ADAPTING TO CLIMATE CHANGE:

BUILDING A NETWORK OF SOLUTIONS
Models indicate that without the Washington State
Commute Trip Reduction program, which helps to manage
transportation demand, traffic congestion in Seattle and
nearby areas would be 8 percent greater.
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Reducing Emissions and Growing the Economy by Managing
Transportation Demand
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T

wenty years of investment in Washington
State’s Commute Trip Reduction (CTR) program have built a foundation of partnerships
for managing transportation demand. The program
has improved transportation system performance—
modeling analysis indicates that without CTR, delay
in the Central Puget Sound region, which includes
Seattle, would be nearly 8 percent greater.1 CTR has
benefited the economy, the environment, and communities by reducing air pollutants, greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions, and fuel consumption.
1 The 2009 CTR survey data indicate that if CTR program
participants in the Central Puget Sound region returned to
driving alone to work at the same rate as they did before the
program started, the freeway and arterial system would need
to accommodate 22,500 additional drive-alone vehicle trips
during the morning peak commute period. These additional
vehicle trips would increase freeway and arterial system
delays in the morning peak by approximately 12,900 hours,
an increase of almost 10 percent in freeway delays and an
increase of almost 6 percent in arterial delays—or a 7.6
percent increase in combined freeway and arterial delays.

Managing Demand
The CTR law was enacted in 1991 to improve air
quality, reduce traffic congestion, and decrease fuel
consumption through employer-based programs that
encourage alternatives to driving alone to work.
Today the program focuses on commuters traveling
to large worksites and dense employment centers in
congested urban areas.
In 2010, approximately 570,000 employees commuted to 1,100 worksites covered under the law.
This CTR market represents approximately onequarter of the state workforce, or about 25 percent of
the commute-related vehicle miles traveled (VMT) in
the state, and 6 percent of all VMT in the state.
Each partner in the CTR program plays a unique
role:
u Major employers implement programs based
on locally adopted goals for reducing vehicle trips
and VMT (see locations map, Figure 1, page 29).
Flexibility is allowed, so that employers can imple-

ment programs that make sense for them—however,
they must make a good faith effort to achieve the program goals. Major employers participating in CTR
include the Boeing Company, the Microsoft Corporation, and the Starbucks Corporation. Employers
also may form transportation management associations (TMAs).
u Local governments provide technical assistance and services to help employers achieve the
goals and may initiate outreach and service programs
for commuters. Local governments must develop a
CTR plan that is consistent with the local comprehensive plan.
u Transit agencies operate bus and vanpool services and coordinate program implementation with
local governments, employers, TMAs, and others.
u Six regional transportation planning organizations provide planning support and coordination
across jurisdictions, ensuring consistency in transportation and economic plans.
u Through the Washington State Department
of Transportation (DOT), the state awards $3.9 million in grants to local governments every two years
to support employer programs. Washington State
DOT administers the funding, guides the program
with policies and procedures, measures performance,
and evaluates the program.
u The CTR Board, composed of representatives
of the various partners, sets the policy direction, allocates the funding appropriated by the legislature,
and reports to the legislature on the effectiveness of

the program every two years. This innovative governance structure is one of the program’s strengths.
The CTR partnership begins with the state investment—a total of $5.7 million every two years. Seventy percent of state CTR funds are distributed to
local governments, which also invest their own
resources to assist employers in the development and
implementation of CTR programs.
Washington State DOT applies the balance for
technical support and program tools and for measuring, evaluating, and reporting on the program’s
performance. Employers contribute far more to the
program than they receive from the state and local
investment; in 2006, employers invested $45 million in their CTR programs—more than $16 for each
$1 invested by the state. A 2011 cost survey estimated that employers contributed an annual total of
$58 million; that estimate, however, used a different
method still being refined.

Climate Action
Transportation is the single largest source of GHG
emissions in Washington State. Governor Christine
Gregoire and the state legislature have directed the
state DOT and other agencies to take action to support sustainability—such as reducing emissions,
reducing VMT, increasing the use of alternative fuels,
developing an electric vehicle infrastructure, conserving resources, and adapting and preparing Washington’s transportation infrastructure for the impacts
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FIGURE 1 Location of
CTR employers in
Washington State.
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CTR initiatives such as
vanpool services help
reduce vehicle miles
traveled (VMT) in
Washington State; some
participants bicycle to
pickup points.

of changes in the environment.2
In a 2009 Executive Order, Governor Gregoire
directed Washington State DOT to analyze VMT in
the state and to develop strategies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from the transportation sector.
The department’s analysis finds no “silver bullet”—
that is, no single strategy that will meet all of the
state’s emissions goals (1). The report finds that
major contributions from each set of strategies,
including an expanded CTR program, are necessary
to reduce GHG emissions significantly. Many of the
strategies would require changes in policy, funding,
and authority.
The report finds that the state cannot by itself
significantly reduce emissions from the transportation sector without collaborative and comprehensive actions by private citizens, businesses, and

regional and local governments. The CTR program
offers a working model, relying on collaborative and
comprehensive action across a variety of groups.

Program Performance

Revised Code of Washington (RCW) 70.235.020:
Greenhouse gas emissions reductions; RCW 47.01.440:
Adoption of statewide goals to reduce annual per capita
vehicle miles traveled; RCW 43.21M.010: Statewide
integrated climate change response strategy; RCW
43.19.648: Fuel usage; see http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/.
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With 2012 targets of
reducing the drive-alone
rate by 10 percent and
VMT per employee by 13
percent, CTR worksite
reductions have already
led to 16,000 fewer daily
round trips.
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The CTR Board’s 2011 report describes the program’s
progress toward its goals and the program’s benefits
for the economy, transportation system performance,
fuel savings, and emissions reduction (2).
The program’s approach to goal setting and performance measurement has undergone changes. The
CTR program’s performance is measured through
surveys of employees at participating worksites. In
2006, the program was reoriented with new goals,
leading to refinements in the measurement methodologies. A comparison of the most recent complete
survey data with the baseline survey data determines
the program’s performance.
The program’s goals are to reduce the drive-alone
rate by 10 percent and VMT per employee by 13 percent at CTR worksites between 2007 and 2012.
These targets are designed so that anticipated job
growth would not be constrained by the additional
demand on the transportation system.
CTR worksites reduced the drive-alone rate by 4.8
percent and the VMT per employee by 5.6 percent
from the 2007–2008 baseline survey to the
2009–2010 progress survey, achieving almost half of
the goals for 2012. The reductions translate to nearly
16,000 fewer daily round-trip vehicle trips—that is,
32,000 one-way trips—on the roadways.3
Compared with vehicle trips that would have occurred in
2009–2010 if the vehicle trip rate had remained the same
as in 2007–2008.
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FIGURE 2 Comparison of drive-alone rates for
commute trips. (Sources: American Community
Survey and Washington State DOT)

In 2009, the Puget Sound Regional Council estimated that the choices made by commuters in the
CTR program since its start in 1993 avoided an
increase of nearly 8 percent in congestion for the
central Puget Sound region—the equivalent of
12,900 hours of delay and $99 million in lost time
and wasted fuel. Statewide, CTR worksites do better
at reducing vehicle trips than the rest of the state and
the nation (see Figure 2, above).
During the economic recession, the state lost
approximately 140,500 workers, while CTR employers added 14,393 workers. Nonetheless, daily vehicle
trips to CTR sites increased by only 1,225, placing far
less demand on the transportation system than
expected and reducing the need for additional state
investments in highway capacity (see Table 1, below).
By averting an increase in vehicle trips associated
with increased employment, CTR participants
reduced VMT by 160 million each year between
2007 and 2010. This saved approximately 71,500
metric tons of greenhouse gas emissions annually—
the equivalent of burning 389 railcars of coal—and
approximately 8 million gallons of fuel each year.
CTR commuters saved more than $22 million in fuel
expenses in 2010.

Research and Evaluation

Focus on Urban Growth Centers
The most sweeping change to the program came in
2006 through the CTR Efficiency Act, based on extensive research by the CTR Task Force and input from
partners (3, 4). The legislature unanimously adopted
the task force’s recommendations to focus on urban
growth areas in the most congested parts of the state,
to increase the coordination of planning, and to create the voluntary Growth and Transportation Efficiency Center (GTEC) program to assist urban growth
centers in enhancing trip reduction programs. The
task force sought to link economic development more
closely with transportation efficiency.
Washington State provided a total of $2 million in
two-year grants to launch GTEC programs in seven
cities, which were required to contribute 50 percent in
matching funds. These programs broadened CTR by
reaching out to smaller employers, schools, and neighborhoods in the state’s most congested urban areas.
The additional investment established new ways
for local partners to engage the business community.
Local partners were allowed the flexibility to design
a GTEC program aligned with local objectives and to
expand the benefits to a larger share of the travel
market.
The GTEC program attracted strong interest from
local partners, and the CTR worksites performed
well, but state transportation revenue shortfalls led
to a discontinuation of funding in 2009, after two
years of implementation. Even without the funding,
however, local implementation has continued at

TABLE 1 Comparison of Employment at CTR Worksites and Washington State
Employment at
CTR Worksites
2007

513,720

2010

528,113

Percent
Change

Daily Vehicle
Trips to CTR
Worksites

+2.8

358,086

Percent
Change

Employment
in Washington
State

+0.3

3,014,335

356,861

Sources: Washington State DOT and U.S. Department of Commerce

Percent
Change

3,154,787
– 4.7
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The CTR program began as a demonstration project
requiring regular measurement, evaluation, and
reporting. Although the program has moved beyond
demonstration status, applied research, regular measurement, and evaluation remain essential—and
required—components.

When the program was established in 1991, the
legislature created the CTR Task Force, with members appointed by the governor to represent employers, local government, transit agencies, the state, and
the public.
The CTR Task Force submits biennial reports to
the legislature on the costs and benefits of the program. These reports present data, evaluations, and
research, and have brought about changes to the program, as well as creating new programs that support
transportation demand management. In 1994, for
example, research by the CTR Task Force led to the
creation of the Rideshare Tax Credit to spur
employer investments in incentives and subsidies
for employee commuting.
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The City of Bellevue,
Washington, adopted
Connect Downtown—a
plan under Washington
State’s voluntary Growth
and Transportation
Efficiency Center
program—in 2008.

some of the designated GTECs, and some CTR
implementers are asking for more flexibility in implementing programs—similar to that allowed to the
GTECs.

ers, local governments, and legislators have supported the CTR program at crucial times—for example, when program budgets have been cut—because
they see the value of what the program is trying to
accomplish.

Key Program Lessons
Partner engagement contributes to the program’s
success and drives its evolution.
The CTR program is a series of complex partnerships in a customer-driven structure, not a hierarchical, centralized administration. This structure is
designed to integrate and align the interests and goals
of the partners.
Recognizing local interest in new approaches and
connecting to local objectives allows local perspectives to influence the statewide structure. Including
business interests in the governance structure was
critical in avoiding backlash. As a result, the feedback
process has helped to drive the program from a regulation to a more transparent, bottom-up approach.

Measurement, evaluation, and reporting are
critical.
The CTR program’s regular assessment of what
works is part of its success. Research by the CTR Task
Force suggested that the evaluation approach was
more rigorous than that of other programs (6).
The program provides employers with regular
reports on commuting to their worksites. Local governments use the information to provide support to
employers and to track progress toward their goals.
Washington State DOT and the CTR Board use the
data to evaluate the costs and benefits of the program
and report to the legislature. The legislative reports
provide a forum for sharing successes, for connecting customer and partner stories with the legislature, and for recommending program or policy
changes. Evaluation plays a role in convincing the
legislature to continue funding the program.

State leadership is critical.
Without state leadership, the program would not
have continued for 20 years. The legislative mandate built the program up, and without the resources
provided through the program—including grants for
local governments, plus measurement and technical
assistance from the state—partnership contributions
would drop and the program’s infrastructure would
weaken (5).
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Goals should knit partner interests together.
Goals align interests and provide clarity about what
the partnership is trying to accomplish. Goals should
be meaningful, measurable, and integrated. Employ-

CTR conducts regular
surveys and assessments
of the program’s
effectiveness.

Flexible TDM networks can provide leverage
points and spur innovation.
Each partner in the CTR program can build on its
funding, communication networks, and relationships to implement innovative strategies to meet specific objectives. For example, the GTEC program
helped to fund Downtown on the Go, a collaborative
program of the City of Tacoma, Pierce County, Pierce
Transit, and the Chamber of Commerce. The program extended some of the standard CTR
approaches and incorporated new ideas as well—for
example, partnering with employers and a local bank
to offer mortgage discounts for people moving to the
downtown vicinity from an outlying area.
CTR and other Washington State DOT programs
are mutually supportive.
In 2011, when Washington State prepared to toll the
SR-520 floating bridge, the communications strategy
included reaching out to CTR employers. Washington
State DOT’s innovative program for construction traffic management helps keep people and goods moving
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by expanding coordination and mitigation for roadway construction. When mitigation is required, the
department develops a trip reduction target to keep
traffic moving as in normal circumstances. The state
DOT works with local partners—including cities,
counties, and transit agencies—to develop trip reduction programs to meet the target, building on the
demand management infrastructure in place.

Investment Framework
Washington State DOT has established a decisionmaking framework, Moving Washington, to create
an integrated, 21st century transportation system.
The principles elevate demand management to one
of the state’s three primary investments in transportation solutions—joining efficient operations and
strategic capacity additions.
As the department organizes around this investment framework, engaging partners and aligning
their investments to support corridor performance
objectives will be a key. CTR offers a potential model.
The approach may challenge CTR to organize by
corridors and to translate its benefits for corridor
needs and solutions.

Assessing New Directions
In 2010, the CTR Board initiated an assessment to
chart a new direction, reaching out to employers and
local and regional governments through workshops
and surveys and engaging in scenario planning.
Some local governments expressed interest in greater
local determination and flexibility—for example,
expanding the program to address other trip purposes and to involve smaller employers.
CTR has demonstrated strong performance within
its target markets, but the scope encompasses only 6
percent of total VMT in the state—a relatively small
part of the transportation emissions challenge. How
can the program adapt to meet broader goals? Is the
current success “good enough”? The CTR Board’s recommended changes to the program are forthcoming.

Research Needs

u What are the economic benefits of public and
private TDM investments for suburban and rural
communities?
u How can demand management strategies, operational strategies, and capacity investments be considered and traded off in a common cost–benefit
analysis? For example, as revenue constraints increasingly challenge state and local transportation agency
plans to increase roadway capacity, can demand man-

Outreach to CTR
employers was an
important component of
the communications
strategy for tolling the
SR-520 floating bridge.

Leveraging Resources
With increasing financial pressures on government at
all levels, strategies for managing transportation
demand, such as CTR, can be part of the solution and
can lead to broader actions. The CTR approach helps
reduce GHG emissions by engaging employers in
trip reduction and by fostering partnerships that link
economic development and transportation efficiency.
Continuing to engage transportation partners will
help leverage resources and align goals. Learning and
adapting along the way will be critical to success.
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Applied research can help inform program design
and implementation:

agement strategies become a first-choice approach for
cost-effective mobility improvement?
u How are demand management targets being
used at the local, regional, and state levels? How do
these targets influence strategies and investments?
How is progress toward the targets measured?
u What is the durability of investments in changing behavior, for example, through education and
incentives? How does behavior change after the
intervention strategy ends?
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