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WHY IT MATTERS

Virginia urgently needs a cleaner, more equitable
transportation system.

The Commonwealth’'s approach to transportation
has profound effects on our communities and our
environment. For decades, funds have primarily gone
to road projects—to the detriment of safer, healthier,
cleaner alternatives. As a result of this asphalt-cen-
tered approach, transportation is Virginia's largest
source of climate pollution—generating about half
of all statewide carbon pollution'—and it is a signifi-
cant source of other air pollutants that cause serious
environmental and health damage. Communities
of color and under-resourced communities bear a
disproportionate share of the health burdens from
transportation-related pollution.?

New and expanded roads also destroy critical natu-
ral resources—such as forests and wetlands—that
absorb carbon and increase communities’ resilience
to flooding. They also add to the maintenance costs
taxpayers must cover. They also perpetuate reliance
on private vehicles, exacerbating inequities for those
who cannot afford a car and those with disabilities
for whom a standard vehicle is undrivable, while fre-
quently doing little to relieve the congestion faced by
those who do drive.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Significant transportation reforms have been
adopted in recent years, including increases in fund-
ing for transit, rail, and highway maintenance, the
groundbreaking Transforming Rail in Virginia initia-
tive, and the use of SMART SCALE to provide a more
objective and transparent basis for selecting proj-
ects for funding. Even so, the bulk of our transpor-
tation funding is still allocated to highways® despite
decades of studies and experience showing that new
and wider highways incentivize sprawling develop-
ment, encourage more driving and generate more
pollution, and fail to provide long-term congestion
relief* while transit investments have been shown to
provide a significant return on investment.®

Efforts also continue to weaken or sidestep SMART
SCALE, including using budget earmarks to fund par-
ticular projects that have yet to go through or fared
well in the prioritization process. Recent changes
to the program by the Commonwealth Transporta-
tion Board are almost certain to reduce funding for
cleaner transportation projects—especially bicycle
and pedestrian projects—and increase funding for
larger highway projects. And in another major step
backward, Governor Youngkin announced in June

that, contrary to state law, he intends to unilaterally
withdraw Virginia from the Clean Cars Standards at
the end of 2024, which would reverse the most sig-
nificant step the state has taken to cut tailpipe pol-
lution.®

OPPORTUNITIES

Addressing the climate crisis, spending tax dollars
more wisely, and improving Virginians' health, equity,
and mobility requires moving away from a high-
way-focused transportation paradigm. Instead, a “fix
itfirst” approach should be prioritized for the mainte-
nance, resilience, and safety of existing infrastructure
and the focus of our state and regional transporta-
tion budgets should shift from primarily funding
highway construction to funding transit, rail, bicycle,
and pedestrian facilities. This shift not only offers sub-
stantial environmental, health, and equity benefits,
but the Commonwealth needs to remain econom-
ically competitive. Transit and other alternatives to
driving can increase transportation equity by provid-
ing critical access to jobs, healthcare, and essential
services for all, and today's businesses and workforce
increasingly seek to locate in walkable communities
with good access to public transportation.

As record federal funding continues to flow into Vir-
ginia under the new infrastructure laws, we need to
seize the moment to pursue competitive grants for
cleaner, more equitable transportation. In addition,
we must defend the data-driven, objective approach
of the SMART SCALE prioritization process, oppose
attempts to fund projects outside of the prioritiza-
tion process, and extend those principles to other
transportation funding decisions such as federal and
regional funding allocations.

We also need to strengthen consideration of the cli-
mate change effects of transportation plans, propos-
als, and funding decisions, and ensure that state and
regional plans serve to reduce—rather than exacer-
bate—carbon emissions and other harmful pollut-
ants. Virginia should set a specific goal for reducing
vehicle miles traveled and implement policies to
achieve it. Finally, we must also ramp up funding and
other efforts to accelerate vehicle electrification and
expand charging infrastructure for the driving we
continue to do.
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TOP TAKEAWAYS

Transportation is Virginia's largest source of
carbon pollution, and the health burdens of
transportation-related pollution fall dispropor-
tionately on communities of color and under-re-
sourced communities.

The bulk of our transportation funding is still
allocated to highways, despite decades of stud-
ies and experience showing that new and wider
highways incentivize sprawling development,
encourage more driving, and fail to provide
long-term congestion relief while transit invest-
ments have been shown to provide a significant
return on investment.

Virginia needs to transform its transportation
approach and focus on: fixing our existing infra-
structure; prioritizing cleaner, more equitable
transportation (primarily transit, rail, bicycle, and
pedestrian facilities); accelerating vehicle elec-
trification; and promoting sustainable, afford-
able, and resilient communities.
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