
 
 

 
 

 
 

STAFF REPORT 
 
 
 
 
SUBJECT: TDA and definition of “unmet need” 
 
 
MEETING DATE: February 8, 2005  AGENDA ITEM: 6A 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Receive information and consider next steps 
 
 
DISCUSSION: 
 
The Mills-Alquist-Deddeh Act, also known as the Transportation development Act (TDA), was 
enacted in 1972 by the California legislature and is administered by the California Department of 
Transportation (CalTrans).  TDA provides two major sources of funding for public transportation 
in California; the Local Transportation Fund (LTF) and the State Transit Assistance Fund (STA).  
These funds are distributed through the regional transportation planning agencies (RTPAs), 
such as the Santa Barbara County Association of Governments (SBCAG). 
 
Although most TDA funding is for transit service, TDA funding is also used for administration 
and planning, passenger rail, bicycle and pedestrian facilities, and multimodal transportation 
faculties.  TDA also provides dedicated funding for demand response service for the elderly and 
disabled (Table 1). 
 

Table 1 – TDA Funding Structure 
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Within the guidelines of TDA, it is permissible for the use of LTF Article 8 funds for the purpose 
of streets and roads, if the Transit Needs Assessment is followed and there is a finding that 
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there are either no unmet transit needs, or that there are unmet transit needs, but those transit 
needs are not reasonable to meet.  The requirements of this process are: 
 
 

1. SBCAG must establish and consult with the Social Services Transportation Advisory 
Council (SSTAC).  The Council is a county-wide body that includes representatives from 
the elderly and disabled communities, social service providers and other members 
representing the elderly, disabled and persons of low income.  The SSTAC is an 
advisory council on transit issues as well as participates in the unmet transit needs 
assessment process. (Your SBCTAC is the SSTAC). 

2. SBCAG must assess the size and location of groups likely to be transit dependent or 
transit disadvantaged, such as the elderly, disabled and persons of limited means.  
SBCAG must assess the adequacy of existing public transportation service and the 
potential for service or service improvements to meet the transportation needs of these 
groups. 

3. SBCAG must hold at least one annual unmet transit needs public hearing to gather 
comments on existing transportation needs. 

4. After considering all information completed through the unmet needs process, the 
SBCAG Board must adopt a find of: 

a. There are no unmet transit needs 
b. There are unmet transit needs that are not reasonable to meet; or 
c. There are unmet transit needs that are reasonable to meet 

 
 
The Transportation Development Act speaks to the definition of “unmet need” and “reasonable 
to meet” in §99401.5 (c), stating in part, “The definition adopted by the transportation planning 
agency for the term “unmet transit needs” and “reasonable to meet” shall be documented by 
resolution or in the minutes of the agency.”  The statue does not specify guidelines for the 
development of the definition used by the RTPAs with the exception of, “The fact that an 
identified transit need cannot be fully met based on available resources shall not be the sole 
reason for finding that a transit need is not reasonable to meet.  An agency’s determination of 
needs that are reasonable to meet shall not be made by comparing unmet transit needs with the 
need for streets and roads.”  Therefore, each RTPA within the state has different definitions for 
“unmet need” and “reasonable to meet”.  The purpose of allowing each RTPA to develop its own 
definition was to allow each jurisdiction to respond to the unique circumstances of their areas. 
 
At the January SBCTAC meeting, Jessica Scheeter, representing COAST, made reference to a 
CalTrans web site that contains a variety of definitions of “unmet need” and “reasonable to 
meet.”  The URL for this web site is http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/MassTrans/tdao.htm, and the link 
to “Sample Unmet Needs and Reasonable to Meet” can be found toward the bottom of the 
page.  This link provides a sample of 40 definitions (from a potential 60 +/- definitions) including 
the definition adopted by SBCAG. 
 
The definitions vary in length and complexity.  A few sample definitions, including the definition 
adopted by San Luis Obispo Council of Governments, are located in Table 2. 
 
 
 

Table 2 – Sample “Unmet Need” Definitions 
AGENCY DEFINITION 

San Luis Obispo A request must meet all of the following four (4) adopted criteria to be an unmet need: 
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County Association of 
Governments 

 The request fills a gap in transit service or is identified as a deficiency in the 
Regional Transportation Plan (RTP), Clean Air Plan (CAP), ADA Paratransit 
Plan or the Short Range Transit Plan (SRTP). 

 Sufficient broad-based community support exists (at least 15 requests for 
general public service and 10 requests for disabled service) Persons who will 
likely use the service on a routine basis must demonstrate community support. 

 The request is a current rather than a future need. 
 The request is for service expansion such as increased hours, increased 

frequency, new routes, significant modifications to existing routes; and not 
operational in nature, such as minor route changes or bus stop changes, etc. (If 
the request is for minor service changes, the transit operator is contacted.) 

If all of the above criteria are met, the request is considered an “unmet need”. 
Calaveras Council of 
Governments 

Public transportation services, specialized transportation services, or facilities provided 
for the exclusive use of pedestrians and bicycles which are not currently available to 
identifiable groups likely to be transit dependent or transit disadvantaged, including 
individuals eligible for paratransit and other specialized transportation services and 
persons of limited means, including recipients under the Cal WORKS program. 
 
Unmet transit needs specifically exclude:  1).  Minor operational improvements or 
changes, involving issues such as bus stops, schedules and minor route changes, which 
are being addressed by routine or normal planning processes; 2). Improvements funded 
or scheduled for implementation in the fiscal year following the Unmet Needs Hearing; 
and 3). Future transportation needs. 

Miscellaneous from 
CalTrans web site 

1.  The need to transport people is not being satisfied through existing public or private 
resources. 

 2.  Whenever a need by a significant number of people to be transported by moderate or 
low cost transportation to specific destinations for necessary purposes is not being 
satisfied through existing public or private resources, it is considered as an unmet transit 
need. 

 3.  Unmet transit needs are at a minimum, those public transportation or specialized 
transportation services that are identified in the Regional Short Range Transit Plan, 
Regional Transportation Plan or similar Mobility Plan, that have not been implemented or 
funded. 

 
 
SBCAG adopted the following definition for “unmet need” by resolution on March 19, 1998: 
 

An unmet transit need is the expressed or identified need of a significant segment of 
the community for additional public transportation services to meet existing basic 
mobility needs which are not currently being met through the existing system of 
public transit services or private transportation services.  Included, at a minimum, 
are those public transportation or specialized services that are identified in the 
Regional Transportation Plan, short-range transit plan, and/or transit development 
plan that have not been implemented or funded. 

 
If an expressed or identified need is determined by SBCAG to be an “operational 
issue,” it shall not be considered to be an unmet transit need.  Requests that do not 
require an identifiable additional increment of service will generally be considered 
operational.  Issues such as, but not limited to, the adequacy or location of bus 
stops, minor route improvements, marketing, and service reliability will generally be 
considered operational. 

 
The identified needs must be for the system of general public transit services.  The 
transportation needs of a limited set of individuals or of the clients of agencies shall 
not, in and of themselves, be sufficient to justify a finding of unmet transit needs.  All 
eligible users of a given service should have equivalent access or opportunity to use 
the service. 
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You may recall that at the January SBCTAC meeting, representatives of COAST requested that 
SBCTAC revisit the definition of unmet need.  While it is the prerogative of the SBCTAC to 
make a recommendation to the SBCAG Board, staff would advise against revisiting the 
definition of “Unmet Need”, mid way through 2005 Transit Needs Assessment process.  
However, this request could be applicable beginning with the 2006 Transit Needs Assessment 
process.  In addition, the definition of “Unmet Need” is subject to the current TDA litigation 
involving Our Children’s Earth, Jesus Estrada and David Pierce vs. SBCAG. Pending outcome 
of this issue, staff would advise the Board to not revisit this issue at this time.  If SBCTAC still 
desires to pursue this issue, the group may want to consider taking this issue up this next fiscal 
year.   
 
 
 
 
STAFF CONTACT: Ruth Garcia, Michael Powers 
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Santa Barbara County Association of Governments 

Resolution 98-02 
Definition of Terms “Unmet Transit Needs” and “Reasonable to Meet” 

Adopted March 19, 1998 
 
Figure 1 

Unmet Transit Needs Definition 
 
An unmet transit need is the expressed or identified need of a significant segment of the 
community for additional public transportation services to meet existing basic mobility needs 
which are not currently being met through the existing system of public transit services or private 
transportation services.  Included, at a minimum, are those public transportation or specialized 
services that are identified in the Regional Transportation Plan, short-range transit plan, and/or 
transit development plan that have not been implemented or funded. 
 
If an expressed or identified need is determined by SBCAG to be an “operational issue,” it shall 
not be considered to be an unmet transit need.  Requests that do not require an identifiable 
additional increment of service will generally be considered operational.  Issues such as, but not 
limited to, the adequacy or location of bus stops, minor route improvements, marketing, and 
service reliability will generally be considered operational. 
 
The identified needs must be for the system of general public transit services.  The transportation 
needs of a limited set of individuals or of the clients of agencies shall not, in and of themselves, 
be sufficient to justify a finding of unmet transit needs.  All eligible users of a given service should 
have equivalent access or opportunity to use the service. 
 
Figure 2 

Reasonable to Meet Criteria 
 
An identified unmet transit need shall be determined to be “reasonable to meet” if SBCAG 
determines that the transit service will be in general compliance with the following criteria: 
 

1. Can be implemented consistent with the transportation improvement priorities, 
policies and performance standards contained in the Regional Transportation Plan, 
the transit development plan, or the short-range transit plan for the area. 

 
2. Can be implemented safely and in accordance with local, state and Federal laws and 

regulations. 
 
3. The additional transit service shall not cause the system of which it is a part of, to fail 

to meet system-wide performance standards including: 
 

A. The operator’s ability to maintain the required fare to operating cost ratio; 
B. The estimated number of passengers carried per service hour for proposed 

service shall be in the range of other similar services provided; and 
C. The estimated subsidy per passenger shall be equivalent to other parts of the 

transit system. 
 

4. When the additional transit service is considered separately, both the fare to 
operating cost ratio and the estimated subsidy per passenger shall not vary by more 
than 20% from the average for the type of service provided by the operator. 

 
5. The proposed service would not cause claimant to incur expenses in excess of the 

maximum allocation of TDA funds. 


