
Chapter 1.  Coordinated Public Transportation and 
Mobility Management

Increasingly, Texans are commuting from outlying communities to jobs, universities, and for other trip purposes in nearby urban and suburban areas.  The current separation of urban and rural public transportation services means that Texans who travel between jurisdictions – from rural or suburban communities into cities or the reverse – often find public transportation a difficult or unviable mode of transportation.  The need for regional public transportation is likely to grow, not diminish.   

To truly serve the future transportation market, transit service will need to become less stratified and more regional, with seamless connections for passengers traveling between one provider and the next.  Coordinating public transportation across traditional agency or jurisdictional boundaries, in many instances, will require new paradigms of service delivery.   Benefits of coordinated, seamless transit services include improved accessibility to medical services, jobs and other activities, as well as relief for congested roadways.  Potential challenges include relaxing parochial perspectives and yielding long-time service practices.
Considering Coordinated Service for Inter-Regional Travel
Public transit in the United States traditionally takes one of several forms, each operating in a well-defined environment.  Fixed-route transit, whether by bus, train, or ferry, operates in areas that are sufficiently populated to support the service.  Demand-response services may serve special populations (such as mobility-impaired riders and others with special needs) within an urban area, but are more likely to be found serving rural or suburban populations.  Medical or human services transportation, whether provided by a human services agency or a separate transportation provider, serves particular segments of the urban or rural population for particular categories of trips.  

The continuing evolution of American communities has necessitated a corresponding evolution in public transit services in recent years.  Flex-route services, suburb-to-suburb and reverse-commute transit, and “community circulator” buses are some of the innovations that public transit providers have implemented around the country to accommodate the changing needs of their communities.  However, with limited resources, many transit services are increasingly challenged to provide service to everyone who needs it or to attract new ridership.

Recent changes in federal funding and state law are bringing further change to public transit operations in Texas.  The Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU) includes provisions for interagency coordination of transit services in several of its transit funding programs.  Texas House Bill (HB) 3588 required the Health and Human Services Commission to contract with the Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) to assume management of the Medicaid Medical Transportation Program.  The bill also requires transit providers to work together and with other stakeholders to find ways to maximize transportation resources and service coverage and to reduce waste.

While “regional transit coordination” is new as a statewide effort in Texas, many transit providers in the state and elsewhere already have a history of pooling resources and working together to accomplish their mutual service objectives.  Reasons for encouraging coordination among the transit providers in a region include the following:

· Growing area, growing congestion.  While public transit tends to represent only a small percentage of the total travel in any given community, transit trips during the heaviest travel times have the potential to relieve congestion along major travel corridors.  In areas where those travel corridors extend beyond the urban transit provider’s service boundary, coordination between the urban transit provider and adjacent suburban or rural provider(s) will allow transit to remain or become a viable travel option for more area residents.

· Some transit, but disparate and uncoordinated.  Small cities, towns, and rural areas, faced with a geographically scattered population, can have trouble stretching transit resources to cover all of the area and potential riders.  The result can be “pockets” of transit service that leave significant numbers of potential destinations and riders unserved or underserved. 

· Need for cross-region travel.  Patients who must travel across counties to a medical center, residents of one city that work in another, non-drivers who want to travel to retail or services not available in their own area – these are just some of the people who benefit from transportation services that can travel past the usual county or city boundaries of a single transit provider.  Small urban or rural transit providers also benefit when long trips can be shared or linked among neighboring jurisdictions.

· Many separate transit providers competing for the same funding.   Transportation funds are limited with greater demand for dollars than dollars available.  A portion of funds from the Federal Transit Administration is calculated on the basis of a formula, which includes the region’s population as one determinant of the amount received.  Predetermined coordination arrangements can specify how funding will be allocated, decreasing competition and increasing efficiency resulting in more service within the available funding.   

Benefits of Coordinated Regional Transit

The benefits resulting from coordination efforts depend on the type and degree of coordination and on the characteristics of the region.  In developing a coordination plan, stakeholders may want to emphasize some benefits as particular goals for their region.  Some potential benefits of transit coordination efforts are listed below.

Benefits to transit riders/travelers:

· More travel alternatives for commuters.

· Increased mobility and independence to people who do not or cannot drive.
· Improved availability and convenience of medical trips.

Benefits to transit providers:
· Improved cost-effectiveness and use of resources.
· Expansion of service area and client base.
· Improved visibility of transit service in the community.
· Ability to leverage new funding sources.
Benefits to transportation system:
· Congestion relief on major travel corridors.
· Reduction in vehicle emissions.
· Additional travel capacity without building more lane miles.
Benefits to employers and the workforce: 
· Opportunity to attract new workers.
· Reduced need for parking facilities.
· Support for ridesharing and transit use offered by the Internal Revenue Service (see: http://www.bwc.gov/pdf/05_taxbenes_5.pdf).
· Potential element of corporate pollution-reduction programs.
State of the Practice:  Coordination in Texas

In response to the Texas Legislature’s House Bill 3588, 24 council of governments (COGs) regions in Texas worked with TxDOT to develop regional plans for transit coordination.  The website www.regionalserviceplanning.org provides a clearinghouse of information for this planning process. Even before this statewide effort, a number of Texas transit providers and other local agencies were successfully coordinating information and services.  A few of Texas’ transit coordination efforts and successes are described below.  

El Paso Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO)  
Sun Metro, the City of El Paso’s transit system, is involved in a coordination effort with the cities of Socorro, Texas, and Sunland Park, New Mexico, via an interlocal agreement.  The first meeting of the Multi-Regional Transit and Commuter Committee was held in August 2005.  The purpose of the committee is to develop transit connectivity in the regions and corridors around El Paso, Las Cruces, Alamogordo, San Patricio, Sunland Park, Truth or Consequences, Elephant Butte, and (potentially) Juarez, Mexico, with one of the goals being to develop a multimodal transportation network in the region.  A federal government grant funded a study of transit needs for the region.  Among the Committee’s objectives were to:

· establish a regional transit district in New Mexico in 2006,  

· find a legal and financial framework for expanding Sun Metro’s boundaries beyond the city limits, and  

· increase transit services for special needs passengers under the Federal Transit Administration’s New Freedom program (Section 5317) by improving route efficiency and reallocating funding.

North Central Texas COG  
The North Central Texas Council of Governments (NCTCOG) formed the Regional Planning and Public Transportation Study Group in January 2005.  The Study Group drafted the Regional Public Transportation Coordination Work Plan in October 2005. The plan outlines actions to be taken by the Study Group and the four main stakeholder groups.  NCTCOG has also designed a coordination website, which includes the transportation provider inventory for the region, as well as documents related to the development of the regional plan.  The website is located at http://www.nctcog.org/trans/transit/ops/.   

As of August 2006, the Study Group has produced a detailed “master list” of coordination strategies, a schedule of tasks to be undertaken by each of the stakeholder agencies, and a plan for public outreach and community involvement as the coordination plan is developed.   

The Hurst-Euless-Bedford Transit Pilot Project, which began during the summer of 2006, is an early “output” of NCTCOG’s transit coordination effort.  The United Way of Tarrant County, the Tarrant County Workforce Board, and NCTCOG will cooperate to provide demand-responsive transportation services to those currently not served through an existing transportation provider. 

Sherman-Denison MPO/Texoma Area COG  
TAPS (Texoma Area Paratransit System) provides public transportation in Sherman-Denison urban and surrounding rural areas.  Coordination efforts have included a number of TAPS-operated shuttles connecting the cities of Sherman and Denison with the Dallas Area Rapid Transit (DART) train station in Plano (Texoma Express); TAPS service between the city of Peterbilt and the cities of Nocona, Gainesville, and Bowie; and employment routes for Texas Instruments, Trailblazer, and United America that connect Denison, Sherman, Bonham, McKinney, and Richardson.  Another “employment shuttle” connects several Texoma-area communities to the Alliance Airport.  TAPS also coordinates extensively with agencies in its seven-county area and with the Rolling Plains Management transit provider (neighboring rural provider) to provide medical trips.  Coordination activities range widely, and many are based quite successfully on informal, even verbal agreements between TAPS and the other agencies. 

Corpus Christi/Coastal Bend Council of Governments  
A plan was developed in 2000 to coordinate rural transit services operating out of Aransas, Bee, Brooks, Duval, Jim Wells, Kenedy, Kleberg, Live Oak, McMullen, Nueces, Refugio, and San Patricio Counties, as well as the services provided by the Corpus Christi Regional Transportation Authority (RTA).  The plan focused on six primary travel corridors in the region, and established a transportation coordinator to facilitate coordination of inter-county transit services.  The coordination plan is being reexamined and updated to reflect the requirements of HB 3588.  

Harris County Coordinated Transportation Study
The Harris County Coordinated Transportation Study is a pilot program aimed at expanding public transportation services for elderly, disabled and low-income residents of Harris County by coordinating the METRO and METROLift services with social service transportation programs.  Scheduling, fares, and funding are coordinated among multiple providers.  The program has resulted in ridership growth and more efficient use of transit resources.  In June 2007, an interlocal agreement set the parameters for METRO to serve a park and ride from Baytown, a small city not within METRO’s boundary. 

Gulf Coast Transportation Council  
This council, consisting of city and county governments, human services agencies, public and private transportation providers, Houston-Galveston Area Council (H-GAC), and TxDOT, has been meeting since 1996.  Activities have centered on “seed groups,” each of which has worked to eliminate various barriers to coordination.

Fort Bend County Transit  
To help solve the challenges of rapid growth, increasing congestion, and decreasing mobility within Fort Bend County, stakeholders began development of a comprehensive county-wide transit plan in 2003.  Planning partners included H-GAC, TxDOT, The Goodman Corporation, A&R Consulting, and Texas Southern University.  The project Steering Committee and Advisory Committee identified deficiencies in transit services for people with limited mobility resources and for Fort Bend County commuters.  Existing transit service was found to be fragmented among a variety of providers.  A feasibility study assessed transit needs related to job, medical, and education access; examined alternatives for organizing and managing a coordinated transit system for the county; and identified cost-effective service and mode options.  New capital and operating funding sources were explored with an eye to leveraging local funds against applicable state and federal funding programs.  Eleven public meetings and workshops were held in 2003 and 2004 to get public input and buy-in for the plan; additional meetings were held with key stakeholders.  The planning process also included a survey of employees at major Fort Bend employers, and a website (http://www.fortbendtransit.com) to further communicate with the public.  The transit plan resulting from the feasibility study is also posted at the website.  
Fort Bend County formed a rural transit district in June 2005 to become eligible for state and federal funds from TxDOT.

Killeen-Temple MPO and the Heart of Texas Council of Governments (HOTCOG) 
These agencies began coordinating public and medical transportation services in the late 1980s and established the Heart of Texas Regional Transit District in the mid-1990s.  Currently, two urban fixed-route systems (in Killeen and Temple), rural transit for the surrounding counties, and medical transportation trips are managed and coordinated through the Hill Country Transit District.  Planned capital projects included in the Mobility 2030 Plan include a regional multimodal transportation facility for urban-to-urban and rural-to-urban transit, intercity providers, and other private transportation providers.  HOTCOG is acting as the lead agency for the current regional transit planning effort.  Appendix 6 details a case study of existing coordination and future potential for this region. 

CARTS  
The Capital Area Rural Transportation System provides rural, urban, and medical transportation in a nine-county area, in addition to coordinating with other area agencies that provide human services transportation.  CARTS has a long history of involvement in regional transit coordination, including three intermodal facilities and service agreements with other public and intercity transit providers. 
CARTS has become known for its effective use of advanced public transportation systems (APTS) technologies to improve passenger service, including demand-response transit-scheduling software, voice and data communications, and automatic vehicle location (AVL).  One challenge that CARTS faced was communicating with its vehicles across a large, mostly rural area where cell phone service can be unreliable.  A partnership with the Lower Colorado River Authority (LCRA) provided a solution; CARTS now uses mobile data terminals that operate on LCRA’s radio network.  

Transportation Demand Management and Trip Reduction Strategies

In order to improve the efficiency of inter-regional transit travel and to increase the number of travel options (mode choices) for inter-regional travelers, a full range of strategies should be considered, including those that have been traditionally used in the overall management of transportation demand.  These strategies include telecommuting and support for pedestrian and bicycle programs. While these activities may seem distant from the concerns of coordinated public transportation services, traditional proponents of these activities seek some of the same goals sought through public transportation advocacy as described in chapter two. 

Some of these strategies were borne of metropolitan ridesharing programs designed to reduce the daily demand that commuters place on the overall transportation system, and because public transportation operations are dependent upon the same transportation infrastructure used by commuters; strategies that ease the demand upon the overall system may also improve the efficiency of public transportation operations, including those serving inter-regional travel.

Traditional and emerging travel demand management strategies may also contribute to the genesis and evolution of new public transportation services. For example, a ride matching program may be initially designed to collect and share information to facilitate trip sharing among commuters with common trip origins and destinations; however, after a sufficient number of matches are made along a particular travel corridor (constituted by informal carpools or vanpools), this could signal the need for more formal car or vanpools, or even a commuter bus service.

Recent developments in car-sharing programs may respond to the specific transportation needs of transit rider markets while also contributing to better overall travel demand management. Some of these activities may be described as non-profit, volunteer, or community based, such as Boulder CarShare (http://www.carshare.org). Others are more business-oriented, such as the services offered by FlexCar (http://www.flexcar.com) and Zipcar (http://www.zipcar.com).

When these approaches are applied simultaneously, they work together, not in opposition. For instance, the existence of a shared-car program could serve in supporting the use of public transportation, as a prospective transit rider’s perceived inability to access responsive transportation in the case of an individual emergency and the inability to perform errands are both objections to transit use that may be overcome with some form of car sharing. Similar dynamics are in-place when pedestrian and bicycle programs are supported, as these modes serve in increasing the transit catchment area.
Additional Resource
United We Ride’s “Framework for Action:  Building the Fully Coordinated Transportation System” (http://www.unitedweride.gov/1_81_ENG_HTML.htm) provides information, examples, and self-assessment tools for communities that are considering coordinated transit systems.
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Chapter 1 Evaluation — Coordinated Public Transportation and Mobility Management
· Who are the transit providers in your region?  What types of transit service are provided, and where?

· Urban fixed-route 

· Rural/intercity fixed-route 

· Rural demand-response (general public)

· Elderly-disabled transportation service

· Workforce/job access/reverse commute

· Medicaid non-emergency medical transportation

· Other specialized service

· Are there geographical areas within your region that are not served or underserved by transit?  

· Are there demographic groups in your region that are not served or underserved by transit?

· Is it currently possible to travel between rural and urban areas on transit within the region?  Between counties?  Between cities?  Is there a demand for these types of trips?

· If your region has multiple transit providers, do any of them serve overlapping areas or customer bases?

Assessment of my region — rate the following on a scale of 1 to 5:
1) Adequate transit services for the general public are available in all areas of my region.

1                        2                         3                        4                           5

Strongly disagree …………………………………………………..Strongly agree

2) Adequate transit services for elderly and disabled riders are available in all areas of my region.

1                        2                         3                        4                           5

Strongly disagree …………………………………………………..Strongly agree

3) Adequate transit services for non-emergency medical trips are available in all areas of my region.

1                        2                         3                        4                           5

Strongly disagree …………………………………………………..Strongly agree

4) It is possible for a rider to travel across the entire region using existing transit services.
1                        2                         3                        4                           5

Strongly disagree …………………………………………………..Strongly agree

5) It is possible for a rider to travel to one or more neighboring regions using transit (either directly or by transferring to a transit provider in the neighboring region).

1                        2                         3                        4                           5

Strongly disagree …………………………………………………..Strongly agree




















































































































