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Urban/Rural Population Trends

Although Nebraska’s overall population is growing, rural population is declining.
This trend is consistent with trends throughout the United States as more people
move to urban areas to take advantage of the economic opportunities provided
there. In 1980, approximately 37 percent of all Nebraskans lived in rural areas.
In 2000, rural residents accounted for only 30 percent of all Nebraskans with
approximately a half-million Nebraskans living in rural areas and 1.2 million
Nebraskans living in urban areas (defined by the census as all territory, population
and housing units located within census block groups or blocks that have a
population density of at least 1,000 people per square mile and surrounding
census blocks that have an overall density of at least 500 people per square mile).
These trends are depicted in Figure 2-2 below.

Figure 2-2 Urban/Rural Population Trends
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Looking closely at the pattern of population distribution around the state, it is
evident that a substantial number of all Nebraskans live in the major metropolitan
areas of Lincoln and Omaha. In fact, 36 percent of the state’s total population
resides in these two metropolitan areas. If one includes the entire populations of
Douglas, Lancaster and Sarpy counties, 49 percent of all Nebraskans are
accounted for.
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Population Growth (Actual and Projected)

Since 1950, Nebraska has experienced steady population growth and population
forecasts predict that this trend will continue. By the year 2020, it is projected
that Nebraska’s population will increase by approximately 375,000 people, for a
total population of slightly more than 2 million (see Figure 2-3 on the following
page). However, this growth will not be felt in every portion of the state, and it is
important to note the regional disparities of population growth.

Figure 2-3 Nebraska Population Growth (Actual and Projected)

2020 | 2,085,210
2010 | 1,877,214
2000 | 1,711,263
1990 | 1,578,385
Year .
1980 | 1,569,825
1970 | 1,483,493
1960 | 1,411,330
1950 | 1,325,510
0 500,000 1,000,000 1,500,000 2,000,000 2,500,000
Source: Census 2000 Population
University of Nebraska, Bureau of Business Research

Projected Population Growth/Loss 1990-2000

From 1990 to 2000, a total of 53 of Nebraska’s 93 counties lost population. As
depicted in Figure 2-4 on the following page, counties losing population were
relatively evenly distributed across the state, although “high-loss” counties (those
losing more than 10 percent of their population) tend to be in the middle of the
state. High-growth counties (greater than 10 percent population gain) tended to
be on the eastern fringe of the state, surrounding the metropolitan areas of Omaha,
Lincoln and Sioux City. In general, counties experiencing population gains
during this time were either located in the eastern one-third of the state, or along
the 1-80 and/or North Platte River corridor.
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Projected Population Growth/Loss 2000-2020

The broad patterns of population growth and loss experienced in the past decade
are expected to continue over the next 20 years. As seen in Figure 2-5, most of
Nebraska’s counties are projected to lose population over the next 20 years
(atotal of 52 counties losing population). Those counties anticipated to
experience the highest rate of loss, greater than 15 percent, tend to be clustered in
the center of the state. Counties projected to have high rates of population growth
(over 15 percent) are found clustered in the eastern portion of the state around the
major metropolitan areas of Omaha, Lincoln and Sioux City. Another cluster of
high-growth counties is strung along 1-80, including the counties in which major
regional centers such as Grand Island, Kearney, and North Platte are located.
Isolated areas of high growth include Madison, Platte, Colfax and Scotts Bluff
counties. Regional centers of population in or adjacent to these counties include
the cities of Norfolk, Columbus, Fremont and Scottsbluff/Gering.

Senior Population Trends

The population of persons 65 years and older is growing in Nebraska and
outpacing national trends. This growth is anticipated to continue over the next
several decades, with the aging of the baby-boom generation. In the U.S., the
population age 85 and older is currently the fastest-growing segment of the older
population and is expected to grow faster than any other age group (The Older
Population in 21st Century Rural America). Currently, Nebraska ranks 12th
nationally in percentage of population over 65, 6th in the over 75 age group, and
4th in the over 85 age group. Between 2000 and 2020, the population of
Nebraskans aged 65 and over will increase by approximately 100,000, to a total of
approximately 331,000 persons. As shown in Figure 2-6 below, by 2020, senior
citizens will account for about 16 percent of Nebraska’s total population.
Nebraska’s fastest-growing age segment over the next 20 years will be in the over
60 age group, specifically age 60-64 (93 percent), and age 65-69 (79 percent).
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[Insert Figure 2-4]
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[Insert Figure 2-5]

Nebraska Rural Transit Study December 2005
Chapter 2 Trends and Conditions 8



Figure 2-6 Senior Population Trends
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Patterns of Senior Populations

As with overall population trends in Nebraska, concentrations of senior
populations are clustered in major regional centers around the state. The densest
concentrations of senior populations are found in and around the major
metropolitan areas of Lincoln and Omaha. However, it is important to note that
concentrations of seniors are scattered throughout the state.

In 2000, the median age for all Nebraskans was 35.3 years. This was an increase
from 1990, when the median age of Nebraskans was 33.0 years. Median age has
been steadily increasing since 1970, when it was 28.6 years. When looking at age
trends on a county-by-county basis, median age is significantly higher in rural
areas of the state (see Figure 2-7). The 10 counties with the highest median age in
Nebraska (ranging from 43.8 years to 45.9 years) are all in very rural portions of
the state. Table 2-1 below summarizes the 10 Nebraska counties with the highest
median age, based on Census 2000 data.
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Table 2-1 Counties Ranked by Median Age

Rank County Median Age
1 Pawnee 45.9
2 Garfield 45.9
3 Garden 45.6
4 Hooker 45.3
5 Harlan 44.5
6 Webster 44.2
7 Thomas 44.2
8 Thayer 44.1
9 Nuckolls 44.1

10 Boyd 43.8

The presence of and increase in elderly populations is critical to note in the
context of accounting for rural transit needs. Elderly residents represent a large
share of rural transit users. As people age, their ability to drive may diminish.
Often, it becomes difficult to navigate in larger cities, or during inclement weather
or in the dark. Medical conditions may prevent an elderly person from driving
and public transportation is often the only means available to meet life-sustaining
transportation needs, like grocery shopping and traveling to medical
appointments.

HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Household income is a useful determinant in predicting transit needs. Areas that
have higher household incomes are more likely to be areas that contain
households owning one or more automobiles, with a correspondingly lower
likelihood of dependence on transit services to meet mobility needs. Conversely,
areas with lower household incomes will likely have households with fewer or no
automobiles available and a greater need to rely on public transportation.

In 2000, median household income in Nebraska was $39,250. Actual median
household income across the state of Nebraska is depicted in Figure 2-8.
Typically, the lowest-income areas (under $30,000 annual household income) are
also the most highly rural areas of the state.
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Households in Poverty

The percentage of Nebraskans living in poverty (6.7 percent of all households in
1999) is generally low compared to the rest of the United States and is lower than
most of the surrounding states. However, there are areas of the state that greatly
exceed this average. Of the 10 poorest counties in Nebraska, nine are rural
counties, located in the western two-thirds of the state. These counties are
summarized below in Table 2-2.

Table 2-2 Households in Poverty

Rank County Percent of Ho(ulsggs))lds in Poverty
1 Keya Paha 22 .4
2 Thurston 19.3
3 Blaine 18.7
4 Rock 17.7
5 Wheeler 15.4
6 Hayes 14.6
7 Loup 14.2
8 McPherson 14.0
9 Thomas 13.6
10 Boyd 12.9

Carless Households

Automobile ownership is another key indicator for identifying transit needs. The
census determines vehicle ownership by occupied housing unit. In Nebraska, on
average, 6.3 percent (approximately 42,000 occupied units) of all occupied
housing units had no vehicle available. This represents more than 100,000 people
without access to an automobile (based on the average Nebraska household size
of 2.49 persons). The 10 Nebraska counties with the highest number of carless
households are summarized in Table 2-3 below.

Nebraska Rural Transit Study December 2005
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Table 2-3 Carless Households

Rank County Hous::;legrﬁrrl] itts ]:/v(i)ttlflcllil%”\a/dehicle
1 Thurston 9.6
2 Douglas 8.8
3 Madison 7.8
4 Sherman 7.2
5 Adams 7.0
6 Valley 6.9
7 Pawnee 6.9
8 Johnson 6.8
9 Lancaster 6.8
10 Richardson 6.8

It is interesting to note how automobile ownership differs from some of the other
indicators of household income analyzed. Specifically, the urban versus rural,
east versus west pattern of distribution is notably different. In this instance, all of
the counties with high percentages of carless households are clustered in the
eastern one-third of the state, and sometimes in highly urban counties, such as
Lancaster and Douglas.

Figure 2-9 provides a visual depiction of the top 10 Nebraska counties by median
age, by percent of families in poverty, and by carless households. It is these
indicators (age, income, and access to an automobile) that are the most powerful
predictors of transit use.

IDENTIFYING REGIONAL ECONOMIC CENTERS

Regional economic centers are cities that provide trade and services for a larger
surrounding area. These centers are important to identify as they tend to be
attractors of many different kinds of trips, including work trips, medical-purpose
trips, and other trips. As population continues to concentrate in these areas,
connections between them, and from surrounding rural areas to them, become
increasingly important. Several key indicators are presented to identify regional
centers where transit services should be focused.
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Work Trip Travel Behavior

When Nebraskans go to work, they drive. According to Census 2000, a little over
90 percent of all Nebraskans use a car to get to work. However, as indicated in
the summary of carless households above, there is still a significant percent of the
population without access to an automobile.

Employment

Unemployment rates in Nebraska have historically been lower than for the United
States as a whole. This has continued to be true in recent years. In 2002,
Nebraska’s unemployment rate was 4 percent versus a 6 percent unemployment
rate nationally. As with other trends in Nebraska, non-farm concentrations of
employment are not equally distributed around the state. According to the
Nebraska Department of Economic Development, 14 of Nebraska’s counties
account for almost 75 percent of the state’s employment. These counties are
listed in Table 2-4.

Most Nebraskans live and work in the same county. On average, only 17 percent
of all Nebraskans leave their county of residence for work. Depicted in
Figure 2-10 are those counties with significantly higher than average (35 percent
or more) numbers of residents commuting outside the county for work. The high-
commuting counties are all located near regional centers, which are also depicted
in Figure 2-10.

Table 2-4 High Employment Counties

Rank County 2003 é\r\r/ﬁ;zgﬁn?notnthly
1 Douglas 262,548
2 Lancaster 148,529
3 Sarpy 63,104
4 Hall 31,037
5 Buffalo 26,258
6 Madison 21,550
7 Dodge 19,557
8 Lincoln 18,602
9 Scotts Bluff 18,597
10 Platte 16,818
11 Adams 14,722
12 Dawson 13,668
13 Gage 12,684
14 Dakota 9,906
Nebraska Rural Transit Study December 2005
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[Insert Figure 2-10]
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Hospitals and Institutions of Higher Learning

Another indicator of regional center activity is to identify cities where hospital
facilities and/or higher institutions of learning are found. Figure 2-11 depicts
cities with hospital facilities in Nebraska, and Figure 2-12 depicts cities with
higher institutions of learning. Many smaller-sized cities (2,500 or less
population) in Nebraska do have hospital facilities; there are fewer cities with
institutions of higher learning. Providing transportation connections to medical
facilities is often critical to sustaining independent living on the part of those who
cannot drive or who do not have access to an automobile.
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CHAPTER 3 TRANSIT SYSTEM OVERVIEW

CURRENT RURAL SYSTEMS

The state of rural transit in Nebraska is presented as a backdrop against which to
project future transportation challenges. This system inventory provides an
overview of the number and type of systems currently operating in Nebraska, as
well as information on transit funding and investment, operating trends over time,
and system productivity.

Presently, there are 61 rural transit programs providing service to the general
public in Nebraska. These systems provide, in total, over 640,000 annual
passenger trips traveling over 2,000,000 miles. Different geographic areas of
coverage are provided, depending on the system type. Some systems operate
solely within city boundaries and others within county boundaries, while other
systems provide service within a multi-county area, or to nearby regional centers
across county boundaries. In total, 74 of Nebraska’s 93 counties have rural transit
services funded in part by the Nebraska Department of Roads (NDOR). These
systems are depicted in Figure 3-1 on the following page.

As shown in Figure 3-2, most Nebraska rural transit providers are relatively small
operators with no more than four vehicles in their fleet. In fact, 48 percent of all
rural systems have only one vehicle in their fleet.

Figure 3-2 Fleet Size

5 -10 vehicles
(8%)
1 - 4 vehicles
(89%)
11+ vehicles
(3%)

Of the 19 counties without rural transit service, most are clustered in the northern
tier of states north of 1-80 (see Figure 3-1).
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RURAL TRANSIT FUNDING

In 2003, rural transit operating costs in Nebraska totaled $3.98 million. Federal
dollars accounted for the greatest share of the cost, with the rest coming from the
state, the local units of government, and from system operating revenues.
Table 3-1 shows a breakdown of the costs.

Table 3-1 Rural Transit Funding

Funding Type Amount Percentage
Federal Share $1,600,000 40%
State Share $950,000 24%
Local Share $970,000 24%
Operating Revenue $460,000 12%

Most rural systems have relatively modest budgets, with 84 percent of all systems
spending less than $100,000 annually to provide service as shown in Figure 3-3.

Figure 3-3 Annual System Budgets

3%
13%

O Less than $100,000
[0 $100,000-$250,000
0O More than $250,000

84%
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STATE FUNDS INVESTED IN RURAL TRANSIT

Annually, the state of Nebraska invests about $2.00 per rural resident per year to
help provide rural transit services (2003). Figure 3-4 compares this investment
against investment in rural transit services of some neighboring states. Although
Nebraska invests slightly more per resident than the states of Kansas or
South Dakota, it invests significantly less than lowa or Minnesota.

Figure 3-4 Rural Transit Investment Per Capita

Minnesota
lowa
Average
NEBRASKA |
O Per Capita Investment of State Funds
Kansas |
South Dakota |
$0.00 $1.'OO $2.'OO $3.'00 $4.'00 $5.'00 $6.'00
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SYSTEM TRENDS

Rural transit system performance information is presented here for the period
from 1980 to the present (2003).

Since 1980, there has been a steady expansion in the total number of rural transit
systems in Nebraska (see Figure 3-5).

Figure 3-5 Number of Rural Systems
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As shown in Figure 3-6, the total rural transit fleet has also increased in size since
1980, growing by 96 percent.

Figure 3-6 Rural System Fleet
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Total system miles of service have also increased since 1980, growing by
82 percent over this time period, as shown in Figure 3-7.

Figure 3-7 Total Rural System Miles
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As shown in Figure 3-8, the number of passengers carried by rural systems has
not increased as rapidly as the overall fleet or system miles. Since 1980, there has
been an increase in ridership of 25 percent for Nebraska rural transit systems.
However, this increase was not steady. Ridership actually declined from 1985 to
2000. Current (2003) ridership is about equal to 1985 annual ridership.

Figure 3-8 Number of Rural System Passengers
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Passengers carried per mile by Nebraska rural transit providers have been steadily
decreasing since 1980 as shown in Figure 3-9.

Figure 3-9 Passengers per Mile
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INVESTMENT TRENDS

Total investment in transit is depicted in Figure 3-10 and 3-11 and total
investment per capita is presented in Figure 3-12 and 3-13. Four investment types
are presented; total transit investment includes federal, state, and local dollars, in
addition to passenger revenues. State transit investment accounts for only state
dollars invested. Also depicted are dollar costs held constant at 1991 dollars
providing a baseline to track “real” growth in transit investment in Nebraska
separate from inflationary growth. Both total investment and state investment has
trended upwards since 1991, increasing at 60 percent (total) and 53 percent
(state). When holding dollar costs constant, these rates of increase are
significantly decreased however, at 19 percent (total) and 13 percent (state). Total
investment in transit per rural resident is similar to overall investment trends, with
increases of 65 percent and 57 percent for the state since 1991, or 22 percent and
17 percent respectively, held constant at 1991 dollars.
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Figure 3-10 Total Investment in Rural Services per Capita (all funding
sources combined)

2003
OTotal Transit Investment per capita in 1991 Dollars
} O Total Transit Investment per capita in Current Dollars
2000
1991
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Figure 3-11 State Investment in Rural Services per Capita
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Figure 3-12 Total Investment in Rural Transit Services (all funding
sources combined)
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Figure 3-13 State Investment in Rural Transit Services
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Over time (since 1991), the state share of rural transit support has held constant at
just about one-fourth (25 percent) of operating costs as presented in Figure 3-14.
Operating revenues as a percentage of total system costs has decreased slightly,
while federal share has increased over time, from 24 percent of total operating
costs in 1991, to 37 percent in 2003.

Figure 3-14 Rural Transit Support
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CHAPTER 4 PROVIDER SURVEY

INTRODUCTION

In order to gauge the state of urban transit systems in Nebraska, and especially to
gauge existing rural transit system challenges, a transit provider survey was
developed and mailed to all 61 systems receiving Section 5311 (rural transit
operating assistance) funds from the NDOR. This written survey was mailed in
early September 2004, with responses due to NDOR by October 15, 2004. A total
of 61 surveys were received in time to be part of the sample. It should be noted
that, although a total of 61 surveys were received, these surveys came

survey.

Fifty-five providers | from 55 rural transit providers. The reason for this discrepancy is that
responded to the three systems (North Platte, Community Action Partnership of

Mid-Nebraska and Midland Area Agency on Aging) provided multiple
copies of the survey, reflecting the multiple services they coordinate.

This chapter presents an overview of the survey results and highlights system
conditions that are important to evaluate as the state moves forward with the rural
transit program in Nebraska. Results are presented for each question asked in the
survey. Not all providers answered each question, so tabulated results also
indicate the sample size for each question.

SYSTEM BACKGROUND

Employment

The majority of rural systems in Nebraska have at least one full-time
administrative staff person (82 percent). A total of 11 systems (18 percent) have
less than one administrative staff person with six systems reporting they had no
paid administrative position. Almost all systems (60) reported that they did not
use volunteers to fulfill administrative duties. Table 4-1 presents administrative
staff information.

Table 4-1 Administrative Staff (n = 61)

Administrative Number of Paid Percent
No Administrative Staff 6 10%
Less than 1 FTE 5 8%
1 Administrative Staff 34 56%
1.5t0 2 FTE 9 15%
Over 2 FTE 7 11%
Nebraska Rural Transit Study December 2005
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The vast majority of systems do have paid drivers; however, a total of thirteen
systems (21 percent) rely somewhat on volunteer drivers. The majority of rural
systems (52 percent) have fewer than three paid drivers on their staff. Table 4-2
presents driver information.

Table 4-2 Drivers (n = 61)

Drivers Nurg;zr of Percent \N/gm rt:fere?: Percent
No Driver 3 5% 48 79%
Upto3 32 52% 6 10%
3to7 23 38% 5 8%
More than 7 3 5% 2 3%
No Driver 3 5%

Most systems (80 percent) do not have any paid maintenance positions nor do
they have volunteers available to do maintenance.

Route Maps

There are more systems that do not have published route maps or schedules
(57 percent or 35 systems) than those that do (43 percent or 26 systems).

Service Area

A variety of service area coverage is provided by Nebraska Rural transit systems
as shown in Table 4-3.

Table 4-3 Area of Service Operation (n = 60)

Where Service is Operated Number of Providers Percent
Inside City Limits 12 20%
Select Portions of County 8 13%
Entire County 21 35%
Select Areas Outside County 7 12%
More than One County 12 20%
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Service Time

Weekday Service

Almost all Nebraska rural transit providers have some level of weekday service.
A total of 58 systems, or 95 percent, provide Monday through Friday service, but
the times that service is available varies significantly across the state. Table 4-4
summarizes weekday service by day and by number of systems providing service.

Table 4-4 Weekday Service

Time

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday  Friday

6a.m.—6p.m.

7am.—-6p.m.

7am.-5p.m.

7 a.m.—5:30 p.m.

7:30a.m. -4 p.m.

7:30 a.m. — 5:30 p.m.
8am.-12:30 p.m., 1 p.m. — 4:30 p.m.
8am.-12p.m,1lp.m —-5p.m.
8am.-3pm.

8am. -4 pm.

8 a.m.—4:30 p.m.
8am.-5pm.

8a.m.-6p.m.

8am.—7pm.

8 a.m.-3:30 p.m.

8:30-12 p.m.

8:30 a.m. —4:30 p.m.
9am.-11p.m., 1 p.m. -5 p.m.
9am.-12p.m,1p.m. -4 pm.
9am.-12 p.m, 1p.m. —5p.m.
9a.m. - 3:30 p.m.
9am.—4pm.

11a.m.-1p.m.

ANYTIME

NOT LIMITED

ON DEMAND

Total

8:30 a.m.-11:30 a.m., 12 p.m. — 3 p.m.
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Weekend Service

Approximately 20 percent, or a total of 12 rural transit systems, offer some level
of weekend service (Saturday or Sunday service). Table 4-5 summarizes
weekend service by day and by number of systems providing service.

Table 4-5 Weekend Service

Time Saturday Sunday
0

6am.-12 p.m.
8am.—-4pm.
8am.-5p.m.
8:30a.m. - 12 p.m.
10a.m. - 12 p.m.
11am.-7 p.m.
ANYTIME

BY APPOINTMENT
ON DEMAND

ON DEMAND TO 5:30 p.m.
SPECIAL TOURS
Total

N P W R PP OO Rk P
WO WErRr P O R P Rk R

=
N
[EEN
N

Ridership by Customer Segment

As shown in Table 4-6, senior citizens are the most frequent rural transit riders.
This customer segment, on average, comprises 68 percent of each system’s riders.
A total of 32 systems reported that over 75 percent of all their riders were senior
citizens.

Table 4-6 Service for Senior Citizens (n = 61)

Seniors Number of Transit Systems
up to 50% of total ridership 20
51 to 74% of total ridership 6
over 75% of total ridership 32
Average percentage_z of se_niors 68%
(as a % of total ridership)
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Other customer markets identified included disabled persons, low-income
persons, youth riders, and the general public. As shown in Table 4-7, the
distribution among these customer segments was fairly even, with an average of
13 percent of rural transit riders being disabled, 15 percent being low-income,
11 percent being youth, and 8 percent being the general public.

Table 4-7 Other Customer Segments Ridership (n = 61)

Disabled Low-Income Youth Genelfal
Public
up to 15% of total ridership 31 25 22 33
16 to 30% of total ridership 9 7 2
over 30% of total ridership 2 3 3 1
Pt o

Medicaid Trips

Most rural transit systems (82 percent) have some level of reimbursement by
Medicaid. Medicaid trip information is presented in Table 4-8.

Table 4-8 Medicaid Trips (n = 55)

Category Number of Providers Percent
No Trips 10 18
Less than 25% 33 60
26-50% 11 20
51-75% 1 2

Rider Registration

Most of the rural systems in Nebraska do not require riders to register in order to
use their service, as shown in Table 4-9.

Table 4-9 Rider Registration (n = 50)

Require Registration Number of Providers Percent
Yes 13 26
No 34 68
Only Some Do 3 6
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User Payments

As shown in Table 4-10, cash is the most common type of payment accepted, with
54 systems responding. Only two systems offer a monthly pass payment option to
their customers.

Table 4-10 User Payments (n = 111, multiple responses given)

Type of Payment Number of Providers
Cash Payments 54
Tickets 17
Punch Cards 21
Monthly Pass 2
Other 15
RESERVATION/DISPATCH

Number of Passengers

Most systems (55 percent) carry fewer than 25 passengers per day with 82 percent
of systems carrying less than 50 passengers per day. A total of 5 systems, or
8 percent, carry a significantly higher numbers of passengers; with more than
100 passengers per day (see Table 4-11).

Table 4-11 Passengers per Day (n = 60)

Categories NumbSeyrsgn']l'sransit Percent
Less than 25 33 55
2510 50 16 27
51 to 100 6 10
More than 100 5 8
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As shown in Table 4-12, most passengers are not regularly scheduled
(subscription) riders, but there are a sizable group of systems (21 percent) that
indicate that more than half of their passengers are subscription riders.

Table 4-12 Subscription Riders (n = 61)

Categories NumbSeyrsgn']l'sransit Percent
Less than 25% 37 61
26-50% 11 18
51-75% 6 10
over 75% 7 11

Accepting Reservations

Almost all (97 percent) of Nebraska rural transit systems require riders to make
advance trip reservations. Most accomplish this by allowing riders to make a
telephone call either to the dispatcher or to the driver, as shown in Table 4-13.

Table 4-13 Reservation Type

Type of Reservation Number of Providers
Phone to Dispatch 46
Phone to Driver 27
Fax 4

No Reservations Needed
Other

Trip Notification

Most systems (a total of 39) allow riders to make a same day trip request.
However, 15 systems (25 percent) require notification from their riders a day in
advance of the trip, as shown in Figure 4-1.
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Figure 4-1 Trip Notification
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Trip Denials

Fifty systems (82 percent) reported that they had to occasionally deny trip
requests. However, most did so only occasionally (once every few months).
Relatively few (8 percent) of the systems reported that they had to deny trip
requests an average of once per day, as shown in Table 4-14.

Table 4-14 Trip Denials (n = 50)

Nebraska Rural Transit Study
Chapter 4 Provider Survey

Frequency Number of Transit Percent
Systems
Once a Day 4 8
Once a Week 10 20
Once a Month 9 18
Once Every Few Months 27 54
December 2005
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As shown in Figure 4-2, the most commonly cited reason for denying a trip
request was that a customer was requesting service at a time when there was no
transit service available. Other typical reasons were that not enough adequate
notice was given, that a passenger’s origin or destination was outside the
geographic area of service coverage, or that no vehicle was available to provide
service.

Figure 4-2 Reasons for Denying Trip Requests

30 -

25 -

20 A

15 -

10 A

O No Driver Available

ONo Vehicle

O Not Adequate Notice
OTravel Time not Served

O O/D Outside Service Area
OOther*

Percent of Responders

*QOther responses included: full bus, rider could not pay and notice provided too late.

VEHICLE INFORMATION

Number of VVehicles

In total, there are 137 vehicles used to provide rural transit services to
Nebraskans. The majority of systems (86 percent) have three or fewer vehicles in
their fleet. Twenty-nine systems (48 percent) have only one vehicle. Of the
137 vehicles reported, a total of 20 (15 percent) are listed as back-up vehicles.
Vehicle data is presented in Table 4-15.

Table 4-15 Number of Vehicles (n = 56)

Number of Vehicles Numbse;rsgngansn Percent
Upto3 48 86
4t07 6 11
Over 7 2 3
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Age of Fleet
The average age of rural transit vehicles is six years as shown in Figure 4-3.

Figure 4-3 Age of Vehicles
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Radios

Seventy (51 percent) rural transit vehicles have radios for communication
purposes.

Fareboxes

As shown in Table 4-16, less than 15 percent of the vehicles have a secure
farebox, with almost 60 percent having no type of farebox at all.

Table 4-16 Farebox Type (n = 133)

Type of Farebox Number of Vehicles Percent
Lockbox 15 11
Registering 2 2
None 77 58
Other 39 29
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Mileage

As shown in Table 4-17, a little over half (52 percent) of the vehicles have more
than 75,000 miles.

Table 4-17 Fleet Mileage (n = 128)

Odometer Reading Number of Vehicles Percent
0-50,000 38 30
50,001-75,000 23 18
75,001-100,000 22 17
100,001-125,000 21 16
125,001-150,000 11 9
over 150,000 13 10

Vehicle Accessibility

Almost all vehicles are ADA-accessible, as summarized in Table 4-18. Only
15 percent, or 21 out of 137 vehicles, have no ADA accommodations.

Table 4-18 ADA Accommodations (n = 57)

Percen_t of Nur_nber of Percent
ADA Equipment Transit Systems
100% ADA 41 72
75 t0 99% 4 7
Less than 75% 12 21
OPERATIONS

Vehicle Maintenance

Only nine systems provide their own maintenance services. The typical rural
transit system uses a private garage for vehicle maintenance services.

Driver Communications

As shown in Table 4-19, radio or cellular phone is the two most frequently used

methods of communication between rural transit systems and their drivers. Only
two systems responded that they had no means of communicating to their drivers.
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Table 4-19 Method of Communication (n = 61)

.. Number of Transit
Communication Percent
Systems

Radio 28 46

Cell Phone 45 74
Pager 3 5
None 2 3
Other” 5 8

*Qther responses included in person communication.

Communications Reliability

In general, the reliability of communications between dispatchers and drivers
appears to be quite good, with 95 percent of all systems being able to
communicate over the great majority of their service area, as shown in
Table 4-20.

Table 4-20 Communication Coverage (n = 57)

Number of Transit
Coverage Percent
Systems

100% 34 60

75 to 99% 20 35
50 to 75%

Less than 50% 1 2
COMPUTER USE

Only 36 percent of all systems (22 total) use computers to manage their daily
operations.

TRANSIT SYSTEM FUNDING PRIORITIES

Future Capital Plans

Most systems (79 percent or 48 systems) do have plans for capital expenditures in
the next five years. As presented in Table 4-21, of the systems with capital plans,

most will be purchasing vehicles, with the two next most common responses
being purchase of communications equipment and a storage building.
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Table 4-21 Capital Expenditure Plans (n = 60)

Capital Expenditures Number of Transit Systems Percent
Buses 39 65
Communications Equipment 13 22
Storage Building 11 18
Signs 2 3
Administration Building 3 7
Maintenance Building 2 3
Passenger Shelters 4 7
Other 4 7

When queried as to how they believe new funds could best be spent to improve
system operations, most systems responded that they would spend new funds to
purchase new vehicles. Having more staff and more staff hours, and expanding
transit service hours of operation were the next most common responses, as
shown in Table 4-22.

Table 4-22 Areas of Funding (n = 60)

Areas of Funding Number of Transit Systems
Purchasing new vehicle 45
More Staff/Staff Hours 35
Expanding Service Hours 29
New Technology 26
Expand Service Area 19
Greater Service Frequency 16

System Improvements

A series of questions was put to respondents to measure the amount of potential
impact they believed that various system improvements would make to their
systems. For each statement, respondents were asked to choose whether that
improvement would have great impact, some impact, or no impact to improving
their system and better meeting customers’ needs.
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Figure 7-4 Funding Priorities of Workshop Participants
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RURAL TRANSIT SERVICE TARGETS

Workshop participants were asked to gauge how well local services were doing
on meeting customer needs.

Transit Markets

As depicted in Table 7-4, the general attitude of participants in the workshops was
that the needs of elderly and disabled persons in their communities were generally
being met, with elderly needs perceived as being better met than the needs of
disabled populations. Travel needs of low-income persons, youth, and the general
public were generally not perceived as being met.

Nebraska Rural Transit Study

Chapter 7 Workshops

December 2005
94




Table 7-4 Workshop Participant View of How Well Targets Being Met

ELDERLY [ DISABLED [ LOWINCOME | YOUTH | GENERALPUBLIC |
WellMet  Met  NotMet| WellMet Met NotMet| WellMet Met NotMet| WellMet Met NotMet| WellMet Met Not Met
SCOTTSBLUFF | ne— I I I I
MCCOOK — — - — —
NORTH PLATTE | mummmm — - — —
GRAND ISLAND — — — — —
NORFOLK I I I I I
FREMONT f— f— — — -
BEATRICE — — — — —

Trip Importance

As shown in Table 7-5, serving persons traveling for medical purposes
consistently rated as a high priority. Results when looking at the importance of
serving other types of trips were less conclusive. Many participants were
reluctant to rank the importance of serving various types of trips. Many
participants indicated that, while a shopping trip may not seem as urgent as a
medical trip, it is likely every bit as important. Especially for a person of limited
mobility, ensuring an ability to purchase groceries and other needed supplies is
just as important to maintaining their life as a medical appointment. The same
can be true of trips made for social and visiting purposes. School trips can also
rank as a high priority, especially in communities where the school board
provides very limited, if any, transportation of schoolchildren.

Table 7-5 Workshop Participant View of Priority Services

I WORK [ MEDICAL [ SOCIAL [ SHOPPING | SCHOOL |

High Med Low High Med Low High Med Low High Med Low High Med Low
SCOTTSBLUFF | N ] [ ] I
VALENTINE | ] I I [ |
MCCOOK LN | [ | [ |
NORTH PLATTE | _— | [ -
GRAND ISLAND L L | - ||
NORFOLK | [ ] I I [
FREMONT L L | [ | ]
BEATRICE | [ ] || [ | [ |
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STAKEHOLDER STATEMENTS

“l gave up my car eight years ago and now | rely on the Handi-Bus for
transportation.” — Public Transportation Rider

“We have a lot of patients who have no means of transportation outside the public
transportation system.” — Medical Facility Representative

“We need services for seniors to keep them connected to the goods and services in
the communities.”

“I know someone who walked seventeen miles to get to work.” — Human Service
Agency Representative

““Some of the youth in our area write bad checks for gas to get to work.” — Private
Citizen

“Without some type of transportation service, all of these little towns are going to
dry up.” — NDOR staff

“l drive my low-income elderly aunt and mother to services.” — Rural
Development Organization Representative

“If we are going to exist in the future, we need to make sure we have people with
jobs in the rural areas.” — Rural Development Organization Representative

“Who will be around in the future to provide services and transportation in rural
areas?”’

“Everyone needs to pull together and help each other out to make the system more
viable all around.” — Human Service Agency Representative

“We’re not immune from the economic dilemma affecting rural areas around the
country.” — Transit Provider Representative

“In rural areas, the elderly are driving longer than they should be.”

“One of the worst things we have in Nebraska is a lack of coordination in
transportation. We should all be working together and not in separate
kingdoms.” — Transit User

“Systematically, | think the cost of vehicle insurance is out of hand. It comprises
15% of my system’s annual vehicle operating costs.”” — Transit Provider

“Insurance costs need to be reigned in or we can’t afford to provide service.” —
Transit Provider
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“We cringe from year-to-year wondering if the federal government is going to
have it [funding].” — Transit Rider

“I think we’re all doing the best we can given the funding issues.” — Transit
Provider

“If a person has a car, they’re going to drive a car.” — Transit Provider
“l don’t have any problem going anywhere. My only concern is having enough
buses, drivers, and money. We need to take care of people in our community as

well.”” = Driver

“The loss of Head Start service takes away one of our greatest cornerstones of
service.” — Transit Provider

“l don’t think it’s an issue of a lack of capacity, it’s a complete lack of
coordination.” — Transit Provider

“I think we need much more coordination with public and private services.”
“Public transportation is this state is going away.”

“We do well at life sustaining but we don’t do well at life enhancing [with rural
transit].” Transit Provider

“There are a lot of Nebraskans that cannot drive.”
“Smaller communities have more individual caring of clients.”” — Transit Provider

“Expand first and focus on the strength of what we currently have [in terms of
service].” — Transit Provider

““No more unfunded mandates.”” — Transit Provider

“People don’t need public transportation services until the 11th hour and then
they do not know where to find out about the services available.”

“You get what you pay for when you have volunteer drivers.” — Transit Provider
“Providing public transportation isn’t just about driving clients from here to

there, it’s also waiting for a frail elderly person at the doctor’s office.” — Transit
Provider

“You go the extra mile to help get clients in and out of their homes.” — Transit
Provider

“Fortunately we’ve never left anybody or had to leave anybody [at their
destination], but it is a serious problem.” — Transit Provider
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“The client is always first.” — Transit Provider

“What do you do when you’re a young, single mom and your car breaks down?
We cannot take on these additional markets without some help funding wise.”

“Every town in the state has pent up demand for additional transportation
services.” — Transit Provider

“We take care of ourselves here.” — Transit Provider

“Everyone is relying on each other to get around. They should not be driving but
they network together. It’s the only thing that’s keeping the whole transportation
system from falling apart.” — Transit Provider

“We have a lot of our elderly client’s children thanking us because we’ve saved
them from having to take a day off of work to drive their parents to appointments,
etc.”” — Transit Provider

“I’m deviating [when providing transportation services] trying to help people all
the time.” — Transit Provider

“Our service grew more rapidly than we ever thought it would” — New Transit
Provider

“We can’t be all things to all people.” — Transit Provider

“The state is doing a good job [in terms of funding].”” — Transit Provider

“Each trip is unique.” — Transit Provider

“We’re glad you’re listening.” — Transit Provider

“We’re doing all that we can right now [to provide service].” — Transit Provider

“We are not meeting the needs of chemotherapy and dialysis patients in our
area.” — Transit Provider

“It’s getting harder and harder to get the local match.” — Transit Provider
“I’m always on the lookout to provide new types of services.” — Transit Provider

“To get the local match, our agency had to throw money into the pot.”” — Transit
Provider

“We [rural counties] are declining in population but the people that remain are
the ones that need services.”

“It [drivers] has to be someone who enjoys the work because they’re not there for
the wages | pay.” — Transit Provider
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“Every one of my clients needs help getting in and out.”” — Transit Provider

“Ask five people on the street if they know about the services available. 1’d say
four out of five wouldn’t know.”” — Transit Provider

“The elderly don’t use urban transit because they don’t trust the system. They
don’t get that personal touch.”

“If I’'m working with a special needs population, I will only send out trained
drivers.” — Transit Provider

“If it could work [linking up county to county services], we’d give it a try.” —
Transit Provider

“The people who know about our services are those that, for one reason or
another, are those that themselves or someone in their family has had a need for
our services.” — Transit Provider
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CHAPTER 8 TRANSIT SYSTEM PERFORMANCE

Rural transit system performance is summarized here, including looking
at measures of productivity and efficiency by system type and geographic
area served.

SYSTEM PERFORMANCE
Performance by System Type

Statewide average system performance is based on 2003 vyear-end data
(see Figure 8-1).

Figure 8-1 Average Performance for Rural Transit Systems
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Performance characteristics of Nebraska rural transit systems were analyzed by
system type; systems operating solely within city limits, systems operating
entirely within the limits of one county, and systems that crossed county
boundaries. As may be expected, systems that cover larger geographic areas tend
to carry fewer passengers per mile (see Figures 8-2 through 8-4). In general,
these types of systems also had higher costs per passenger; however, system costs
per mile were lower for systems operating in more than one county.
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Figure 8-2 Average Performance for City Systems
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Figure 8-4 Average Performance for Multi-County Systems
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Performance by Geographic Area

System performance was examined for systems in the eastern one-third of the
state and for systems operating in the western two-thirds. This was done in order
to see whether systems operating in the eastern portion of Nebraska, where
greater concentrations of population density are found, were able to realize greater
system productivity. Findings summarized in Figure 8-5 are that there is no great
difference in system performance when moving from eastern to western
Nebraska. In fact, western systems actually have lower costs per passenger that
eastern systems and, on average, carry slightly more passengers per mile.

Figure 8-5 Average Performance for Eastern vs. Western Systems
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System Performance Summary

City systems were found to be the most productive (highest passengers per mile),
but also the most expensive systems to operate (cost per mile), while county
systems tend to exhibit more “average” performance. Multi-county systems tend
to have higher costs per passenger than other systems (they have lower
productivity [passengers per mile]); however, they have slightly lower costs per
mile on average. No great disparities in performance were based on whether a
system is located in eastern or western Nebraska.

Systems that operate with only one vehicle in their fleet were found to have
markedly different performance characteristics from systems that operate two or
more vehicles. On average, it costs systems with only one vehicle in their fleet
almost 50 percent more to carry each passenger as it does for systems with two or
more vehicles in their fleet as shown in Figure 8-6. As shown in Figure 8-7,
systems with one-vehicle fleets also have lower productivity (passengers per mile)
than other systems.

Figure 8-6 Average Cost per Passenger by Fleet Size
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Figure 8-7 Average Passengers per Mile by Fleet Size
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As shown in Figure 8-8, costs per mile are also generally higher for systems with
one vehicle in their fleet, although the disparity is not as great as that in system
costs per passenger.

Figure 8-8 Average Costs per mile by Fleet Size
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In terms of productivity, one-vehicle systems carry only 16 percent of the total
passengers statewide while accounting for 22 percent of the total program costs
(as shown in Figure 8-9). The larger fleet systems are more productive at
transporting passengers and thus require a lesser share of total program costs.

Figure 8-9 Share of Rural Transit Costs and Passengers
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PERFORMANCE BY SERVICE AREA AND FLEET SIZE

The range of individual performance for the primary indicators is quite
significant. Even when gauging performance by service area type and fleet size,
the range of values is extensive.

A tool to identify systems exhibiting the best and worst performance is to plot the
system values for a combination of the key indicators of efficiency (cost per
passenger and cost per mile). The following figures present the system values
with service area type and fleet size noted. Systems that are performing way
beyond classification averages should be more closely examined to see if there are
ways to improve performance. System performance is summarized below and
presented in Figures 8-10 through 8-13.

Twenty of 28 multi-county systems (71 percent) have below statewide
average passengers per mile and above average costs per passenger.

Twenty-three of 29 one-vehicle systems (79 percent) have costs per passenger
above the statewide average.

Seventeen of 29 one-vehicle systems (59 percent) have costs per mile above
the statewide average.

The greater the productivity (passengers per mile) the more it costs to operate
per mile. To double productivity will cost 50 percent more per mile.
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Figure 8-10 Performance by Service Area and Cost per Passenger
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Figure 8-11 Performance by Service Area and Passenger per Mile
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Figure 8-12 Performance by Fleet Size and Cost Per Passenger
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Figure 8-13 Performance by Fleet Size and Passengers Per Mile
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RURAL TRANSIT EFFICIENCY BY SYSTEM SIZE

As shown in Figure 8-14, as system size increases, overall efficiency and
productivity also increases. As systems increase in size, their focus tends to shift
from being almost totally aimed at customer-service, and toward more of a
business management perspective. Currently, 48 percent of all Nebraska rural
systems have only one vehicle in their fleet. These systems comprise 22 percent
of all operating costs and carry only 16 percent of passengers. The eight largest
Nebraska rural transit systems carry 53 percent of all passengers statewide while
using only 45 percent of the total statewide operating costs.

Figure 8-14 Efficiency and Productivity as Function of System Size
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PERFORMANCE OF COORDINATED SYSTEMS

As shown in Table 8-1, the performance of coordinated rural transit systems in
Nebraska was compared to the performance of non-coordinated systems and to
the system average across the state. Coordinated systems were identified from the
Nebraska Rural Transit Provider Survey as those systems answering “yes” when
asked whether they do now, or have in the past, partnered with another
organization to provide transportation services.

A total of 14 systems indicated they have partnered with other agencies. With
55 systems responding to the survey, this represents 25 percent of responders.

Table 8-1 Performance of Coordinated vs. Non-Coordinated Systems

Coordinated Non-Coordinated Statewide
Systems Systems Average
Passengers per Mile 0.37 0.28 0.31
Cost per Passenger $5.51 $6.68 $6.20
Cost per Mile $2.07 $1.88 $1.95
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“Partnering” or “coordinating” results in systems that carry 30 percent more
passengers per mile than non-coordinated systems. “Partnering” systems also
have costs per passenger almost 20 percent less than non-coordinated systems.
“Partnering” systems were also found to cost 10 percent more per mile than non-
coordinated systems. Additionally, coordinated systems represent:

e 36 percent of total statewide rural transit costs
e 40 percent of total rural transit passengers

e 34 percent of rural transit miles of service
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CHAPTER 9 SUMMARY OF RURAL TRANSIT IN NEBRASKA

This chapter of the Nebraska Rural Transit Study is intended to summarize
information discovered throughout the study process and presented at length in
previous chapters. This information can be used to fram future discussions of
rural transit policy issues.

1.

How well are rural transit needs currently being met in Nebraska?

There was an extensive effort to understand the current role of rural transit in
Nebraska throughout the study process. This included a series of eight workshops
held around the state, a random-sample telephone survey of rural Nebraskans, a
survey of current passengers of rural Nebraska transit systems, and an inventory

of the current capabilities and outstanding challenges of rural systems.

study revealed a
variety of needs.

Workshops, surveys | The picture that resulted from these activities was rather like a collage;
and comprehensive | each activity resulted in its own particular set of findings and

conclusions which, when put together, allowed a larger picture and
pattern to emerge. This very broad vision of current rural transit service
in Nebraska is summarized here.

Rural transit is of critical importance as part of a “life-sustaining” network of
services for Nebraskans. Most often, it is focused on serving the needs of the
elderly and the disabled, taking riders to medical appointments, senior activity
and meal centers, bringing people to grocery stores and shopping centers, and
letting people tend to personal business.

Nebraska transit providers are creative and diligent in how they provide
service to their customers. Many times providers told of waiting at a doctor’s
office for a rider to complete their visit, often beyond their formal operating
hours, to take a patient back to their residence. Drivers would tell stories of
stopping on their rounds to buy groceries, dropping the items off later in the
day so that a frail and elderly customer could avoid leaving their home.
Others would describe literally “going the extra mile” by picking up or taking
riders just outside service boundaries because they knew of some critical need
to travel.

There are 61 rural transit systems spread throughout Nebraska. Many of these
(29 in all or 48 percent of all systems) operate with only one vehicle, meaning
that if their bus or van should need any maintenance or should breakdown
while in service there is no backup vehicle available to continue service.

Some level of rural transit service is provided in 74 or Nebraska’s 93 counties.
However, many of these systems are quite limited in the amount and
frequency of service they can provide, especially the one-vehicle systems.
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The conclusion is that many of the life-sustaining needs of rural

well served.

The elderly and elderly and disabled Nebraskans are being met as best they can by the
disabled are generally | current transit services. However, there are few services that are able

to focus their services to meet the travel needs of other potential transit

user groups.

2. How will rural transit needs change in the future?

Rural transit will change in several ways in the future. First of all, it’s clear when
looking at demographic data from the United States Census and from population
projections from the University of Nebraska that elderly populations will continue
to increase in the state. Nebraska residents are already remarkably long-lived,
with the state ranking 12th nationally in percentage of population over 65, 6th in
the over 75 age group and 4th in the over 85 age group. As the overall population
becomes increasingly “grayer,” trend data indicate that rural populations will
become disproportionately older. This is due to natural aging-in-place, to the
outward migration of younger persons to urbanized areas, and to the phenomenon
of older persons moving out of urbanized areas and back to smaller towns or the
countryside upon retirement. Finally, rural area population decline is expected to
continue as it has over the last several decades. Most of Nebraska’s 93 counties
are projected to lose population over the next 20 years. Those counties losing the
greatest proportion of their population, over 15 percent, are highly-rural with no
city over 5,000 population.

What this means in terms of future transit challenges is that, as

Demographic trends point | rural populations become increasingly elderly while at the same
toward increasing time becoming increasingly sparsely populated, specialized
complexity in providing services and shopping will continue to leave rural areas and
effective rural transit cluster in regional centers of business. As urban areas continue
service. to evolve as regional centers of medical services and other

specialized services, people will have to travel increasingly
greater distances for even relatively routine care and services. This phenomenon
will place an even greater strain on those who try to ensure that life-sustaining
transportation needs for the most likely transit-dependent persons, the low-
income, the elderly and the disabled, are met.

3. Do all states follow the same approach in trying to meet rural transit
needs?

Just as individual rural systems operate each in slightly different ways, so rural
transit programs vary state by state in the way they are managed. There are
several nearby examples of more coordinated approaches to providing rural transit
services.

lowa established regional transit systems to coordinate rural services in the late
1970s. The lowa Department of Transportation uses a formula, based in part on
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system performance, to disburse federal and state operating assistance to regional
systems. Regional systems are also expected to prepare transit development
programs inventorying services and needs. In 1992, at the direction of the Kansas
legislature, the Kansas Department of Transportation (KDOT) established
consolidated transit districts (CTDs) around the state. The purpose of the act that
authorized the CTDs was to enhance coordination and management of state and
federal transportation funds, with the CTDs designated as the recipients of
operational funds from the Section 5310 and 5311 programs and State designated
funds for rural public or specialized transportation services.

Most other states in the upper Midwest and Great Plains operate under less
regionally coordinated models of service than those of Kansas and lowa. For
example, the goal in Minnesota is to provide some transit opportunity in every
county across the state.

4. How does Nebraska rank with nearby states in terms of its investment
in rural transit services?

In 2003, rural transit operating costs in Nebraska totaled almost $4 million.
Federal dollars accounted for the greatest share of the cost, with the rest coming
from the state, the local units of government, and from system operating revenues.
A breakdown of the costs follows:

Cost Percent
Federal Share $1,600,000 40%
State Share $950,000 24%
Local Share $970,000 24%
Operating Revenue $460,000 12%

Annually, the state of Nebraska invests about $2.00 per rural resident per year to
help provide rural transit services (2003). The chart that follows compares this
investment against investment in rural transit services of some neighboring states.
Although Nebraska invests slightly more per resident than the states of Kansas or
South Dakota, it invests significantly less than lowa or Minnesota.
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5. Do all transit services operate in the same manner?

Nebraska rural transit consists of a blend of on-demand services and route
services. There are services that operate only within cities and others that service
a single county and still others that cover multiple counties. Some city-only
services provide occasional service to nearby regional centers one or two days per
week, as do some county-only services while others do not. Some services
operate with fixed hours, Monday through Friday, while others operate on fixed
hours on limited weekdays. Still others operate with variable hours, depending on
the day of the week. A few services operate on weekends, some of these on both
Saturday and Sunday, others only on Saturday. Throughout the state, almost no
two services are alike.

One thing that becomes clear to anyone who spends time

Rural transit service is very
different from typical urban

speaking to rural transit providers and their riders is that this is a
highly personal business. Unlike urban area transit, and

transit service. certainly transit systems operating in major metropolitan areas,

rural transit is often about providing a personal service to
customers. This was heard again and again, in some form or another as part of the
statewide assessment. Providers would describe their willingness to make
exceptions in terms of service time and service area when they knew one of their
riders was making a critical trip. Drivers would speak of waiting for riders at the
doctor’s office, or guiding frail customers into their homes. In any event, it
became very clear very quickly that rural transit was not and is not a driver
pulling up to a bus stop, opening the doors, waiting for a rider to board and then
continuing on their rounds.
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6.

Rural transit in
Nebraska is generally
not geared toward
commuting to work.

What does a “typical” Nebraska rural transit system look like?

Just as rural transit systems differ greatly in service characteristics
from urban transit systems, each rural system is somewhat different
from another. Some generalizations can be made, though, based on
results from the various provider and on-board surveys conducted as
part of this study. Almost all Nebraska rural transit providers have

some level of weekday service, with 95 percent providing five day per

week, Monday through Friday service. However, many of these systems operate
eight hours per day or fewer, ending their service day by 5:00 p.m. These hours
make it very difficult, if not impossible, for most people to consider riding transit
as a means of getting to their place of employment for day-shift work, and
obviously precludes any other shift coverage. Relatively few (20 percent)
systems provide any amount of Saturday or Sunday service, in most cases at very
limited hours.

Most systems (56 percent) have a full-time administrator; however, this leaves a
significant number of systems with less than a full-time administrator. A
comment heard at several of the Rural Transit Workshops was that administrators
in rural areas generally wear many “hats.” Participants pointed out that most
administrators of rural systems have many different duties as part of their job
description and that transit issues were rarely the sole focus of their attentions.

Each Nebraska system is as unique as its drivers, its administrators, and the
decision-makers (elected officials or agency directors) that are in charge of its
operations. Some see a mandate to expand operations and capture new riders,
while others may not be driven in that direction. Some are embracing new
technologies, while others are not. At present, only 36 percent of rural systems
use computers as part of their daily operations, and only two systems use
information technologies to streamline the reservations and dispatching process.

7. Who uses Nebraska rural transit?

Although generalizations about rural transit systems in Nebraska can be made,
each system is unique in its setting and its staff. Although most systems primarily
focus on elderly and special populations travel needs, there are some that carry a
larger proportion of students and younger riders. In analyzing results of the on-
board rider survey by Nebraska transportation district, it was found that in
District 7 almost a quarter (24 percent) of all riders were under 18.

One of the more memorable phrases heard from a participant in the

Workshops identified
opportunities for
transit to enhance
Nebraskans’ lifestyle.

Rural Transit Workshops was something to the effect that, “We
Nebraskans do well at providing life sustaining transit but we don’t do
well at life enhancing transit.” In other words, the focus of most
transit services is on meeting the most critical and basic needs of
Nebraskans most at risk. This was borne out in findings from the

results of the survey of rural transit passengers conducted as part of this study; the
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typical rural transit passenger in Nebraska is an elderly (65 or over) woman, with
a household income under $20,000. Most often, this rider is unable to drive a car,
and is using transit to get to a doctor or dentist appointment, or to go shopping.

8. How well do Nebraska rural transit services currently perform based
on standard measures of performance?

The performance of individual transit systems varies widely across the state.
Based on an analysis of current rural system operating statistics, statewide
averages for key measures are summarized below:

e Cost per Mile $1.91
e Cost per Passenger $6.17
e Passengers per Mile 0.31

It is important to note how individual system performance compares against
statewide averages to identify potential outliers.

The following graphic is a scatter plot depicting all the rural systems and how
they collectively measure up. Individual performance is plotted by cost per mile
and passengers per mile. Also shown is the statewide average for cost per
passenger. Systems that fall well above the line are those that are performing
exceedingly well. If opportunity permits, these systems should be examined to
see why they are performing so well and to determine whether their success can
be transferred to other systems. Those that fall well below the line are systems
that should be reviewed more closely to identify opportunities for improvement.
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It is interesting to note the variations between systems based on system
characteristics, such as fleet size.

1 Vehicle 2-3 Vehicle 4 or More
Systems Systems Vehicle Systems
Cost Per Passenger $8.77 $5.57 $5.76
Cost per Mile $2.20 $1.68 $1.95
Passengers per Mile 0.25 0.30 0.34

Clearly, there are differences in operating characteristics amongst rural systems.
One thing that emerges distinctly is that one-vehicle systems may have unique
disadvantages in service provision that cause them to have lower-than-average
statewide performance. There is less variation in performance based on
geographic area served, i.e., city-only service, county service, or multi-county
service. It is also important to note that, although the eastern portion of Nebraska
has very different characteristics in terms of topography and population density
from the western portion of the state, there is not a great variation in system
efficiencies from eastern to western Nebraska.

9. Can we meet some of the future needs by simply improving the
efficiency of current services?

Certainly there is some potential to meet a modest level of

Improving efficiency can help
lower costs and improve
overall performance.

future needs by improving existing rural transit system
efficiency. However, it is unlikely that instituting efficiency
measures alone will be enough to meet all future challenges.

Typical performance measures for transit services emphasize low costs per
vehicle mile and low costs per passenger, with the understanding that the more
efficient systems are those that carry the most passengers for the lowest cost.
Directing resources to systems that perform at the highest levels can be a means
of realizing the best investment of scarce resources. However, a cautionary note
must be sounded about relying solely on measures of efficiency when judging
rural transit performance.

The lowa Department of Transportation has used a transit funding allocation
formula for some time that focuses, in part, on system performance. Interestingly
enough, the department is currently working through a process to re-work this
formula so as to re-emphasize more general needs indicators, such as the number
of rides provided and the number of miles traveled by a system.
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Focusing on system outliers, perhaps those that vary by some established degree
from the performance norm, and identifying means for them to improve their
performance within the unique circumstances of their mission can be an effective
means of improving individual system performance. Working closely with rural
systems to improve performance may be a beginning for NDOR to move toward
using performance measures to manage their rural transit program.

10. Can we meet some of the future needs through better coordination of
services?

Coordination of transportation services is a very hot topic at the federal and state
level these days. This is due, in no small part, to the increasing costs of human
service and non-emergency medical transportation. Any efficiencies in the
system that can be realized means a greater ability to move more people or to
fund other programs.

At the federal level, a major initiative, United We Ride, brought together

NDOR is studying | 11 federal departments to focus on strategies ensuring coordination of the

coordination

many programs through which human service transportation is funded. In

opportunitiesasa | November 2004, Nebraska was awarded a grant to conduct a
way to improve comprehensive study examining how coordination of human services

performance.

transportation can be used to better meet the needs of transportation-

disadvantaged individuals. This study, led by NDOR staff, is ongoing at
this time, so definitive information on how coordination can better meet future
travel needs is not known; however, the anticipation is that recommendations
from the coordination study will support and complement the findings and
recommendations of this study.

11.  Can federal programs be counted on to meet the future needs in lieu
of additional state and local investment?

There is one thing certain when making prognostications about federal funding,
and that is that the prediction will usually be wrong. Although federal trends in
transit funding have generally been in the upward direction, this may not always
be the case. Even if federal support continues to increase, federal funds almost
always come with the stipulation that local dollars be used as a matching
requirement, typically at 50 percent for operating dollars and 20 percent for
capital and planning activities. Certainly, it is very likely that federal dollars will
continue to support Nebraska’s rural transit program, but it is highly unlikely that
federal dollars alone will be able to meet all the future

Federal funds alone cannot | challenges. Although federal transit investment may increase, in
solve the challenges terms of overall commitment, it is likely that local support will
experienced in rural transit. | have to increase proportionately in order to capture those

additional federal dollars.
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12.  What role can ridesharing and volunteer programs play in meeting
future needs?

Ridesharing, or having one person drive while one or more others ride along, can
certainly meet some travel desires in Nebraska and is already doing so. However,
the reality of what this means in many areas of the state is, as some Rural Transit
Workshop participants reported, that the “elderly are driving the elderly.”
Volunteer transportation providers, friends and family members will continue to
assist those in need when they can do so; however, the state cannot rely solely on
this system to meet all the travel challenges of rural Nebraskans.

13.  What role do medical trips play in rural transit?

Medical trips are a huge component of rural transit service. The Nebraska on-
board rider survey indicated that one out of every three rural transit trips is related
to receiving medical services. The challenges related to using rural transit to
handle both current and emerging medical needs are many.

Stakeholders indicated there were ever-increasing demands for

Demand for medical medical transportation. With changing rural demographics and the
related transportation | concentration of specialty medical services in larger cities, the trend is

is increasing.

to travel longer distances for even the most general medical services.

There are also increasing needs to transport people for sustaining
medical care, such as dialysis, which requires careful coordination with medical
center appointment times. In some cases, the transit vehicle needs are changing
as users have varying degrees of mobility. Finally, operators make every attempt
to get funding assistance for medical-purpose trips, but the administrative
requirements for reimbursement programs are sometimes confusing and
burdensome, especially for systems with less than full-time administrators.

14.  What role do private carriers play in meeting future needs?
Taxi services and intercity bus carriers operate in portions of rural Nebraska and

are a critical component in providing transportation for the areas they serve.
However, as with all for-profit companies, their services are focused in order to

ensure they remain profitable enough to continue their operations.

Private providers may | What this means is that services will be changed, and coverage
not b(_e the sC_>|Utl0n for | discontinued if ridership isn’t high enough to generate fares sufficient
gaps In service. to offset operating costs. Evidence of this was seen recently when

Greyhound eliminated almost all of its services in Nebraska.
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The role of publicly-supported transportation is to provide services for which
there may be no profitable alternative. In the future, as is the case now, there will
be a role for private carriers to play in meeting some of the rural travel needs.
However, for those needs that are not easily met within the constraints of
profitability, publicly-supported services are often counted on to ensure a safety-
net level of mobility remains in place for all rural residents.

15. What role can Nebraska urban transit providers play in meeting
future rural transit needs?

There are currently six urban systems operating in Nebraska in the cities of
Bellevue, Omaha, Papillion, Ralston, Lincoln, and South Sioux City. Urban
systems can provide a critical link with rural transit services, providing service
connections to destinations within their metropolitan area as well as serving as a
clearinghouse for specialized services and expertise.

deficiencies.

Urban providers could partner with rural providers in identifying

Urban providers may means of facilitating the transfer of rural passengers onto urban-area
be able to stepinand | systems to complete their trip. Doing so would allow the rural system,
help address some often operating with only one vehicle in their fleet, to provide service

to other users rather than waiting in a metropolitan area for a

passenger to complete their trip. Urban systems can also provide a
critical service to rural providers by transferring their knowledge of issues such as
marketing of services, scheduling and dispatching, and other subjects to rural
providers. Whether this knowledge transfer is accomplished through existing
channels, such as conferences and working sessions or through a more formalized
setting can be decided by the participants.

16. What role can Nebraska urban transit providers play in meeting
future rural transit needs?

The application of advanced technologies, often called Intelligent Transportation
Systems, or ITS, can assist transit providers by making their operations more
efficient and their services more customer-friendly.  These operational
efficiencies and service improvements can be realized regardless of whether ITS

applications are deployed in densely-populated urban areas, or in
Advanced technology sparsely-populated rural areas where services may cover large
could help improve areas. The USDOT has developed standards and specifications for
service and efficiency. rural transit through its Advanced Rural Transportation System

(ARTS) program.
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ITS solutions can be crafted to fall into the following categories:

Transit Management, including automated scheduling and dispatching
Traveler Information

Electronic Fare Payment

System Operational Effectiveness, including automated billing

o M W Do

Data Sharing

There is currently limited use of advanced technologies in Nebraska rural transit.
Only two providers use software to automate their scheduling and dispatching
process, with one provider planning to install automatic vehicle location
equipment to interface with the scheduling and dispatching program. Certainly,
there are opportunities to expand rural transit ITS technologies beyond those
currently in operation. Peer states, like Kansas, lowa, and Minnesota have
completed statewide studies aimed at developing a comprehensive rural transit
ITS plan. The Nebraska Department of Roads could use its current statewide ITS
plan to better define the ways in which advanced technology applications will be
used in the future to meet rural transit challenges.

17. Do rural transit services need to be marketed?

One frequently heard response across the state when talking about potential
means of improving current services was the need to have a better and more
reliable source of information on transit services. As in other states, a quarter of
rural transit users in Nebraska have been using the service for less than a year.
The implication is that every year every system needs to market its services to
potential new customers in order to keep its ridership base viable and growing.

Marketing efforts should focus on reaching out to existing transit

Rural transit providers
should market their
services to retain
existing riders and reach
new potential riders.

markets (elderly and special needs populations) but also to new
markets. As rural systems try to shed the perception that they only
carry senior citizens or the disabled, marketing will be an essential
component in communicating this message. Marketing strategies
may include creating a “brand” for Nebraska rural transit by
creating a logo, having vehicles with a standard paint scheme,

using common vehicle types, or other strategies. Campaigns to increase ridership
may focus on “ride-for-free” days, and other fare incentives, such as discounted
monthly or weekly passes. Using a multimedia approach to disseminating
marketing materials, including Web-based information, radio and newspaper ads,
and brochures available at sites where potential riders congregate will be a key

component of information dissemination.

Nebraska Rural Transit Study
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18. What are the key concerns of rural providers in meeting future
transit needs?

Rural providers were given two formal opportunities to discuss their concerns
about meeting future levels of demand for transportation services. In both the
Provider Survey and the Rural Transit Workshops, questions were asked
regarding future challenges. Concerns are listed, in no particular order, as
follows:

e Rising costs of fuel and insurance (workman’s compensation and vehicle
insurance).

e Finding local matching funds to match state and federal dollars.

e Meeting the needs of rising numbers of clients/ riders.

e Finding and retaining qualified drivers to operate services.

e Meeting the needs of rural youth for travel to school and elsewhere.

e Ensuring coordination between public, private, and human service providers
of transportation.

e Using technology to serve clients more efficiently.

e Communicating services effectively, specifically the message that “transit is
for everyone.”

19.  What are the most pressing issues for rural transit in Nebraska?

The most pressing issues for rural transit in Nebraska are summarized here, in
order of importance.

1.  Ensure statewide accessibility to service by filling in the current gaps in
service; in other words, expanding services to those counties that do not
currently have any rural transit services operating.

2. Find a more efficient means of connecting users with medical services,
especially when serving longer-distance medical service trips, so that a
vehicle isn’t effectively taken out of service for a whole day making one
trip.

3. Realize greater system efficiency by focusing on improving the
performance of system “outliers” that far exceed average system
performance.

4.  Increase the capacity of the rural transportation system by identifying “Key
Systems,” i.e., those with administrative and operational capacity, which
could become the backbone for future expanded and enhanced transit
services.

5. Create statewide standardization of rural services, so that consistent service
hours are kept and consistent approaches to defining user eligibility are
established, making the system comprehensible to potential users across the
state.
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CHAPTER

10 FRAMEWORK TO ADDRESS FUTURE
CHALLENGES

Nebraska will face changing conditions in the future and rural transit providers
will need to adjust services accordingly. Some of the key challenges for rural
transit programs include the following and are proposed as a future framework for
rural transit in Nebraska.

1. Ensure Essential Mobility Services for Rural Residents

Nebraskans recognize how critical transportation services are to enhancing

the quality of life, but even more importantly, at sustaining the life of rural

residents. Consideration should be given to the following activities.

1.1  Counties that do not have rural transit should be encouraged to
review their own level of needs and to develop plans for service
(currently there are 19 such counties) if desired.

1.2 Cities with a hospital that do not have rural transit should be
encouraged to review their own level of needs and to develop plans
for service (currently there are eight cities in Nebraska with
hospitals and no transit service operating).

1.3 Existing providers should look to expand services geographically
and by time of day to better meet future challenges.

2. Encourage Coordination of Services and Programs

Coordination of services and programs can be a means of achieving

economies of scale and avoiding duplicative, overlapping and inefficient

services. A number of programs and initiatives at the federal level support

coordination of transit services as a means of enhancing services with a

minimal outlay of new funding. Facilitating connections between service

providers already operating in rural areas is a means of expanding
coverage.

2.1 Implement transit coordination recommendations resulting from
statewide coordination study.

2.2  Work with local medical facilities and senior centers to provide
specialized transportation services to meet locally-identified needs.

2.3  Establish and support community ridesharing programs and/or
volunteer driver programs that meet locally-identified
transportation needs.
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2.4 Encourage development of reciprocity agreements across
jurisdictions to provide better service opportunities.

3. Increase Ridership through Marketing Tools and Techniques

The key to improving performance and addressing greater needs within
the state is to find areas to increase ridership. Marketing of transit services
is a means of building customer awareness and making services of
individual systems more understandable to both new and long-term riders.

3.1 Initiate funding agreements with the local school district(s) to
provide school-age transportation to meet locally-identified needs.

3.2  Provide connections to intercity bus service to meet locally-
identified transportation needs.

3.3 Prepare information booklet on available transit services statewide
(riders/users).

4, Improve Rural Transit Infrastructure

Selective improvement of rural transit infrastructure is a means of
realizing greater system efficiency and improvements to customer
satisfaction.

4.1  The state should establish and local providers are encouraged to
participate in a fleet replacement program designed to ensure that
the average vehicle in the local fleet is not more than six years old.

4.2 Local providers should explore opportunities to use vehicles in the
fleet of local non-profit organizations and/or medical facilities
(purchased with Section 5309 funding) for use as potential back-up
and overflow vehicles (especially one-vehicle systems).

4.3 Make strategic investments in advanced technologies at key rural
transit systems, including providing computer-aided dispatch
software and messaging systems.

4.4  Maintain roster of vehicles and equipment for re-sale.

5. Improve Overall System Performance and Operations

Rural transit system performance can be improved by focusing on key
performance indicators and establishing overall performance goals for
systems to use in tracking their performance.
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5.1

5.2
5.3

5.4

Nebraska Rural Transit Study

Track and identify system outliers (those that clearly deviate from
the statewide average in system cost-per-passenger and/or costs per
system mile). Establish reasonable performance goals for all rural
systems, with an appropriate range to account for local needs and
conditions.

Develop simplified billing and reporting process.

Investigate opportunities to establish a joint purchasing program to
leverage the buying power of NDOR to get favorable
equipment/materials cost for local providers.

Develop “Transit Managers’ Handbook™.
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City of Lincoln, StarTran

Source: Final Report, “Multi Modal Transportation Study — September 2004

StarTran is the public transportation provider serving the city of Lincoln,
Nebraska with fixed-route and ADA-required complementary para transit
services.

StarTran only provides services within the urban limits of Lincoln. Rural portions
of Lancaster County are served four days a week by Lancaster County Rural
Transit, a rural Section 5311 provider.

The City of Lincoln owns and operates StarTran as a division of the City’s
Department of Public Works and Utilities.

Service is provided 6 days a week, Monday through Friday with somewhat
reduced levels of service on Saturdays.

All of StarTran’s vehicles are wheelchair accessible.

Currently about 90 percent of Lincoln residents and employees are located within
a quarter mile of the 21 StarTran bus routes.

Persons with disabilities that prevent them from using fixed-route services are
eligible to ride StarTran’s Handi-Van service. Users of this service must first
register with the League of Human Dignity, Inc.; there are no income or age
restrictions.

During Fiscal Year 2003-2004, StarTran provided about 1.6 million passenger
trips. Through April 2005, however, StarTran had realized over a 5% increase in
patronage.

In September 2004, the “Multi Modal Transportation Study was completed. The
primary focus of this study identifies realistic means for expanding travel, mobility,
and accessibility opportunities by alternative modes of transportation, with the study
goal to further the usage of multi modal opportunities. Recommendations regarding
public transit include:

e Establish core service area and increase service levels within that core area
e Consider providing taxi service to patrons outside core service area

e Extend transit service hours and days of service

e Fully implement modified grid system

e Implement pilot project for low-income patrons of bus service

Appendix A June 2005

Page A-1



Future

e Develop StarTran Operational Action Plan, considering operational design
options, such as...

o

O O O 0O oo

“Radial Pulse System” with downtown and non-downtown hubs
and/or multiple hubs.

“Grid System”

“Modified Grid System”
“Multi Destination System”
“Route Deviation”
“Demand Responsive”

Marketing and User Enhancements

e Increase StarTran marketing efforts/budget by 4 percent, and conduct annual
marketing review

e Implement additional user Enhancements, to include...

(0]

(0}
(0}
(0}

Automatic Vehicle Destination System
Traveler Information System

Farebox Card Reader Technology

Bus Turnouts and Local Circulators

Special Transportation Service

e Implement coordinated special transportation program

Review rural special transportation service

City of Omaha, Metro Area Transit (MAT)

Source: Metropolitan Area Planning Agency 2025 Long Range Transportation Plan

e Public transit service in Omaha is provided by the Transit Authority — City of
Omaha, known as Metro Area Transit (MAT).

e MAT provides fixed-route and commuter bus services within the urban limits of

Omabha.

e MAT also provides contract commuter and fixed-route services for the cities of
Council Bluffs, IA and Bellevue, Papillion and Ralston, Nebraska.

e Primary types of bus routes provided by MAT are local and express routes. Local
routes provide frequent stops while express routes are configured to maximize
speeds with limited stops and are generally oriented to the CBD.
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e ADA-complementary services are provided to qualifying riders within three-
quarters of a mile of MAT fixed routes.

e Capital cost estimates to maintain the current fleet of MAT vehicles indicate total
$61.3 million dollars through 2025.

e Plans for transit services are to continue the existing system with emphasis on
combined radial and cross-town routes (local and express) meeting at established
transit points (activity centers and CBDs) allowing for multiple directions of
travel. Changes in service will be determined by the density of development, user
characteristics, street patterns, type of trip serviced and type of area served.

e ADA service will continue to conform to relevant standards and regulations.

e Additional service to complement MAT services could be provided by private
vendors or by establishing a brokerage of transit services or a consolidated
efficient organization of private and public concerns.
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