Status June 2006

Transportation Information Needs Assessment
Since the original Technical Activities Division meeting in December and the 2006 Annual Meeting, a few things have moved forward and some have not.  We talked about the forthcoming policy study and a number of activities our Technical Activities Division could do both to support the policy study and to use this opportunity of us to explore information needs a little more systematically than we had done in the past.  RITA and US DOT have had difficulty finding adequate funding for the million dollar plus Policy Study so it is one area that hasn’t moved forward.  Some mechanisms to share funding among the modal administrations are being considered.

The one area that has moved forward is the outreach to TRB committees that started at the 2006 annual meeting.  Johanna Zmud, Tim Lomax and Joe Schofer have led this activity.  A total of 144 TRB committees and their members, representing all modes and all Technical Activity Groups, used a dedicated web site to offer over 600 information needs.  Needs submitted by each committee were sent back to the chairs to be consolidated and prioritized.  An initial framework has been prepared as the first step in development of a white paper to be released in the fall.   See the appendix Initial Findings: TRB Transportation Information Needs for that summary.
On July 10 at the Summer Conference, the TRB committee outreach team will update some 40 TRB committee chairs on what has been done so far and get their feedback on the process.  In addition, we have asked them to provide examples of information use in decision making. Their feedback and some of the examples will be incorporated into the white paper.  To distinguish the work that we are doing from the future policy study, we are staring to call our effort Transportation Information Assets and Impacts. 
A 2007 annual meeting session is planned on the Transportation Information Assets and Impacts.  Co-sponsored by four groups, it has been submitted to the Technical Activities Council for designation as a conference spotlight session.  That decision will be made next weekend.

While funding for the Policy Study hasn’t jelled, RITA is in the process of providing some funding to support our Technical Activities Division work.  That should let us craft some future activities to develop initiatives to improve information resources.  Among the types of activities suggested include the following:
· Create annual event(s) to keep data in the eye of the decision maker

· Design a component to be included in future TRB conferences to address key data needs in conference area

· Continue the search for examples of the impacts of data on planning and decision making – more generally search for the value of data

· Work through committees (cross cutting) to define a small number of data needs, and data research needs, annually.

The next check point for the Transportation Information Assets and Impacts will be after the July 10th meeting with TRB chairs.  We will provide an update later in the summer.
Appendices
Calendar

June 8
Tom send invitation

June 21
Tom send reminder to chairs 

June 26
Examples due to Tom from Chairs

June 27
Tom send examples to the team

July 10
Meet with TRB chairs

July 11
Debrief/work session

October
White paper posted
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Introduction, Purpose and Approach

The U.S. transportation system “is being pushed to its limits, and demands on the system will increase because of trends in population growth, technological change, and the increased globalization of the economy.”
  Comprehensive and timely data is essential for planning and managing an increasingly multimodal transportation system, its operation, and its interrelationships with the economy, our society and the environment. The current surface transportation authorization act, SAFETEA-LU, directs US DOT to contract with the National Research Council to conduct a comprehensive Transportation Information Needs Assessment (TINA).  To help define these information needs, we designed a process to tap the knowledge of TRB’s standing committees.  This began at the 2006 TRB Annual Meeting, where the committees were invited to discuss unmet or poorly met transportation information needs. In the spring of 2006, 144 TRB committees and their members, representing all modes and all Technical Activity Groups, used a dedicated web site to offer over 600 information needs.  The needs statements  ranged from very specific data elements or classes of elements to ideas for analyzing, archiving and communicate data and findings from data analyses.  

This paper offers a framework for organizing, presenting, and understanding transportation needs identified by this constituency, and it provides highlights of the information needs suggested by these TRB committees.  The framework was created by reviewing, organizing, and then aggregating needs statements to reduce duplication. This framework and the suggested information needs are intended to foster further discussion about transportation information needs and the priorities and means for addressing them.  The framework groups information needs into data and non-data categories, and further divides them by general type of data and by geography, separating needs into local or regional and national data elements about physical or operational aspects of transportation.  

While, this framework is not the only way these needs can be grouped, it is logical from the perspective of data types and levels, and, because of its source, it connects the information needs with the Transportation Research Board committee and program structures, and thus it reflects the concerns of key technical information consumers and providers.  The structure differs from traditional information groupings in at least one important way -- it does not use separate information needs by mode.  This approach allows common data elements to be identified regardless of the current transportation patterns.

Framework for Transportation Information Needs

The framework for transportation information needs is shown in Exhibit 1.  From the perspective of data characteristics, rather than elements, information needs emphasized filling in missing data, ensuring availability of timely data, and having access to data with sufficient detail to understand key patterns and support planning and decision making. 
There were clear distinctions between national level data needs and local information, both in terms of the level of detail and the locus of responsibility for data collection and dissemination.  For example, origin-destination flows and link volume information needs exist at both levels, but the level of detail, and perhaps the methods for data collection, are different.  

Exhibit 1. Transportation Information Needs Framework

	Type
	Information Need Subject
	A. National
	B. Regional or Local

	
	
	1.Physical
	2.Operational
	1.Physical
	2.Operational

	Data Items 
	I. System inventory, land use, travel & flows: quantity, type and location:  
	Miles of road, rail, routes
	Persons, Freight, O-D flows, Volumes
	Miles of road, rail, routes
	Persons, Freight, O-D flows, Volumes

	Data Items
	II. Infrastructure and facility condition (status and trends)
	Pavement or facility condition
	
	Pavement or facility condition
	

	Data Items
	III. Performance, service quality, cost and safety: how well are systems operating and serving travelers and shippers
	
	Performance of systems; User service quality
	
	Performance of systems; User service quality

	Data Items
	IV. Other
	
	
	
	

	Procedures and tools 
	V. Data collection tools; analysis, synthesis, estimating, and forecasting  techniques, metadata

	Data access 
	VI. Formatting, Archiving, access and dissemination procedures for data and methods 

	Programs and practices
	VII. Funding programs, agency activities, and best practices 


Note: Examples of data and information needs shown in italics; these are not all of the data elements in any category.

Both travel and infrastructure inventory data needs are divided into separate classifications answering the following three general questions:

· How much and where – quantity, type and location?

· Facility condition

· How well are the users being served or how well is the system performing?  What is the service quality and cost?  How safe are elements of the system?

Identified needs included more efficient and effective data collection methods that ensure the required data are available at an acceptable cost. Respondents also cited the importance of ready access to data – archiving in useable formats, providing easy, web-based data access, sharing of data across jurisdictions and agencies, and maintaining long term trend data sets.

Some suggestions went beyond data to include analysis tools, forecasting models, and procedures to make data useful for planning and management of transportation systems and services. 

The suggested information needs were quite rich, for example, encompassing the needs for detailed inter-regional commodity flows, personal travel by different socio-economic groups and genders, and characteristics of tribal travel and infrastructure. At the local and regional levels, gaps in timely data about location and land use were noted. 

Interpretation an Examples
This would be a brief cross cutting section, in which we state some trends in the needs statements.  We can select a few quotes from the submissions for some categories. Here are some high points of the suggestions I reviewed:

· Link to decisions & policy questions... i.e., many needs statements were focused on relationships, not raw data items, e.g., safety effects of control devices, true costs of HOT lanes.  While professionals within TRB can talk about raw data needs in a narrow sense, most users are clearly engaged in supporting decision processes with information – processed data – where the processing normally involves merging and analyzing several different types of data.

· Importance of data quality to provide valid answers to if-then decision support questions about operations management and investment decision making.

· timely data

· data that are reliably available (routinely collected, not just from special studies)

· data that have sufficient coverage and detail, e.g., commodity flows, condition and performance of lower level roadways.

· Repeated calls for continuing and improving the National Personal Transportation survey, an important input to regional planning in many regions.  This survey provides default values for forecasting model parameters in some regions, it provides baseline trends against which to benchmark current system performance and predictions, and it is unique source of relationships between demographic characteristics, individual attributes, and travel patterns.

· Similarly, there is strong interest in expanding coverage and increasing the detail on the Commodity Flow Survey, which is often the only data source that supports freight planning in regions and interstate corridors.  

· There is much demand for real-time performance data for many applications, including incident management, providing traveler information, truck parking availability for freight operations management, network capacity assessment, and roadway and hotel capacity for evacuation management.

· Because transportation system demand and performance are driven by the spatial patterns of activities, there is a need for timely and comprehensive data on land use, population, and employment, including current characteristics, plans, and forecasts.

· Better, more detailed data on crash rates and characteristics is important for safety management.  This includes more specific information on crashes themselves, and coverage of small crashes on minor roadways, which may foretell larger problems in the future.

· Data on traveler perceptions of system performance and options, including stated preference survey results, useful both for responding to citizen concerns and predicting future behaviors.

· Actions to enhance data access, i.e., where useful data exist but they are not made available, or access is difficult, the quality of decisions may be unnecessarily constrained. Access issues involve compatible formats and archiving valuable data, as well as reasonable access to private and first responder data. 

· Respondents were also interested in information about best practices– what the thought leaders are doing, how to solve problems, availability and attributes of government programs.  

· ...
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