
SUBJECT: Unmet Transit Needs Definition and Reasonable to Meet Criteria Review 

MEETING DATE: August 1, 2018 AGENDA ITEM: 6 

STAFF CONTACT: Michael Becker, Jared Carvalho 

RECOMMENDATION: 

Receive a presentation on the existing unmet transit needs definition and reasonable to meet 
criteria, and provide input on suggested changes to be considered at a later date. 

DISCUSSION: 

In October 2015 staff brought an item to SBCTAC to consider potential updates to the unmet 
transit needs definition and reasonable to meet criteria as related to the Transportation 
Development Act and Local Transportation Fund (LTF) allocations.  This item revisits the topic. 
In October 2015 SBCTAC opted not to recommend changes to either the definition or the 
criteria. 

The Transportation Development Act lays out the process by which these definitions and criteria 
shall be applied within the transit needs assessment, but allows each Regional Transportation 
Planning Agency to determine its own definition of “unmet transit need” and criteria for 
“reasonable to meet.” The definition and criteria were last revised and adopted by the SBCAG 
Board in 2006 with the active participation of SBCTAC.  

Per the Transportation Development Act (TDA), SBCAG is required to administer and conduct 
an annual Transit Needs Assessment for Santa Barbara County. The process is required to 
assess the unmet transit needs of Santa Barbara County residents prior to the allocation of TDA 
LTF to jurisdictions.1   

If SBCAG determines that an unmet transit need is “reasonable to meet” within a jurisdiction, 
then that jurisdiction must set aside TDA funding to address that need through new or expanded 
transit service prior to using TDA funding for non-transit (i.e., streets and roads) purposes.  Only 
if SBCAG determines that there are no unmet transit needs within a jurisdiction that are 
reasonable to meet, may that jurisdiction claim TDA LTF funds for non-transit purposes. 

1 Section 99238.5(a) of the TDA requires that all eligible counties provide for at least one public hearing 
annually to hear the transit needs of transit dependent or disadvantaged persons, even if 100% of 
available TDA funding already goes to transit. 
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The annual assessment begins with an extensive public outreach process that provides the 
opportunity for residents to submit requests for new or expanded transit service.  These 
requests for service are analyzed per the adopted definitions of “unmet transit need” and criteria 
for “reasonable to meet.” (See Attachment 1.)   

If a request is determined to be an unmet transit need, then it is analyzed to determine whether 
it is “reasonable to meet” per the adopted definition, which includes five criteria. The unmet 
need must meet all criteria to be deemed “reasonable to meet.” 

All requests for new or expanded service are reviewed by the Santa Barbara County Transit 
Advisory Committee (SBCTAC), after the comment period is closed. Once the assessment has 
been reviewed by SBCTAC, a recommendation is made to the SBCAG Board regarding the 
assessment conducted for that year. Once the Board has made findings with respect to unmet 
transit needs, the TDA LTF funds can be allocated.  

Current TDA LTF Allocations and Uses 

For the last three funding years only the County of Santa Barbara has claimed TDA funds for 
purposes other than providing transit service.   

SBCAG Definition of “Unmet Transit Need” and Criteria for “Reasonable to Meet” 

Relationship to the Transportation Development Act 

The Transportation Development Act speaks to the definition of “unmet need” and “reasonable 
to meet” in Pub. Util. Code Section 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 statute does not specify 
guidelines for the development of the definition used by a Regional Transportation Planning 
Agency (such as SBCAG), except to say, “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 Regional Transportation Planning Agency (RTPA) within the state may adopt distinct 
definitions for “unmet need” and “reasonable to meet.”  The purpose of allowing each RTPA to 
develop its own definition and criteria is to allow each region to respond to its own unique 
circumstances. 

Update Process 

Prior Update Process (2005-2006) 

In 2005 and 2006, SBCAG staff worked with SBCTAC, the Executive Committee and the public 
to bring forward a revised definition of “unmet transit need” and criteria for “reasonable to meet.” 
A more than a year-long process included the formation of a sub-committee of the SBCTAC (the 
“Definitions Sub-committee”), which worked with SBCAG staff to amend the definition of “unmet 
transit need” and criteria for “reasonable to meet.” Each of these were reviewed by the SBCTAC 
and the Executive Committee and the SBCAG Board. Changes to the unmet transit need 
definition included removing phrases in the definition such as “significant segment” and “limited 
set of individuals” that were seen as being too vague or non-quantitative. Changes to the criteria 
for “reasonable to meet” included the addition of a new criterion that considered the impact to 



fare box recovery of any service changes and also provided for a different standard for fare box 
recovery for rural (10%) and urban (20%) areas. The changes to the definition of “unmet transit 
need” and criteria for “reasonable to meet” were adopted by the SBCAG Board at a noticed 
public hearing in January 2006, in place for the 2006 Transit Needs Assessment.  

After applying the new definition and criteria during the 2006 Transit Needs Assessment 
process, staff identified some challenges relating to the analysis used in the criteria to determine 
if a need were reasonable to meet. These challenges related to projecting ridership and 
operating cost data as well as determining the most appropriate comparisons for measuring the 
farebox recovery ratio of a new service as is required per the “reasonable to meet” criteria. Staff 
worked with SBCTAC to consider new approaches to projecting operating costs and new 
ridership estimates and agreed to re-visit the “reasonable to meet” criteria. SBCTAC 
recommended changes to the criteria, which included deleting one of the criteria to eliminate the 
need to perform burdensome calculations for new services. The committee and staff also 
discussed the trade-offs between having criteria that might in the end require more (non-TDA) 
local revenues to meet the state-mandated fare box recovery threshold. At a noticed public 
hearing in December 2006, the SBCAG Board adopted the SBCTAC- and staff-recommended 
changes to the criteria for “reasonable to meet.” 

New Update Process 

Any new process to update the “unmet transit need” definition or “reasonable to meet” criteria 
would likely involve a similar process to the one followed in 2006.   If the committee chooses to 
move forward with a revision to the definitions and/or criteria, staff would recommend the 
following process: 

• Identification of select members of SBCTAC to participate on a definitions and criteria
sub-committee. The sub-committee could meet before or after the SBCTAC meetings,
facilitated by SBCAG staff.

• Sub-committee updates and recommendations would be provided by a designated
member to the SBCTAC at subsequent SBCTAC meetings.

• Bring forward any proposed revisions to the Subregional Committees and/or the SBCAG
Board for review and discussion.

• Convene a public hearing on the recommended final revisions to the definitions and/or
criteria before the SBCAG Board.

Next Steps/Options 

Today’s item is simply a possible starting point for discussion. SBCTAC may be content with the 
current definition of “unmet transit need” and criteria for “reasonable to meet” or not enough may 
be at stake. If so, the committee can do nothing and maintain the existing definition and criteria. 
If the Committee would like to suggest changes, the Chair shall direct staff to return next month 
with an action item to begin the process. 

ATTACHMENT:  

    Attachment A - Definition of Unmet Transit Need and Criteria for Reasonable to Meet
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