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WHY IT MATTERS

Virginia needs a clean, equitable, and more afford-
able transportation system. For decades, transporta-
tion planning and funding have focused heavily on
highway expansion and construction to the detri-
ment of safer, healthier, greener, and less expensive
choices. As a result, transportation is Virginia’'s largest
source of climate pollution’and a significant source
of other air pollutants. Communities of color and
underserved communities bear a disproportionate
share of the health burdens from transportation pol-
lution.?

Transportation is also the second biggest household
expense after housing. With especially high car and
fuel prices currently, four in ten Americans now say
car ownership is a luxury they can't afford.®> Some
areas of Virginia have good alternatives to driving
long distances — mixed-use communities support-
ing transit and safe walking and biking. However, too
many parts of the state lack meaningful alternatives
to driving.

In addition, new and expanded roads destroy nat-
ural resources such as forests and wetlands, which
absorb carbon and increase communities’ resilience
to flooding. They also add to the maintenance costs
that taxpayers must cover, while often doing little to
reduce congestion or improve mobility and access,
particularly for the hundreds of thousands of Virgin-
ians who do not own a personal vehicle.

Further, 825 people were killed in traffic-related
accidents in 2025, and almost 6,650 people suffered
serious injuries,* highlighting the need to make our
roads safer.

There are numerous opportunities to advance proj-
ects and policies that reduce traffic, improve safety,
protect our environment and our health, and help
communities withstand climate change.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Although significant transportation reforms have
been adopted in recent years, including increased
funding for transit, rail, and bridge maintenance and
the Transforming Rail in Virginia initiative, highway
projects still receive almost three times the amount
of funds ($21.1 billion) as rail and public transporta-
tion projects ($7.4 billion) in the state’s latest six-year
spending plan.® Most of that funding goes to new and
expanded roads, rather than maintaining existing
roads — as a result, Virginia was rated “Bad Spending.
Bad Repair Conditions” for roads in a recent national
analysis.®

The emphasis on construction has continued despite

decades of studies and experience showing that new
and wider highways incentivize sprawling develop-
ment and fail to provide long-term congestion relief”
In contrast, transit investments have been shown to
provide a significant return on investment.®

In addition, efforts to weaken or sidestep SMART
SCALE, Virginia's nationally recognized transporta-
tion prioritization process, have continued. SMART
SCALE provides an objective and transparent basis
for determining which proposals receive funding and
has helped advance cleaner transportation modes.
However, budget earmarks and changes to the scor-
ing system in recent years have skewed more fund-
ing to highways.

Meanwhile, changes at the federal level have led to
more polluting, less efficient vehicles staying on our
roads longer and have hindered access to cleaner
transit options and to safe, easy, and equitable
charging opportunities. Federal changes have also
reduced the level of environmental and public health
review for infrastructure projects.

OPPORTUNITIES

Improving the health, equity, mobility,and budgets of
Virginians, addressing the climate crisis, and spend-
ing tax dollars responsibly call for prioritizing the
safety, maintenance, and resilience of existing infra-
structure, and shifting the focus of state and regional
transportation programs from highway construction
to transit, rail, bicycle, and pedestrian projects.

Transit and other alternatives to driving can pro-
vide critical access to jobs, healthcare, and essential
services. A mix of travel options also improves com-
munity resilience to disasters and disruptions. And
businesses and workers increasingly seek to locate
in walkable communities with access to public trans-
portation.

Building more housing where Virginians want to live
— near jobs, services, transit, and walkable places —
can help address the current housing crisis and is an
important transportation and environmental solu-
tion. Walkable, compact, mixed-use communities
like the Mosaic District in Fairfax or Rocketts Landing
in Richmond reduce driving distances and public
infrastructure costs, boost transit ridership and eco-
nomic benefits, and reduce development pressure
on green infrastructure.

In addition, consistent use of the data-driven, objec-
tive approach of the SMART SCALE prioritization
process, revisiting recent short-sighted changes to
SMART SCALE, and opposing attempts to fund proj-
ects outside of this process can ensure transportation
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funds are spent on projects that have the greatest
benefit.

The environmental impacts of transportation
plans and projects should be better assessed and
addressed, especially given curtailed federal pro-
tections. State and regional plans should reduce
carbon emissions and other harmful pollutants by
setting specific goals for reducing vehicle miles trav-
eled and emissions, invest in projects that help meet
these targets, and incentivize vehicle electrification
and expand charging infrastructure for the remain-
ing driving we do. Virginia's long-range and six-year

transportation plans should also include a roadmap
for meeting the statutory goal of net-zero transporta-
tion greenhouse gas emissions by 2045.

Finally, our transportation system needs to be resil-
ient to the severe flooding and heat increasingly
occurring throughout the Commonwealth. This
includes defending federal funding for this purpose,
implementing Virginia's resilience improvement
plan, and ensuring that design and construction
standards for new and repaired facilities account for
climate change.

TOP TAKEAWAYS

Transportation is Virginia's largest source of climate pollution and second largest personal expense. The
burdens of this system fall disproportionately on communities of color and under-resourced communi-

ties.

Transportation planning and funding focus heavily on new and expanded roads that increase driving,
pollution, and expenses — harming our environment, health, and economy.

High costs and pollution mean Virginia should: fix existing infrastructure and make it safer; link trans-
portation, land use, and housing solutions; improve analysis of environmental and health impacts of pro-
posals; adopt vehicle miles traveled and emission reduction targets in transportation plans and invest to
achieve these goals; revisit recent changes to SMART SCALE and prioritize cleaner, more equitable trans-
portation; accelerate vehicle electrification; and promote resilient projects and communities.

ENDNOTES

1. Virginia Greenhouse Gas Inventory Data 2005-2021. (n.d.).
Virginia Department of Environmental Quality. https:/oerma.
cc/5VIK-9BXR

2. The Road to Clean Air: Benefits of a Nationwide Transition to
Electric Vehicles. (2020). American Lung Association. www.lung.
org/getmedia/99ccO45¢c-47f2-4ba9-bab9-14c311cad32a/electric-
vehicle-report.pdf

3. Davis, M. and B. Stanek. (2026, May 11). Car Ownership Hits
Affordability Limit; Nearly 4 in 10 Americans Say It's a Financial
Stretch. Lending Tree. https/www.lendingtree.com/auto
affordability-study-surve

4. Ray M. & Cole M A. (2026, May 19). Transportation Safety
Performance 2027 Safety Measures. Office of Intermodal
Planning and Investment & Virginia Department of
Transportation. https:/ctbyvirginia.gov/media/ctb/agendas-
and-meeting-minutes/2026/05/pres/6-transportation-safety-
performance-2027-safety-measures.pdf

5. Pryor, K. (2026). Final FY 2027-2032 Six-Year Improvement
Program. Virginia Department of Transportation. https:/ctb.
virginia.gov/media/ctb/agendas-and-meeting-minutes/2026/06
pres/2-final-fy-2027-2032-six-year-improvement-plan.pdf

6. Repair Priorities. (2026, April 29). Transportation for America.
https:/t4america.org/resource/repair-priorities

7. Litman, T. Generated Traffic and Induced Travel: Implications
for Transportation Planning. (2026, June 1). Victoria Transport
Policy Institute. www.vtpi.org/gentraf.pdf

8. Economic Impacts of Public Transportation in the
Commonwealth of Virginia: Technical Report. (2020, February).
Department of Rail and Public Transportation. https:/drpt.
virginia.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/drpt-eit-in-va-
technical-report_final_070920.pdf

VIRGINIA CONSERVATION NETWORK | OUR 2026 COMMON AGENDA ENVIRONMENTAL BRIEFING BOOK



