Replacement of Federal-aid Urban Area Boundary with Census Small Urban and Urbanized Area Boundaries
Background

FHWA currently uses rural/urban definitions as found in the Section 101, Title 23 of U.S.C. for a number of purposes:

· Part (29): Rural areas of a State are not included in urban areas. 

· Part (36): Urban area means an urbanized area or, in the case of an urbanized area encompassing more than one State, that part of the urbanized area in each such State, or urban place as designated by the Bureau of the Census having a population of 5,000 or more and not within any urbanized area, within boundaries to be fixed by responsible State and local officials in cooperation with each other, subject to approval by the Secretary.  Such boundaries shall encompass, as a minimum, the entire urban place designated by the Bureau of the Census, except in the case of cities in the State of Maine and in the State of New Hampshire.  

· Part (37): Urbanized area means an area with a population of 50,000 or more designated by the Bureau of the Census, within boundaries to be fixed by responsible State and local officials in cooperation with each other, subject to approval by the Secretary.  Such boundaries shall encompass, at a minimum, the entire urbanized area within a State as designated by the Bureau of the Census. 

Note that Title 23, U.S.C., does not explicitly entertain the 3-5 year forecast period boundary that has been referred traditionally referred to as “Federal-aid” urban boundary. 

Proposal

Beginning with the implementation of Census 2000 follow-on activites, FHWA should implement a general policy that eliminates the Federal-aid urban boundary from the Federal-aid program and instead uses the urban and urbanized areas designated by Census. Hence for data programs, all States and metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) would report information through our OMB-approved systems based on the latest available Census boundaries.  These urban boundaries would be those established under uniform criteria as published in the Federal Register by the Bureau of the Census.  The reporting of highway data is thus simplified by recognizing homogenous pieces of geography also used by other Federal agencies.  (Note, the apportionment of metropolitan planning set-aside funds is already based on the same latest available Census urbanized area population, etc).  This change could administratively speed up the bulk of the boundary changes and rural/urban designation in time after Census releases urbanized area boundaries in Spring 2002.  This could permit reporting 2002 calendar year HPMS and other FHWA data in 2003 based on the new boundaries. 

Boundaries and names of urbanized areas that are modified or new in the 50 States, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico as well as those deleted or combined or whose names have been modified based on the latest Census, including any special inter-decennial ones, would be maintained using uniform Census defined criteria.  Establishing boundaries of “small” urban places having an urban population of at least 5,000 population based on extended city criteria outside of urbanized areas would also better define urban geography.  Also, Census designated urban places can be revised based on inter-decennial Censuses.  Areas not included in any urbanized or small urban area would be considered rural. 

Effect

If a change in general policy were made to eliminate discretionary boundary interpretations, this would effectively fix all boundaries at the minimum prescribed by Census.  Since many of the Federal reporting systems depend on uniform rural/urban definitions of geography, this approach would improve the quality of the geography represented by FHWA programs when compared to others.  Databases affected include the Highway Performance Monitoring System (HPMS), Fiscal Management Information System (FMIS), Structure Inventory and Appraisal System (bridge file), Fatality Analysis Reporting System (FARS under NHTSA) as well as other traffic monitoring activities (volume trends, vehicle class, WIM, etc.), financial (HPM-10) reports, etc.  There may also be effects for policies on controls of advertisement, signing, non-attainment, motor carrier, construction activities, etc.

