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Purpose

March 19, 2026NC Association of RPOs 2

BRIEF OVERVIEW ON NORTH 
CAROLINA’S RURAL 

PLANNING ORGANIZATIONS

RPOS’ INVOLVEMENT IN 
NCDOT’S STRATEGIC 

PRIORITIZATION PROCESS

RPOS’ PERSPECTIVE ON THE 
STI PROCESS 



Rural Planning Organizations (RPOs)
 There are 18 RPOs in North Carolina

 Generally, 1 staff person to cover 3-10 
counties

 With a budget between $135,000-$200,000

 RPOs serve a mixture of rural and small 
urban areas, and each has a unique 
character and a unique viewpoint

 RPOs serve all parts of the state that are not part 
of a Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO)

 Unlike MPOs, RPOs are not mandated by Federal 
law, but are rather created and governed by state 
law

 Each RPO has a Technical Committee made up of 
local government staff and a Transportation 
Advisory Committee made up of elected officials, 
similar to the MPOs
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Rural Planning Organizations (RPOs) – 
Cont.
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Rural Planning Organizations’ Duties
Primary RPO Activities Include:

 Working cooperatively with NCDOT and local governments to 
develop Comprehensive Transportation Plans (CTPs)

 Participating in other transportation plans/activities in the region

 Participating in the Strategic Transportation Investments (STI) 
prioritization process

 Representing local interests in the project development process

 Serving as a technical and informational resource for our local 
jurisdictions and the public, that often do not have transportation 
planning capacity
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RPOs’ Involvement in Prioritization
 STI Law- Chapter 136, Article 14B 

codified RPOs’ involvement in 
NCDOT’s process to select 
transportation projects for its STIP, 
generally called Prioritization
 RPOs participate on equal footing with 

the MPOs and the Highway Divisions 
throughout the process
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RPOs’ Involvement in Prioritization 
- Process

 RPOs submit projects on behalf of local governments to be scored in the 
Prioritization Process
 RPOs conduct public input and work with local officials to assign local input 

points to the highest priority projects at both the Regional and Division Tier
 Four RPOs serve with 4 MPOs and 5 statewide members as the non-DOT 

half of the Prioritization Workgroup, which is responsible for continuous 
improvement in the process 
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STI Process 
Changes:
Through 
Prioritization 
7.0
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In 2021, Prioritization 6.0 was halted due to limited funding for 
new projects

RPOs and MPOs were involved in determining the process 
(NCDOT developed the process with the Prioritization 
Workgroup) to create the 2024-2033 STIP

Unfortunately, by the end of Prioritization 7.0, rising inflation, 
poor project cost estimates and rising construction costs had 
significantly reduced the amount of new funding available. Only 4 
of the 22 funding categories had funds – Statewide, Region C, 
Region D and Division 6 

NCDOT and the STIP Unit continued to partner with the RPOs 
and MPOs and developed a process that was used to re-prioritize 
projects, and the 2026-2035 draft STIP was completed
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STI Process Changes:
Prioritization 8.0

• End of May 2026: Release of SPOT scores and 
funded Statewide Projects

• Summer/Fall 2026: Local Input Process for 
Regional and Division Tier

• January 2027: Target for 2028-2037 STIP
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RPO Perspectives on Current Process
• When there was more available funding, RPOs 

were picking up projects, mostly at the Division 
Tier

• Also, since Prioritization 3.0, each cycle adds at 
most, 2 years of additional funding for all modes, 
not 10 years

• Projects with significant cost ($250+ million) or 
Megaprojects that are either not eligible or score 
poorly at the Statewide tier are an on-going 
issues such as a large bridge or bypass project

• Bonus allocation has been problematic for our 
jurisdictions as rural areas rarely have sufficient 
funds to move the needle. Also, when we do 
provide these funds, they do not necessarily 
return to the community, but to the County 

• Division Tier encompasses everything STI-
all modes and receives only 30% of the 
total funding. 

• For the current round of prioritization, the 
amount per Division ranges from $35 
million in Division 4 to $242 million in 
Division 6**. The average is ~$110 million 
for 10 years

• Statewide projects being cascaded and 
funded at the Division tier is also 
problematic. On average, Statewide 
projects cost $57 million 
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RPO 
Perspectives 
on Current 
Process – 
cont.
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All of the highway criteria are named. It would 
allow for further improvement if there could be an 
unnamed criteria that the Workgroup could 
develop and then recommend to the Board of 
Transportation

RPOs generally support Division Engineers 
receiving local input points, as we recognize their 
expertise. However, we could support less than a 
50/50 split between the Planning Organizations 
(MPOs/RPOs) and Division Engineers

Lack of State match for Bicycle/Pedestrian 
projects has proven to an ongoing issue for our 
smaller communities. In addition to the 20% 
match, there is also inflation, project overages and 
mandatory NCDOT fees
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RPOs’ 
Perspectives 
- Final 
Thoughts
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RPOs have been strong partners with our local 
governments, MPOs and NCDOT and since the 
implementation of STI, that has been further enhanced. 

We believe the current process works and that there is a 
mechanism in the Prioritization Workgroup to make 
further improvements

However, RPOs also recognize that there have been some 
things that may not be working as intended, including the 
cascading process, bonus allocation and megaprojects

The RPOs would strongly encourage the Legislature to 
explore additional and new funding mechanisms as 
sufficient funding for projects continues to be an issue
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Questions?

Thank you for the opportunity to 
present the RPO perspective!

North Carolina Association of Rural Planning Organizations
Karyl Fuller, President

kfuller@centralpinesnc.gov
www.ncarpo.org
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