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NOTICE

Several years ago, faced with rapidly escalating transportation costs and stagnant

operating revenues, the Executive Director of the Anycounty, Ohio, Vocational Services

Program (VSP), telephoned her colleague at the county senior center and suggested

they meet to discuss coordination of their van services. At that time, each agency was

operating one van. The VSP van brought adults with developmental disabilities to a

sheltered workshop each morning and returned them home in the late afternoon. The

Senior Center van was primarily used for transporting elderly clients to a noontime meal

followed by recreational activities. Both agencies had a waiting list for other clients who

needed transportation, and neither agency had the funds to purchase a second van.

After nearly a year of planning, VSP and the Senior Center began coordinated service.

The Senior Center transferred its van to VSP, which then handled transportation for both

agencies at a reduced cost per trip. The agencies originally had several overlapping

routes and were essentially providing parallel service. The new arrangement made it

possible to expand the number of trips provided by using both vans all day and adding

additional routes. The following year, several other local agencies agreed to participate

in the coordinated program. The County Administrator also agreed to establish a public

transportation management office and hire a full-time mobility coordinator. This step

made the program eligible for state and federal operating and capital assistance and for

the first time provided all residents in the county with access to public transportation.

Variations on this admittedly simplified scenario are occurring nationwide, as

transportation providers and organizations needing transportation services are

increasingly developing innovative arrangements to meet community transportation

needs. These community leaders are discovering that transportation coordination

􀂄 eliminates duplication of service

􀂄 provides more trips

􀂄 reduces administrative costs

􀂄 provides access to additional funding sources, and

􀂄 helps meet federal and state mandates, including Ohio Works First, Ohio’s welfare

reform initiative.

What is coordination? Basically, it is cooperation in the delivery of transportation

services. Coordination occurs when individuals and organizations work together to

expand one or more transportation-related activities. Coordination can be as simple as

referrals about transportation choices among several agencies or it can be as complex

as a fully consolidated community transportation system serving human service agency
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clients and the general public. The level of coordination you achieve and the process of

getting there is unique to each community, responding to the needs of each participant.

Why coordinate? Remember the old adage, “the whole is greater than the sum of its

parts”? This thought is particularly apt for transportation systems. The effect of a

coordinated system multiplies the service provided by individual providers. Few

communities can afford to support a variety of human service agencies operating parallel

transportation services. Beyond the obvious waste of empty seats on buses and vans,

the duplication of maintenance programs, dispatching, driver training, insurance, and

other administrative and operations functions is inefficient and costly. Further, there are

vast unmet transportation needs in all communities. Repeated studies identify lack of

transportation as among the top obstacles to employment and full participation in

community life for older adults, persons with disabilities, families on public assistance,

and others. Coordination is the best way to stretch scarce transportation resources and

improve mobility for everyone.

What does it take? A successful coordination program requires leadership,

commitment, and planning. If coordination were easy, everyone would have done it by

now! Leaders have to be aware of the obstacles to coordination and must have a

strategy to overcome them. There are numerous obstacles, but with patience and

perseverance they can be surmounted. Common obstacles encountered include:

􀂄 turfism, or fear of yielding control

􀂄 reluctance to alter clients’ transportation routes, modes, or schedules

􀂄 regulatory or legislative restrictions on use of funds

􀂄 perceived incompatibility among diverse passengers

􀂄 problems with organization and staffing

􀂄 perceived or actual regulatory barriers on vehicle use and operation

The leaders of successful coordination projects report that by refusing to give up, they

worked through all of these obstacles and more. While each coordination project is

unique, there are many elements that successful projects share.

Leadership is essential. Each project must have a lead agency or individual that

takes responsibility for organizing the initial planning activities. At the early stages,

these activities include identifying participants, scheduling meetings, and generating

support from decision makers. As the project advances, the lead

agency may assume responsibility for financial and operational planning of the

transportation system.

􀂄 Commitment to the project by all stakeholders ensures success. Full coordination

is most likely when all participants meet frequently, communicate issues and

concerns, agree upon goals, and advocate for the project. If an agency or a client

group is wary of coordination or wavering in support, the best plan can quickly be

undermined. The lead agency must ensure that all affected parties are involved and

that the plan has their full support. Many communities have used a steering

committee consisting of representatives of all major stakeholders to Guide the

coordination project.

􀂄 Planning a successful coordination project can take many months, sometimes more

than a year, but careful preliminary, short-, and long-range planning must occur.

Participants must gather essential information before launching a coordination

program, then must plan for the services to be offered, an organizational structure,

financing, and implementation. The plan must be tailored to meet the eligibility

criteria, funding, and reporting requirements of varied agencies with diverse public

and private funding sources. Because coordination can be an evolving process

embracing a range of service alternatives, planning must also be ongoing and

adaptable as new situations emerge. Long-range planning that addresses how the

project will transition from the demonstration phase to full, ongoing operations must

not be shortchanged. Of particular importance is a long-range financial plan that

identifies capital and operating expenses and forecasts revenue sources over time.

Where to begin? Start by reading the Ohio Department of Transportation’s (ODOT’s)

Handbook for Coordinating Transportation Services. This document provides a clear

introduction to coordination and a step-by-step approach to beginning a coordination

program. Once you understand what coordination is, you should talk with other

transportation providers and determine if coordination is feasible in your community.

The next step is to identify potential participants in the program and collect information

about all the services they are providing. If this information indicates that opportunities

for coordination are real, you need to establish a committee or task force to begin to

plan. From this point, you will determine the level of coordination you wish to achieve

and identify the specific steps to attain your goals. The Handbook has been a valuable

resource for many successful coordination programs. The ODOT staff can also provide

technical assistance and direct you to other resources, such as the state agencies

responsible for implementing Ohio Works First, Ohio’s welfare reform initiative.

Coordination can work for you and can improve mobility for your entire community.

Don’t waste any more time -- get started!
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