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Athens Transit System

Transit Development Plan

1.0 – Introduction

1.0
INTRODUCTION

1.1 System Overview
Athens Transit System (ATS) is the public transportation provider for Athens-Clarke County Georgia.  ATS bus transit services consist of 18 fixed routes (referred to as The Bus) and demand responsive service (referred to as The Lift) operating from one bus operating garage and administration facility.  The transit service area covers 44 square miles and serves a population base of 101,000.  The population represents a diversified community of 35,000 University of Georgia college students, a viable downtown and growing commercial district.  Athens Transit operates as a department of the Athens-Clarke County Unified Government who contracts with McDonald Transit Associates, Inc. for management services.  
On an annual basis, ATS supplies approximately 768 thousand annual vehicle revenue miles and 56 thousand annual vehicle revenue hours of service, utilizing 21 peak buses and a total of 24 fleet of buses.  On weekdays, service is provided as early as 6:15 a.m. and ends approximately 7:00 p.m.  ATS provides mobility services to an average of 5,215 weekday riders and 2,211 Saturday riders.  In fiscal year 2003, over 1.3 million passengers on the fixed route system and over 8,200 wheelchair passengers were carried on ATS buses.  Service to the University of Georgia students and faculty is shared with a 32 bus fleet operated by the University of Georgia.  Together these two systems boast daily passenger boardings second only to the Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority (MARTA) in the greater Atlanta region.
Destinations served by ATS include major shopping locations and neighborhoods, the University of Georgia and the downtown district and extends into the far eastern corners of the county on the Lexington Road, to the western portions near Georgia Square Mall, and to the northern areas including Athens Area Technical Institute.
The basic fare structure is $1.25 for adults ages 19-64, $0.60 for senior citizens age 65 and older and persons with disabilities, and free for children age 5 and under accompanied by a fare paying passenger and free for University of Georgia students, faculty and staff with proper identification.
Overall, ridership on The Bus has been stable, with a slight upward trend over the last several years.  During this same period, annual ridership on The Lift has declined by 38% because more disabled passengers are able to access The Bus.
The ATS cannot stand still.  It is clear that ATS must evolve and adapt to meet the ever-changing and growing travel needs and expectations of the community.  Therefore, ATS sought to create a Transit Development Plan for the fiscal years 2005-2010 that was aligned with its mission and strategic plan.  As a guidance document, an effective TDP must be based on design criteria and guidelines, and the results of its implementation should be in its ability to measure and improve performance. To develop the TDP, peer and industry guidelines for frequency, span of service, coverage, and performance provided an objective means to compare existing services to the proposed changes.  Input from the general public and key stakeholders were also driving forces in the development of the recommended service plan.
The remaining sections of this chapter outline the mission, strategic goals and objectives, and performance measures of the Athens Transit System as well as the local, state and federal transit regulations that are the strategic framework within which the TDP was developed.

1.2 
Strategic Framework 
Figure 1-1


ATS Strategic Framework
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1.2.1
Mission

In order to provide a strategic framework for evaluating existing services, to chart a course for future improvements, and to meet an array of community interests, the Athens Transit System developed a mission statement.  The ATS mission meets the high standards set in Athens-Clarke County for service, safety and value.
The mission of Athens Transit is to provide reliable, timely, economical, customer friendly public transit services to the citizens of Athens-Clarke County in clean, safe, reliable transit vehicles in a courteous cost effective manner.

1.2.2
Strategic Goals and Objectives
Following the development of the mission statement, ATS embarked on a comprehensive strategic planning process.  The purpose of the ATS Strategic Plan is to answer the question: “What role can public transportation fulfill in meeting the mobility needs of the Athens-Clarke County community?”  The process resulted in five core goals and objectives.  
Goal 1:
Transit is to provide transportation to educational, cultural, medical, shopping and other resource centers for community members, with special attention to those who do not have access to other modes of transportation.
Objective: 
To identify areas with transit dependent block groups that have an above average propensity to use transit by assessing census data.
Objective: 
Recommend change on a system-wide basis to better address the needs of citizens.
Objective:  
Emphasize regional connections for all ground transportation.

Goal 2:  
Transit provides solutions to help manage transportation corridors within Athens-Clarke County that have a deficient level of service.
Objective:  
Assess major roadways for deficient levels of service where transit can assist in maintaining or improving level of service.
Objective:  
Identify neighborhoods that are burdened due to cut through or commuter traffic and develop service plans.
Objective:  
Attempt to improve air quality by reducing traffic congestion along specific corridors.

Goal 3:  
Reduce the need for parking facilities within the CBD and UGA campus therefore allowing maximum utilization of land for more productive purposes.
Objective:  
Locate parking areas that are remote from the CBD and UGA campus.
Objective:  
Develop park n rides sites with direct service to the CBD and UGA campus.
Objective:  
Educate employers, the business community and citizens about the economic benefits of Athens Transit.
Objective:  
Encourage more partnerships with employers and business communities.

Goal 4:  
ATS operates in such a manner that is cost effective.

Objective: 
Continue to pursue dedicated funding sources for transit services.  (Examples: sales tax, gasoline tax, etc)
Objective:  
Develop alternative revenue sources that have the least impact on local community tax papers.
Objective:  
Create a fare structure with a subsidized rate for people with low incomes.
Objective: 
Utilize SPLOST to supplement capital expenses.
Objective: 
Thoroughly investigate options using new technology to achieve operating cost savings.  Examples are hybrid/electric buses, alternative fuels, transit management software and advances fare collection technologies.

Goal 5:  
Continue to foster the ATS and UGA transit services interface in order to achieve community goals.

Objective: 
Continue to coordinate with Campus Transit to avoid duplication of transit services.
Objective:  
Develop specific services in conjunction with Campus Transit, tailored to meet the needs of UGA affiliated passengers.

1.2.3
Critical Issues
Several critical issues were also addressed in the work plan necessary to develop the TDP:  

· How much change does ATS need to make? 
· How does ATS serve the most people as efficiently as possible? 

· Where are potential new markets; where are unserved/underserved areas and where is growth occurring (residential and jobs)?

· How does ATS tap new markets in suburban areas and new employment centers throughout the Athens-Clarke County region?

· What market research tools will inform ATS of key customer travel behaviors and attitudes in order to increase existing ridership and attract new riders?

· How does ATS engage the public in a dialogue of transit needs and expectations?

· Does ATS want to be reactive to growth trends or proactive to help shape regional growth?

· Are park and ride lots feasible service options?

· Who are the peer agencies for ATS?  How does their performance compare to ATS?

· What is the right balance between ATS as social service, congestion relief and basic access functions?

· How much emphasis should be placed on attracting choice riders versus improving the quality of service for riders who have no other transportation alternatives?

· What should the target reach for ATS be?  In other words, what percentage of the county’s population can access ATS service?
· What is the right balance between frequency, span of service and geographic coverage in service design?

· What attributes of system and route performance should be most important?

· Should ATS give preference in providing service to areas that provide physical and/or monetary support for transit?

· Do the demographic trends of population aging and disability increases support continuing separate services (The Lift) or a more blended system?
· Should there be a bigger role for transit in providing congestion relief in the region?
· What capital and operating requirements are necessary to achieve the vision for ATS?

1.2.4
Transit Development Plan

Considering the mission, strategic goals and objectives and critical issues facing the agency, the TDP was intended to accomplish the following objectives:

· Determine public and key stakeholders level of satisfaction, needs and expectations of the Athens Transit System.

· Provide a reliable data base upon which existing services can be evaluated with respect to measures of efficiency and effectiveness.
· Evaluate ATS existing fixed route service to develop change to route alignments, schedules, span of service and service frequencies that will improve individual routes and system productivity and align transit services with demand.
· Provide a solid foundation for future service expansion by developing system level service concepts, design guidelines and performance monitoring techniques.
· Develop service plan recommendations that can be incorporated into MACORTS regional and long range transportation plans and improvements.
1.2.5
Performance Measurement System
This section provides a brief overview of the performance measurement system that may be used in evaluating transit operations, specifically bus routes.  In addition, the transit service planning process for Athens Transit System is presented.  The process provides a context, or framework, to select and apply appropriate performance measures and indicators that are integral to transit-system decision making.  
Transit service standards are composed of criteria that measure the quality and quantity of service offered by a public transit system’s bus routes, either individually or as a group.  The need for transit service evaluation standards is universal since all systems may have existing services and routes that are out of conformance with the remainder of the transit system.  Having standards for evaluating transit operations provides an objective basis for the requisite decisions for continued successful sustained operation.  These standards include a number of items that determine, as well as reflect, the manner in which transit systems offer service to the public, and are often directly related to the costs of service provision.  

Transit operations evaluating standards should most closely reflect the most important aspects of what the agency wishes to accomplish.  These performance measures are the primary means of evaluating how successful an agency is in accomplishing its goals.  Changes in performance in terms of accomplishing established goals should be reflected by the chosen measures.  When developing a performance measure, it should be clear what goal(s) the measure will help achieve.  If a performance measure cannot effectively be tied to a goal, then it is necessary to either reassess the value of that measure or to reassess the transit agency’s key goals with regard to relevance.  

The performance measurement system for Athens Transit System is summarized in the table below.

Table 1-1
ATS Performance Measurement System

	Performance Measure
	Determining Factors

	Vehicle Size/Type
	Vehicle size and type will be determined based on:

· Type of service to be provided (i.e. fixed route, paratransit, fixed-route deviation, express)
· Comfort and convenience of transit customers
· Compatibility with the neighborhood design and current community priorities and goals.

	Vehicle Replacement Schedules
	Buses will be assigned to bus routes so that the average age of the buses serving any major geographic area of the community will not vary from the system average by more than 40 percent.

	Vehicle Life Cycle Costs
	Minimum normal service life for buses will be in accordance with minimum FTA standards:

· Standard Size Heavy-Duty (35'-40') - At least 12 years or 500,000 miles

· Medium Size Heavy-Duty (30') - At least 10 years or 350,000 miles

· Small Medium Duty (under 30') - At least 7 years or 200,000 miles

· Other Vehicles - At least 4 years or 100,000 miles

	Provision of Service
	· Major Activity Centers - All major activity centers within the urbanized area will be served, including major employment concentrations, central business district, schools, hospitals, shopping centers, strip commercial areas, social service and civic center locations, elderly/disabled residence concentrations, and special-use facilities (e.g. sports complexes, intercity transportation facilities, main libraries).
· Density - Service will be considered to all traffic analysis zones (TAZs) that are contiguous with the existing service area and have an average density of at least five dwelling units per acre.  For areas that do not meet the requirement of five dwelling units per acre, Athens Transit shall study the feasibility of demand-responsive service instead of fixed-route service.   

	Accessibility of Service
	· Route Spacing
· Bus routes will be located every 1/2 mile in urban areas (more than 3,500 persons per square mile) and every mile in suburban and rural areas (less than 3,500 persons per square mile).

· Wheelchair Lift-Equipped Buses
· All new vehicles shall be wheelchair lift equipped and lifts in service shall be in good working order at all times.

· Park-and-Ride Lots
· Will be developed near the edge of the transit service area.  

· Hours of Service
· Transit service should generally be provided between 6:00 a.m. and 11:30 p.m., Monday through Saturday and on Sunday from 8:30 am until 5:30pm.

· Service Design
· Directness of Travel, Minimize out-of-direction or off-line routings  
· Routes should not be more than 30 percent longer in distance or 40 percent longer in time than comparative trips by private automobile.
· Route deviations should not exceed four minutes per one-way round-trip.  Such deviations should achieve an average of at least five passengers per round-trip.
· Where feasible, routes should use the same street for both directions of travel.
· Transfers
· Route schedules will be developed to minimize wait time.

· Transfer centers will be constructed to coordinate transfers between routes.

· Average wait transfer times should not exceed 15 minutes.
· One Way Loops

· Locate only at route end points and if required by street layout.
· Service Duplication 
· Where two or more routes use the same or parallel streets, schedules should be staggered to maximize service.
· Route Interlining 
· Routes with a common terminal and a 30 percent transfer rate may be considered for interlining if: a) Opposite travel corridors are serviced from the terminal point, b) Frequencies and operating hours are nearly identical, c) Routes are stable and well established.

· Running Time
· Combined running time does not exceed one hour and ten minutes.
· Route End Points

· Should be at major activity centers to improve boarding, layover, and recovery opportunities.

· Short Turnarounds

· Should be considered during off-peak travel times to improve route performance and productivity.
· Clock Headways 

· To improve passenger reliability, routes will be designed around clock headways (60, 30, 20, or 15 minute frequencies) when possible.

	Frequency/Capacity of Service
	· Load Factors
· The maximum passenger load should never exceed the safe or legal limit.  
· Policy Headways are 60 minutes

	Bus Stop Location and Installation
	· Safety

· Poles and signs will be located far enough from the edge of the roadway, in conformance with local jurisdiction standards, to avoid collisions with the bus or other vehicles.

· Poles and signs will be located to meet the guidelines of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).

· Bus stops generally will be located at the far side of intersections, to minimize disruptions to the flow of traffic.
· Location

· Residential areas: adjacent to multi-family residential structures, parks, or churches; adjacent to side yards; on or as near as possible to property line; adjacent to stop signs wherever possible.
· Commercial/Industrial areas: minimize the reduction of on street parking; avoid blocking driveways; placement should be as near as possible to pedestrian access points; minimize conflicts between truck and bus movements.

· Spacing

· Bus stops will have a spacing of 900-1,200 feet.

· Bus Stop Amenities

· All new bus stops shall meet the requirements of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).  
· All bus stops shall have a sign.  

· An attempt will be made to provide shelters at stops with 50 or more boardings per day.  If 50 percent or more of the users of a stop are elderly or disabled, the minimum requirement for shelter placement will drop to 25 boardings per day.

· Passenger benches will be provided at all bus stops that have 10 or more boardings per day.  

	System Effectiveness
	· System Farebox Recovery Ratio

· The transit system will be evaluated annually based on its farebox recovery ratio (i.e., the ratio of revenues collected to the cost of operating the system).  Steps will be taken to implement a fare policy that, when balanced against system operating costs and reduced fare programs, will achieve over time a system standard farebox recovery ratio of 35 percent.
· System Cost per Revenue Vehicle Hour  

· Shall increase no faster than the rate of inflation
· System Average Productivity

· Shall exceed 25 passengers per revenue vehicle hour and 2.0 passengers per revenue vehicle mile for fixed route, and 2.0 passengers per hour for ADA complementary paratransit service.

	Route Effectiveness
	· Total Passengers/Revenue Vehicle Mile

· Measures the effectiveness of route design and scheduling in meeting ridership demand.  Individual routes shall exceed 1.0.

· Total Passengers/Revenue Vehicle Hour
· Measures the effectiveness of route design and scheduling in meeting ridership demand.  Individual routes shall exceed 13.

· Cost per Passenger
· Relates the cost of service to its utility.  Individual routes cost per passenger shall exceed no more than twice the system average.

· Farebox Recovery Ratio
· Relates to ratio of revenues collected to the cost of operating the system. Standard is 35 percent.  


1.2.6
Regulatory Requirements
The provision of transit services is not only bound by the mission, strategic plan and performance measures of ATS, but also by local, state and federal laws, policies and guidelines for public transportation.    

Local Transit Policies
Metropolitan Planning Organization.  Madison Athens-Clarke County Oconee Regional Transportation Study (MACORTS) is the metropolitan planning organization (MPO) and provides a “comprehensive, cooperative, and continuing” transportation planning process for these counties. The organization is composed of a Policy Committee and a Technical Coordinating Committee.  All transportation projects, including transit projects, which utilize state and/or federal funds, must follow a process in which they are adopted into a Regional Transportation Plan, Long Range Transportation Plan, and implemented through the Transportation Improvement Program (TIP).
State Transit Policies
Georgia Public Transportation Code. The state code authorizes the Georgia Department of Transportation (GDOT) to participate in providing public transportation services in Georgia.  However, the State of Georgia does not have any funds specifically designated for transit purposes.  GDOT has provided some funding for transit capital projects, such as park and ride lots, and for assistance with the non-federal matching share of capital projects.  GDOT provides this funding through General Fund budget requests.  Typically, GDOT is able to request General Funds for one-half of the non-federal match or 10 percent of the total project cost of the 80/20 federal/non-federal share capital projects.  The state funds are administered by GDOT’s Office of Intermodal Programs.  In May of each year, the Office requests the transit providers to submit their state assistance needs for two years in advance.
Federal Transit Policies
Several federal transit policies impact this Transit Development Plan.  Enacted legislation includes federal Clean Air Act Amendments of 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, and the Safe, Accountable, Flexible, and Efficient Transportation Equity Act - A Legacy for Users of 2005. 

Clean Air Act.  The Clean Air Act of 1990 (Public Law 101-549) is the comprehensive Federal law that regulates air emissions from area, stationary, and mobile sources.  This law authorizes the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to establish National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) to protect public health and the environment.  The goal of the Act was to set and achieve NAAQS in every state by 1975. The setting of maximum pollutant standards was coupled with directing the states to develop state implementation plans (SIPs) applicable to appropriate industrial sources in the state. The 1990 amendments to the Clean Air Act in large part were intended to meet unaddressed or insufficiently addressed problems such as acid rain, ground-level ozone, stratospheric ozone depletion, and air toxics.  
A few of the federal requirements for meeting the provisions of the Act, related to transit, are summarized below.

· Urban Smog Reduction.  Public Law 101-549 classifies ozone nonattainment areas by how much they exceed ozone standards.  States must prepare State Implementation Plans (SIPs) to reduce ozone causing emissions.  SIPs must be approved by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).
· Particulate Emission Standards for Urban Buses.  All new urban buses must meet a 0.25 grams per brake horsepower-hour (gbh) particulate emission standard in applicable model years.
· Low-Sulphur Diesel.  Sulphur content of diesel fuel cannot exceed 0.05 percent after October 1, 1993.  Sulfur content of fuel used in the certification of model year 1991 and 1992 engines must be less than 0.1 percent.
· Vehicle Miles Traveled Reduction Requirements.  The EPA, in consultation with the United States Department of Transportation (USDOT), state and local officials, must update guidelines estimating the emission reduction potential of certain transportation control measures.  These measures include, but are not limited to, improved public transit, use of busways and high-occupancy vehicle (HOV) lanes, employer-based transportation management plans and incentives, trip reduction ordinances, and programs to provide all forms of high occupancy, shared-ride services.  
· Conformity. The transportation plans of a nonattainment area must conform to the Act’s purpose of eliminating violations of the National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS).  The USDOT and an area’s MPO will make the determination that the area’s TIP conforms to the Clean Air Act.  The impact of the conformity requirement is expected to grow in the next few years for several reasons. The growth of emissions from sport utility vehicles (SUVs) and other light trucks, and the greater than expected increases in vehicle miles traveled, have made it more difficult to demonstrate conformity; court decisions have tightened the conformity rules; and the implementation of more stringent air quality standards for both ozone and fine particulates in 2004 means that additional areas will be subject to conformity beginning this year. Thus, numerous metropolitan areas could face a temporary suspension of highway and transit funds unless they impose sufficient reductions in vehicle, industrial, or other emissions. 
Americans with Disabilities Act.  The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), signed into law on July 26, 1990, establishes a clear and comprehensive federal prohibition on discrimination against persons with disabilities in private sector employment, and ensures equal access for persons with disabilities to public accommodations, public services, transportation, and telecommunications.  Major impacts of this legislation on the providers of public transportation services include the following provisions:

· New public transit buses ordered after August 26, 1990 must be accessible to individuals with disabilities
· Transit authorities must provide comparable paratransit or other special transportation services to individuals with disabilities who cannot use fixed route bus services, unless an undue burden would result.
· New transit facilities (e.g. transfer centers) and alterations to existing facilities must be accessible.
On September 6, 1991, the USDOT published final regulations of the ADA.  These regulations require public entities operating fixed route transportation service to prepare a plan for implementing complementary paratransit service by January 26, 1992 and for service to be in full compliance as soon as possible, but no later than January 26, 1997.

Safe, Accountable, Flexible, and Efficient Transportation Equity Act - A Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU).  The Federal Transportation Act of 2005, SAFETEA-LU, authorizes a total of $45.3 billion in guaranteed funding for Federal transit programs for FY 2005 through FY 2009, an increase of 46 percent over previous federal funding levels.  A summary of the transit provisions included in the Act are listed below.
· Improve the coordination of transportation services for the elderly, persons with disabilities, and low income individuals by requiring local communities to set community-wide funding priorities in a locally coordinated plan; providing for technical assistance and planning, along with administrative expenses; and permitting the use of other Federal funds (such as Medicaid or Temporary Assistance for Needy Families) as local match for FTA programs serving these groups.
· Increase funding predictability and stability by distributing more funds by formula, notably the Job Access and Reverse Commute Program.
· Increase the funds available for planning, technical assistance and administration to provide States and communities with additional flexibility in program development and planning.
· Increase rural (non-urbanized area) program funding to help address the unmet transportation needs in rural communities, including the 40 percent of rural counties with no public transportation service. 
· Establish the New Freedom Program to help communities provide transportation services beyond those required by ADA to help people with disabilities participate more fully in the workforce and in community life. 
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