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Project Connect in Austin, Texas 
Background 
Planning and Environmental Linkages (PEL) is a collaborative and integrated approach to 
transportation decision-making that 1) considers environmental, community, and economic goals 
early in the transportation planning process, and 2) uses the information, analyses, and products 
developed during planning to inform the environmental review process required under the 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). PEL can help transportation agencies achieve efficient 
environmental review and permitting timelines, which is important to decision-makers and the 
public. Using PEL can create higher quality, more efficient, predictable, and integrated 
transportation planning and environmental review processes, and can ultimately accelerate 
project delivery.  

This case study describes how the Capital Metropolitan Transportation Authority (Capital Metro) 
applied a PEL process to two light rail transit (LRT) lines as part of Project Connect, a 
comprehensive transportation vision for Austin, Texas.  

Project Context 
In December 2018, the Capital Metro Board of Directors approved the Project Connect Long Term 
Vision Plan. Austin is a rapidly growing city, and Project Connect intends to improve and expand 
the transportation system to provide alternative modes, reduce congestion, and make traveling 
on high-capacity corridors more efficient. The transportation plan includes a new rail system with 
a transit tunnel in downtown, expanded bus service, nine new park and ride facilities, a transit 
center, and an all-electric bikeshare fleet at transit hubs.  

Project Connect is a collaborative program for a citywide traffic‐easing rapid transit system 
between Capital Metro, the City of Austin, and the Austin Transit Partnership (ATP). ATP was 
established in December 2020 as an independent local government corporation to oversee and 
finance the acquisition, construction, equipping, and operations and maintenance of the rapid 
transit system by providing funds for loans and grants to develop or expand transportation within 
the City. The City will primarily fund Project Connect through a City ad valorem property tax rate 
increase approved by the public in November 2020 with 8.75 cents dedicated to the ATP, as well 
as through the Capital Expansion Fund of Capital Metro, and Federal funding through the Federal 
Transit Administration’s (FTA) Capital Investment Grants Program.  

The Project Connect Vision Plan (see Figure 1 on the following page) identified two high-capacity 
transit corridors that will serve as the backbone of the future rail system: the Blue Line Corridor, 
an eight-mile connection between downtown Austin and the airport, and the Orange Line Corridor, 
a 20-mile connection from North Austin to South Austin. In early 2019, Capital Metro and FTA 
initiated the PEL processes and early scoping under NEPA for the two corridors. The agencies 
published two Notices of Early Scoping in the Federal Register1,2 inviting public and agency 

 
1 Federal Transit Administration. Notice of early scoping meeting for the Capital Metro Orange Line High Capacity 
Transit Corridor in Austin, Texas. 84 Fed. Reg. 6862 (February 28, 2019). 
2 Federal Transit Administration. Notice of early scoping meeting for the Capital Metro Blue Line High Capacity 
Transit Corridor in Austin, Texas. 84 Fed. Reg. 16558 (April 19, 2019). 

https://atptx.org/?_ga=2.215114450.452712709.1634934325-853417393.1634934325
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2019/04/19/2019-07855/notice-of-early-scoping-for-the-capital-metro-blue-line-high-capacity-transit-corridor-in-austin
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2019/02/28/2019-03479/notice-of-early-scoping-for-the-capital-metro-orange-line-high-capacity-transit-corridor-in-austin
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involvement in ongoing planning efforts to provide input on the projects’ purpose and need, 
proposed alternatives, and potential impacts and benefits.  

 

Figure 1: Project Connect Map of Initial Investment. Image source: Capital Metro 
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One of the project team’s main objectives for the PEL processes was to analyze and eliminate 
alternatives. The project team primarily considered alignment of the corridors, mode choice 
between bus rapid transit (BRT) and LRT, and transitway type choice between street level, 
elevated, and underground. The project team focused on documenting the ongoing transportation 
analysis for inclusion in NEPA and building community support through outreach and 
engagement.  

Approach 
Capital Metro conducted PEL studies to develop the purpose and need, develop conceptual 
alternatives, evaluate alternatives, and identify the Locally Preferred Alternative (LPA). For Project 
Connect, the Capital Metro Board of Directors was the primary decision-maker, but they received 
input and feedback from many partners throughout the processes. FTA is the lead Federal agency 
for the Blue Line and Orange Line LRT projects, and FTA’s Region 6 was a partner throughout 
the PEL processes to help guide the project team into NEPA, including participating in monthly 
calls and quarterly coordination meetings to review progress. The project team also regularly 
convened a Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) of staff members from the City of Austin and 
the Austin Transportation Department, the Texas Department of Transportation, the Capital Area 
Metropolitan Planning Organization, Travis County, and other entities. The project team also 
initiated outreach to Federal agencies, including the Federal Aviation Administration, U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency.  

Capital Metro funded the PEL studies for the Blue Line and Orange Line. In October 2020, the 
project team published a technical memo3 and a report4 to document the outcomes of their PEL 
studies for inclusion in NEPA. Leading up to the publication of these documents, the project team 
also published alternatives analyses reports for the Blue Line5 and Orange Line6, and summary 
reports on the plans for the Blue Line7 and Orange Line.8 

Outcomes 
Through the PEL studies for the Blue Line and Orange Line, Capital Metro and the project team 
accomplished the following: 

Built up technical analysis during the planning process. The PEL studies incorporated project 
analyses from 2018 and beyond, leading to the publication of the Notices of Intent (NOIs) to 
prepare an environmental impact statement (EIS) for each project in May 2021. The project team 
catalogued and organized previous analyses to inform the PEL studies, and continued analyses 
during the PEL studies. The technical memos prepared for the PEL studies included analysis on 
ridership, capital costs, operations and maintenance, the transportation network, noise and 
vibration, and station areas. By incorporating previous analyses to bolster the PEL studies, the 
project team was able to build momentum and ensure they had information and documentation 
early in the process to share for stakeholder and public feedback.  

 
3 Blue Line / Gold Line Planning and Environmental Linkages Technical Memo, October 2020 
4 Orange Line Corridor Planning and Environmental Linkages Study, October 1, 2020 
5 Blue Line Alternatives Analysis Evaluation Summary Technical Memo, May 29, 2020 
6 Orange Line Alternatives Analysis Report, June 12, 2020 
7 Your Plan, Your Blue Line & Gold Line: Summary Report, June 2020 
8 Your Plan, Your Orange Line, June 2020 

https://assets.adobe.com/public/5b34da45-e320-450e-516d-8450bef5f0d1/Blue%20Line%20Planning%20and%20Environmental%20Linkages%20Report%20(Conflicted%20copy%20from%20mbp18003%20on%202022-03-15).pdf
https://assets.adobe.com/public/d12a8e6f-6894-476a-7bb0-9340acf04d50/OL_PELStudy_Final.pdf
https://assets.adobe.com/public/e5c45b25-49ab-4534-5047-ca3daf8ada07/Blue%20Environmental%20Documents/Blue%20Line%20Alternatives%20Analysis.pdf
https://assets.adobe.com/public/e5c45b25-49ab-4534-5047-ca3daf8ada07/Orange%20Environmental%20Documents/OrangeLine_Alternatives%20Analysis%20Report_Final%20(Conflicted%20copy%20from%20mbp18003%20on%202022-03-15).pdf
https://assets.adobe.com/public/e5c45b25-49ab-4534-5047-ca3daf8ada07/Blue%20Environmental%20Documents/Blue%20Line%20%26%20Gold%20Line%20LPA%20Summary%20Report.pdf
https://assets.adobe.com/public/e5c45b25-49ab-4534-5047-ca3daf8ada07/Orange%20Environmental%20Documents/Orange%20Line%20LPA%20Summary%20Report%20(Conflicted%20copy%20from%20mbp18003%20on%202022-03-15).pdf
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Incorporated significant public involvement beyond NEPA requirements. The Project 
Connect team incorporated many different avenues of public involvement into the PEL studies, 
which were documented in a public involvement plan for the project. Capital Metro formed the 
Project Connect Ambassador Network (PCAN), which included more than 150 community 
organizations and stakeholders, to provide input throughout the PEL processes. During the PEL 
studies, the team held 35 in-person open houses with a total of 858 attendees, as well as hosted 
small group meetings with stakeholders, including many one-on-one meetings. Additionally, the 
project team sought input directly in the community by sharing information at local events and 
conducting outreach at transit stops. Virtual outreach began in May 2020 to respond to the 
conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic and has continued as a critical component of the project’s 
public outreach strategy. Nine virtual public meetings held during the PEL processes garnered 
13,768 total live stream views and live meeting attendees, and eight on-demand virtual open 
houses saw 15,760 total views. By incorporating extensive public involvement into the PEL 
studies, the project team built community support, responded to concerns of the public, and 
shaped the project based on public input.  

Facilitated collaboration between project partners. During the PEL studies, the project team 
focused on building relationships with agencies to facilitate reviews, as appropriate, and collect 
input for the project. For cooperating and participating agencies, the project team utilized 
concurrent reviews of deliverables during the PEL studies to expedite the environmental review 
process. The project team also communicated with many local agencies and neighborhood 
organizations to incorporate their feedback. This early collaboration resulted in, for example, 
identifying potential consulting parties during the PEL studies and meeting with the State Historic 
Preservation Office to discuss historic properties that could be affected to streamline Section 106 
consultation.  

Narrowed alternatives to an LPA. After defining a Purpose and Need, Capital Metro focused 
the PEL processes on an alternatives analysis to review a range of alternatives and identify an 
LPA for the Blue Line and for the Orange Line. Capital Metro proceeded through the alternatives 
analysis in accordance with the Federal Highway Administration/FTA Planning Regulations 
(23 CFR § 450.212 and 450.318), the Council on Environmental Quality NEPA implementing 
procedures (40 CFR § 1501.2) and FTA’s early coordination, public involvement, and project 
development requirements under 23 CFR § 771.111, which encourage Federal agencies to 
initiate NEPA early in their planning processes. Capital Metro adhered to FTA’s NEPA process to 
be eligible for Federal funding.  

Capital Metro followed a phased approach to define, evaluate, and refine or eliminate alternatives 
in various steps. During the PEL studies, the project team analyzed the alternatives based on 
alignment options, transitway options, modes, and station configurations. The project team first 
analyzed the Blue Line corridor and determined that LRT in a dedicated transitway was the mode 
best suited to ridership demands, future growth, and local preferences. The Blue Line LPA 
includes 11 stations with service every 10-15 minutes. For the Orange Line, the LPA is also LRT 
in a dedicated transitway operating at street level for most of the corridor, with 20 stations and 
service every 10-15 minutes. Both lines will connect in downtown Austin, potentially passing 
through a tunnel in downtown to avoid surface conflicts and accommodate longer trains, 
depending on the outcomes of preliminary engineering.  

https://projectconnect.com/docs/librariesprovider2/default-document-library/capmetrogec_pip_final.pdf?sfvrsn=858f708c_4
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Based on the PEL studies, the Capital Metro Board of Directors unanimously adopted, and the 
Austin City Council endorsed, the Blue Line LRT LPA and the Orange Line LRT LPA on June 10, 
2020. Now that the LPAs are selected, the project team will study the potential environmental 
benefits and impacts of the projects in greater detail in NEPA.  

Key Takeaways 
There are several best practices and lessons learned from the development and implementation 
of PEL activities for this project.  

Ensure PEL studies are well documented to effectively inform NEPA. The Project Connect 
PEL studies for the Blue Line and Orange Line culminated in the publication of the Blue Line / 
Gold Line Planning and Environmental Linkages Technical Memo and the Orange Line Planning 
and Environmental Linkages Study. Consistent with 23 CFR Part 450, Appendix A, both reports 
document the environmental analysis collected during the PEL studies, as well as the process to 
review and eliminate alternatives. The reports acknowledge that the project team may need to 
update and augment analysis during the NEPA process as they continue their environmental 
review of the LPAs. As NEPA progresses for the Blue Line and the Orange Line, the project team 
will learn if the supporting analysis and documentation from the PEL process was sufficiently 
detailed and accurate to justify the LPAs as the only alternative carried into NEPA. Additionally, 
to support the incorporation of PEL study outcomes into NEPA, it is also important to ensure that 
methodological decisions are documented throughout the process.  

Consider the use of 23 U.S.C. § 139(j) authorization to expand team capacity. The FAST Act 
amended 23 U.S.C. § 139(j) to allow an FTA project sponsor to provide funds to Federal agencies 
to accelerate project delivery. These funds must be used to support activities that directly and 
meaningfully contribute to expediting and improving permitting and review processes. For Project 
Connect, Capital Metro used this authority to fund an expert environmental contractor to support 
FTA in its environmental review for both projects. This allowed for enhanced coordination between 
the members of the project team. More importantly, it allowed Capital Metro and FTA to meet its 
aggressive schedule and current regulatory requirements regarding time limits for the completion 
of NEPA review.  

Consider tradeoffs of advancing multiple PEL studies simultaneously. The vision of Project 
Connect includes many different components, many of which are interdependent. The team 
decided to move forward with both Blue Line and Orange Line PEL studies simultaneously. This 
decision helped to identify overlapping issues and highlight potential efficiencies between the two 
components. The simultaneous PEL studies helped avoid potentially siloed workstreams as two 
different consultant teams worked on the separate projects by encouraging engagement on 
interrelated issues. For example, the teams collaboratively discussed maintenance facilities and 
determined that it would be most effective to have a centrally located combined maintenance 
facility for both the Blue Line and the Orange Line. However, working on simultaneous studies 
represented a significant workload for the project teams. If a project has multiple components that 
will be advanced under PEL, the project team should carefully balance bandwidth considerations, 
identify opportunities for overlap, and consider the benefits of advancing multiple PEL studies in 
parallel.  
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Looking Ahead 
In May 2021, Capital Metro published two NOIs to prepare EIS documents for the Orange and 
Blue Line projects. The EISs will address potential impacts on low-income and minority 
populations, cultural resources, parklands, surface water and groundwater, threatened and 
endangered species, air quality, noise and vibration, soils, and geologic resources. Capital Metro 
is drafting the EISs to share with the public in summer 2022. After NEPA is completed, the Blue 
Line and Orange Line will proceed to final design and contracting by 2024, and construction and 
service and operations testing through 2028, to begin service in 2028 or 2029.  

For More Information 
• View the Capital Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s Project Connect Website 
• Learn more about the Austin Transit Partnership 
• Read the Project Connect – Annual Management Report 2021 
• Read FTA’s NOIs to Prepare an EIS for the Blue Line and Orange Line projects in the 

Federal Register 
• Track the progress of the environmental reviews for the Blue Line and Orange Line on the 

Permitting Dashboard 

https://www.capmetro.org/project-connect
https://atptx.org/?_ga=2.215114450.452712709.1634934325-853417393.1634934325
https://www.capmetro.org/docs/default-source/project_connect/resources/pcon-2021-management-report.pdf?sfvrsn=d269af08_2
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/05/24/2021-10866/preparation-of-an-environmental-impact-statement-for-the-capital-metro-blue-line-project-in-austin
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/05/24/2021-10865/preparation-of-an-environmental-impact-statement-for-the-capital-metro-orange-line-project-in-austin
https://www.permits.performance.gov/permitting-project/blue-line-project-eis
https://www.permits.performance.gov/permitting-project/orange-line-project-eis
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