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Case Study of User-Side Subsidies for the 

Handicapped in Milwaukee County 

MARYE. LOVELY 

Milwaukee County, Wisconsin, instituted a user-side subsidy program in June 
1978 for handicapped users of taxi and chair-ear companies. Because of the 
unique features of the program, a case study was undertaken by the UMTA 
Service and Management Demonstration program. The Milwaukee County 
program is funded entirely by county and state contributions. Unlike other 
user-side subsidy programs that serve the elderly and the handicapped, the 
Milwaukee County program serves only handicapped persons_ Eligibility for 
the program is limited to the legally blind and to persons who require the use 
of a wheelchair, a walker, or crutches. Door-to-door transportation is pro
vided for eligible persons who use the services of private taxi and chair-car 
companies. By 1982 five taxi companies and three chair-<:ar companies ac
cepted program vouchers. Participants pay the first $1.50 cost of a trip. 
The remaining cost is subsidized by the program-up to a maximum o.f 
$9.50 per trip, depending on the individual's handicap classification. Simple 
administrative procedures for subsidy distribution have been devised for the 
program and approximately 12 percent of the 1980 budget of $1 million has 
been spent on administrative activities. The paratransit industry in the county 
has expanded since the institution of the program, and providers appear to 
be competing actively for program ridership. Enrollment in the program by 
the eligible population is high, with wheelchair users making the majoritY 
of program trips. The program offers a high level of service to the most 
severely handicapped residents of the county, and the Milwaukee County 
experience should help other area administrators anticipate and meet the 
demand of handicapped persons for low-cost accessible service. 

Transportation subsidies for handicapped users of 
taxi and chair-car companies are provided by the 
Milwaukee County, Wisconsin, user-side subsidy pro
gram. The program was instituted by the county in 
June 1978 and is administered through the county De
partment of Public Works. The program is permanent 
and ongoing, and it receives no federal assistance. 
[Ed. note: A chair-car company provides demand-re
sponsive transportation service by using specially 
equipped vans.] 

Accessible transportation is provided to eligible 
persons by the program by using existing private 
paratransit providers. Currently, participants pay 
the first $1. 50 cost of a trip, and the remaining 
cost is subsidized by the program through the use of 
trip vouchers, up to a maximum of $9.50 for wheel
chair users and $6. 50 for other users. There is 
also a $5.00 registration fee. Before January 1981 
users paid a minimum fee of $1.00 per trip, and the 
program subsidized up to $10.00 for wheelchair users 
and $7.00 for other users. 

A distinctive feature of the Milwaukee county 
program is that, unlike other user-side subsidy pro
grams that serve both the elderly and the handi
capped, it serves only handicapped persons. The pro
gram is available to four groups--those persons con
fined to a wheelchair, those who require a walker, 
those who require crutches, and the legally blind. 

Milwaukee County instituted the user-side subsidy 
program when state funds became available for local
ly administered transportation assistance to the 
handicapped. Originally, the state provided 90 per
cent of program funding under its Section 85.08(5) 
funding program but, as the program has grown, the 
county has contributed an increasing share. In 1980 
the county provided $€11,809 for the program--62 
percent of the total program costs. 

The findings of a recent UMTA Service and Manage
ment Demonstration (SMD) program case study (1) are 
presented in this paper. The Milwaukee County-user
side subsidy program was chosen because of the 
unique features of the program. First, the program 

currently receives no federal assistance yet pro
vides user subsidies without imposing a limit on the 
number or type of trips that can be taken. In con
trast to many user-side subsidy programs that place 
monthly limits on the amount of subsidy each partic
ipant receives, the Milwaukee County program limits 
the subsidy per trip, but not the total amount of 
subsidy accruing to any one individual Ill· 

Second, the Milwaukee County program serves only 
a limited target group--persons confined to wheel
chairs, persons who use a walker or crutches, and 
those who are blind. Most user-side subsidy pro
grams serve both the handicapped and the elderly, 
with the notable exception of the Port Authority of 
Allegheny County paratransit subsidy proqram for 
severely handicapped persons in Pittsburgh. Because 
only a small percentage of the elderly and the 
handicapped require special services, these proqrams 
experience low participation rates. Nevertheless, 
with a potentially large number of eligible people, 
these programs have generally instituted monthly 
purchase limits, as previously discussed, to re
strain the total possible subsidy liability. Mil
waukee County is of interest because it has 
developed an alternative to this model of broad eli
gibility and limited monthly subsidy. 

Third, the Milwaukee County program tests the 
user-side concept on a large scale. The program 
serves the entire county, which covers 237 miles' 
and contains almost 1 million people. Thus the pro
gram cannot successfully use either jurisdictional 
boundaries or residency as devices for restricting 
the amount of program subsidies. Instead the county 
has developed other methods of restraining the 
amount of subsidy provided, and these methods are 
worth studying for potential application in other 
large cities. 

Finally, the Milwaukee County ' program is of in
terest because the county allows free entry of taxi 
and chair-car providers into the program. As a re
sult, seven carriers currently are able to accept 
program vouchers. This case study of the Milwaukee 
program attempts to evalute the effect that free 
entry into the subsidy program has had on the para
transit industry in the county and on the level of 
service it provides. Because increased competition 
among providers is one benefit often believed to re
sult from user-side rather than provider-side subsi
dies, this examination of the Milwaukee County para
transit. industry provides additional evidence about 
the merit of the user-side concept. 

ADMINISTRATIVE PROCEDURES AND COST 

Milwaukee County designed the proqram to be adminis
tratively simple. Participants generally register 
through the mail, and certification by a doctor or a 
social service agency establishes the participant's 
eligibility. Procedures for contracting with pro
viders are also simple. The program does not set 
service requirements on providers1 instead it relies 
on the requirements set by the state's Title XIX 
program in which most chair-car carriers partici
pate. The program involves only a minimum of paper
work for carriers because trip vouchers are used 
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directly for carrier reimbursement. Because of 
these simple administrative procedures, administra
tive costs constitute approximately 12 percent of 
Lh" iJrU<jram uuuyet. Furth.,1111u1.,, Ui., t:dt1l.,1s <lo 
not believe they are unreasonably burdened by pro
gram bookkeeping. 

The simple design of the program also exposes it 
to the possibility of unnecessary expenditures. 
Registrants are not given photo identification 
cards, which allows for possible fraudulent use. A 
more serious problem, however, is that the program 
has no administrative mechanism for ensuring that 
t r!p11 eligible tor rumHng uml"r utlier t11t1111ixnta
tion assistance programs (i.e., Title XIX, Title xx, 
and Title III) are not paid for by the user-side 
subsidy program. The county recognizes this problem 
and has studied the cost and feasibility of some 
type of coordination or brokerage mechanism. The 
study determined that the cost of coordinating the 
...... 4....,_ .__,.._.,. ___ ~ ..... .:.-.. ~ ...... ~..! .... ,.. ,..,...,,_,..,.. ... ..I.., ...... _ _.......,.n ...... ., 
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would be substantial and possibly outweigh any sav
ings achieved. 

EFFECTS ON PARATRANSIT INDUSTRY 

The user-side subsidy program contracts with three 
chair-car compan_ies and five taxi companies for 
receipt of program vouchers. Because the program 
cunt.culled mvre than $110, GOO w0Ltl1 uf total trip 
revenue per month by mid-1981, it accounts for ap
proximately one-third or more of participating 
chair-car company revenues and one-quarter of par
ticipating taxi company revenues. Chair-car com
panies serve about 45 percent and taxi companies 
serve about 55 percent of the total number of trips 
sponsored by the program. Nevertheless, because 
chair-car rates are higher than taxi rates, chair
car companies receive 57 percent of the total pro
gram billings whereas taxi companies receive 43 per
cent. The program pays an average subsidy of $4.81 
for a taxi trip and $8.74 for a chair-car trip. 

A provider can become a carrier in the program if 
appropriately licensed by the Common Council of the 
city of Milwaukee, which regulates the paratransit 
industry. The program has not rejected the applica
tion of any licensed provider to become an affili
ated carrier. As of 1981 all chair-car companies 
and all major taxi companies in the county partici
pated in the program. Only three small taxi com
panies were not participating, 

Taxi companies have become an important part of 
the provider network in tile user-side subsidy pro
gram. Taxis provide low-cost service that is imme
diately available to program participants. Because 
taxi companies have joined the network, the program 
can provide, with the same budget, about one-third 
more trips than it would be able to provide by using 
only chair-car companies. 

Taxi companies benefit substantially from the 
user-side subsidy program. In 1981 the program pro
vided more than $45,000 in revenues to taxi com
panies each month. For those companies participat
ing, user-side subsidy trips are a significant por
tion of their business. Moreover, user-side subsidy 
customers represent a relatively stable market in an 
industry that has deep seasonal shifts in demand. 

Taxi companies have adjusted to the demands 
placed on their operations by participation in the 
program. They have hired additional personnel to 
check and account for user-side subsidy vouchers. 
More relevant from the perspective of users, the 
companies have recognized the new importance of 
handicapped persons in the market for taxi service. 
Participating companies have improved the service 
they provide to persons confined to wheelchairs pri
marily because of the $3.00 surcharge allowed by the 
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user-side subsidy program. Drivers interviewed for 
this case study indicated their willinqness to aid 
persons in wheelchairs because of the surcharge. 

Th., cildl1-cd1 iwJusL.:y dpp.,ars lo be the type of. 
provider that has been most affected by the pro
gram. Chair-car companies are dependent on govern
ment transportation assistance programs, many of 
which use fixed-bid contracts. The program has 
allowed the industry to reduce the extent of its 
reliance on these funding sources. 

The chair-car industry has expanded because of 
the user-side subsidy program. In 1981 the program 
provided more than $63, 000 in revenue to the ohair
car industry each month, a significant increase in 
industry revenues since 1978. Before the program 
only one carrier remained in stable operation. Cur
rently there are three. Although carriers that have 
initiated operations since the program began indi
cate that they would have entered the industry in 
any ~as~i it is !!Ot ,.., ~~r if ~!l thr~~ {!::-rri~r~ 

would be able to maintain operations without the 
program. 

The owners of the largest chair-car company in 
the county, drawing on their experiences in Minneap
olis and Florida (where assistance is provided 
through supply-side subsidies) , state that the Mil
waukee County program, unlike other programs, fuels 
competition in the industry because of free entry 
i??t!) the program a!!d b~~a!.!se parti~ipa!!t~ !!!~Y ~~11 

any carrier they want. All carriers agree that the 
form of the county subsidy program--allowing users 
to choose a -carrier--fuels competition for cus
tomers. The result of an expanded industry and in
creased competition · is evident in longer hours of 
operation by chair-car companies and greater flex
ibility in providing service. Carriers attempt to 
differentiate their services in some way, hoping to 
retain passengers as regular users. 

The user-side subsidy program has had some effect 
on two other types of providers that serve handi
capped persons in Milwaukee County. For the Mil
waukee County Transit System (MCTS), the program has 
affected a relatively small but important portion of 
its operations. MCTS has been freed from the re
sponsibility of providing accessible bus service be
cause of the program. As indicated by the data in 
Table 1, which lists monthly one-way trips of per
sons confined to wheelchairs by lift-equipped buses 
and the user-side subsidy program, the program has 
become extremely popular and serves many people. 
Because of this development, those handicapped indi
viduals whose original lawsuit forced the county in 
1976 to purchase accessible buses have agreed to al
low the lift equipment at issue to become perma
nently inoperative. The county, in exchange, has 
agreed to fund user-side subsidies by an amount 
equal to 2.2 percent of the MCTS operating budget. 

The second type of provider affected by the pro
gram--social service agencies--has not benefited 
directly from user-side subsidies, but many of their 
clients have. The agencies may be able to transfer 
some of their transportation costs to the program 
because no system for screening user-side subsidy 
trips exists. Nevertheless, the county relies on 
the agencies not to engage in this type of behavior, 
and no evidence exists that they do transfer their 
costs. 

PARTICIPATION BY THE HANDICAPPED 

The Southeast Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission 
(SEWRPC) estimates that there are 34,800 transporta
tion-handicapped persons residing in private house
holds in Milwaukee County (3). The potential market 
for special transportation - services includes those 
chronically and acutely disabled handicapped persons 
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Table 1. Monthly one·way trips of persons confined to wheelchairs by lift
equipped buses and user-side subsidy program, 1979 and 1980. 

Total Trips by Total Trips by 
Lift-Equipped User-Side Subsidy 

Date Busesa Program a 

1979 
August 52 3,313 
September 49 3,650 
October 6 4,189 
November 9 4,263 
December 21 4,179 

1980 
January 15 4,170 
February 8 4,191 
March 7 4,840 
April 2 5,020 
May 5 5,827 
June 10 6,027 
July 59 5,851 
August 65 6,812 
September 78 6,371 
October 64 7,944 
November 40 7,575 

Note: Data are from MCTS and the Milwaukee County user
sMe subsidy program . 
3 Trips by persons confined to wheelchairs only. 

living in private households who cannot use public 
transit, with the exception of those individuals 
confined to their home. By this measure, 27,600 
handicapped persons in Milwaukee County may require 
special transportation services. Considering the 
narrowly defined criteria for program eligibility, 
an estimated 12,018 county residents may be eligible 
for the user-side subsidy program. 

The need for transportation assistance by Mil
waukee County handicapped residents appears to have 
been substantial before the user-side subsidy pro
gram began. Although SEWRPC studies indicate that 
some handicapped persons in Milwaukee County are 
able to drive cars, the great majority of transpor
tation-handicapped persons do not drive. Further
more, many· handicapped persons are not physically 
able to ride in an automobile. Of those who are, 
the majority do not have an automobile available to 
them when they wish to travel. In 1977 less than 
half of the handicapped believed that special ser
vices were available to them, and with 65 percent of 
the handicapped termed economically disadvantaged, 
it is unlikely that many could afford the cost of 
unsubsidized special services. 

Between the initiation of the program in June 
1978 and the end of December 1980, 7,045 handicapped 
persons registered for user-side subsidy identifica
tion cards. Dividing this number of registrants by 
the estimated number of persons eligible for the 
program results in a participation rate of 59 per
cent by the eligible population. Of the total 
registrants, approximately 68 percent were persons 
confined to wheelchairs, 10 percent used walkers, 6 
percent required the use of crutches, and 16 percent 
were legally blind. 

Enrolling in the program is a simple process, one 
that requires a minimum amount of effort by the 
registrant. Because all forms can be completed at 
home and no visit to either a doctor or other eligi
bility-testing site is required, the enrollment pro
cess is not considered a barrier to registration. 

During 1979 and 1980 trips taken under the spon
sorship of the program grew faster than enrollment. 
This growth in trips is the result of some individ
ual registrants making more trips each month over 
time, probably because they have become accustomed 
to the service and to the trip-taking procedures. As 
of late 1980 and early 1981 the program subsidized 

Figure 1. Subsidized trips per month by user classification. 
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Table 2. Distribution of trips, subsidies, and total cost among user classes, 
1980. 

Distribution Values by User Classification 

All 

11 

Item Wheelchair Walker Crutches Blind Users 

Total trips(%) 52.6 8.3 9.4 29.7 100 
Total subsidy(%) 66.5 5.8 6.9 20.8 100 
Total trip cost (%) 64.5 6.2 7.3 22.0 100 
Cost per trip ( $) 9.99 6.08 6.35 6.02 8.14 
Subsidy per trip 8.74 4.82 5.01 4.82 6.88 

($) 
User payment 1.25 l.26 1.34 1.20 1.26 

per trip($) 

Note: Data are from Milwaukee County user-side subsidy program and CharJes River 
Associates, Inc., 1981. 

approximately 14, 000 trips monthly. The growth in 
subsidized trips per month for each category of 
users is shown in Figure 1. 

In 1979 the program provided $462, 521 in subs i
dies for the use of taxis and chair-cars by regis
trants. In 1980 subsidies grew 103 percent to 
$940,976. In both 1979 and 1980 the average total 
cost per trip was essentially the same--$8.12 and 
$8.14, respectively. Of the total, the average pro
gram subsidy per trip was $6.81 in 1979 and $6.88 in 
1980. Users paid an average of $1. 31 per trip in 
1979 and $1. 26 per trip in 1980. Persons confined 
to wheelchairs received more than 65 percent of the 
subsidy in both years. This group received a larger 
percentage of subsidy funds than their percentage of 
total trips because of higher per-trip subsidies for 
nonambulatory participants. The distribution of 
trips, subsidies, and total costs among all four 
user groups for 1980 is given in Table 2. 

Use rates, defined as the average percentage of 
total registrants who use the program in any month, 
vary among user groups. Those registered persons 
who use crutches and those who are legally blind 
participate more actively in the program than other 
groups. In these groups an average of 42 percent of 
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those who enroll in the program actually use it to 
travel. Among those who require a walker, 30 per
cent of those enrolled use the program in an average 
!!!O!!f:~. !' .. ~e::-:; t~==~ ;..;hG i' ~q, ... d .. r- e a wh«l~i 1C. iL 1 uniy 
25 percent of those enrolled use the program. 

Those persons who require crutches make the 
greatest number of trips per person--an average of 
8.1 trips per active user per month. Persons who 
require a wheelchair and those who are legally blind 
make an average of 6.8 trips per person, and those 
who require a walker make significantly fewer--an 
average of 5.1 trips per person. Although the pro
')ram doe& not eyatcmatically compile data on indi
vidual participation, it is believed that a small 
group of users makes more than 30 trips per month, 
which indicates the strong dependence of some users 
on the program. 

Participating persons use the program to make 
trips for all purposes. No single trip purpose 

recreational and social trips (17 percent), work 
trips (15 percent), and personal business trips (15 
percent) are the purposes for which the program is 
most often used. 

Program participants are eligible for hardship 
reimbursements if they pay more than $10. 00 in ex
cess of the maximum limits for medical, employment, 
or educational trips in a 2-week period. Use of 
hu~dship rcimbuLsemettts has been limilt:U, ttnd only 
$10, 795 has been reimbursed to participants in the 
17-month period between August 1978 and December 
1980. 

ACHIEVEMENT OF PROGRAM GOALS 

The Milwaukee user-side subsidy program offers sub
stantial benefits to transportation-handicapped per
sons through its dramatic reduction in the per-trip 
cost of travel and its stimulation of a competitive 
environment among transportation providers. The 
program has reached a large percentage of the poten
tial market for the service among those groups who 
are eligible. Response to the program has been par
ticularly strong among those persons confined to 
wheelchairs, although many registrants do not use 
the program actively. The program is used for all 
trip purposes, with medical trips constituting the 
largest category, although far from -the majority, of 
trips. 

Although the county program offers substantial 
benefits to eligible groups, other transportation
handicapped persons in Milwaukee County remain with
out this type of assistance. The decision to limit 
eligibility to a few categories of disabilities as 
defined by the use of specific aids was an attempt 
to control the growth of the program until the de
mand for transportation subsidies could be as
sessed. After more than 3 years of experience with 
user-side subsidies, the county is now in a position 
to reconsider its earlier decision and to explore 
the needs of other transportation-handicapped per
sons. Serving these other groups will present a 
more complex challenge than serving currently eligi
ble groups, particularly because determining eligi
bility may require more complicated and costly pro
cedures. 

The user-side subsidy program can be said to have 
met its own goal of providing transportation service 
to those confined to wheelchairs, those who require 
a walker or crutches, and those who are legally 
blind. Nevertheless, until the needs of remaining 
groups are addressed, the program does not com
pletely meet the goals of the state's Section 
85. 08 (5) funding p r ogram, which is intended to af
ford "the benefits of transportation to the elderly 
and handicapped who would not otherwise have an 
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available or accessible mode of transportation.n The 
next step for the county is to assess the costs of 
meeting this more broadly defined goal. 

1-iany c:ransport:at: i on ana.Lyst:s oe.L1eve tnat user
side subsidies have a number of advantages when com
pared with provider-side subsidies. Because user
side subsidy programs retain the right of a consumer 
to choose a provider, these analysts believe user
side subsidies stimulate competition among providers 
and thereby improve service quality. Another advan
tage is that the subsidy can be targeted to specific 
individuals, thus minimizing the amount of funds 
given to those for whom 11u asslstance is intenl.'lel.'I. 
Although these advantages, if realized, can be sig
nificant, it is also known that user-side subsidies 
may be costly to administer. Identifying and cer
tifying eligible individuals may consume consider
able administrative resources. The Milwaukee County 
experience provides addi tional evidence on the ef-
,e ,_ _ ,_ _ _ x;, .. __ _ - .!.!I - __ _ L _ _! ... .... _ - - ··• 

.&.'IC:O"''-;o V'- U;o'C'.1.-0.&.Ut: OUUi:::'.LU}' !'1.lJYLCUllZ::S• 

The Milwaukee County program appears to have 
stimulated competition among paratransit providers, 
particularly chair-car providers . Carriers are 
aware of program participants' ability to shop 
around, and they attempt to differentiate their ser
vices from those of other providers. Whereas new 
paratransit companies may have appeared under any 
type of assistance program simply as the result of 

by the program, it is unlikely that other forms of 
assistance would have fostered the service improve
ments that the user-side subsidy program has, in
c lud i ng longer operating hours , stopping en route, 
and customer · service evaluations. Furthermore, 
chair-car carriers hold their fares at the maximum 
subsidy level even for long-distance trips, for 
which they may currently charge a higher fare, in 
order to keep and attract program registrants. Al
though there was not a direct comparison of this 
program with a provider-side program, this evidence 
indicates a type of competition not present under a 
provider-side program, in which deficits usually are 
guaranteed to be made up by the subsidizing agency 
and a similar incentive for improved efficiency does 
not exist. 

The user-side subsidy concept a·lso allows subsi
dies to be targeted to specific groups. The Mil
waukee County program targets its assistance on the 
basis of specific eligibility criteria. The program 
minimizes the amount of aRRfst:ance funneled to other 
groups by requiring registrants' disabilities to be 
verified by a doctor or social service agency. Al
though this process is open to fraud, it does pro
vide a mechanism for limiting access to assistance. 

Milwaukee County has designed its program to ob
tain the desirable advantages of the user-side sub
sidy concept while remaining _ administratively 
simple. As mentioned previously, in 1980 only 12 
percent of the program budget was spent for adminis
trative activities. This percentage compares favor
ably to other user-side programs that have been 
instituted nationally. Administrative costs totaled 
30 percent of program funds in the Seattle user-side 
subsidy program1 35 percent in the Kansas City, 
Missouri, program: 39 percent in the Lawrence, Mas
sachusetts, program: 43 percent in the Kinston, 
North Carolina, program: 53 percent in the Montgom
ery, Alabama, program; and 16 percent in the Dan
ville, Illinois, program (2, p. 11). 

This administrative sfmplicity is possible be
cause those groups currently eligible are not diffi
cult to define or test for eligibility, and the cri
teria are largely self-enforcing. A social service 
agency can reasonably be relied on to certify that 
an individual uses specific aids or is legally 
blind. The criteria are self-enforcing in that eli-



Transportation Research Record 934 

gible disabilities are readily apparent and could be 
faked only with some discomfort. More complex def i
ni tions of eligibility would require more compli
cated testing and higher administrative expenses for 
such activities. 

The administrative mechanisms of the program also 
minimize bookkeeping costs for providers. Program 
vouchers are sent back to the staff of the user-side 
subsidy program to serve as records of all trips 
provided . Ot ber .ass istance prog r ams, i nc l uding 
Title XI X, r equire the carrier to c ompl e t e a trip 
record a nd a payment reques t f o r e ach t rip. The 
s implici ty o f the procedu res of the use·r-side sub
sidy eases the account ing burden fo r p r ovi de rs . This 
should reduc e a ny upwa rd pressure t hat accounting 
costs could place on carrier rates. Unfortunately, 
the ease of user-side subsidy administrative pro
cedures also gives carriers an incentive to allocate 
trips to the program that may be eligible for other 
funding. 

In sum, the user-side subsidy concept as imple
mented by Milwaukee County appears to have realized 
the advantages often claimed for this form of assis
tance. Competition has stimulated improved ser
vice. Aid to unintended recipients is minimized 
while keeping administrative costs a small portion 
of the program budget. The possibility of higher 
administrative costs if coordination with other pro
grams prove d essential does not c l oud the success of 
the prog ram. Presumably, the combined benefits of 
improved target efficiency and coverage would out
weigh the cost of additional administrative activity 
if such action were to be taken. 

LESSONS FOR OTHER LOCALITIES 

As noted earlier, eligibility for the Milwaukee 
County program is limited to a carefully defined 
target group. This group includes those members of 
the handicapped community who are most likely to 
need special services. Consequently, the participa
tion rate for eligible persons in the proqram is 
comparatively high--an estimated 59 percent. 

The majority of user-side subsidy programs na
tionally have extended eligibility to a far brOad~ 
target group--the entire handicapped population and 
the elderly (2, pp. 2-3). Many handicapped and 
elderly individuals do not ne ed s pecial tra~sporta
tion services because they are automobile drivers, 
have someone to drive them, or are able to use 
fixed-route transit. Consequently, programs with 
broad eligibility exhibit low participation rates. 
In Seattle, 13 percent of the eligible population 
registered for the user-side subsidy program. In 
Lawrence, 26 percent registered. In Danville, 4 7 
percent registered, and in Kansas City, 14 percent 
registered. At these sites the subsidy programs at
tracted those individuals most dependent on t-ransi t 
and most in need of subsidized services. Eligible 
individuals with other means of transportation took 
few, if any, subsidized trips (2, p. 19). There
fore, defining the target group- for the services 
more narrowly at those sites may have increased mea
sured participation without cutting off needy indi
viduals. 

Besides achieving the cosmetic goal of higher 
participation rates, narrowly defined program eli
gibility serves a useful purpose in Milwaukee Coun
ty. Narrow eligibility focuses program resources on 
those people most likely to need special transporta-
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tion services. As a result these people can be 
served more fully with few restrictions on their . use 
of the program . For t hese people , the s ubsidy pro
gram offers many of t he same characteris tics of 
fixed-r oute t r ansit: low user cost , n o l i mi t on 
frequency of use, and, for those who use taxis, no 
advance-reservation requirement. 

Although the per-trip limit restrains the dis
tance that can be traveled, these limits appear, on 
average, to have had little effect on actual trip
mak ing by p artici pants . I n c ombination with a nar
rowly defined target group, per-trip limits c a n be 
successfully use d t o r e st;,r a in prog r am cos ts and li
ability while providing meaningful transportation 
assistance to severely mobility-restricted people. 
Monthly purchase limits, in contrast, can be used to 
p rovi de transpor tation a s s istanc e to any g roup , but 
they are i nd i sc rimina t e of t hos e who need it most 
and who woul d, therefore, take max imum a dva ntage of 
the assistance. 

In conclusion, the Milwaukee County experience in 
providing user-side subsidies to transportation
handicapped citizens appears to be highly success
ful, as measured by the program's achievement of its 
goals. The program serves as a valuable case study 
for other localities based on the results of insti
tuting various administrative mechanisms and pro
cedures. Thus the Milwaukee County experience should 
help other administrators anticipate and meet the 
demand of handicapped residents for low-cost, acces
sible service. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT 

The findings of a study sponsored by the Transporta~ 
tion Systems Center under the UMTA SMD program are 
summarized in this paper. I wish to express my ap
preciation for the valuable insights and guidance 
provided by Bruce D. Spear of the Transportation 
Sys tems Ce nter and Larry Bruno and Jim Bautz of 
UMTA. Thomas Kn ight of the Milwaukee Department of 
Public works also contributed significantly to the 
study by provi ding essent ial informa t i on a bout the 
user-side subsidy prog ram. I also acknowledge the 
helpful comments by Daniel Brand of Charles River 
Associates. 

REFERENCES 

1. Charles River Associates. The Milwaukee County 
User-Side Subsidy Program: A Case Study. Trans
portation Systems Center, u.s. Department of 
Transportation, Cambridge, Mass., Rept. UMTA-MA-
06-0049-82-4, 1982. 

2. B.D. Spear. User-Side Subsidies: Delivering 
Specia~ Needs Transportation Through Private Pro
viders. Transportation Systems Center, U .s. De
partment of Transportation, Cambridge, Mass., 
1981. 

3. A Regiona.1 Transporta tion Plan for the Transpor
tation-Hand i capped in Southeast Wisconsin: 1978-
1982. Southeast Wisconsin Regional Planning Com
mission, Waukesha, April 1978. 

Notice: The opinions and conclusions expressed in this paper are those of the 
author and do not necessarily reflect tire views or policies of the Transportation 
Systems Center or UMTA. 


