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Document review is important for gaining perspective.  It helps us to know what accomplish​ments have been made, see areas that need attention, and identify gaps that may exist.  It also provides a more holistic picture of the Transportation Disadvantaged (TD) program and its rela​tionship to other entities.

The Past Ten Years

Past issues of the TD Connector, along with general knowledge, reveal that we’ve come a long way in ten years.  This progress has helped to make the system more efficient.  The more nota​ble advances and activities include:

Technology


From two-way radios to pagers to cell phones


Utilization of email and Internet


Swipe cards


Better software for scheduling, dispatching, verification, reporting, and billing


GPS (Global Positioning System)


AVL (Automated Vehicle Locator)


MDT (Mobile Data Terminal)


On-board cameras

Financial


Donation of uniforms to coordinated systems from other sources 


Donation of vehicles


$1.00 voluntary contribution


Innovative ways to increase funding

· having clients pay more

· bus advertising/wraps

· dedicated portion of local option fuel tax

· local contributions


Increase of State funding

Other


Partnership with Greyhound


Bus pass program


Explore options for intercounty coordination


Locally addressing barriers to coordination


Ombudsman program implemented


Increased use of volunteers


Many new public transit systems 


Institution of eligibility criteria


Legislative Day


Use of vanpools


More comprehensive testing for ability to ride fixed route


More counties participating in consumer choice option


Local forums for public participation/input


Public/private/faith-based partnerships


Creative routing and scheduling

Long Range Transportation Plans

A look at Long-Range Transportation Plans (LRTPs) from the 25 MPOs in Florida revealed that very little attention is given to the Transportation Disadvantaged (TD) program.  There are, basi​cally three parts to the LRTP:  (1) the general plan; (2) goals, objectives and/or policies; and (3) needs/cost feasibility.  Only ten plans mentioned TD in their general planning section, which describes plan implementation.  Of those ten, only three gave TD more than a cursory mention.

Seventeen of the plans included at least one goal related to TD.  The majority of the goals were broad and vague, allowing for its existence, rather than actually planning for its betterment or integration into the overall scheme of transportation.  Twenty-one plans showed TD in their cost feasibility section.  (All of the plans should have shown TD in the cost feasibility section, since every county receives TD funding.) 

Transportation Disadvantaged Service Plans
CUTR conducted a relatively detailed review of the Transportation Disadvantaged Service Plans (TDSPs).  Particular attention was given to six areas:

· Barriers to Coordination

· Prioritization

· Eligibility

· Public Transit Utilization

· School Bus Utilization

· Intercounty Services

Barriers to Coordination
Coordination barriers revolved around a few broad topics.  Topping the list, of course, was financial considerations such as insufficient funding, funding cuts from other agencies that shift the burden onto TD, and increased costs of labor, insurance, fuel, and vehicles.  It should be noted, however, that funding cuts should actually encourage coordination, since there is a greater necessity for pooling of resources.

Another frequently-cited topic was geography.  Many counties are rural, having long distances to travel in order to access services.  These same counties generally have no mass transit and experi​ence difficulty in scheduling trips and multi-loading, because of their dispersed population.  On the other hand, populated counties argue that their demand is high, making it difficult to control many aspects of the program.  Increased seasonal population adds to their difficulties.  Other geo​graphic constraints include physical barriers like lakes, rivers, forests, and bridges.

Many TDSPs also mentioned that reporting requirements were burdensome, because of the effort involved in data collection, redundant reporting, and inconsistency.  Planners who serve multiple counties often have the same or similar standards and feel it should not be necessary to produce separate plans for each county.  Coordinators serving multiple counties experience difficulty in separating data for reporting purposes.  Data received from agencies and transpor​tation providers are not always accurate and there is no way to verify it.

Agency coordination was seen as a barrier, given the fact that the CTC is at their mercy, whether for coordination or approval of trip rates.  Agencies also have varying demands, eligibil​ity, needs, and trip costs, thereby increasing the challenges of effective synchronization and finan​cial efficiency.

Finally, varying interpretations of program rules and regulations was stated as a barrier, (espe​cially in the area of determining eligibility for trips using trust fund monies) along with a lack of consequences for non-compliance of program rules.

Prioritization
For the area of trip prioritization, only the top three priorities for each county were taken into consideration for this analysis.  Medical and/or Vital Medical (such as dialysis and chemo​therapy) is the first priority in 49 counties.  Life-Sustaining/Nutritional activities is the second highest priority in 15 counties.  Thirteen counties have Employment as their second priority, and 17 counties list it as third.  Nine counties report having no trip prioritization policy.

Eligibility
The Eligibility section of the TDSPs appears to be an area needing clarification.  Many TDSPs stated how they performed the eligibility process, but failed to state the criteria for eligibility.  This, of course, would only apply to trips being paid for through trust fund monies.

Indeed, Transportation Disadvantaged, as defined in the law, is very broad and unclear and determining eligibility has been left up to each county.  It is difficult to compare eligibility criteria, since some counties have several (e.g., income, age, and no other transportation available), while others only have one.  Of those reporting, 36 counties list income and/or ability to pay as at least one criteria; 35 list disability; 34 list no other transportation available; and 31 list age.  Other criteria included: determination by referring agency; no other funding available; and inability to use public transportation.  One county indicated that eligibility was open to everyone.

Public Transit Utilization
This is another area that seemed to need minor clarification.  Public transportation can mean fixed-route or it can include paratransit operations that are open to the general public.  Thirty-five counties reported using public transportation; 26 reported having no public transpor​tation available.

School Bus Utilization
Only a few counties indicated using school buses for providing TD services.  They could only be used during limited hours, approximately 9:30 a.m. to 1:00 p.m.  Several obstacles make school bus usage largely impractical.  They do not meet service standards or safety standards (lack of air conditioning, no consumer comment numbers posted, etc.), and service hours are limited to off-peak hours.  However, some counties are using school buses for group trips, and nearly every county indicates school bus utilization during emergency evacuation. (Note the effective use of school buses in Iowa, contained in a separate Technical Memorandum describing best practices.)

Intercounty Services
Several counties indicated having intercounty agreements.  Areas with limited or no resources may have to do a better job of coordination because of the necessity of crossing county lines to access services.  Thirty counties have agreements (either formal or informal) with at least one other county. 

Ombudsman Reports
Ombudsman reports were only available in compiled format beginning September 18, 2000.  Incoming information is classified into seven categories.  Of those seven categories, only one is potentially critical:  Quality of Service.

Figure 1 shows the classification of inquiries for the period from September 18, 2000 through April 21, 2003.  During that time, there were a total of 2,621 calls, emails, and letters received via the Ombudsman; 474 (18%) were classified under quality of service.  Upon further examination, many of these were questions or comments, rather than complaints.  Less than half of the quality of service calls received related to service problems.  Most of those related to late pick-ups, resulting in missed appointments and other associated difficulties.  Very few reports involved severe situations, such as unsafe conditions, being stranded, or inappropriate behavior on the vehicle.  While this is unacceptable, it is important to take into account the thousands of trips performed every day that are without incident.

Figure 1.  Distribution of Ombudsman Calls
(9/18/00 – 4/21/03)
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Annual Performance Reports
Data from the Annual Performance Reports were examined to determine if there were any significant (either positive or negative) trends.  Measures were also compared (by running cross tabulations) to see if there might be any correlating fluctuations.  

Service Availability

During the past decade the total number of one-way trips provided to Florida’s transportation disadvantaged population has increased significantly from approximately 9,000,000 in 1991 to slightly less than 50 million in 2002.(see Graph 1)  This relatively rapid and steady growth is attributable to an increase in the state’s target population and an increase in resources available to provide service.
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A closer examination of total trips provided during the past 6 years reveals:

· Decreases in the percentage of trips for medical purposes, shopping activities, and employment;

· Increases in the percentage of trips for nutritional purposes; and

· Minimal change in the percentage of trips for education, training, and/or day care purposes.

Interestingly, while the level of TD service increased during the past decade (as measured by total trips), the number of individual passengers receiving service has actually declined since 1996. (Graph 2).  

A decline in the number of individuals receiving service combined with an increase in the amount of service provided suggests a focus of resources on specific individuals.  This may suggest that resources are not being targeted to the right individuals. 
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Additional measures of service availability include the number of vehicles dedicated to providing TD service and the number of miles traveled by these vehicles.

The following graphs reveal a six-fold increase in vehicle availability during the past 10 years and a five-fold increase in the number of miles these vehicles have accumulated.
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Service Reliability
In addition to an increase in the availability of transportation disadvantaged service during the past 10 years, service reliability has also improved.  The number of road calls (vehicle maintenance problems that occur while a vehicle is providing service) has remained relatively stable since 1993 and the number of miles traveled between road calls has increased almost 100% since 1996.  
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Expenses/Revenues/Efficiencies
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Perhaps not surprisingly, the overall cost of TD service has increased dramatically during the past 10 years, rising from an annual cost of approximately $50 million in 1990 to $300 million in 2002.

On a unit basis, the average cost of each 1-way trip provided has been much more stable, rising only 10% in the past 7 years.  Of interest is the wide variation of unit costs from year to year.  
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