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The Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1973 authorized the U.S. Department of Transportation 
to carry out a rural highway public transportation demonstration program in 1975 and 
1976 with a funding level of $9.65 million for the · first year. This demonstration pro
gram represents a broad, new challenge , for the department will have for the first 
time the opportunity to be engaged in a nationwide program designed to provide public 
highway transportation in rural areas. 

Relatively little operational experience currently exists from which we can draw to 
answer the questions of what types of service are possible and desirable in rural areas, 
how these services can most effectively be organized and operated, and how these ser
vices can be supported financially. One of the major underlying objectives of the dem
onstration program, therefore, is. to provide information that will be useful to both 
federal and state governments in framing future policies and programs to meet the 
public transportation needs of our vital rural areas. 

Under this program, the Federal Highway Administration and the Urban Mass Trans
portation Administration are to fund projects that will demonstrate how the mobility of 
nonurbanized residents, especially those in rural areas, can be improved. The more 
than 3 50 proposals submitted for first-year consideration, requesting more than $120 
million in demonstration funds, attest to 2 things: (a) the level of perceived need for 
better public transportation services in nonurbanized areas and (b) the apparent lack 
of available resources to meet this need. 

COMPARISON OF PROJECTS 

In mid-September 45 projects spread throughout the country in some 31 states were 
preliminarily selected for funding. These projects r epresent a wide variety of trans
portation schemes ranging from fixed-route, scheduled general services to an assort
ment of demand-responsive van operations to an institutionalized "friends-and
neighbors" concept using volunteer transportation providers. The variety in the kind 
of organization that will provide the service is equally wide: from the established re -
gional transportation authority to a county government to a consortium of social service 
agencies. I will briefly describe a selected number of these projects, point out signifi
cant differences in both service types and organizational structures, and then suggest 
a number of issues that these projects raise with respect to future federal activity in 
nonurbanized public transportation. 
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New York 

In New York State, 2 separate projects illustrate different approaches to provide public 
transportation. County supervisors in Chautauqua County, in the most southwest part 
of the state, will use state, local, and various federal funds to connect outlying rural 
residents to existing fixed-route service. The connecting services will be provided by 
"community transportation contractors" who are local residents, generally retirees 
or housewives with some spare time, and who will respond to individual requests in 
their service areas. The service vehicle will be a 12- to 15-passenger van. 

In mid-New York State, a Chenango County community action council, Opportunities 
for Chenango; Inc"; will operate a unified transportation service designed around the 
needs of specific users such as elderly persons and low-income families. The pro
gram combines automobile-based demand-responsive and fixed-route small bus (16-
passenger) service. The bus will be operated in the demand-responsive mode on week
ends and will be available for charter during the evenings. After initial orientation, 
the actual coordination of services will be the responsibility of cooperating volunteer 
groups such as the senior citizen clubs and FISH (Friends in Service Here) groups. 
Although the service will be provided by a nonprofit agency, the county commissioners 
are supporting the program by encouraging all county agencies to enter into purchase 
of service arrangements with the integrated service. Future support envisions com
mitting some local revenue -sharing funds to the integrated service. 

Pennsylvania 

Pennsylvania is a recognized leader in rural public transportation programs and has, 
in addition to a statewide planning and coordination effort to be conducted under the 
rural demonstration program, 2 other innovative projects. 

Chester County in the southeast part of the state is fairly well served by public 
transportation, both commuter bus and rail, which link it to nearby Philadelphia. The 
need is not to duplicate these services but to provide transportation within the area to 
transportation-disadvantaged people at reasonable cost. A consortium of 10 social 
service agencies, with varying service clientele, will form a coordinated system. The 
service will consist of 7 minivans for demand-responsive service and semischeduled 
long-haul use such as to specialized hospitals or charter trips and 70 volunteer auto
mobile drivers. A limited mileage-subsidy scheme has been prepared to reimburse 
volunteer drivers for expenses. Dispatching of all services, both to individuals and 
to social service agencies, will be done at a centrally located dispatching facility. 
Each consortium member-agency will be linked by direct telephone to the dispatch 
center. Potential individual users can contact the transportation service through a 
toll-free telephone call. 

A 6-county program in the north central region of Pennsylvania will establish a 
regional transportation authority to coordinate the existing fixed-route service, which 
uses school buses, minibuses, and station wagons. The program will also establish a 
small vehicle collector system. Using purchase of service agreements with social 
service agencies, the transit authority will contract with currently franchised public 
carriers to operate the vehicles being purchased through this grant in accordance with 
expressed local needs. Much of the present administrative responsibility rests with 
members of the various human resource agencies. This practice will continue during 
the demonstration program. 

Tennessee 

One of the most striking projects in self-help is found in Hancock County, Tennessee: 
The local judge will be the voluntary project director, and the county manager of human 
resources will be the voluntary part-time supervisor. The service consists of con
tracting with the operators of locally owned school buses to run low-level service along 
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predetermined routes with boarding (and alighting) permitted at any point along the 
route. Three converted vans will be used in the demand-responsive mode to service 
mainly handicapped or elderly persons, with fares reimbursed by the respective 
agency. All other riders will pay $0.50 for a trip within the county. 

The Progress for People Human Resource Agency in the 9-county Southeast Ten
nessee Development District will integrate and expand an existing multiagency demand
responsive van system. Two aspects of this project are particularly interesting. In 
Tennessee, as in a growing number of states, state statute requires public school sys
tems to provide educational services to all handicapped persons, aged 4 to 21, living 
within their jurisdictions. To implement this statute, the legislature also provides a 
transportation allowance per child. Although most Tennessee school districts have 
their own transportation capabilities, they may contract for this special service. The 
Human Resource Agency provided this service in the past and will continue to provide 
connector service for the area's most isolated children. Another interesting aspect 
of this project is the feasibility study and development of a commuter van program 
running from one of the sparsely populated rural areas into the Chattanooga urban 
area. Off-peak service to selected small urban areas to maximize the use of these 
vans is being developed. 

Oklahoma 

The Inter-Tribal Council, Inc., in northeastern Oklahoma, will operate a 5-county 
route-deviation van system. A major share of financial support in the first year will 
be through purchase of service contracts with social service agencies. The more in
novative aspect of this project is its plan to organize transportation clubs. Individual 
groups of people interested in a specific type of service, be it for commuting, recre
ational, shopping, or other purposes, will be assisted in forming cooperatives that will 
then negotiate for prepaid specialized transportation service. This concept also offers 
the potential of involving employers and shopping center merchants. 

North Dakota 

One of the more theoretical projects is proposed by the North Dakota State Highway De
partment. Much has been written and spoken about the suitability of the grass -roots 
approach to rural public transportation. One objective of this North Dakota project is 
to institutionalize the "friends-and-neighbors" concept through good community orga
nization networks, centering on the nursing and retirement homes, at least initially. 
A thorough documentation and evaluation of this process are planned. A second ob
jective of the project is the joint effort of the highway department and the North Dakota 
Public Services Commission to review, revise, and update inadequate portions of reg -
ulations (both statutory and promulgated) that prevent or inhibit innovative responses 
to transportation needs in rural and nonurbanized areas. These 2 agencies will be 
documenting their procedures and making model suggestions that we believe may be 
relevant to other states facing similar constraints. 

California 

In southern California, San Bernardino County will contract with existing bus and taxi 
operators to provide service in the rural sections of the county. In this respect, the 
county is following the successful examples of California cities like La Habra and La 
Mirada, which provided the equipment and subcontracted the actual operation of the 
demand-responsive system to private operators. In some cases, existing 2-door 
taxis will be replaced by vans to make the service more attractive and accessible to 
people with a physical disability or restriction. 

The Humboldt County Association of Governments and the local transit authority 
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are cooperating in a project to introduce corridor service and advanced-scheduled de
mand service (primarily for handicapped persons) to rural residents in this northern 
California area. The service will be coordinated to feed into the jitney taxi operation 
in Eureka, a city of some 24,000 people, and the dial-a-bus system available in For
tuna (4,200 population) for senior citizens. 

Oregon 

In Oregon, the city of Reedsport will establish a community developed and supported 
small bus system opei"ating on a deviated fixed-1·oute schedule to 3 small towns, each 
under 5,000 population. Because the sponsors believe subsidies are unpopular or dis
tasteful to their residents, they have developed a campaign to sell "certificates of sup
port" to clubs and individuals. The project may include more than passenger service, 
for the local Post Office has indicated a desire to use the system to deliver mail to 
nearby communities. 

NATURE OF THE PROVIDER 

These examples indicate that the question of who is going to provide the transportation 
service is being answered in different ways, depending on local needs and organization, 
past experience, and ability to manage the day-to-day operations. We in FHWA firmly 
believe that the state government should have the prime responsibility to determine how 
the public transportation needs of its nonurbanized areas can most adequately be met. 
First of all, the state government is in the position to be able to understand the partic
ular needs of its localities and to respond creatively to them. Second, the state is also 
in the position to coordinate and integrate the services of private, nonprofit, or public 
operators among and between the various geopolitical subdivisions as appropriate. 

This role of the state as coordinator is extremely important. Effective coordination 
means much more than the physical linking of transportation services over a defined 
territory into a multicounty or regional network. It also means coordinating the activ
ities of various state agencies that can be used to promote effective public transporta
tion, such as regulatory agencies like the public utilities (services) commission and 
the insurance commission as well as state agencies whose functions often require them 
to provide transportation, most notably departments of education and departments of 
human resources or welfare. 

A recent study supported by the Administration on Aging shows that states are rec
ognizing the necessity of this type of coordination. According to the study, many states 
have recently enacted legislation that in effect takes the nontransportation expert out of 
the transportation business. Money previously budgeted to the education department 
for transporting students to regional schools is now being made available to the local 
jurisdictions (generally counties) to purchase services from local general transporta
tion operators. To facilitate this action, many states are strengthening the role of 
counties by empowering them to establish transportation authorities. Beyond the nu
cleus of the county level, some states are choosing to organize transportation services 
on a regional scale, often following the planning and development district boundaries. 
Although this may make the state's task of planning and resource allocation more man
ageable, we would like to stress that such a mechanism will probably not become a 
requirement for federal assistance. It is not our intention to apply urbanized trans
portation strategies and procedures to nonurbanized communities where such applica
tion may be unnecessary or inappropriate. 

NATURE OF THE SERVICE 

Federal assistance programs will be service oriented, placing an emphasis on improv
ing service to effectively meet the needs of particular groups of travelers. This 
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service orientation will require localities to fully explore existing transportation re -
sources including privately owned taxis or buses, vans or buses operated by private 
and public nonprofit organizations, and networks of volunteer drivers. 

The types of travelers and their particular transportation needs-whether commuting 
work trips, scheduled off-peak trips to social centers, hospitals, or schools, or off
peak discretionary trips for shopping or personal business-will dictate the type of ser
vice required. This is exactly how many of the applicants for the demonstration pro
gram determined their service requirements and operational structure. It is our in
tention to foster this type of flexible response to differing needs. For example, one 
community may determine that its chief need is for a premium type of commuter ser
vice to serve a major employment center and that it would also like to provide some 
off-peak service to carless local residents. It may decide to establish a commuter 
van-pool program in cooperation with the area employer and use the vans during the 
day on a semi-fixed-route basis in alternating service areas to carry senior citizens 
to nutrition centers, shopping centers, and other locations. The community and the 
employer may decide to use the van-pool provision of the federal-aid highway program, 
which encourages certain local jurisdictions and employers as subcontractors to estab
lish van-pool programs by ensuring that, if the program should not be successful after 
a reasonable period (1 year), 90 percent of the closeout or "abort" costs are eligible 
federal-aid expenses. During the off-peak, the vans could be used in the community 
service at a prorated charge. 

Another community may determine that most of its need for public transportation 
could be met by expanding the existing taxi service by adding a few more vehicles ob
tained through UMTA's capital assistance program and by offering reduced-rate tickets 
to specific users. The city of El Cajon, California, is currently providing senior citi
zens with intracity service through an arrangement with the local taxi operator. Joplin, 
Missouri, supports a similar taxi service offered to low-income families. Apparently, 
these communities are finding it much more economical and sensible to subsidize spe
cific users of the existing transportation provider instead of establishing another, un
doubtedly competitive, service. Based on these examples and the many proposals re
ceived under the demonstration program, we are cautiously optimistic that local juris
dictions will not blindly adopt urban types of solutions, but will adapt them to meet their 
particular needs or devise novel approaches of their own. 

NATURE OF THE PLANNING 

Perhaps one way to ensure that local communities develop service-oriented approaches 
is to reduce planning requirements to 4 essential questions: Who needs the service? 
What kind of service is needed? What are the existing services? and How can new 
service be implemented? In the majority of small communities and nonurbanized 
areas, the answers to these questions can be determined relatively quickly, without 
establishing an extensive planning infrastructure. In many cases, local officials and 
citizens can answer questions 1, 2, and 3 satisfactorily. After the third question is 
answered, the issue of how to go about implementing a service is raised, and here is 
where most communities require some technical assistance. A planning manual for 
small communities, which is currently being developed, is aimed at the nonprofessional 
planner and should be helpful to many of these areas. 

In certain situations, some degree of actual on-site professional assistance may be 
required or desired. A limited number of localities will be able to form planning sec
tions or use consultant services to provide this assistance. Others, probably the vast 
majority, will not be able to do this. Largely for this reason, the state transportation 
agency will have to provide site-specific guidance, perhaps through the mechanism of 
regional transportation resource teams. The function of these teams will be to respond 
to a community's (or county's) plan to provide public transportation service by helping 
the local area assess the appropriateness of the plan and then by providing the technical 
assistance necessary to implement the service. Once the service is established, the 
resource team will turn over the daily operations and monitoring functions to the 
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managing unit identified in the local plan. The resource team will remain available on 
an as-needed basis to advise the local area at critical points in operating, evaluating, 
or further planning the service. In this way, professional technical assistance can be 
made available to all areas of the slate without requiring each local area to maintain 
its own planning staff. 

The concept of resource teams at the state level has been effective in many program 
areas including agriculture, electrification, and transportation. Although most trans
portation assistance up to now has dealt with road and bridge construction, some states 
have successfully used traffic engineering resource teams to help nonurbanized areas 
solve specific problems such as hazardous intersections or bottleneck areas. Public 
transportation resource teams "Hill simply be an extension cf this concept to meet a 
newly identified need. The increasing availability of federal assistance for public 
transportation in rural or nonurbanized areas can be expected to encourage the states 
to increase their efforts in this field. 

NATURE OF THE FINANCING 

Financial assistance for various aspects of rural or nonurbanized public transportation 
service is available through a variety of federal agencies. Two Department of Trans
portation activities (in addition to the rural demonstration program) may have signifi
cance for rural and nonurbanized areas. 

Under the UMTA program, as much as $500 million in capital assistance grants 
will be made available to nonurbanized areas. UMTA is preparing guidelines on ad
ministering these funds through the states and will incorporate the idea of service 
orientation, which may include paratransit schemes, in an attempt to promote flex
ible responses. 

Legislation (S.662) pending in Congress would remove the current capital assistance 
restriction and permit UMTA grants also to be used for operating assistance. Also be
fore Congress is the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1975 (S.2711/H.R.8235), which in
cludes a $1.05 billion per year Rural Transportation Assistance Program (RTAP). 
The RTAP would permit states to use the apportioned funds for public transportation 
services, including 50 percent of operating assistance. Both of these measures re
flect current thinking on this subject. 

The U.S. Department of Transportation will continue to harmonize its programs 
with those of other agencies, most notably the programs of the Administration on 
Aging, Community Services Administration, and Office of Human Resources of the 
Department of Health, Education and Welfare. The current rural demonstration pro
gram is an excellent example of complementary action. At the project level, for ex
ample, local Administration on Aging or other social service agency funds are being 
used to purchase the service being provided by the demonstration grant. At the state 
and federal levels, closer cooperation is leading to complementary use of program 
resources and identification and resolution of problem areas such as administrative 
or statutory restrictions. These actions are expected not only to yield continuing 
benefits to the offices involved but also to serve as models of cooperation for other 
agencies. 

SUMMARY 

Providing public transportation in rural and nonurbanized areas is just beginning. At 
the federal level we intend to assist states in meeting this challenge by fostering flex
ible responses emphasizing the creation of service-oriented programs that reflect the 
needs and resources of the local area. Paratransit, because of its ability to adapt to 
varying transportation needs of a wide range of travelers, will contribute significantly 
to this effort. 


