
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

STAFF REPORT 
 
 
 
TO:  SBCTAC Definitions Committee 
 SBCTAC 
 
 
SUBJECT: Definitions      AGENDA ITEM:  4 
 
       
MEETING DATE: November 8, 2005      
 
 
STAFF CONTACT:  Sarkes Khachek and Michael G. Powers 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Definitions Committee:  Review and Consider ‘Reasonable to Meet’ Definition   
 
SBCTAC: Receive update from the Definitions Committee and consider approval of definition 
“reasonable to meet.” 
 
 
DISCUSSION: 
 
Background 
 
Prior to the regularly scheduled SBCTAC committee meeting on October 11, 2005, the Unmet 
Transit Needs Definition subcommittee met again to continue discussion of the definition of 
unmet transit needs. The committee discussed several issues related with the definition of 
unmet transit need.  More specifically, the committee felt the terms ‘significant segment’ and 
‘limited set of individuals’ were the largest sources of concern.  Discussion included a wholesale 
change or having a quantitative measurement included in the definition similar to SLOCOG’s 
definition, i.e. minimum of 10 requests. 
 
After discussion, the subcommittee recommended changes that addressed the significant 
concerns.  The changes listed in strikeout format are:  
 

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 
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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. 

 
The recommended changes were then presented to the full SBCTAC.  After discussion, the 
committee approved the recommendation and felt it was prudent that the definition be presented 
to the TTAC after both the subcommittee and full SBCTAC had an opportunity to review the 
reasonable to meet definition.  The definitions committee agreed to meet prior to the next 
SBCTAC meeting to discuss the definition of Reasonable to Meet. 
 
While the reasonable to meet definition is open to review, it must be emphasized that public 
comment and concerns about the definitions used by SBCAG focused more on how SBCAG 
determines if an unmet transit need exists vs. if it is reasonable to meet.  Some of the issues 
that have been raised in the past about “reasonableness” relate to the use of general purpose 
vs. targeted public transit and use of the 20% fare box recovery threshold as the standard for 
review.   Some have suggested that SBCAG should use its discretion and apply a lower fare 
box recovery ratio for non-urbanized areas in determining if a service is reasonable to meet. 
 
Reasonable to Meet Definition 
 
After reviewing the list of sample definitions, Staff selected a couple for subcommittee 
discussion and review.  These definitions are just samples provided by Caltrans and are not 
necessarily used by any transportation planning agencies.  These definitions in addition to 
definitions used by other regional agencies throughout the State can be found below. 
 

Definition of Reasonable to Meet adopted by SBCAG: 
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 systemwide performance standards including: 
 

A. The operator’s ability to maintain the required fare to operating cost ratio; 
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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. 

 
Sample Definitions provided by Caltrans 
 
Definition 1 –  
Reasonableness to meet unmet transit needs is defined in economic feasibility terms in unit 
average cost per type of service.  If the average cost per ride, by type of service, can be 
provided at/or below the areawide average cost per ride by type of service, with an allowance of 
10% variance of the average cost, meeting that unmet need will be deemed REASONABLE TO 
MEET. 
 

Definition Synopsis: Very short and objective definition that only measures a need 
based on cost per ride or farebox recovery ratio. 

 
Definition 2 - Reasonable To Meet 
Reasonable to meet is defined as transit needs for the necessities of life which pertain to all 
public and/or specialized transportation services that: 
a) can be proven operationally feasible; 
b) can demonstrate community acceptance; 
c) would be available to the general public; 
d) can be proven to be economical; and 
e) can demonstrate cost effectiveness by meeting current fare box revenue 
requirements of the ----------------------- within two years. 
 

Definition Synopsis: A more quantitative definition that includes variables such as cost, 
community acceptance and availability. 

 
Definitions adopted by other regions in California 
 
Regional Transportation Planning Agencies throughout California each have their own 
definitions of an unmet transit need and reasonable to meet.  The following definitions have 
been officially adopted by the regions’ respective RTPA and are used annually as part of the 
unmet transit needs assessment.  All definitions emphasize the local discretion that is available 
in using these terms and the definitions reflect a variety of approaches to this issue.  San Luis 
Obispo, Kern, and Calaveras County are all fairly rural regions that include one or two larger 
cities and several smaller communities similar to Santa Barbara.   
 
San Luis Obispo Council of Governments (SLOCOG) 
An unmet need must meet all of the following four (4) adopted criteria in order for it to be 
deemed “reasonable to meet”.  
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a. The request is projected to generate the required farebox ratio (10% rural, 20% urban) 
by the third year and demonstrate continuous progress after the first and second year.  
b. Service will not involve funding from a non-served entity.  
c. Service is comparable with other similar transit services (Such as local fixed-route, 
regional fixed-route, local general public Dial-A-Ride, specialized Dial-A-Ride, circulator, 
trolley, etc.) or will be similar, based on the projected number of passengers per hour the 
proposed service would carry.  
d. The request is fundable with existing TDA funds, without reducing other existing 
transit services.  

 
The new, expanded, or revised service, if implemented, will not cause the responsible operator 
to incur expenditures in excess of available TDA funds (If 100% of the TDA funds are being 
used for transit, no mandate can be imposed upon the operator.) “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.” (TDA Puc. Section 99401.5 (c))  
 
An unmet transit need is recognized by SLOCOG as reasonable to meet only if all of the above 
criteria (2a-2d) are satisfied.  
 

SLOCOG Definition Synopsis: An unmet transit need is found reasonable to meet only 
if all four criteria identified above are satisfied.  Criteria identify cost, type of service, and 
funding.  The unmet need cannot reduce existing services currently funded by TDA. 

 
Kern Council of Governments (KernCOG) 
Reasonable to Meet: 
A. Operational Feasibility: The requested improvement must be safe to operate and there must 
be adequate roadways for transit vehicles. 
B. Duplication of Service. The proposed service shall not duplicate other transit services. 
C. Timing. The proposed service shall be in response to an existing, rather than a future, need. 
D. Service must meet the legally required farebox ratio (PUC Sections 99268.2, 
99268.5 and CAC Sections 6633.2, 6633.5) with fares close to fare of similar service. 
 

KernCOG Definition Synopsis: Addresses safety and feasibility of new services, along 
with timing and impact on farebox recovery ratio. 

 
Calaveras Council of Governments (Calaveras COG) 
A) Financial Feasibility. 1) The proposed transit service, if implemented or funded, would not 
cause the responsible operator or service claimant to incur expenses in excess of the maximum 
allocation of Transportation Development Act funds, State Transit Assistance, FTA Section 
5311 funds, and other transit-specific grants as may become available. 2) The proposed transit 
service, if implemented or funded, would allow the responsible operator or service claimant to 
meet the required farebox revenue to operating cost ratio of 10%. 3) Proposed transit system 
expansion must be monitored and evaluated after 6 months of operation (or other approved 
period of review) by the COG Board. 
 
B) Cost Effectiveness. Supporting data demonstrates sufficient ridership and revenue potential 
exists for the new, expanded or revised transit service to meet or exceed the required farebox 
revenue to operating cost ratios on a stand-alone basis. Furthermore, cost per passenger is 
reasonable when compared to the level of service provided; benefit accrued to the community 
and to existing service cost per passenger. 
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C) Community Acceptance. There is sufficient public support for the proposed transit service, as 
indicated through the annual public hearing process. 
 
D) Equity. The proposed transit service will benefit the general public, the elderly and disabled 
population as a whole. Transit service will not be provided favoring one group at the exclusion of 
any other. 
 
E) System Impact. It has been demonstrated to the COG Board that the proposed transit 
service combined with existing service will allow the system to meet or exceed performance 
standards such as cost per passenger trip, cost per vehicle service hour, passenger trips per 
vehicle service hour, passenger trips per service mile, on-time performance, and vehicle service 
hours per employee. 
 
F) Operational Feasibility. There are adequate roadways and turnouts to safely accommodate 
transit vehicles. 
 
G) Availability of Service Provided. A qualified contract operator is available to implement the 
service. 
 

Calaveras COG Definition Synopsis: Includes a laundry list of variables, like cost and 
community acceptance, similar to previous definitions.  However, also identifies that the 
new service will benefit the general public and not favor one group at the exclusion of 
any other. 

 
Potential Changes to Current Unmet Transit Needs Definition 
 
In conclusion, the committee should review these various options and recommend to the 
SBCTAC that SBCAG either retain the existing definitions or modify the SBCAG definition of 
reasonable to meet. 
 
 


