
Highway 197/199 Safe STAA Access
Project Funding at Risk for Rural Counties

The Del Norte Local Transportation Commission has a precedent-
setting situation that may have future impacts to other Regional 
Transportation Planning Agencies (RTPAs) who need to commit 
substantial resources to regional transportation projects that 
are managed by Caltrans. The Highway 197/199 Caltrans Safe 
Surface Transportation Assistance Act (STAA) Access project 
is the result of over 20 years of hard work and planning by the 
Del Norte Local Transportation Commission, elected officials, 
and the Del Norte community. The project will remove 32-year 
old restrictions on commercial truck traffic, replace an 89-year 
old bridge, improve public safety, and encourage economic 
development. These improvements remain the top priority for the 
Del Norte Local Transportation Commission and have widespread 
and unwavering support of the community. 

To date we have a sunk cost of $9.4 million of our allocated State 
Transportation Improvement Program (STIP) and State Highway 
Operations and Protection Program (SHOPP) funds, and we 
have committed six years of regional STIP shares – the maximum 
amount allowable by statute. All of the funding is at risk. 

Unfortunately, an injunction requested by a few environmental 
groups has put this project and the DNLTC’s six-year investment 
in jeopardy. Although a judge dismissed the case, the injunction 
remains in place while Caltrans addresses perceived deficiencies 
in the environmental document. In addition, the plaintiffs have 90 days to respond and file another lawsuit. If this should 
happen, the project will be further delayed and at risk of running out of time, and thus money, before anything is built. 

As with most rural counties, the funding strategy for large capital projects requires committing past, present, and future 
transportation funding sources. The injunction currently threatens our investment to date of $9.4 million if construction 
deadlines are not met and the entire 6-years of STIP allocation. Delays are likely to cost the region an additional $3 
million if current contracts are canceled and another $2.7 million if the projects have to be re-advertised. These are all 
unacceptable costs for a rural RTPA such as Del Norte and they are jeopardizing the funding and construction of the 
improvements.

We are left to ask:  What happens to a highly supported transportation project if a minority interest can tie up the project 
in litigation long enough to invalidate funding sources? How much money in attorney fees and delayed costs can a 
rural RTPA afford before a project collapses under the financial strain?  How can rural communities with relatively small 
projects make sure their transportation priorities are delivered?

To stay informed on the status of the litigation, 
please visit our website at www.DNLTC.org 
and signup to receive project updates.


