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Finally, the key staff position, the administra
tor, must be given the authority and the flexibility 
to direct the contractor within the bounds of the 
contract. Without this flexibility, problems will 
go unsolved and overburden the RTA governing board. 
More important, members of the service community 
will not perceive the transit system to be respon
sive to their needs and consistent with the cost of 
service. 
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Planning for Transit Development in an Era of 

Fiscal Scarcity 

DAVID J. FORKENBROCK 

An approach to transit development planning is presented that grew out of a 
research effort to formulate planning guidelines for the Iowa Department of 
Transportation for application to small urban and rural areas. A critique of 
the.transit planning process is presented. It is concluded that planners must 
act not only as technical experts but also as facilitators who strive to ensure 
that local preferences and needs are reflected in the service ultimately pro
vided . A "budget-constraint" approach to transit development planning is 
then laid out. Through surveys of transit users, the general public, business 
leaders, and political officials. views regarding goals and objectives are ob
tained. The results of the survey are discussed in a public meeting, where 
those in attendance may express their views. Out of these contacts with 
the public, the planner formulates and ranks a series of social objectives for 
transit in the area. The objectives constitute a basis for generating develop
mental alternatives. Each of the several alternatives is aimed at attaining 
the same objectives, but they vary in scale and, hence, in cost. Decision 
makers are thus able to perceive the incremental benefits and costs of moving 
from the smallest to larger alternatives. The approach allows citizen views 
to become the basis for the transit plan, and decision makers are enabled 
to make informed choices rather than merely respond to a finalized plan. 

During the past decade, public transportation in 
small urban and rural areas has made major strides 
forward. As we enter the 1980s, however, the future 
of transit assistance programs at the federal level 
is not favorable. The impetus for starting new sys
tems as well as for continued transit development, 
then, will increasingly have to come from the local 
and state levels of government. 

This paper presents an approach to planning that 
aims at maximizing the ability of transit to respond 
to local needs, preferences, and desires. In the 
simplest terms, the rationale for this approach is 
that, since transit is a public service, it must be 
accountable to public choice. Taxpayers are more 
likely to support local expenditures on a transit 
system when they (a) have participated in the plan
ning process from the beginning and (b) ultimately 
receive the level and nature of service they desire. 

The approach to transit development presented in 
this paper grew out of a research effort to formu
late planning guidelines for the Iowa Department of 
Transportation (l:)· Because the service environment 
and federal requirements for larger urban systems 
(those that serve cities of 50 0 00 population or 
more) are very different from systems found in small 

urban and rural areas, the planning needs differ as 
well. The approach suggested here is geared toward 
the latter types of services, both for new systems 
and those already in operation. 

In the first section of the paper, common defi
ciencies of the transit planning process are con
sidered. Transit development plans (TDPs) for nu
merous localities across the United States were 
reviewed as part of this evaluation. In the second 
section, a participatory approach to preparing tran
sit plans for small urban and rural areas is sug
gested. This method, called the "budget-constraint" 
approach, is offered as a means of facilitating 
greater involvement in the planning process by cit
izens and decision makers. 

CRITIQUE OF TRANSIT DEVELOPMENT PLANNING 

A review of documents on transit development plan
ning indicates several common shortcomings. These 
deficiencies include (a) overemphasis on descriptive 
presentations, (b) failure to arrive at a real 
statement of purpose for transit, (c) limited in
volvement by citizens, and (d) lack of clear choices 
for decision makers. Each of these difficulties is 
discussed in turn, and then an approach to transit 
development planning that seeks to avoid them is 
presented. 

Overemphasis on Descriptive Presentations 

Most TDPs place heavy emphasis on a comprehensive 
description of the area: its population, geography, 
economic base, and the various forms of transporta
tion available. There is no question that existing 
conditions must be understood before meaningful 
plans can be formulated; unfortunately, many TDPs 
amount to little more than a regional description. 
This description implicitly becomes the basis for 
requests to the state for transit assistance, as 
much as to say, "Because of the conditions existing 
within our region, we request •••• " 

The point is that careful analysis of the region 
is often lacking in terms of transportation needs 
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(1.), the extent to which existing transportation 
facilities meet these needs, and how addi tional 
funds will help. Could the requested funds be de
~luyed so as to better meet local needs and prefer
ences? Are local willingness and ability to pay for 
transit such that a fairly high level of service 
could be offered, given some amount of state (or 
federal) assistance? For these essential questions 
to be answered, a thorough analysis is required. 
Descriptive presentations simply are not suffici~nt. 

No Real Statement of Purpose 

A document that sets out to chart a developmental 
course for transit within a small urban or rural 
area must contain a clear-cut statement of the ends 
for which transit is to be provided: What is its 
purpose? Particularly in the current era of fiscal 
scarcity, it is not enough to assume that transit is 
a "good thing" and therefore should receive the re
quested local, state, and federal funds. The TDP 
should specify the social objectives each system is 
intended to achieve. (Within a given planning 
region, a rural demand-responsive system may well be 
geared toward achieving quite different purposes 
than a fixed-route system operating in an urban 
area.) It is worth stressing that the emphasis here 
should be on social objectives rather than service 
standards. For example, a transit system that 
serves a small urban area might have as its key pur
pose providing a ride to work for those who do not 
have an alternative mode (i.e., those with the 
greatest need). On the other hand, arriving at all 
bus stops within 5 min of the schedule, though laud
able, is not a social objective; it is a service 
standard. Maintaining service standards, in and of 
itself, is not the ultimate purpose for which tran
sit is provided. Again, transit must be viewed as a 
public service if it is to claim taxpayers' dollars. 

Limited Involvement by Citizens 

Transportation planning frequently suffers from the 
same "technically rational" OL'ientation as tradi
tional comprehensive planning. Specifically, the 
planner is assumed to have (a) an overall sense of 
the public interest and (b) an all-encompassing 
knowledge of possible actions that enables him or 
her to gauge the approximate net effect of each 
action on this public interest (1., P• 186). In its 
most technical version, this orientation leads to a 
substitution of the planner's intuition for a more 
participatory process. An increasing number of 
writers recognize the severe limitations of the 
planner as a technician, an analyst, isolated from 
the members of society he or she serves (il· 

In an attempt to promote citizen participation in 
the transportation planning process, regulations 
issued jointly by the Federal Highway Administration 
(FIJWA) and the Urban Mass Transportation Administra
tion in 1975 mandate provisions "to ensure involve
ment by the public" (5). To comply with this direc
tive, many areas h~e formed citizens' advisory 
committees. Although such committees have func 
tioned effectively on certain occasions, this ap
proach to citizen involvement has several important 
limitations: 

1. Some client groups go unrepresented, since 
the committee members are unlikely to be representa
tive of every segment of the region's population. 

2. Group dynamics may work against those with 
limited bargaining or negotiating skills. 

3. Compared with approaches that do not involve 
a continuing participation by the same person, mem
ut:ao W.1..L..L Le ::H::~lf-st?let::tecl on the basis of their 
sustained interest. 
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4. Local support for transit is not stimulated, 
since few citizens are directly involved in the 
planning process. 

A fuller discussion of advisory committees is given 
by Wellman (§_,pp. 649-650), 

If transit development plans are to reflect 
adequately the preferences, needs, and desires of 
the population served, direct interaction between 
the planner and those being planned for is indis
pensable. Friedmann (7, pp. 172-173) has pointed to 
the need for "transa-;;ti ve" planning, whereby the 
technical knowledge of the planner and the experi
ence of the citizenry are brought together. Among 
the techniques for bringing about public input are 
surveys and public meetings. 

Lack of Clear Choices for Decision Makers 

One of the most common deficiencies in transit 
development planning is a failure to present de
cision makers with clear choices. One of two condi
tions prevails: (a) The planner surrounds his or 
her preferred course of action with several 11 straw" 
alternatives, which are clearly inferior to the 
preferred one; or (b) the planner selects an alter
native and its implementation is discussed in the 
more or less completed TDP, which is presented to 
decision makers for their endorsement. Davidoff and 
Reiner (8, p. 108) note, "If an ultimate objective 
of plannlng is to widen choice, and the opportunity 
to choose, then the planner has the obligation not 
to limit the choices arbitrarily." 

This is not to say that the planner must remain 
value free. The planner should seek out the values 
of different groups of potential users and taxpayers 
(e.g., the elderly or those in business) and trans
form these values into recommendations to decision 
makers. As Simon (9, p. 80) emphasizes, it is quite 
impossible for decision makers to possess complete 
knowledge of all possible alternative developmental 
strategies as well as the attendant costs and bene
fits. The planner can greatly facilitate enlight
ened decision making by providing the necessary 
facts and revealing a hierarchy of values derived 
through close contact with client groups. 

BUDGET-CONSTRAINT APPROACH TO TRANSIT 
DEVELOPMENT PLANNING 

The chief conclusion from the foregoing evaluation 
is that transit development planning needs to be 
opened up to citizens and decision makers. The 
planner must act both as a technical expert and as a 
facilitator who strives to ensure that local prefer
ences, needs, and desires are reflected in the ser
vice ultimately provided. Especially during the 
current period of fiscal scarcity, the planner has 
to be capable of providing decision makers with 
clear choices: What are the incremental benefits 
and costs of moving from some baseline service to 
higher levels? 

The guidelines developed for the state of Iowa 
are an attempt to make the transit planning process 
more participatory. The approach called for in 
these guidelines is depicted by the flow chart shown 
in Figure 1. The process begins with a survey of 
area citizens. Results of the survey are presented 
at a public meeting, where those in attendance are 
encouraged to express their views. Out of these 
contacts with the public and the inputs from the 
advisory committee, if one exists, the planner 
formulates and ranks objectives to which transit 
should contribute. 

The objectives constitute a basis for a technical 
analysis to generate alternative developmental paths 
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Figure 1. Steps in the planning process. 
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for the system. In formulating these alternatives, 
demand for service, current transportation options, 
and the fiscal position of the area are considered. 
A key feature of this approach is that the alterna
tives are all geared toward attaining the same ob
jectives but they vary in scale and, hence, in 
cost. Decision makers are thus able to assess the 
incremental net benefits of moving from the smallest 
to larger, more costly alternatives. Only after a 
choice, and thus a commitment, has been made is the 
planning document finalized. Each of these steps is 
discussed in greater detail below. 

Citizen Surveys 

The initial mechanism for obtaining citizen views 
about which social objectives transit should pursue 
is a short survey. Transportation planners have 
used surveys for many years to obtain data on 
people's attitudes, life situations, and actual be
havior. It is generally recognized that surveys 
used to estimate user demand for new or reconfigured 
services are of limited value because respondents 
have difficulty evaluating hypothetical circum
stances (10, P• 57). For this reason, surveys are 
likely tobe more effective in measuring societal 
demand--the desired level of transit service and its 
purpose--than in estimating private demand that re
lates to expected personal use. 

For the purpose of establishing objectives for 
transit, a mail-back format is preferable because 
(a) it is re la ti vely inexpensive, ( b) respondents 
need not be in close proximity (they are likely to 
be scattered in rural areas), ( c) it is easy to 
administer so that no interviewers need be trained, 
and ( d) sample division, or stratification, is not 
difficult. The last point is important because the 
planner should elicit responses from several sub
samples, including the general population, business 
leaders, and local politicians. Manheim and others 
(ll,, p. 9) maintain that completely similar views 
across different population groups are unlikely on 
anything more specific than the most abstract ob
jectives. 

The survey instrument itself should be short and 
simple. Very limited personal data are needed, 
which should contribute toward higher response rates 
(field tests of this procedure have yielded variable 
return rates, occasionally as high as 60-75 per
cent). In terms of substance, the form may have 
several major sections. One section contains ques
tions that pertain to the sufficiency and quality of 
the transportation services currently available to 
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the individual. Another section is intended to mea
sure the importance of social objectives that could 
be pursued through providing transit service. Be
cause the list of possible purposes is limited to 
those included on the form, care must be taken to be 
comprehensive but precise. A third section ampli
fies the second; here the respondent identifies the 
types of individuals and trip purposes that should -
be served in order of priority. 

PQblic Meetings 

Once the 
findings 

survey results have been tabulated, the 
are presented to the public at a general 

meeting. Those who were not included in the sample 
are thus given an opportunity to express their 
views. In the context of each objective, specific 
service deficiencies and suggestions for improve
ments are discussed. Because the planner is acting 
as moderator, explaining how survey respondents felt 
and noting comments, he or she need not assume the 
defensive. Trial applications of the survey-meeting 
sequence have been positive experiences for plan
ners, who previously had suffered through nervous 
defenses of completed plans that had been prepared 
with little public input. 

A significant by-product of the meetings is a 
substantially greater public awareness of the issues 
present in planning for transit development. Under
standing the criteria for federal matching funds, 
the extent of state assistance and how it is dis
tributed, and the approximate cost of alternative 
service levels can serve to increase the willingness 
to contribute local tax dollars for transit. 

Objective Formation 

Increasingly, researchers are stressing the impor
tance of public input in the formation and ranking 
of objectives for transportation services. A 
variety of techniques, often quite complicated, has 
been devised, including a rating scheme that uses a 
judging panel composed of advisory committee members 
(£) and a dollar-scaled mechanism used to assess 
the value ascribed to a series of transportation 
characteristics (13). 

To avoid unduly complicating the transit planning 
process in small urban and rural areas, an easy-to
implement approach was selected. The tabulated 
responses from the section of the citizen survey 
that pertains to social objectives for transit are 
rank-ordered by subsample. To combine subsamples 
that represent unequal fractions of their respective 
population segments, the responses in each subsample 
are assigned a weight that serves to equalize the 
emphasis placed on each person's response within the 
entire sample (.!..!, pp. 102-105). This relatively 
simple approach provides the planner with an overall 
ranking of local objectives for transit on which 
development plans can be based. 

Development of Alternatives 

The most significant innovation of the transit 
development planning process devised in this re
search is the budget-constraint approach to alterna
tive generation and selection. Given a set of 
ordered transit objectives, service elements are 
designed to pursue each of these objectives. For 
example, if an objective were to "enable those who 
do not have an automobile available to have access 
to employment opportunities," a rural commuter route 
leading to various employment centers might consti
tute one service element. The cost (net of revenues 
or contract payments) of providing each service 
element is estimated. 
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Instead of formal demand modeling techniques, 
which can hP- q1-1i.t-.e rtata intensive an"1 often have 
limited applicability in small urban and rural 
areas, a simpler analyRiR i R R11ggPAt . .,<1. Tn it- s most 
basic form, this analysis consists of identifying 
major activity centers (e.g., hospitals, employment 
concentrations, and retail facilities) and the resi
ueu .... ..La...L luL:c1.Llu1u::i u[ t hose who are most likely to 
use the services being planned. The origins and 
destinations of probable users can then be con
sidered in establishing new or expanded services. 
Experience has shown that, once a system is opera
tional, articulated demand is the best method for 
refining the spatiai conr1gurat1on of transit in 
small urban and rural areas. 

Especially in the case of new regional transit 
operations, the planner should work closely with 
directors of the various human service agencies 
within the area. Rural transit operations are often 
partly financed by contract revenues from these 
agencies. To the extent that this is the situation, 
the specific mission and approximate ability to pay 
of the region's service agencies will delimit the 
general types of services that can be provided. In 
general, significantly more planning flexibility 
exists when services are financed by various levels 
of government rather than by contracting agencies. 

By reconciling this potential supply of transit 
service with the anticipated demand (its level and 
spatial pattern), individual service elements can be 
delineated. A successful planning effort is one 
that combines the resources available from a variety 
of sources to meet the needs of each funding organi
zation while contributing to the objectives the 
people of the region deem important. 

Several alternatives can now be developed, each 
of which contains a series of service elements. In 
the lowest-cost alternative, only those elements 
that pertain to the highest-ranked objectives are 
included. Another more costly alternative can then 
be generated that involves the same services as the 
first plus service elements for one or more lower
rankP.d ohjec:tives. 'l'he bud<Jet for each alternative, 
then, constrains the number of service elements that 
can be included and, hence, the objectives that can 
be pursued. [It is worth noting that Dyckman (15) 
suggested this sort of approach to planning 15 ye;;:=-s 
ago, but I know of no previous applications to tran
sit development planning.] The guidelines for Iowa 
encourage planners to devise a minimum of three 
alternatives: (a) a low-cost, minimum-service-level 
alternative; (b) an alternative with moderate ser
vice levels and expenditures; and (c) an alternative 
predicated on a higher service level, though not of 
the "pie-in-the-sky" variety. 

For each alternative, a complete budget is formu
lated. On the expenditure side, the budget includes 
(a) the running costs associated with the service 
elements to be provided; (b) support functions, in
cluding administration, maintenance, and marketing; 
( c) special activities such as demonstrations; and 
(d) capital projects needed to provide the contem
plated services. Expected revenues from contracts 
and the amount of funds to be requested from state 
and federal sources are shown as well. 

A five-year development path is laid out for each 
of the alternatives. Detailed budgets are provided 
for the first two years, and sketch plans are pre
pared for the remaining three years. The sketch 
plans highlight developmental benchmarks and provide 
a capital improvement timetable. This timetable 
assists the state in programming its capital assis
tance and alerts local decision makers to forth
coming needs. 
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Pre s e ntation of Alternatives 

Unlike most of the TDPs reviewed, the suggested 
i1pproAc:h dn"" nnt rall for the planner to salact an 
alternative and then complete the document before 
submitting it to decision makers. Rather, the 
planner presents the several alternatives--their 
DuU.~~i...:::., L..i:1e tierv.ic..:es i:::.o De proviO.eCi, anC. the ob-

jectives to be pursued. Starting with the lowest
cost alternative and proceeding to the more ambi
tious alternative, the incremental costs to the 
local government, the additional benefits, and their 
incidence are laid out. 

With this approach, decision makers are faced 
with several alte rnatives of different scale and 
must reconcile the incremental benefits with costs. 
An interesting possibility grows out of this more 
participatory approach to transit development plan
ning: When decision makers know what the public 
really wants, their valuations of the benefits of 
transit service may increase. Even though decision 
makers rarely think in terms of net benefits per se, 
they are interested in allocating scarce fiscal 
resources to services that are needed and preferred 
by their constituents. The budget-constraint ap
proach affords them a means by which to make more 
enlightened decisions. 

Completion and Use of TDP 

Only after decision makers have selected an alterna
tive is the ~DP finalized. In Iowa, subsequent 
grant applications for state and federal pass
through assistance [primarily FHWA Section 18 (Sur
f ace Transportation Assistance Act of 1978)] must 
conform directly to the budget of the alternative 
selected by the applicable policy board and pub
lished in the TOP. 

A practical function of the completed TOP is to 
serve as a management aid to the transit operator. 
A clear statement is made in the document as to 
which services are to be offered and why. Then, if 
local economic conditions r.hi'tnge so that added or 
reduced transit service becomes possible or nec
essary, guidance is provided as to which service 
elements should be retained, added, or deleted. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The approach to transit development planning formu
lated in this research is designed to involve citi
zens and decision makers in the planning process. 
The objectives the plan is oriented toward achieving 
are achieved through direct contacts with the pub
lic. Decision makers are afforded the opportunity 
to examine incremental service benefits and their 
costs and to make an informed choice. Greater local 
support for transit is a likely by-product as citi
zens and their leaders acquire a better understand
ing of the issues and options related to transit 
service in their community. 
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Replanning Existing Rural Public Transportation Systems 

JON E. BURKHARDT 

A commitment to provide accountable, effective, and responsive transporta
tion services can best be supported by hard factual data concerning effective
ness and efficiency measures. Based on an analysis of system goals versus 
current performance, a transit system manager can preserve, enhance, alter. 
or terminate system operations. Methods of improving effectiveness and ef
ficiency are discussed along with methods of handling six common problems: 
lower ridership than expected, low vehicle use, low revenues, basic changes 
required, cash flow, and use of incorrect or inappropriate types of vehicles. 

As a relatively new field, rural transportation 
lacks the historical data bases used by other ele
ments of the transportation industry to consider 
alternative scenarios [although a number of rela
tively new training references (~-_i) provide im
portant guidance]. So it should surprise no one 
that even the best-laid plans for rural public 
transportation will, of necessity, be subject to 
review, evaluation, and probable changes. After 
looking at the benefits of changing ongoing systems, 
this paper discusses some of the initial decisions 
that are frequently valuable candidates for reexami
nation once the system and its personnel have some 
experience against which to test their initial 
plans, including ridership, system design, cash 
flow, and vehicle specifications. 

BASIC INGREDIENT: A COMMITMENT TO IMPROVE 

The evaluation of the Section 147 (Federal-Aid High
way Act of 197 3) demonstration project ( 5) showed 
that projects that experimented with their opera
tions with the idea of making continual improvements 
were very successful. Of course, the willingness to 
change had to be implemented in such a fashion as to 
maintain public confidence in the availability of 
service. Projects that took a long time to change 
unproductive routes and practices generally showed 

very poor statistics (_!2.-.!.2) • 
The basis for making such changes must be an 

evaluation of how well things are going at the 
present time. That question must be answered by 
hard factual data concerning factors such as rider
ship and costs, potential costs of service changes, 
effectiveness measures, and attitudes of community 
leaders and others. The need for factual data can 
only be satisfied by a serious data-collection 
effort by the system's managers. 

The major reasons for evaluating system opera
tions are 

1. To better meet the needs of the people and 
the objectives of the system, 

2. To control the costs of service, 
3. To support and justify charges to social ser

vice agencies and other agencies that have contracts 
for service, 

4. To obtain factual information for purposes of 
public relations with the local community and 
government sponsors, and 

5. To provide an example for other projects 
about successful operations. 

Whereas some systems do not have a definite pro
cedure for assessing when system changes are re
quired, others have experimented with routes and 
schedules in a formal way. This means that problems 
were observed, solutions were designed and imple
mented, and tests were conducted to monitor the 
experiment. All stages of the process were written 
down. In contrast, another system observed noted 
that it had a real problem knowing when to change 
routes. It was suggested by the Federal Highway 
Administration ( FHWA) regional office that the sys
tem experiment with different times for relatively 


