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Meeting Minutes 

 

Minutes prepared by Asha W. Agrawal, with thanks to Yu Hong Hwang and Jon Williams for sharing 
their notes. 

Attending: Asha W. Agrawal (committee chair), Dan Albert, Susan Binder, Stefan Binion, Jason Bittner 
(section chair), Michael Browne, Rachel Cole, Thomas Deen, John W. Fischer, Justin Fisher, Emil 
Frankel, John W. Fuller, Jonathan Gifford, Alice Grossman, Susan Handy, Björn Hasselgren, Trayce 
Huckstad, Yu Hong Hwang, Gloria Jeff, Bob Kirk, Hope Luhman, David Mangold, Christopher Marsten, 
Ann Miller, Bouran Mozayen, Robert Newbery, Bob Noland, Bill Orelans, H.E. Christian Peeples, 
Jonathan Peters, Sarah Jo Peterson, Steven Polunsky, Kelsie Ralph, Claire Randall (TRB staff), Daniel 
Rust, Rolf Schmitt, Tammy Sellers, Bob Skinner, Ruth Steiner, Jonathan Upchurch, Martin Wachs, 
Melissa Wheeler, Ellen O. White, Roger White, Mark Wilkes, and Jon Williams. 

 

1. Introductions 
 

2. Where is the TRB Committee on Transportation History (ABG510) headed? 

Claire Randall described the outlines of TRB’s “Strategic Realignment” and associated committee 
restructuring effort, presenting highlights of information available to the public on the TRB website 
(http://www.trb.org/AboutTRB/TADStrategicAlignment.aspx). TRB has reduced the number of 
committees by about 15%.  
 
The TRB Committee on Transportation History has been relegated to a status unique among all 
entities in the new structure: we will become a “subcommittee” to the Transportation and Society 
Section, which is in the Sustainability and Resilience Group.1 No other subcommittee in the new 
structure is under a section (as opposed to under a committee), though Claire noted that such a 
subcommittee did exist in the old structure. While TRB has many rules about how subcommittees 

                                                           
1 For a comparison of the old and new committee structures, see 
http://onlinepubs.trb.org/onlinepubs/dva/strategicalignment/TRBDispositionCurrentCommittees.pdf. 

http://www.trb.org/AboutTRB/TADStrategicAlignment.aspx
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under a committee will act,2 Claire had no information about what rules would apply to a 
subcommittee under a section. 
 
Committee members/friends then began a spirited discussion that lasted close to an hour. The 
discussion focused on five main topics:  
 

A. Articulating the reasons that losing TRB’s capacity to strongly support historical 
analysis and learning would be a serious loss to the organization, profession, and 
society at large. The context that history provides is essential to making sound policy 
and planning decisions, so history needs to be represented in some significant way at 
TRB.  

The History Committee benefits TRB and the larger transportation community in unique 
ways. A key role we play is helping other committees to develop greater recognition of 
and appreciation of the historical context in their area.  For example, we focus on 
planning joint sessions with committees in their expertise areas.  In addition, the history 
committee is able to look at key issues across a very broad context, permitting us to 
help bridge divides among committees. 

Our committee’s recent notable contributions include:  

• Codifying and bringing to TRB membership awareness of the organization’s own 
history. Most recently, committee members have contributed in numerous ways 
to TRB’s centennial celebration, from identifying the book author selected (Sarah 
Jo Peterson) and reviewing the manuscript, to organizing annual meeting 
sessions. 

• Creating a database of over 1,000 transcribed oral histories about transportation 
published on the committee website (here) 

• Publishing Transportation Research Circular E-C245: Transportation Oral History: 
State of the Practice and a Path Forward 
 

• Authoring an NCHRP problem statement for an Oral History Guidebook for 
Transportation Agencies (submitted to NCHRP for its 2021 program and under 
review) 

• Writing a problem statement accepted as NCHRP Project 08-122 (drawing 
lessons from the past to help MPOs plan their future) 

• Authoring many TR News articles, often every year or two 

• Encouraging trained historians to collaborate with industry expects to produce 
research that supports policy choices 

                                                           
2 See http://onlinepubs.trb.org/onlinepubs/dva/strategicalignment/TRBSubcommittee.pdf. 

https://transporthistory.wordpress.com/oral-histories/
https://apps.trb.org/NCHRPBalloting/DocThread.asp?CandidateId=2227
https://apps.trb.org/NCHRPBalloting/DocThread.asp?CandidateId=2227
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• Authoring our own publications that draw lessons from the past to inform policy 
choices 

• Helping transportation professionals incorporate historical research methods in 
their work 

• Creating/preserving documentary evidence needed to conduct historical 
research in transportation 

• Marking special events of historical significance by incorporating them into 
ongoing TRB activities. 

B. The History Committee requires very few TRB staff hours of support or other direct 
costs. Compared to many committees, we are cheap to run, given that we do not hold 
in-person summer meetings, specialty conferences, or webinars, we hold few 
workshops, and the committee does not generate large numbers of papers to review, 
edit, and publish. 

This discussion arose in the context of committee members asking for clarification as to 
why TRB was reducing the number of committees. Section Chair Jason Bittner explained 
that during the initial discussions of restructuring, Section Chairs were told that financial 
shortfalls were the primary motivation for reducing committees. Mr. Bittner also 
explained that later in the restructuring process, TRB staff publicly announced the 
reasons for shrinking the number of committees were to: 

o Refresh the TRB Technical Activities committees to better deliver transportation 
innovations that serve the country 

o Attract the next generation of volunteers 
o Foster greater collaboration across committees, building on our unique structure 

of multiple modes, disciplines, and sectors 

Committee members discussed their belief that the very real pressure for TRB to 
reduce costs likely continues to be a motivating factor behind the decision to cut the 
committee. Therefore, it seemed important for the committee to remind staff that 
we are quite inexpensive to support. 

C. The proposed status as a subcommittee to the Resiliency Section would not provide 
the committee members with the needed resources and visibility to continue effective 
work. Specific concerns included: 

o Putting the History Committee under a topical section/group makes no sense, 
because the History Committee’s work crosses across all technical subjects at 
TRB, from pavements to pedestrians, administrative practices to aviation, 
railroads to regulation. 

o Subcommittees risk invisibility 
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o Subcommittees as currently described lack capabilities that we need, such as a 
“friends” list, the ability to sponsor podium sessions at the annual meeting, a 
seat on the council that coordinates a section or group, and travel support for 
the committee chair 

o History is also unique to TRB because we do work that is not replicated in other 
associations in the transportation sector that could pick up the slack. ASHTO, 
APTA, ITE, APA, etc., do not focus on history. TRB alone brings together 
prominent transportation historians with practitioners and policy-makers, to the 
great benefit of both. 

D. It is therefore the strong recommendation of the TRB History Committee members 
that we remain a full committee. Failing this, we request the following of TRB if we are 
transitioned to “subcommittee” status: 

o The subcommittee be moved out of Resiliency to a more suitable section, such 
as into the Executive Management section or even as a subcommittee to the 
Technical Activities Council (TAC) 

o The subcommittee have the ability to sponsor podium sessions 
o The subcommittee’s chair be appointed a member of whatever section, group, 

or council to which history is assigned   
o The subcommittee can use TRB’s system to maintain its friends list 
o Travel support for chair 

E. Committee members request that TRB staff use a more transparent process to decide 
next steps for the committee. Transparency and consultation would appropriately 
embody the spirit of TRB’s 100-year history of committee members leading the 
organization’s evolution. In particular, we ask that: 

o Staff make decisions related to the committee’s future in consultation with the 
committee leadership. 

o The committee be given time to speak to the TAC at their summer meeting. 

Asha ended the discussion with a proposal that rather than stop working during this 
period of uncertainty, committee members/friends redouble their efforts in the coming 
months, to make clear the value we have added and will continue to add to TRB. 
 

3. Centennial updates 

• Publication of TRB's Centennial book The Transportation Research Board, 1920-2020: 
Everyone Interested Is Invited, by Sarah Jo Peterson 
(https://trbcentennial.nationalacademies.org/centennial-book) 

• TRB Centennial exhibit was displayed at the Annual Meeting, in the exhibit hall, at the 
TRB booth (#648) 

https://trbcentennial.nationalacademies.org/centennial-book
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Consider having your organization borrow a roaming display 
(https://trbcentennial.nationalacademies.org/roaming-exhibit) 

• There were many other centennial activities at the annual meeting 
(https://trbcentennial.nationalacademies.org/) 

 

4. Possible affiliation with the American Historical Association (Alice Grossman) 
(https://www.historians.org/about-aha-and-membership/governance/policies-and-documents-of-the-
association/affiliation-with-the-american-historical-association) 
 
Committee friend Alice Grossman offered to introduce the committee leadership to the American 
Historical Association, to discuss both possible affiliation with the AHA and also a letter of support 
from AHA explaining the valuable role played by the TRB history committee. 
 
Asha will follow up on this proposal. 
 

5. Annual Meeting 2020 activities sponsored or co-sponsored by our committee: 

Lectern session:  Celebrating Transportation Research on Film: What the Cutting Edge in 1970 
Means for the Future (Gregory Slater presiding) 
 
The film, titled “Research: The Common Denominator,” can be viewed 
online: https://www.floridamemory.com/items/show/253417 
 
(Please do not publish the link anywhere) 

Lectern session:  Research in Urban Transportation History: From Sydney Trams to Los Angeles 
Ballot Box Planning to Canadian Street Cars (Daniel Rust presiding) 

Workshop:  The Evolution of Transportation Innovation and Technology Transfer 
Processes Across the 20th and 21st Centuries: A Transportation History 
Perspective (Matthew Miller president) 
 

 

6. Presentation: “Historic Tolling in Alabama: Bridging the Past and Present” 
Bouran Mozayen, Alabama Transportation Institute 

 

7. Presentation: “Göta Kanal: A Swedish 19th-Century Mega Project” 
Björn Hasselgren, Swedish Transport Administration 

 

https://trbcentennial.nationalacademies.org/roaming-exhibit
https://trbcentennial.nationalacademies.org/
https://www.historians.org/about-aha-and-membership/governance/policies-and-documents-of-the-association/affiliation-with-the-american-historical-association
https://www.historians.org/about-aha-and-membership/governance/policies-and-documents-of-the-association/affiliation-with-the-american-historical-association
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.floridamemory.com%2Fitems%2Fshow%2F253417&data=02%7C01%7CMBaldwin2%40mdot.maryland.gov%7C1177404f055343b7a1e908d784baf062%7Cb38cd27c57ca4597be2822df43dd47f1%7C0%7C0%7C637123810755318165&sdata=kB%2FUdSmS%2Flnozm2qPCyLcMu0exT8PecS61Ihgv45y1g%3D&reserved=0
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8. Moving History (https://transporthistory.wordpress.com/) 

2019 actvity, as compared to 2018 (Zach Barlow) 

    Activity:  33 posts (-41), 2,365 page views (-864), and 1,404 visits (-491) 

    Followers:  131 (+7) via Facebook, 63 (+6) via emails sent by WordPress, and 49 (+5) as 
WordPress members 

Request to everyone: please send in materials for posting on Moving History.  
 
These can be emailed to either the chair (asha.weinstein.agrawal@sjsu.edu) or Moving History 
editor Zach Barlow (barlowzw@gmail.com). 

 
9. Oral history project (Jon Williams) 

Accomplishments over the past year: 

• Publication of Transportation Research Circular E-C245: Transportation Oral History: 
State of the Practice and a Path Forward 
(http://www.trb.org/Publications/Blurbs/179218.aspx) 

NCHRP problem statement for an Oral History Guidebook for Transportation Agencies.  
was submitted to NCHRP for its 2021 program and is currently under review.     
(https://apps.trb.org/NCHRPBalloting/DocThread.asp?CandidateId=2227) 

 
Want to find groups interested in sponsoring a set of oral histories of their own 
members. One idea: WTS International was founded in 1977 by a group of pioneering 
women in transportation who realized that women’s careers would benefit from 
professional development, encouragement and recognition to support their 
advancement in transportation professions.  These women should be candidates for oral 
history.  And/or there might be a podium session on WTS founding and history.   
 

10. Enhancing the Committee’s website ((https://transporthistory.wordpress.com/trb-history-committee/) 
 
In parallel with sending out material on Moving History, we will update the committee website, to 
add more material and make it clear we are active. Ideas for materials to add (some can also be 
posted as Moving History entries): 

• Add David McCullough’s Chair’s Luncheon Speech 
• Transportation library has a popular Instagram page with historical materials 
• Oral history of US DOT Secretary William Coleman on “Moving History”    

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SZ6FUr1hfxs 
• The University of South Carolina's Moving Image Research Collections (MIRC) reportedly 

has a collection of transportation videos, which should be in Moving History 

https://transporthistory.wordpress.com/
mailto:asha.weinstein.agrawal@sjsu.edu
http://www.trb.org/Publications/Blurbs/179218.aspx
https://apps.trb.org/NCHRPBalloting/DocThread.asp?CandidateId=2227
https://transporthistory.wordpress.com/trb-history-committee/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SZ6FUr1hfxs
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• The University of Minnesota reportedly has done oral histories of transportation 
planners, which should be on Moving History 

• This is 50th anniversary of Hurricane Camille in Virginia.  Camille was the second most 
intense hurricane to make landfall in the US.  In Nelson County, VA, alone, 133 bridges 
washed out, while in some places entire communities were under water.  The Nelson 
County Historical Society has much information on Camille including impacts on 
transportation.  https://nelsonhistorical.org/cpage.php?pt=21 

 
Could sponsor some kind of student competition to generate content for moving history. 

Rachel, Emile, and Marty offered to help identify content that we can add to the website. 
 

11. Consider creating a committee newsletter, perhaps similar to that published by the AHA. 
 

12. Planning for the 2021 annual meeting 

• Session ideas 

o “History of roundabouts” could be a podium session, call for papers, or poster session. 
Coordinate with  ANB75   https://trbroundabouts.com/ 

o Disaster recovery. Will be 50th anniversary of Hurricane Camille. (Are there oral histories 
related to Camille?) 

o A session that reflects on TRB history to launch the coming years. Possibly get living DOT 
secretaries. Key is to get really interesting speakers, and then figure out the exact topic 
that will suit them. 

• Reviving the “History Hikes” 

There was general interest in Asha’s idea to have a tour to learn about the history of 
Washington, DC’s Union Station.  Asha will follow up on possibility of setting this up for next 
year. 
 
Another suggestion: Historic streetcar museum 
 

5:30 pm: Committee meeting adjourns 

https://nelsonhistorical.org/cpage.php?pt=21
https://trbroundabouts.com/

