally, even when partner agencies were unable to fully 
engage in meetings, they worked with MDOT to provide input in other ways. Ultimately, the Division Street PEL 
study recommended a series of improvements for which funding has not yet been identified, but the PEL study has 
already led to several more modest, yet important, safety improvements along Division Street. 
 
The I-275 Western Wayne County project provides another example of coordination with resource agencies using 
PEL. The community was applying for grant funding to build a new interchange, and MDOT became involved due 
to the NEPA review required for federal aid. Because the community had defined the problem and solutions based 
on a previous study, MDOT was able to use PEL to get stakeholders and agencies in alignment on the problem and 
alternatives. Ultimately, the community determined that the project had too many impacts and declined to pursue it. 
 
A final example is the I-94 Interchange Improvement project. This example illustrates how MDOT has used PEL to 
develop deliverables for less complex independent projects so that they that can be moved forward more easily. The 
FHWA Michigan Division Office initially recommended an EA for modifying an interchange. However, the 
Division Office also recommended the PEL process, which included extensive outreach, analysis of land use 
implications, and selection of a preferred alternative. The PEL study informed the NEPA process and allowed for 
the determination that the proposed action qualified for a CE, rather than a full EA because many uncertainties were 
addressed during the PEL Study. 
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Key Takeaway  
• Michigan’s experience with PEL shows that incorporating environmental considerations into the planning 

process, creating a robust process for stakeholder engagement, and carefully considering alternatives often 
results in clearly-defined projects that are ready to advance into the NEPA review when funding becomes 
available. 

For More Information  
• MDOT PEL website: https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/0,4616,7-151-9623_61313-284393--,00.html  
• Division Street PEL Process: https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/0,4616,7-151-9621_11058-339932--,00.html 
• All MDOT PEL Studies: https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/0,4616,7-151-9621_11058---,00.html 

 

  

https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/0,4616,7-151-9623_61313-284393--,00.html
https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/0,4616,7-151-9621_11058-339932--,00.html
https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/0,4616,7-151-9621_11058---,00.html
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North Carolina Department of Transportation  
 
Integration Initiative 
The North Carolina Department of Transportation (NCDOT) has undertaken a major process improvement with the 
goal of integrating its long-range transportation planning process with its project development process. This integrated 
process results in comprehensive transportation plans (CTPs), which ensure compliance with federal and state 
environmental permitting and review laws. This “Integration Initiative” was designed through the work of a multi-
agency Integration Team. This effort resulted in the identification of 8 linkages between long-range planning and 
project development, where products from the CTP process could inform or serve as the starting point of the 
environmental review process.  An “Integration Implementation Team” directed the implementation of the Integration 
Initiative, leading small working groups in designing best standards and practices for accomplishing the goals of 
integration. NCDOT made a significant investment in developing this program and its tools and has created a culture 
of change within the agency and with resource agencies. 
 
NCDOT’s “Integration Initiative” process results in a problem statement that can serve as the basis of purpose and 
need. It can also be used to screen out alternatives and serve to bring forward a preferred alternative for further study 
in the NEPA process. NCDOT believes that a key benefit of creating an institutionalized process such as the 
Integration Initiative is that it compiles limited but sufficient information on several projects early in the process, while 
individual studies would provide more detailed information on a single project. NCDOT has a 3-2-1 goal: three years 
for an EIS, two years for an EA, and one year for a CE. NCDOT is in the process of reviewing the integration process 
to recommend potential changes to comply with the Fixing America’s Surface Transportation (FAST) Act, although 
no adjustments have been made yet. 

 
NCDOT has strong relationships with resource agencies through development of their “Merger Process,” which pulls 
data out of the planning process for use in the environmental review stage. NCDOT’s “Merger Process” requires a 
series of concurrences from key resources agencies. Thus, resource agencies are assured that any input they provide 
during the planning process is not final and can be reviewed again during the review or approvals process, which has 
been found to be effective in eliciting participation from resource agencies early in the process. 
 
Tools and approaches that are particularly helpful to the process of screening alternatives early on are: 

• GIS layers that capture relevant environmental features 
• Potential lists of committee members and stakeholders for community input 
• Development of protocols for working with various resources agencies 

 
Key Takeaways  

• NCDOT’s “Integration Initiative” links long-range planning with project development. It frontloads PEL 
components into the long-range planning process to accelerate project delivery down the line. 

• NCDOT began using formal agreements and Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) to document informal 
understandings. 

For More Information  
• NCDOT website: https://www.ncdot.gov/Pages/default.aspx 
• Integration Project: https://connect.ncdot.gov/projects/planning/Pages/Integration-Project.aspx 
• FHWA Case Study on Archaeological Predictive Model/GIS: 

https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/Env_topics/historic_pres/case_studies/nc_arch.aspx 
• FHWA Case Study on Environmental Stewardship Policy: 

https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/env_initiatives/pel/case_ncarolina.aspx 
 

  

https://www.ncdot.gov/Pages/default.aspx
https://connect.ncdot.gov/projects/planning/Pages/Integration-Project.aspx
https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/Env_topics/historic_pres/case_studies/nc_arch.aspx
https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/env_initiatives/pel/case_ncarolina.aspx
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Pennsylvania Department of Transportation  
 
PennDOT Connects 
In 2016, the new Pennsylvania Department of Transportation (PennDOT) Secretary issued a policy incorporating 
land use and community issues into the planning process and set executive meetings to review progress and provide 
feedback. This policy motivated the development of the “PennDOT Connects” initiative. “PennDOT Connects” 
follows the PEL approach and has strong public and local official support and coordination. Prior to “PennDOT 
Connects,” PennDOT created a process in 2009-2010 linking planning and NEPA, which provided guidance, a 
process framework, and a variety of GIS layers for screening early on to identify potential for resources to be 
impacted. The intent was to consider environmental screening prior to programming a project in the transportation 
plan. 
 
PennDOT also has developed a Transportation Program Development and Project Delivery Process and its Regional 
Long Range Plan Guidance, which together were identified by FHWA as an overall equivalent approach to the 
FHWA PEL Questionnaire. This approach links the project planning and delivery process to improve efficiency in 
the identification, coordination, and advancement of Pennsylvania’s transportation program.  
 
PennDOT has noted that the Project Development Process requires that the preliminary engineering phase involve 
the consideration of environmental impacts and the provision of documentation that supports later environmental 
studies. PennDOT’s guidance document for Developing Regional Long Range Plans also highlights the importance 
of linking planning and NEPA, and the steps for doing so. These steps give more background on preliminary 
screening, development of purpose and need, and screening alternatives.  
 
The Bayfront Parkway Study was completed in the summer of 2017 and provides a recent example of PennDOT’s 
use of PEL principles. The project itself, Bayfront Parkway Multimodal Improvements, was included in the MPO 
Erie County 2042 Long Range Transportation Plan (March 2017). The Bayfront Parkway Study was a proactive 
study on economic development impacts, and demonstrates aspects of the PEL approach through extensive 
community outreach, identification of purpose and need, and development of alternatives. Success is attributed to 
strong support from the district executive, involvement of the city and county, and the Secretary of Transportation 
and Economic Growth’s help with securing funding. 
 

Key Takeaways 
• The Bayfront Parkway Study illustrates PEL principles in practice through extensive community outreach, 

identification of purpose and need, and development of alternatives.  
• The PennDOT Connects initiative is an example of PennDOT’s support for PEL principles, and the 

agency’s collaborative and integrated approach incorporating environmental, community, and economic 
goals early in the transportation planning process.  

For More Information  
• PennDOT Website: https://www.penndot.gov/about-us/Pages/default.aspx 
• PEL Questionnaire Equivalents for PennDOT: https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/innovation/everydaycounts/edc-

1/PEL-PA.cfm 
• PennDOT Project Development Process: https://prezi.com/gj00njwwppla/penndot-project-development-

process/ 

  

https://www.penndot.gov/about-us/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/innovation/everydaycounts/edc-1/PEL-PA.cfm
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/innovation/everydaycounts/edc-1/PEL-PA.cfm
https://prezi.com/gj00njwwppla/penndot-project-development-process/
https://prezi.com/gj00njwwppla/penndot-project-development-process/
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Utah Department of Transportation  
 
Developing a PEL Tool 
The Utah Department of Transportation (UDOT) has developed its own Utah Planning and Environmental Linkage 
(uPEL) tool, using initial FHWA funding. uPEL is a GIS-based tool that brings together datasets early in the 
transportation planning process, helping agencies consider environmental, community, and economic issues at the 
same time. uPEL integrates with UPLAN, UDOT’s off-the-shelf GIS platform, and is aimed towards coordinating 
data sharing with other resource agencies. Depending on the data available, the tool can perform an impact analysis 
with sensitivity information or provide broad context and understanding.  
 
The original intent of uPEL was to serve as a comprehensive planning tool for UDOT, looking at the full spectrum 
of environmental resources UDOT would evaluate for NEPA, including present conditions, in order to determine 
appropriate class of action, generate simple purpose and need, and develop project descriptions. UDOT found that 
because of the way data is characterized in the uPEL system, it did not provide sufficiently specific information. 
UDOT also was not able to develop separate MOUs with resource agencies in order to keep data up to date in the 
uPEL system. Therefore, UDOT is not currently using uPEL.  
 
Nonetheless, two UDOT projects that demonstrate PEL principles include the SR-73 Corridor Planning Study and 
the Wasatch Choices 2040 and 2050 regional visioning projects. Although not a federally funded project, the SR-73 
Corridor Planning Study reflected PEL principles through consideration of project traffic impacts, development of 
purpose and need, and consideration of alternatives analysis. The Wasatch Choices 2040 planning study served as a 
foundation to the Mountain Accord, which has developed into a major inter-agency planning effort with joint 
leadership and UDOT participation. The study considered transportation needs, environmental concerns, and 
economic issues. The project was not structured as a formal PEL process, but it did involve pre-planning and 
consideration of regional needs prior to the NEPA process. These projects have been identified as “state of the 
practice” by FHWA in demonstrating best practices in agency, public, and local stakeholder involvement, as well as 
early development and screening of project alternatives.  
 
Key Takeaway 

• Even if a state is not using a full PEL process, it can develop tools that support linkages between planning 
and environmental reviews. To be effective, such tools requires both an initial investment, ongoing 
maintenance, and a commitment to effective coordination with resource agencies.  

For More Information  
• uPEL User Guide: http://gis.bio-west.com/uPELguide/ 
• UPlan/UDOT data portal page: http://data-uplan.opendata.arcgis.com/ 
• UPlan/uPEL background from FHWA: https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/innovation/everydaycounts/edc-1/PEL-

UT.cfm: https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/env_initiatives/pel/case_utah.aspx 
• Wasatch 2050: https://wfrc.org/vision-plans/wasatch-choice-2050/ 
• SR-73 report: https://www.udot.utah.gov/main/uconowner.gf?n=32695713753413451 
  
 

 

  

http://gis.bio-west.com/uPELguide/
http://data-uplan.opendata.arcgis.com/
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/innovation/everydaycounts/edc-1/PEL-UT.cfm
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/innovation/everydaycounts/edc-1/PEL-UT.cfm
https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/env_initiatives/pel/case_utah.aspx
https://wfrc.org/vision-plans/wasatch-choice-2050/
https://www.udot.utah.gov/main/uconowner.gf?n=32695713753413451
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Washington State Department of Transportation   
 
Practical Solutions Performance Framework  
The Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) has implemented a Practical Solutions Performance 
Framework aimed at helping WSDOT make strategic investments and develop plans accordingly, reflecting PEL 
principles. Additionally, WSDOT led the I-405 Corridor Program project with four other "co-lead" agencies — 
Federal Transit Administration (FTA), FHWA, King County, and Sound Transit, the regional transit agency. This 
project demonstrated several PEL principles. For this project, WSDOT and its partners developed a structured public 
involvement program and established a formal organization, with a three-level committee structure: political, 
citizen, and technical (transportation and resource agencies). WSDOT used this process to address concerns from 
resource agencies about increased workload. 
 
WSDOT’s Practical Solutions Performance Framework aims to deliver near-term, low-cost solutions. WSDOT 
considers the environmental context during planning so that it can deliver “the right project, in the right place, at the 
right time.” The projects often focus on state of good repair. Projects that use the framework often result in efficient 
NEPA decisions. WSDOT planning studies incorporate the following three elements that link environmental 
considerations to planning: 

1. Meeting WSDOT’s internal environmental priorities (e.g., noise walls, habitat connectivity, 
stormwater requirements) so that the planning team can anticipate these project elements 

2. Expanded identification and analysis of environmental justice and Title VI of the Civil Rights Act 
concerns 

3. Environmental regulatory screening 
Key Takeaway  

• WSDOT has incorporated environmental context into the planning process through its Practical Solutions 
Performance Framework, and has now developed an Environmental Planning and PEL Handbook. 

For More Information 
• WSDOT Practice Solutions Website: https://www.wsdot.wa.gov/about/practical-solutions 
• Practical Solutions Framework: https://www.wsdot.wa.gov/about/practical-solutions/moving-washington-

forward 
• WSDOT Environmental Planning and PEL Handbook: 

https://www.wsdot.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2018/10/16/Env-NSepa-PlanningHandbook.pdf 
 

 

https://www.wsdot.wa.gov/about/practical-solutions
https://www.wsdot.wa.gov/about/practical-solutions/moving-washington-forward
https://www.wsdot.wa.gov/about/practical-solutions/moving-washington-forward
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