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The president of the Central Ohio Transit Authority 
(COTA) recently put on a workshop for the board of 
trustees. He decided that, if he were to be the presi-
dent of an authority and other trustees were to have the 
responsibility of establishing policy and procedures, 
they should be better informed. 

The board members were aware from cash-flow pro-
jections of the fact that transit was going to be in finan-
cial trouble in late 1979, even though an ad valorem tax 
is levied in central Ohio. The president wanted to make 
the board aware of what the problems were, what tran-
sit is all about, and how it can do a better job. The 
program covered, among other things, the personnel 
of the board, the responsibilities of the board, and the 
history of transit in Columbus, including how COTA 
came into being. The program covered organization, 
vehicles, facilities, and the climate in the city. Then 
it took a look at how COTA compares with other sys-
tems within the state of Ohio and the United States. 

In other systems throughout the state, the average 
annual number of revenue kilometers on buses was just 
under 50 000 km (31 000 miles); in Columbus it was 
45 000 km (27 800 miles). There were a lot of people, 
including those in our local council of governments, who 
felt that this showed that productivity was down. Actu-
ally, the reverse was true. The average total operating 
revenue in Ohio was $18 000/bus, or $1.10/km ($0.66/ 
mile). In other systems, it was $1.20/km ($0.72/mile), 
and nearly $22 000/bus. In Columbus, it was $1.42/km 
($0.85/mile), and more than $23 500/bus, which makes 
Columbus look very good. 

The average expenses in Ohio were $1.30/km ($0.78/ 
mile), or nearly $25 000/bus. Outside of Ohio, they 
were $1.38/km ($0.83/mile), or $26 000/bus; in Co-
lumbus they were $1.13/km ($0.68/mile), or $19 000/ 
bus, again making Columbus look very good. The board 
of trustees was very proud of this record. People from 
the Urban Mass Transportation Administration even 
asked how it can be done when nobody else can. The 
truth of the matter is that it is because COTA is not do-
ing the job it ought to be doing. 

That was a shock to the board. They thought the sys-
tem was more efficient, effective, and economical than 
others, and the truth is almost the reverse. COTA is 
not providing the level of service for the community that 
other systems are providing; it is not responding to all 
of the needs. As an example, the superintendent of 
transportation has 31 people reporting directly to him, 
and his office is the first stage in the grievance proce-
dure. The equipment department has a superintendent 
of equipment without a single management person under 
him to deal directly with the nearly 100 mechanics and 
service people in the department. That shows neither 
efficiency nor economy. 

The transportation development plan, part of the 
present transportation improvement plan, includes 
$7.5 million for a new facility to provide for adminis-
trative offices, maintenance, servicing, and storage 
of a fleet of 274 buses. That is impossible. The ar-
chitects and engineers said that it would cost more than 
$12 million, and it will probably cost $15 million. 

The bus replacement program is also inadequate. 
There is a fleet of 274 buses, more than half of which 
are 12 years old; the maximum life of a bus, economi-
cally speaking, is 10 years. Yet the 5-year improve-
ment program calls for the replacement of only 22 
buses. 

This situation occurred because there is no local 
share. There is a tax base. Transit can tax up to one 
mill on the ad valorem tax, but the board was afraid to 
seek the full amount at first, so it settled for 0.8 mill. 
In the second year of levying that tax, because of in-
creased property values, only 0.6 mill was needed to 
produce the same number of dollars, so the board went 
to 0.6 mill and is now stuck with it. The amount of 
money that it now produces is not enough to capture the 
local share of section 5 funds. It only raises $17 mil-
lion out of the total of $23 million needed, so there is no 
certainty of securing the local share necessary to match 
section 5 money. 

The state of Ohio has set up a program of capital and 
operating assistance by which the state will fund part of 
the local share. There is a weighted formula based on 
distance traveled annually and population. Under this 
formula, COTA can receive 13.1 percent of the total 
state package. COTA's share in the last biennium could 
have been about $1.7 million but, because of the lack of 
local tax monies, it only received $177 000. The com-
munity is cutting off its nose by not providing the local 
share. 

When this was pointed out to the board of trustees, 
it took no time at all for the members to realize that 
some change must be made. A campaign is planned 
shortly that may succeed in getting the major share of a 
0.5 percent sales tax for transit. This would permit 
capturing the full share of state and federal funds; this, 
in turn, will permit COTA to be more responsive to the 
public and to do a better job. 

In the 2 completed years of public operation of COTA, 
average ridership increased 7 percent/year. There was 
a week-long strike in November 1976 in connection with 
wage negotiations, but it appears that the ridership that 
was lost has been recaptured. For the period August 
1976 to August 1977, revenue is down 1.6 percent and 
ridership 1.7 percent, but August 1977 showed an in-
crease over August 1976 of about 6 percent. So there 
is some reason for optimism about gaining new rider-
ship. 


