
Instructions for Using Federal Tools to Identify Disadvantaged 
Communities for the DOT Thriving Communities Program 

A complete Letter of Interest (LOI) for the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT)’s Thriving 
Communities Program should identify the community in which the program’s activities for 
comprehensive community- and data-driven transformative infrastructure and community development 
activities will take place. 

Applicants are asked to verify whether the identified geographic focus area includes federally identified 
disadvantaged Census tracts, and whether these comprise a majority of the geographic area or not. 
Applicants can use the following tools to verify: 

1. DOT’s mapping tool for Historically Disadvantaged Communities 
2. Areas of Persistent Poverty table 

Applicants may also indicate in their LOI form whether there are other Federally designated community 
development zones (e.g., Empowerment Zones, Promise Zones, or Choice Neighborhoods) within the 
identified geographic area. 

This document provides instructions for how to use these tools to identify disadvantaged communities 
for the DOT Thriving Communities Program. 

DOT’s Mapping Tool for Historically Disadvantaged Communities 
Link to the tool:  
https://usdot.maps.arcgis.com/apps/dashboards/d6f90dfcc8b44525b04c7ce748a3674a  

The disadvantaged Census tracts identified in this tool exceeded the 50th percentile (75th for resilience) 
across at least four of the following six transportation disadvantaged indicators: 

1. Transportation Access disadvantage identifies communities and places that spend more, and 
longer, to get where they need to go. (CDC Social Vulnerability Index, Census America 
Community Survey, EPA Smart Location Map, HUD Location Affordability Index) 

2. Health disadvantage identifies communities based on variables associated with adverse health 
outcomes, disability, as well as environmental exposures. (CDC Social Vulnerability Index) 

3. Environmental disadvantage identifies communities with disproportionate pollution burden 
and inferior environmental quality. (EPA EJ Screen) 

4. Economic disadvantage identifies areas and populations with high poverty, low wealth, lack of 
local jobs, low homeownership, low educational attainment, and high inequality. (CDC Social 
Vulnerability Index, Census America Community Survey, FEMA Resilience Analysis & Planning 
Tool) 

5. Resilience disadvantage identifies communities vulnerable to hazards caused by climate 
change. (FEMA National Risk Index) 

6. Equity disadvantage identifies communities with a high percentile of persons (age 5+) who 
speak English "less than well." (CDC Social Vulnerability Index) 

 

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fusdot.maps.arcgis.com%2Fapps%2Fdashboards%2Fd6f90dfcc8b44525b04c7ce748a3674a&data=05%7C01%7Cmariia.zimmerman%40dot.gov%7C977fbc5c6fa14e0488dc08daa007eb38%7Cc4cd245b44f04395a1aa3848d258f78b%7C0%7C0%7C637998253129840696%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=gZKiymCwmNMuzzMA%2FqAR5h%2Ba6VXcJoDzxxHJtEFg2fw%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdatahub.transportation.gov%2Fstories%2Fs%2Ftsyd-k6ij&data=05%7C01%7Cmariia.zimmerman%40dot.gov%7C977fbc5c6fa14e0488dc08daa007eb38%7Cc4cd245b44f04395a1aa3848d258f78b%7C0%7C0%7C637998253129840696%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=ld7vPwNdKsEd%2FDtutPyQcQLgTvwZ6614DWTb6dmO4M4%3D&reserved=0
https://usdot.maps.arcgis.com/apps/dashboards/d6f90dfcc8b44525b04c7ce748a3674a
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A detailed methodology for the tool can be found on DOT’s Justice40 webpage. 

How to use it 
There are two ways to locate a Census Tract, community, county, or Urbanized Area (UZA) using the 
tool. 

The first is to click on the magnifying glass in the top right corner of the map and insert your Census 
Tract number, community, county, or UZA name. 

 

 

The second is to select your state from the list on the right-hand side of the screen. Then, use the +/- 
icons or your mouse wheel to zoom into your community on the map. 

 

 

https://www.transportation.gov/equity-Justice40
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Use your mouse to select Census tracts within your community. Historically disadvantaged Census tracts 
(those that meet four or more of the indicators listed above) will appear in orange. You can use the 
Census Geocoder to help you identify the Census tracts in your community. 

 

To determine the percentage of disadvantaged in your community/service area use one of the tools in 
the toolbox in the upper left corner of the map to outline the service area. 

 

https://geocoding.geo.census.gov/geocoder/geographies/address?street=&city=&state=&zip=&benchmark=4&vintage=410
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Tract(s) shown on the map in orange have triggered as historically disadvantaged Census tracts. The 
data at the bottom of the map indicates how many Census tracts are within the area and how many of 
those are disadvantaged. It also calculates the percent disadvantage.

 

1. Include this information in your Letter of Interest submission. If you are selected as a finalist, 
DOT will verify the information related to disadvantaged status included in your submission. 

 

Areas of Persistent Poverty Table 
Link to the tool: https://datahub.transportation.gov/stories/s/tsyd-k6ij  

This tool can be used to identify Areas of Persistent Poverty at the County or Census tract level. For the 
purposes of this tool, Areas of Persistent Poverty means: 

1. Any County that has consistently had greater than or equal to 20 percent of the population 
living in poverty during the last 30-year period, as measured by the 1990 and 2000 decennial 
census and the most recent annual Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates as estimated by 
the Bureau of the Census. 

2. Any Census Tract with a poverty rate of at least 20 percent as measured by the 2014–2018 5-
year data series available from the American Community Survey of the Bureau of the Census. 

3. Any U.S. Territory. 

https://datahub.transportation.gov/stories/s/tsyd-k6ij
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How to use it 
1. Determine the state and county that your community falls into. Identify any Census tracts that 

are included in your community. You can use the Census Geocoder to help you identify the 
Census tracts in your community. 

2. Use the Areas of Persistent Poverty table (at the bottom of the webpage) to determine: 
a. If the county meets the definition of an Area of Persistent Poverty (Column E); 
b. If the Census tract meets the definition of an Area of Persistent Poverty (Column F); or, 
c. If the Census tract meets the definition of Historically Disadvantaged Community 

(Column G) 

You can use the use the filter on the table to select the state, county, and Census tract. You can 
also export the data to Excel or other formats. 

 

3. Determine whether your community contains one or more Census tracts that qualify as an Area 
of Persistent Poverty, if the county in which your community falls qualifies as an Area of 
Persistent Poverty, and/or if the community contains one or more historically disadvantaged 
Census tract(s). If it does, determine whether more or less than 50 percent of your community 
contains Areas of Persistent Poverty (by county or Census tract) or historically disadvantaged 
Census tracts (by geographic area). 
 

4. Include this information in your Letter of Interest submission. If you are selected as a finalist, 
DOT will verify the information related to disadvantaged status included in your submission. 

Other Federally Designated Community Development Zones 
Examples include: 

Empowerment Zones 
Empowerment Zones are designated areas of high poverty and unemployment that benefit from tax 
incentives provided to businesses in the boundaries of the Empowerment Zone. 

https://geocoding.geo.census.gov/geocoder/geographies/address?street=&city=&state=&zip=&benchmark=4&vintage=410
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To determine whether your community contains any Empowerment Zones, you can use the 
Empowerment Zone Address Locator Tool. The tool must be used on Excel 2013 and later versions and 
Windows platforms. An internet connection is required. 

Enter one or more addresses into the spreadsheet to learn if it falls within an Empowerment Zone and 
to get more information about the Zone. If an address is outside a HUD Empowerment Zone, the Zone 
Status field will read "OUT" and the remaining fields will be left blank. If an address is within a HUD 
Empowerment Zone, the Zone Status field will read "IN" and the HUD Empowerment Zone name will be 
entered in the Zone Name field. A URL to a map with the address within the Empowerment Zone will be 
included in the Map URL field so users can double-check the accuracy. Review the first tab of the Excel 
workbook for detailed instructions for using the tool. 

If your community falls within or contains an Empowerment Zone, include that information in your LOI 
submission. If you are selected as a finalist, DOT will verify the information related to disadvantaged 
status included in your submission. 

Promise Zones 
Promise Zones are high poverty communities where the federal government partners with local leaders 
to increase economic activity, improve educational opportunities, leverage private investment, reduce 
violent crime, enhance public health, and address other priorities identified by the community. There 
are 22 designated Promise Zones. Visit the Promise Zone website to determine whether your 
community falls into a Promise Zone. 

If your community does fall within a designated Promise Zone, indicate that information in your LOI 
submission. If you are selected as a finalist, DOT will verify the information related to disadvantaged 
status included in your submission. 

 

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/wotc/resources
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/promise-zones/
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Choice Neighborhoods 
The Choice Neighborhoods program leverages significant public and private dollars to support locally 
driven strategies that address struggling neighborhoods with distressed public or HUD-assisted housing 
through a comprehensive approach to neighborhood transformation. 

You can use the Choice Neighborhood Program Grantee Map to find the target areas submitted by 
Choice Neighborhood Program award grantees. Use the +/- tool to zoom into your community on the 
map to determine if it falls within or contains a Choice Neighborhood. Choice Neighborhood areas are 
highlighted in blue on the map. You can click on the Choice Neighborhood to learn more about it. 

 

 

You can also download the dataset to Excel to view a list of Choice Neighborhoods by city and state. 

 

If your community falls into or contains a Choice Neighborhood, include that information in your LOI 
submission. If you are selected as a finalist, DOT will verify the information related to disadvantaged 
status included in your submission. 

https://hudgis-hud.opendata.arcgis.com/datasets/HUD::choice-neighborhood-program-grantees/explore?location=32.185262%2C-114.036112%2C4.78
https://hudgis-hud.opendata.arcgis.com/datasets/HUD::choice-neighborhood-program-grantees/about
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