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SUBJECT: Unmet Transit Needs       
 
 
MEETING DATE: December 1, 2005  AGENDA ITEM: 4 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Review and comment on changes to definitions of “unmet transit need” and “reasonable to 
meet.” 
 
STAFF CONTACT: Michael Powers, Sarkes Khachek      
 
DISCUSSION: 
 
At the conclusion of this last years annual transit needs assessment process the SBCAG Board 
directed that staff revisit the definitions of unmet transit need and reasonable to meet.  This is a 
regular occurrence since the SBCAG board has reviewed these definitions every three to five 
years.   These definitions are used to identify and assess public requests for new or expanded 
transit services during the annual unmet transit needs assessment.  SBCAG is permitted to 
allocate TDA funds for streets and roads purposes only if the board makes a finding that there 
are no unmet transit needs that are reasonable to meet.  Staff indicated that this review of the 
definitions would be accomplished prior to the end of this calendar year so that they can be 
used in evaluating requests for the upcoming FY 2006-07 TDA cycle.   
 
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 RTPA's (Regional Transportation Planning Agencies 
such as SBCAG) 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. In fact no two definitions from any of the 
more than forty separate definitions used by the various agencies are exactly the same 
 
The Santa Barbara County Transit Advisory Committee has been examining this issue since 
they have specific responsibilities under the state statute.  A definitions subcommittee was 
formed to examine this issue and recommend a course of action.  The committee received an 
inventory of all the different definitions used by regional agencies like SBCAG in the State of 
California. 
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The committee reviewed current concerns with the existing definitions based on testimony from 
the last unmet transit needs cycles and committee comments.   
 

- 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 

 
The committee deliberated on this issue and recommended a change to the definition of “unmet 
transit need” that was accepted by the full SBCTAC on October 11.  The recommended 
changes to the currently adopted SBCAG definition of unmet transit need are listed in 
bold/strikeout format:  

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. 

 
The subcommittee and the full SBCTAC also reviewed the definition of “reasonable to meet” at 
its meeting on November 8 and considered some changes. The discussion centered on the 
following issues: 
 

- Fare box recovery should be explicitly addressed in the criteria since it is an 
important issue in the law 

- Fare box recovery standards for rural areas should be less than urban areas due to 
longer travel distances, fewer people, and, less concentrated populations 

- New services should be given an opportunity to prove that they are viable but there 
must be a recognition that these new services may need to be terminated if they are 
not performing adequately after a three year period. 

 
The proposed change explicitly accounts for the consideration of impact to fare box recovery of 
any service changes and also provides for a differential standard for fare box recovery between 
rural and urban areas.  SBCAG is permitted by TDA statue to approve a fare box recovery 
standard below 20%; this standard may be as low as 10% for non-urbanized areas.   
 
According to the US Census, there are two urbanized areas in North County; Lompoc which 
includes the city of Lompoc, Mission Hills, Mesa Oaks, Vandenberg Village, and VAFB housing 
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area, and, Santa Maria which includes the city of Santa Maria, unincorporated Orcutt, and the 
Nipomo Mesa in southern San Luis Obispo County.  Non-urbanized areas in North County are 
the entire Santa Ynez Valley, Guadalupe, Los Alamos, and other rural communities.  
 
The changes recommended by SBCTAC to the currently adopted criteria that are used to 
determine if a transit need is reasonable to meet are identified below in bold format:  
 

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. 
 
6. Reach a 20% fare box recovery within 3 years, 10% in non-urbanized areas 

providing rural services, and demonstrate continuous progress within 3 years. 
 
TTAC is also given an opportunity to review these changes prior to its consideration by the 
SBCAG Board.  SBCTAC and TTAC recommendations will go to the SBCAG Board for their 
consideration of any changes to the definitions.   The board will hold a public hearing and 
consider adoption of the recommended changes at its December meeting.   


