
“How Do I Work with my 
MPO?” And Other Frequently 
Asked Questions about  
Metropolitan Planning  
Organizations

This report serves as a guide for biking and 
walking advocates on working with 
Metropolitan Planning Organizations
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Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) have been around in some form 
since the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1962. But under the 2012 federal transporta-
tion bill, Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century (MAP-21), these transpor-
tation agencies have new authority to direct transportation investments — making 
them more important for biking and walking advocates than ever before.  Not sure 
where to start with your MPO? Never fear. This handy guide compiles some of the 
most frequently asked questions about these important agencies. 
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About MPOs

What is a Metropolitan Planning Organization 
(MPO)?

Metropolitan Planning Organizations are regional trans-
portation planning bodies, made up of representatives 
from local governments and transportation authorities. 
Under federal law, any urbanized area with a population 
greater than 50,000 must have an MPO. MPOs are 
responsible for distributing federal transportation funds 
to their region. 

What do MPOs do?

MPOs are required to undertake a continuing, cooperative, and comprehensive 
planning process (known as “3C”) to produce their region’s Long Range Transpor-
tation Plans (LRTP) and Metropolitan Transportation Improvement Programs (TIP).
These are the five core functions of an MPO, according to the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA):1 
 

 Establish a setting: Establish and manage a fair and impartial setting for  
 effective regional decision-making in the metropolitan area.

Identify and evaluate alternative transportation improvement op-
tions: Use data and planning methods to generate and evaluate alterna-
tives. 

1   The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) “The Transportation Planning Process: A         
                 Briefing Book for Transportation Decision-makers, Officials, and Staff” 

MPO 

http://www.planning.dot.gov/documents/briefingbook/bbook.htm
http://www.planning.dot.gov/documents/briefingbook/bbook.htm
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Prepare and maintain a Metropolitan Transportation Plan (MTP): De-
velop and update a long-range transportation plan for the metropolitan area 
covering a planning horizon of at least twenty years that fosters (1) mobility 
and access for people and goods, (2) efficient system performance and 
preservation, and (3) good quality of life.

Develop a Transportation Improvement Program (TIP): Develop a 
short-range (four-year) program of transportation improvements based on 
the long-range transportation plan; the TIP should be designed to achieve 
the area’s goals, using spending, regulating, operating, management, and 
financial tools.

Involve the public: Involve the general public and other affected constitu-
encies in the four essential functions listed above.

If the region has not met federal air quality standards (is designated as a non-at-
tainment or maintenance area), then it is also tasked to:

Protect air quality: transportation plans, programs, and projects must con-
form with the air quality plan. 

The section of law related to MPOs and metropolitan transportation planning pro-
cesses is 23 U.S.C. §§ 134–135 (http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/23/134).2 

 

2  23 U.S.C. §§ 134–135, http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/23/134

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Title_23_of_the_United_States_Code
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/23/134.html
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/23/135.html
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/23/134
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/23/134
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How are MPOs structured?

MPOs can be fully independent agencies, can be integrated into a host agency 
agency, or can fall somewhere in between. 

 

Types of Host Agencies3

Host Agency Type Number Percent of all 
Hosted MPOs

Percent of all 
MPOs

Regional Council 34 37.4% 25.6%
County Government 27 26.6% 20.3%

Municipal Government 26 28.5% 19.5%

Modal Authority 2 2.2% 1.5%

State DOT 1 1.1% 0.8%

University 1 1.1 0.8%

MPOs are often hosted by Councils of Government (COGs). COGs are regional 
council organizations of local governments with responsibilities beyond transpor-
tation. Each local government involved in a COG sends a delegate (typically a 
mayor, council member, or county executive) to represent its interests. 

Freestanding MPOs are agencies that focus solely on transportation. Members of 
the governing board can be can be delegates (as in COGs), or they can be ap-
pointed by local or state elected officials. Only Portland’s MPO, called Metro, elects 
its members directly.

In most MPO and COG boards, each jurisdiction gets one vote, regardless of the 
size of the population in that jurisdiction. This means that cities need to work with 
surrounding areas during decision-making processes.3 Thirteen percent of MPOs 
use a weighting system to give larger jurisdictions proportional input.4 

3  Sanchez, Thomas, “An Inherent Bias? Geographic and Racial-Ethnic Patterns of Metropoli 
                -tan Planning Organization Boards.” 
4  Bond, Kramer, Seggerman, “Staffing and Administrative Capacity of Metropolitan Planning   
               Organizations.” 

http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2006/6/01transportation%2520sanchez/20060124_mpos%20
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2006/6/01transportation%2520sanchez/20060124_mpos%20
%20http://www.cutr.usf.edu/programs/pcm/files/2010-05-Staffing_and_Administrative_Capacity_of_MPOs.pdf
%20http://www.cutr.usf.edu/programs/pcm/files/2010-05-Staffing_and_Administrative_Capacity_of_MPOs.pdf
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Who makes decisions at an MPO?

MAP-21 requires that MPOs representing areas with populations over 200,000 
(known as Transportation Management Areas, TMAs) have a decision-making 
structure that incorporates input from local elected officials, officials of public trans-
portation agencies, and “appropriate state officials.”5 

MPO governing boards vary in size from five to 73 members. The median board 
has 14 members. The most common type of board member is a municipal elected 
official, followed by county commissioners and state DOT representatives.6 

 

In theory, the input process looks like this:7

 

5  23 U.S.C. §§ 134–135, http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/23/134
6 Bond, Kramer, Seggerman, “Staffing and Administrative Capacity of Metropolitan Planning  
               Organizations..” 
7 AMPO.org

http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/23/134
http://www.cutr.usf.edu/programs/pcm/files/2010-05-Staffing_and_Administrative_Capacity_of_MPOs.pdf%20
http://www.cutr.usf.edu/programs/pcm/files/2010-05-Staffing_and_Administrative_Capacity_of_MPOs.pdf%20
http://AMPO.org
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Subsequently, the decision-making structure looks like this:6

The governing body appoints a policy or technical committee that, along with its 
subcommittees, is highly influential in making the key transportation decisions. 
These policy committees should – and often do – include bicycling and walking 
representatives.

Citi-Other MPO 
Execu-
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How many professional staff do MPOs usually have? Are they likely to 
be include bike/ped specialists?

The most common number of MPO staff is 3, the median number is 6, and the 
average is 14. The largest MPO has 121 total employees (not FTE).

Some MPOs have bike/ped coordinator positions and/or Safe Routes to School 
coordinators. Thirty percent of MPOs have a staff member who spends at least half 
of her time on bike/ped issues.

Specialization of MPO Employees8

Specialization Percent of MPOs with 
this Specialty on Staff

Median Staff Size of 
MPOs with this 
Specialization

GIS 44.4% 9
Travel Demand  
Modeling 38.7% 12

Transit 36.3% 10
Bicycle & Pedestrian 30.6% 8.5
Public Involvement 25% 12
Traffic Operations 20.2% 10
Intergovernmental 
Relations 16.1% 8.5

Air Quality 15.3% 15
Safety 12.9% 10
Transportation  
Disadvantaged 12.1% 11

Freight 11.3% 15.5
Socio-cultural imapcts 4% 12

8  Bond, Kramer, Seggerman, “Staffing and Administrative Capacity of Metropolitan Planning 
Organizations.” 

http://www.cutr.usf.edu/programs/pcm/files/2010-05-Staffing_and_Administrative_Capacity_of_MPOs.pdf
http://www.cutr.usf.edu/programs/pcm/files/2010-05-Staffing_and_Administrative_Capacity_of_MPOs.pdf
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How do MPOs pay their operating costs?

Most MPOs have no authority to raise revenues. Operating budgets for MPOs 
come from a combination of federal transportation funds and state and local match-
ing funds. Federal sources for MPO operations include FHWA Planning (PL) funds, 
FTA Metropolitan Transit Planning (5303) funds, flexed Surface Transportation Pro-
gram – Urban Allocation (STP), and flexed Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality 
program (CMAQ).8

 

Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century 
(MAP-21)

What does the current federal transportation 
bill, MAP-21, mean for MPOs and bicycling 
and walking?

MAP-21 combined several funding programs (Trans-
portation Enhancements, Recreational Trails, and Safe 
Routes to School) into the new Transportation Alterna-
tives Program (TAP). States are required to sub-allo-
cate a portion of their funds to MPOs with populations 
of at least 200,0009. MPOs must develop a competitive 
process for awarding TAP funds to local entities, like governments, transportation 
planning agencies, school districts, and land management agencies. 

For a visual explanation, see this infographic for how TAP funds flow to MPOs.10

Bicycling and walking advocates should work with MPO staff to establish evalua-
tion criteria, participate in project selection committees, and provide other input as 
the process is being created. Advocates can also spread the word to local govern-
ments that TAP funds are available from the MPO to encourage local entities to 
submit quality applications.

MPOs may use the full range of federal aid transportation programs to fund bicy-

9  http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO_list.pdf 
10  Advocacy Advance infographic

http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO_list.pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO_list.pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/map_21_infographic.pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO_list.pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/map_21_infographic.pdf
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cling and walking projects, including the Surface Transportation Program (STP) 
and the Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality Improvement Program (CMAQ).11 
Advocates can also work with their state to access funds from the Highway Safety 
Improvement Program (HSIP)12 and Section 402 safety grants.

How do MPOs distribute Transportation Alternative Program funds for 
biking and walking projects? 

MAP-21 stipulates that MPOs for areas with populations over 200,000 must estab-
lish a competitive process to select Transportation Alternatives Program projects. 

For examples of MPO grant applications that incorporate biking and walking well, 
see Advocacy Advance’s report “Transporation Alternatives Program Competitive 
Grant Process: Examples of Regional Applications.” This report was written in con-
junction with the Safe Routes to School National Partnership.13 

Are MPOs required to involve stakeholders?

Yes. MAP-21 says that the MPO’s plans and TIPs must integrate the management 
of transportation systems “including accessible pedestrian walkways and bicycle 
transportation facilities.” The law also stipulates that MPOs shall provide a number 
of groups, including “representatives of users of pedestrian walkways and bicycle 
transportation facilities” with “a reasonable opportunity to comment on the transpor-
tation plan.”14 

Do MPOs have to do performance measures?

Yes, MPOs must create regional performance targets to align with state goals and 
national performance measures. States and regions must establish performance 
targets for serious injuries and fatalities per vehicle mile traveled, the total number 
of serious injuries and fatalities, traffic congestion and auto emissions. 
MPOs must incorporate the state’s performance targets into their own planning. 
MPOs are not limited to those categories, however. Ideally, MPOs and states 
should set separate goals for motorized and non-motorized safety to ensure that 
bicycling and walking safety is adequately addressed.

11  http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/CMAQ_flow_chart.pdf 
12  http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/HSIP_flow_chart.pdf
13  Advocacy Advance & SRTS
14  23 U.S.C. §§ 134–135 (6) (A), http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/23/134

http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/CMAQ_flow_chart.pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/HSIP_flow_chart.pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/HSIP_flow_chart.pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO_TAP_(Final).pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO_TAP_(Final).pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/CMAQ_flow_chart.pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/HSIP_flow_chart.pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO_TAP_%28Final%29.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Title_23_of_the_United_States_Code
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/23/134.html
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/23/135.html
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/23/134
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Best Practices and Getting Involved

Do I have an MPO? What is it called?

If you live in an urbanized area with a population great-
er than 50,000, your region is represented by a Metro-
politan Planning Organization. You can find your MPO 
using USDOT’s MPO database.15 

How can MPOs promote and support bicy-
cling?

A working group of MPO professionals convened by 
Advocacy Advance compiled a list of actions that MPOs 
can do to better plan for bicycling and walking. They included:

           Integrate biking and walking facilities and programs into Long Range Plans        
           and other plans. 

           Ask the community to identify issues and priorities. 

          Collect good data on bicycling and walking.  
 
          Support local biking and walking planning efforts.

          Incorporate bicycling and walking criteria into all project selection processes.  
 
          Involve the bicycling and walking advocacy community.

For more suggestions, see Advocacy Advance’s report, “How Metropolitan Plan-
ning Organizations plan for and fund bicycling and walking Investments.”16 

15  USDOT MPO database, http://www.planning.dot.gov/mpo.asp 
16  http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO-BikePed-Best-Practices_Final.
pdf 

http://www.planning.dot.gov/mpo.asp
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO-BikePed-Best-Practices_Final.pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO-BikePed-Best-Practices_Final.pdf
http://www.planning.dot.gov/mpo.asp
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO-BikePed-Best-Practices_Final.pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO-BikePed-Best-Practices_Final.pdf
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For example Transportation Alternative Program (TAP) applications, see Advocacy 
Advance’s report, “Transportation Alternatives Program Competitive Grant Pro-
cess: Examples of Regional Applications.” 17

Also see these two great reports from the Safe Routes to School National Partner-
ship:

           A Primer for Regional Governments18 
           A Regional Government Primer for Practitioners19 

As an advocate, how do I work with my MPO to ensure they employ 
best practices for bicycling and walking?

The most important thing to do is show up and get involved. Bicycling advocates 
have helped guide policy, shape plans, select projects and consistently push for 
the inclusion of bicycling and walking at their MPOs. 

Here are some suggestions from experienced advocates: 

           Learn who makes the decisions

           Show up

           Get involved with project selection process

           Be a watch dog

           Treat it like any other campaign

See the full Advocacy Advance report, “Working with Metropolitan Planning Organi-
zations: Five Lessons for Advocates” for more details.20

17  Advocacy Advance & SRTS
18  http://saferoutespartnership.org/sites/default/files/pdf/RegionalGovernmentPrimer-v5.pdf
19  http://saferoutespartnership.org/sites/default/files/pdf/RegionalGovernmentPrimer-forPracti 
               tioners-v5.pdf 
20  Advocacy Advance, “Working with Metropolitan Planning Organizations: Five Lessons for  
               Advocates” 

http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO_TAP_(Final).pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO_TAP_(Final).pdf
http://saferoutespartnership.org/sites/default/files/pdf/RegionalGovernmentPrimer-v5.pdf
http://saferoutespartnership.org/sites/default/files/pdf/RegionalGovernmentPrimer-forPractitioners-v5.pdf
http://www.peoplepoweredmovement.org/site/images/uploads/AA_MPO_report(web).pdf
http://www.peoplepoweredmovement.org/site/images/uploads/AA_MPO_report(web).pdf
%20http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/MPO_TAP_%28Final%29.pdf
http://saferoutespartnership.org/sites/default/files/pdf/RegionalGovernmentPrimer-v5.pdf
http://saferoutespartnership.org/sites/default/files/pdf/RegionalGovernmentPrimer-forPractitioners-v5.pdf
http://saferoutespartnership.org/sites/default/files/pdf/RegionalGovernmentPrimer-forPractitioners-v5.pdf
http://www.peoplepoweredmovement.org/site/images/uploads/AA_MPO_report%28web%29.pdf
http://www.peoplepoweredmovement.org/site/images/uploads/AA_MPO_report%28web%29.pdf
http://www.peoplepoweredmovement.org/site/images/uploads/AA_MPO_report(web).pdf
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Do MPOs have bicycle advisory committees? How do I get on mine?

Forty-four percent of MPOs have bicycle and pedestrian advisory committees 
(BPAC) to help them plan for bicycling and walking in the region. BPACs are the 
second most common committee behind a “technical advisory” committee, which 
nearly all MPOs have.

MPO Advisory Committee Frequency21

Types of Committee Total Percent of MPOs
All Respondents 133 --
Technical Advisory 121 91%
Bicycle and Pedestrian 59 44%
Citizens Advisory 54 41%
Transit 32 24%
Transportation 
Disadvantaged 29 22%

Air Quality 27 20%
Congestion  
Management 25 19%

Land Use 13 10%
Freight 12 9%
Corridor Management 9 7%
Water 8 6%

To get on your advisory committee, contact the chair of the committee or the 
MPO’s bicycle and pedestrian coordinator and ask about how new members are 
added.

For more on Bicycle and Pedestrian Advisory Committees, see the Advocacy Ad-
vance report: “Making Bicycling and Walking a Norm for Transportation Agencies: 
Best Practices for Bicycle and Pedestrian Advisory Committees.”21 

21 Advocacy Advance BPAC report. 

http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/bpac_best_practices(web).pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/bpac_best_practices(web).pdf
http://www.advocacyadvance.org/site_images/content/bpac_best_practices%28web%29.pdf
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Should my MPO have a bicycle master plan? How do I know if it does?

Yes, it should. Both local and regional plans are important because only projects 
identified on a planning document are eligible for federal transportation funds. Con-
tact your MPO to find out if there is a recent bicycle master plan. Old plans should 
be made up to date.

Here are some examples:

         St. Louis region22

         Lee County, FL23

         Santa Fe, NM24

If your region does not have a bicycle master plan, make sure the cities within the 
region do. For an example, see Seattle, WA’s bicycle master plan.25

Do MPOs have their own Complete Streets Policies? Should my MPO?

Yes. According to the National Complete Streets Coalition, at least 37 MPOs have 
regional Complete Streets policies or resolutions.26 These include regions as varied 
as Bloomington, IN, Jackson, MI, Kansas City MO/KS, and Washington, DC. 

These policies help ensure that transportation projects accommodate the needs of 
all road users. By requiring a Complete Streets process of all project applications, 
MPOs can create a region-wide active transportation network. This avoids mis-
aligned priorities that emerge when some of the region’s jurisdictions have Com-
plete Streets policies and other do not.

22  St. Louis plan 
23  Lee County plan 
24  Santa Fe plan 
25  http://www.seattle.gov/transportation/bikemaster.htm
26  http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/documents/cs/policy/cs-chart-allpolicies.pdf

http://stlbikeplan.com/plan-documents/
http://www.leempo.com/content/BikePed/Lee_MPO_Bike_Ped_Master_Plan.pdf
http://santafempo.org/bicycle-master-plan/
http://www.seattle.gov/transportation/bikemaster.htm
http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/documents/cs/policy/cs-chart-allpolicies.pdf
http://stlbikeplan.com/plan-documents/
http://www.leempo.com/content/BikePed/Lee_MPO_Bike_Ped_Master_Plan.pdf
http://santafempo.org/bicycle-master-plan/
http://www.seattle.gov/transportation/bikemaster.htm
http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/documents/cs/policy/cs-chart-allpolicies.pdf
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Do MPOs ever run safety or transportation options campaigns? 
Yes. MPOs have hosted bicycle education classes and been part of public aware-
ness campaigns. For example, the New Orleans MPO funded a lively pedestrian 
safety campaign involving a local – and nationally-known – dance troop, the 610 
Stompers. The campaign was called Brake It Down NOLA.27

The MPO that covers Dayton, OH, collaborated with the transit agency, the wa-
ter district and the parks district – a rare partnership – to deliver a program called 
Drive Less Live More, which helps residents find alternatives to their cars.28

27  http://www.brakeitdownnola.com/ 
28  Dayton, OH, Drive Less Live More, http://www.drivelesslivemore.org/index.html

http://www.brakeitdownnola.com/
http://www.drivelesslivemore.org/index.html
http://www.brakeitdownnola.com/
http://www.drivelesslivemore.org/index.html

