Response on Departmental Data Needs: July 20, 2006
In my presentation to the Commission on June 26, I made a statement asserting that there were severe weaknesses in the Department’s present surface transportation statistical program, and was asked by Commissioner Schenendorf to extend my comments for the record. This brief document is submitted in response to that request.  Alan E. Pisarski 
At this point the Department’s statistical program is effectively non-existent regarding the key data that are its fundamental policy and planning sources.  Since its inception the information activities of the Department have been notoriously weak and criticized frequently by a frustrated Congress. There was a brief period in the early days of the founding of the Bureau of Transportation Statistics, BTS, after ISTEA, when optimism seemed justified, but that has harshly faded with the Bureau’s decline in recent years. 
Through the SAFTEA-LU legislation the Congress once again tried to reinvigorate the Department’s program with a mandated NAS/TRB study of transportation data needs
 – that study is at least eight months behind schedule and limping along as arguments about funding continue.  My Data Section at TRB
 is trying to address the subject through volunteer efforts and has received comments on data needs from 144 TRB Committees and their members so far. 
The Central Concerns

The Department’s weaknesses are both Programmatic and Institutional.  There are three main actions required that stand out – two programmatic and one institutional.

#1.  Place the National Household Transportation Study on a fixed operating and financial schedule.  Without its personal travel information the Department is truly naked regarding daily travel patterns.  This survey, operating in the Department on a sporadic basis since 1969, interviews thousands of households nationally and obtains a diary of each member’s daily travel activities and some limited longer distance travel as well. Its early history was that of – do-it-when-you-can/pass-the-hat funding with various agencies participating on an occasional basis but with FHWA always as the lead agency.  It seemed to be established on a regular 5-year basis finally with the 1990 and 1995 surveys, but slipped slightly to 2001, and now is frozen in limbo due to lack of funds or concerted interest in its continuation.  There are no present plans for its start. The states have on the order of $5-7 million on hold to supplement the survey if we can produce a survey for them to supplement.  

This means we will go into the next reauthorization period with only the 2001 data to guide us.  Much of the material in my presentation to the Commission was drawn from the NHTS. We are probably facing a cost of $15-20 million per decade to put the program on a twice a decade schedule.  This is very inexpensive given the policies that are affected by the survey results.   There are weaknesses in the current survey process mostly related to the declining utility of phone surveying in a world of answering machines, caller id and cell phones. These need to be researched in concert with other agencies and new methods evolved over time. 

The new American Community Survey of the Bureau of the Census that replaces the decennial Journey to Work data that is used for Commuting in America, but more importantly supports local detailed planning and operations, will be beneficial in the longer term providing annual monitoring of commuting, but it will need the NHTS to fill out the linkages to all other travel purposes.  Without this state and metropolitan planning is helpless. 
#2.  Get the Commodity Flow Survey moving again.  I understand that there is greater recognition of the value of this survey throughout the building now but no real money is moving.  This survey program also should be done twice a decade – in years ending in 2 and 7 to coincide with the Economic Census – the Bureau of the Census is the fundamental manager of the survey.    I was running the Department’s statistical programs in the last hiatus from the survey starting after 1977 and extending to 1992.  It was the resurrection of the survey, in which I also participated in the early nineties, and the advent of good mapping graphics capabilities, that brought the freight program to the fore in the Department’s thinking.  It is really a case-study in the power of data well presented.  The survey contacts thousands of business establishments and obtains sample records of their shipments. This will take about $45-50 million per decade to sustain the two survey cycle, exclusive of Census internal program costs. Again this survey has its weaknesses, not least of which are the complaints from establishments about reporting burden. New methods employing sophisticated technologies need researching but there can be no loss in continuity in the survey process as new methods evolve.  
These are the two flagships of the Department’s statistical programs.  I have emphasized their financial scale on a decade basis to underline the need for a continuing perspective rather than a pass the hat and lets do this one approach.  It will take about $6-7 million per year to keep both on a steady program basis.  Given the decisions and the funds at stake these are minor sums.  If we did nothing else but put these on a sound continuing basis we would have the components for a strong Departmental program here.  There is debate about which agency should run these programs in the Department, which is much less relevant than getting them going and having good people engaged.  If the BTS had the skills and the money there would be no argument.
#3. Rebuild BTS as a viable, respected institution for statistical programs.  There has been a total collapse of the BTS program’s transportation capability. There is no one in the agency that enjoys any reputation for transportation expertise.  There are capable people – some willing hearts and hands – but no real sense of what needs to be done in the future.  It is a matter of judgment, leadership and competence. BTS has not had a Director during the entire Bush Administration nor any professional expertise. The entire senior professional staff has left.  In the recent creation of RITA the BTS was downgraded from an agency functionally equivalent to an Administration to an Office.   The Director was downgraded from a Presidential appointment to a career employee.  These need not be a major problem per se as long as the program retains its statistical independence from the political comings and goings of the Department.  Once that is lost and the Congress perceives of the statistics program as a branch of the Public Affairs Office there will be a total loss of credibility and the accompanying funding.  (As a member of the Reagan and Bush transitions I am continually embarrassed to explain our apparent disinterest in sound transportation information)
Other Significant Concerns

There are many more areas of concern that need to be addressed: 
The glaring inability to monitor private and public toll revenues and spending; 
This is considered a new area of significant growth in revenue and travel  and we do not have capabilities in place to adequately monitor trends.

The Census cancellation of the Vehicle Inventory and Use Survey, formerly Truck Inventory and Use Survey, is a great loss;

Arguably, with a strong BTS this cancellation could have been avoided.  But it still could become a powerful departmental statistical tool.  This survey,  conducted traditionally every five years as part of the economic census,  makes use of a tool unique to transportation – the state licensing files of all registered vehicles.  These can be sampled to track truck and public vehicle movements. 
The inability to track transit services;  
While the National Transit Data Base collects basic data from grant recipients there is almost nothing on levels of service provided, crowding, reliability, costs  and speeds. 

The weakness of  long distance travel including Amtrak statistics;

There has been a permanent gap between the Department and the tourism world.  The long distance travel surveys (trips over 100 or 50 miles in length) were conducted in 1995 with a hiatus since 1977 (similar to the CFS hiatus). Attempts to collect these data on a more limited basis have been fundamentally unsuccessful. 

The lack of congestion monitoring;
Most people would consider this America’s #1 transportation problem and yet the Department has no system in place to report on congestion patterns and trends. The fundamental source of information on congestion is a University-based annual system.   the Department’s new Congestion Initiative is silent on performance monitoring.
Safety Statistics;

While the Department’s safety program was given a substantial boost in SAFTEA-LU, the statistical program will still be damaged by the inability of the NHTS to provide volume data to produce the denominator for sound rate information. 
The need to improve methods especially for the flagship surveys;
The Department should be leading in the development of statistical tools based on new technologies linked to the  ITS and VII initiatives. The BTS new methods research activity has stopped. 
The resolution of the aviation data funding via the HTF;  

The BTS received a funding cut  SAFTEA-LU as  a product of  the lack of faith in the agencies ability to spend funds wisely and the use of the Highway Trust Funds  for the aviation monitoring program.  The cut was equivalent to the cost of the aviation program.  The Department has not thus far found a way to fund the aviation statistical program with aviation funds. 
 Transportation is all about time and cost – the two things we know nothing about statistically.   This is among the greatest gaps in the Department’s very weak program. The flag ship surveys gather little or nothing on time, cost or the related reliability effects of freight and passenger transportation. 

Summary 

Transportation data programs are all about anticipating future needs and being ready when the calls for data come.  When a policy need arises or the calls from Congress come (the Commission, e.g.), there may be 18 months at best to respond, and we are therefore dependent on what’s on the data shelf.  Typically, little in the way of new data collection is possible.  This must be recognized and the shelf stocked against future needs.  The Commission instead of being a showplace of the Department’s data capabilities has been and will be a showplace of its weaknesses.  The Interstate 50th Anniversary story is a wonderful study in the value and power of data.  President Roosevelt talked about the best assembly of transportation statistics in the nation’s history.  It had immense influence in creating the program.  I used to joke that my goal was to get the Department back to its level of statistical capability in 1977.  I am now willing to settle for 1934. 
 
As one small indicator of what can be done, in 1974 and 1979 I was reporting the availability and costs of fuel and the public’s behavior changes throughout the country to the White House, on a weekly basis.  We do not serve the President, the Congress, the Secretarial officers of the Department well with our present system.  Nor is the private sector or the public in general well served.  If the Commission does nothing else but assure that the Department’s statistical program is placed on a sound and continuing basis it will have accomplished a great deal. 
APPENDIX A   Committees of TRB Data and Information Systems Section

	Cm #
	Name

	ABJ00
	Section--Data & Information Systems

	ABJ10
	National Data Requirements & Programs

	ABJ20
	Statewide Transportation Data & Information Systems

	ABJ30
	Urban Transportation Data & Information Systems

	ABJ40
	Travel Survey Methods

	ABJ60
	 Geographic Information Science and Applications 

	ABJ70
	 Artificial Intelligence and Advanced Computing Applications 

	ABJ80
	Statistical Methodology & Statistical Computer Software in Transportation Research

	ABJ90
	Freight Transportation Data

	ABJ95
	Visualization in Transportation 

	ABJ50
	Information Systems & Technology

	
	Liaison Committees 

	ABG40
	Library & Information Science for Transportation

	AFB80
	 Geospatial Data Acquisition Technologies in Design and Construction 

	AFD30
	Highway Traffic Monitoring

	ANB20
	Safety Data, Analysis & Evaluation


� SAFTEA-LU Section 5601 calls for an Information Needs Assessment by the NAS/TRB


� The Transportation Research Board has recently organized its many committees into sections.  I have the privilege of chairing the Data and Information Section which houses all of the committees of the TRB with a specific role in data.  The list of the committees appears in Appendix A. 





� The state funding buys additional sample observations in their state. States with an active interest include:  New York, Florida, California, Virginia, Arizona, Wisconsin and about 7 others





� My 1999 Distinguished Lecture at TRB traces the history in some detail of the Department’s attempts to formulate policy in a data-free environment, much of which is a legacy of deregulation of the carrier modes.  (at www. alanpisarski.com)





