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The financial and social impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic have created great uncertainty. Asset 
management practices provide some of the best 
methods and tools to mitigate risks and optimize 
the value of the use of limited public funds. Here 
are three reasons why transportation agencies may 
want to implement or leverage their existing asset 
management program now: 

1. With lower than usual traffic volumes, more 
efficient and safer access to the field exists for 
comprehensive asset inspection and condition 
assessment activities.

2. With user fees and tax revenues in question, 
agencies need sound tools and processes to 
make data-driven, defendable decisions as they 
look to optimize and prioritize investments. 

3. With the potential for increased federal 
funding, agencies can optimize their allocation 
of those funds for the greatest benefit. 

Armed with asset management programs and 
systems, transportation agencies can: 

• Successfully plan improvements, operations  
and maintenance;

• Extend infrastructure life cycles and ensure 
sustainability;

• Prioritize projects for better budget allocation;

• Base decisions and actions on a single source  
of truth;

• Improve capital planning should Congress 
approve a transportation reauthorization bill.

Although these reasons make a compelling case 
for implementing or increasing investments in an 
asset management plan, some agencies view the 
task as being too large to undertake. However, the 

effort becomes more achievable when agencies 
follow these best practices:

1.  Prepare the foundation
Before embarking on developing or leveraging 
an asset management plan, engineers will want 
to secure top-down, high-level support and 
have a sense of the funding available to 
support the effort.

2. Understand the scope 
An asset management plan’s purpose is to 
measure performance. To reach that point  
in the process, however, the transportation 
agency must first identify its assets (roadways, 
bridges, rails, stations, runways, ancillary 
structures, etc.), their locations and conditions. 
Once the agency has a comprehensive grasp of 
its assets and their current conditions, only 
then can it develop an effective program for 
how best to manage them. 

3. Take an incremental approach  
Start with a small goal, such as identifying 
your assets and developing an asset registry. 
Then, when additional funding, staff and time 
become available, flesh out the inventory list 
with each asset’s location, and schedule 
condition assessments. Start with priority 
assets and expand to other classes as time  
and funding will support. 

4. Conduct a pilot program 
A pilot program can identify low-hanging  
fruit – opportunities that help illustrate the 
potential value of a full system-wide program. 
Once decision makers experience first-hand 
the value of proper asset management 
practices, they then often become advocates, 
prioritizing asset management and allocating 
more resources to the effort. 
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Choosing the best  
sustainable strategies
Airports analyze ROI in addition 
to achieving LEED certification

“Green” terminal buildings continue to be a trend 
in the U.S. aviation industry. Many executives view 
them as opportunities to position their airports as 
leaders in environmental stewardship. The 
challenge is determining which sustainable and 
energy-saving strategies to incorporate. 

In the past, an airport executive might have set  
a goal of achieving a certain Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design designation, allowing 
the criteria for meeting that designation to drive  
the selection process. 

While achieving LEED certification still is a  
welcome outcome, and often a municipal mandate, 
more airports are using return on investment 
analysis to guide their decisions. ROI analysis,  
a thorough evaluation process, pinpoints those 
strategies with the best life-cycle payback. 

One such example is the San Diego County 
Regional Airport Authority. The Authority used 
ROI analysis to select the best sustainable and 
energy-saving strategies for its $800 million  
“Green Build” terminal development program.

3-step process
The analysis involved: 

1. Holding a brainstorming session with 
stakeholders to identify possible sustainable  
and energy-saving techniques that could be built 
into the program. Quantity, not quality, was the 
goal here.

2. Evaluating each strategy’s energy use and 
savings with: 

	 •	 Energy	modeling	of	mechanical,	electrical	 
  and plumbing systems

	 •	 Building	Information	Modeling	of	the	 
  building’s envelope

3. Conducting an ROI economic analysis on those 
techniques that showed the most promise. This 
step highlighted the strategies that would 
provide the best life-cycle payback. For San 
Diego, they included:

	 •	 Highly	efficient	lighting	fixtures	

	 •	 A	highly	insulated	building	envelope

	 •	 A	sophisticated	building	management	system

Other selection methods 
Other features were selected based on the airport’s 
wish to invest in longer term paybacks for certain 
systems, the need to meet specific environmental 
mitigation requirements and the desire to have 
highly visible demonstration projects. 

In addition, policy and operational procedures, 
such as continuous commissioning of HVAC 
systems and recycling programs, also will affect 
positively the terminal building’s sustainability.

With the Feb. 14 signing of the Federal Aviation 
Administration’s Modernization and Reform Act of 
2012, Congress and President Obama confirmed their 
commitment to Next Generation Air Traffic System 
technology. The new bill provides firm funding and 
accountability standards for implementation 
processes and technologies across the nation.

Safer, more reliable air travel 
The legislation is welcome news to the majority  
(53 percent) of Americans who would feel safer in  
a plane guided by NextGen GPS-based technology 
than in an aircraft guided by the current ground-
based radar system, according to a recent HNTB  
America THINKS survey. 

In addition to improving safety, NextGen will:
•	 Help	aircraft	fly	more	direct,	precise	routes
•	 Give	air	traffic	controllers	better	tools	to	pinpoint	

aircraft locations
•	 Boost	capacity	by	allowing	aircraft	to	fly	closer	 

to one another
•	 Save	the	industry,	and	subsequently	passengers,	 

$9 billion a year by reducing delays, carbon 
emissions, noise pollution and fuel consumption

A down payment 
The FAA’s initial cost estimate for implementing 
NextGen was $40 billion. However, according to a 
November 2010 report issued by the Government 
Accountability Office, realizing NextGen’s highest 
capabilities by 2025 could cost as much as $160 billion. 

Therefore, it may be helpful to view the 
reauthorization, which allocates $10.9 billion  
for fiscal years 2011–2014, as a down payment. 

The allocation is intended to help the industry 
take deployment to the next level by:
•	 Establishing	accountable	leadership	for	 

NextGen implementation
•	 Setting	a	deadline	for	implementing	required	

navigation performance flight paths and  
other processes

•	 Establishing	budgeting	standards
•	 Mandating	a	multiagency,	integrated	work	plan	
that	includes	requirements	and	timelines

Establishing rules and procedures 
For NextGen to be effective, the airlines need to 
equip	their	aircraft	with	necessary	satellite-based	
technology. However, before the airlines invest 
billions, they want to see the rules and procedures 
developed to make NextGen a reality. 

The bill may best be known for ending the 
standoff by:
•	 Requiring	NextGen	procedures	be	developed	for	

the busiest airports (for use by aircraft)  
by June 2015

•	 Containing	many	provisions	for	streamlining	
environmental approvals of NextGen procedures 

•	 Allowing	Airport	Improvement	Program	funds	 
to be used to hire consultants to help facilitate  
the procedures and improve the environmental 
process  

Reauthorization boosts hopes  
for a robust NextGen
After 23 short-term extensions, the aviation industry finally  
has the nod to advance its plan for modernizing our national  
airspace system. 
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Asset Management: The Best Defense 
Against Uncertainty
Why now is an opportune time to invest in an asset management 
program and five best practices for success. 



For example, a decision-support system, based on 
science and supported by technology, can help inform 
maintenance strategies to extend the life of assets 
through predictive modeling of various maintenance 
and reconstruction strategies. Such insights are 
invaluable when an agency is trying to stretch limited 
funding to make the greatest impact to the longevity  
and safety of their infrastructure.

5.  Present data that is meaningful  
and actionable
An asset management program will produce vast 
amounts of data, but none of this information will  
be useful if the agency doesn’t understand it. The key  
is to translate the data into the agency’s rating criteria, 
which will help both staff and decision makers better 
understand their assets’ conditions and make better 
decisions based on that data.

Expect a positive ROI 
Case studies have shown that effective asset management 
programs have helped transportation agencies yield a 
13%-25% return on investment in improved asset 
longevity at the same expenditure levels. For example,  
as a result of an asset management initiative, one 
transportation agency found it was overinvesting in 
pavement reconstruction of specific segments of roadway 
on its most highly traveled roads. The asset management 
system’s predictive analytics capabilities illustrated that 
reallocating funding from those segments to other 
roadway sections would extend the entire facility's 
pavement life by more than a decade at the same  
funding levels. 
Transportation agencies have enormous investments in 
their transportation systems. Strategic asset management 
programs can help agencies optimize their investments 
through data-driven decisions and improve their ability  
to manage great uncertainty.  n
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