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RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Definitions Committee:  Review and Consider Unmet Transit Needs Definitions   
 
SBCTAC: Receive update from the Definitions Committee and consider definitions of “unmet 
transit need” and “reasonable to meet.” 
 
 
DISCUSSION: 
 
Background 
 
The Unmet Transit Needs Definition subcommittee of the full SBCTAC met on September 13, 
2005.  Attendees at the meeting included members from SBCTAC and representatives from 
other organizations and agencies.  The committee discussed the needs of various transit 
dependent groups and concerns with how the definitions are interpreted by SBCAG.  The Coast 
testimony was reviewed and summarized.   
 
What are the concerns with the existing definition? 
 
The committee reviewed current concerns with the existing definition.   
 

The terms ‘significant segment’ and ‘limited set of individuals’ are too vague 
Large groups of people who are in need of transit services may not be addressed 
The terms are not objective or quantitative measures of transit users.  
The issue may not be the definitions but their misinterpretation  
Some terms, e.g., operational issues are not clear to the public 
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The option of having transit needs based on a quantitative based definition was also discussed.  
The definitions committee agreed to meet prior to the next SBCTAC meeting to discuss sample 
definitions provided by Caltrans and used by other regional agencies throughout California: 
(http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/MassTrans/doc_pdf/tdaunmet.pdf).  Staff sent members of the 
Definitions Committee sample definitions after the meeting.   
 
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 Unmet Transit Need adopted by SBCAG: 
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. 

 
Sample Definitions provided by Caltrans 
 
Definition 1 - Unmet transit need, at a minimum, exist where local residents do not have access 
to private vehicles or other forms of transportation, due to age, income, or handicap, for the 
purpose of traveling to medical care, shopping, social/recreational activities, education/training 
and employment. 
 

Definition Synopsis: Very short and straight forward definition that addresses the 
circumstances for residents needing transit services that are currently not available. 

 
Definition 2 - Unmet Transit Needs: 
An unmet transit need under the Transportation Development Act shall be found to exist only 
under the following conditions: 

1)  A population group in the proposed transit service area has been defined and 
located which has no reliable, affordable, or accessible transportation for 
necessary trips. The size and location of the group must be such that a service to 
meet their needs is feasible within the definition of “reasonable to meet” as set forth 
below. 
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2)  Necessary trips are defined as those trips which are required for the maintenance 
of life, health, and physical and mental well-being, including trips which serve 
employment purposes. 

3)  Unmet transit needs specifically include: 
a) Transit or specialized transportation needs identified in the transit 

system’s Americans with Disabilities Act Paratransit Plan or short-range 
Transit Plan which are not yet implemented or funded. 

b)  Transit or specialized transportation needs identified by the Social 
Services Transportation Advisory Council and confirmed by the RTPA 
through testimony or reports which are not yet implemented or funded. 

4) Unmet transit needs specifically exclude: 
a) Minor operational improvements or changes, involving issues such as bus 

stops, schedules and minor route changes. 
b)  Improvements funded or scheduled for implementation in the following 

fiscal year. 
c) Trips for any purpose outside of -----------------, in accordance with Public 

Utilities Code (PUC) Section 99220 (b). 
d)  Primary and secondary school transportation. 
e)  Future transportation needs. 

 
Definition Synopsis: A more complex and quantitative approach that also addresses 
reasonableness of delivering a potential unmet transit need. 

 
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, Calaveras and San Joaquin County are all fairly rural regions that include one or 
two larger cities and several smaller communities similar to Santa Barbara.  However, these 
four region’s definitions vary considerably one uses quantitative criteria and is complex and 
others are short and qualitative. 
 
San Luis Obispo Council of Governments (SLOCOG) 
A request must meet all of the following four (4) adopted criteria to be an unmet need: 

 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”. 
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SLOCOG Definition Synopsis: Uses quantitative criteria in determining if a request is 
an unmet transit need. 

 
Kern Council of Governments (KernCOG) 
An unmet transit need exists if an individual of any age or physical condition is unable to 
transport himself or herself due to deficiencies in the existing transportation system. 
Excluded are: 1) those requests for minor operational improvements, and 2) those 
improvements funded and scheduled for implementation in the following fiscal year. 
 

KernCOG Definition Synopsis: Subjective definition that is limits designation of transit 
user to any individual of any age or physical condition. 

 
Calaveras Council of Governments (Calaveras COG) 
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 (per Section 12143 of Title 42 of the 
United States Code) and persons of limited means, including recipients under the CalWORKS 
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. 
 

Calaveras COG Definition Synopsis: Subjective definition that identifies unmet transit 
needs specifically for individuals of ‘identifiable groups’ and persons of limited means. 

 
San Joaquin Council of Governments (SJCOG) 
Unmet Transit Needs are defined as transportation services not currently provided to those 
residents who use public transportation to meet their life expectations. These include trips for 
medical and dental services, shopping, employment, personal business, education, social 
services and recreation. 
 

SJCOG Definition Synopsis: Subjective definition that refers to riders as residents and 
identifies types of trips such as medical and dental services, education and employment. 

 
Potential Changes to Current Unmet Transit Needs Definition 
 
Based on the prior discussion the committee might want to specifically address the terms 
“significant segment” and “limited set” as part of your deliberations 
 
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 definitions of 
unmet transit need and reasonable to meet. 
 
 
 
 


