
 
 

 

 
 

 
STAFF REPORT 

 
 
 
 
SUBJECT: Unmet Transit Needs     
 
 
MEETING DATE: December 20, 2006  AGENDA ITEM:  8          
 
 
STAFF CONTACT: Michael G. Powers, Sarkes Khachek 
 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
A. Receive summary of unmet transit needs outreach process for 2007 Unmet Transit Needs 
cycle based on settlement agreement. 
 
B. Consider approval of changes to unmet transit needs Reasonable to Meet criteria as 
recommended by the Santa Barbara County Transit Advisory Committee 
 
 
DISCUSSION: 
 
Background 
 
Per the Transportation Development Act (TDA), the Santa Barbara County Association of 
Governments (SBCAG) is required to administer and conduct the annual Transit Needs 
Assessment for Santa Barbara County.  The process is required to determine the transit needs 
of Santa Barbara County residents prior to the distribution of TDA funding to jurisdictions for 
transit or non-transit purposes such as streets and roads projects.  
 
If it is determined that an unmet transit need is reasonable to meet within a jurisdiction, then that 
jurisdiction must set aside TDA funding to rectify that need through new or expanded transit 
service prior to using TDA funding for non transit purposes.  If it is determined that there are not 
any unmet transit needs within a jurisdiction that are reasonable to meet, then that jurisdiction 
can use TDA funding for non-transit purposes. 
 
The 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 definitions of ‘unmet transit need’ and ‘reasonable to meet.’ (See 
Attachment 1) 
 



 2 

If a request is determined to be an unmet transit need then it is analyzed per the ‘reasonable to 
meet’ definition which includes six criteria.  The need must meet all six 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).  Once the assessment has been reviewed by SBCTAC, a 
recommendation is made to the SBCAG Board regarding the assessment conducted for that 
year. 
 
Public Outreach and Hearing Process 
 
For the upcoming 2007 Unmet Transit Needs Cycle SBCAG’s public outreach process will 
change focus from prior years.  Based on a settlement agreement with those persons that sued 
SBCAG and local agencies over the unmet transit needs findings from a prior year, SBCAG and 
local agencies agreed to specific actions on unmet transit needs outreach.  In summary the 
cities of Lompoc and Santa Maria agreed to hold a public workshop this fall in the evening or on 
a weekend in their respective communities to discuss schedules, routes and desire changes to 
public transit services.  A representative from the County of Santa Barbara will be on hand at 
these workshops.  It is recognized that new routes and expanded services may have budgetary 
impacts and would be considered in the context of available resources and competing 
transportation needs.  These workshops were held by these agencies the week of November 
13. 
 
As a follow up to these workshops, representatives from the cities of Lompoc and Santa Maria 
and the County of Santa Barbara will meet with the Santa Barbara County Transit Advisory 
Committee (SBCTAC) in January and February to discuss both the input received from the 
public regarding expanding transit service and the proposed method for paying for the new 
service if appropriate.  The local agencies will ask SBCTAC to provide a recommendation to it 
regarding any proposed changes to transit services suggested during the public workshops. 
These meetings will be publicly noticed, the public invited to attend and participate, and, one or 
both meetings are to be held in the evening.  Thereafter, SBCTAC will prepare a written report 
incorporating that public input information and any recommendation it wishes to make regarding 
proposed changes to public transit services.  This report will be sent to SBCAG and each of its 
member jurisdictions.  
 
The SBCAG board will continue to have its annual unmet transit needs public hearing in North 
County as mandated by state law.   
 
Based on the outreach by SBCAG for the North County Transit Plan and this new process staff 
does not recommend any new outreach activities in North County beyond what is discussed 
above.  SBCTAC concurred with this approach at its October meeting. 
 
Staff believes that the annual extensive public outreach program on schedule changes to transit 
services by SBMTD has developed to the point that it is sufficient to identify most if not all unmet 
transit needs in the south coast and additional outreach by SBCTAC is unnecessary.  SBMTD 
staff member to SBCTAC will report on the input received at these workshops during the 
January or February SBCTAC meeting so SBCTAC could provide SBCAG and hence SBMTD 
with its recommendations on service changes. This would avoid the need for duplicative 
outreach efforts by SBMTD and SBCTAC.    
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As the case with every year, it will be most important for SBCTAC members to help publicize 
and participate in the Transit Needs Assessment public outreach efforts at the local and regional 
level.   
 
With this level of outreach by SBMTD and local agencies, the fact that in recent years all the 
small cities in North County have been using their TDA funds for transit, it is recommended that 
SBCAG hold only one formal public hearing to receive input on unmet transit needs, consistent 
with SBCAG’s statutory obligation. SBCTAC concurred with this approach at its October 
meeting. Therefore staff recommends that the board set the annual, and only, unmet transit 
needs public hearing for January 18, 2007 in Santa Maria.  Of course our public hearing notice 
will be widely advertised countywide 30 days in advance of the hearing, and remote testimony 
will be available in Santa Barbara.   
 
Challenges encountered in applying the definitions of ‘unmet transit need’ and 
‘reasonable to meet’ 
 
During the 2006 transit needs assessment, staff identified some challenges relating to analysis 
used in criteria to determine if a need was reasonable to meet.  The current definitions which 
were adopted in January 2006 by your board are included in Attachment 1.   
 
These challenges related to projecting ridership and operating cost data as well determining the 
most appropriate comparisons for measuring a new services farebox recovery ratio as is 
required per the ‘reasonable to meet’ definition. 
 
SBCTAC acknowledged these challenges and as part of their recommendation for approval of 
the 2006 Transit Needs Assessment included the recommendation to revisit the definitions of 
‘unmet transit need’ and ‘reasonable to meet’ prior to the commencement of the 2007 
assessment.  The recommendation by SBCTAC was as follows: 
 

- Discuss and consider new approaches to projecting operating costs and new ridership 
estimates that are used to assess the objective of reasonable to meet for new services. 

 
- Revisiting the definition of Reasonable to Meet, more specifically relating to the criteria 

included in the definition in determining reasonableness.  For example, in determining 
the viability of new services in an urban area should the overall threshold for fare box 
recovery be the existing system wide fare box or the target for fare box recovery which is 
20% for urban areas.  

 
SBCTAC undertook a review of these definitions at its October and November 2006 meetings. 
 
During these discussions, the transit operators also requested that SBCTAC review the 
definitions associated with language in the TDA statute (Section 99268.8) not requiring new 
extension of services to meet any farebox recovery ratio requirements for a minimum of two 
years from start of service.  The narrative included in the statute is as follows: 
 

Section 99268.8 – Exemption for Extension of Services 
 

‘The required ratios of fare revenues to operating cost prescribed by this article shall not 
apply to an extension of public transportation services until two years after the end of the 
fiscal year in which the extension of services was put into operation.  As used in this 
section, “extension of public transportation services” includes additions of geographical 
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areas or route miles, or improvements in service frequency or hours of service greater 
than 25 percent of the route total, or the addition of new days of service, and for transit 
service claimants also includes the addition of a new type of service, such as a van, taxi, 
or bus.’ 

 
Section 99268.8 has an impact on evaluating the “extension” of services by a provider such as 
adding substantial new service via adding a new day of service or introducing a new community 
or neighborhood to a service area within a system that already exists.  According to the section, 
these types of improvements are exempt from being assessed within the whole farebox of a 
system.    Some examples of prior year’s requests that could be included within this category 
are as follows: 
 

- Sunday Service on Santa Maria Area Transit 
- New Service from Garey/Sisquoc to Santa Maria operated by the County 
- Reverse Commute service on the Clean Air Express 
- Expanded Breeze service to Santa Ynez Valley 
- Expanded Santa Ynez Valley Transit service east of Highway 154 

 
This statute enables transit operators to exclude the cost of these new service extensions in 
their calculation of farebox recovery and removes a potential impediment to receiving the 
maximum amount of TDA funds due to an operator. 
 
Staff indicated that this provision does not mean SBCAG should adopt this exclusion as it might 
force an operator to provide a new service extension that has expected low ridership and 
farebox recovery. 
 
SBCTAC review and proposed changes to definitions 
 
SBCTAC discussed the definitions of unmet transit need and reasonable to meet.  SBCTAC 
also considered the letters by Alex Pujo of Coast and Marc Chytilo which are provided in 
Attachment 3.  The bulk of the discussion at SBCTAC centered around what is the appropriate 
standard for fare box recovery in evaluating new service requests, is it the existing system wide 
FBR, or legislative mandate for the type of area, e.g. 20% for urban areas, or the FBR for a 
similar route.   
 
After a lengthy discussion they recommended changes to the definitions which are highlighted 
in Attachment 2.  As emphasized by SBCTAC members, the intent of SBCTAC is to encourage 
the formation of new transit services in relation to the success of the existing system, i.e. fare 
box recovery standard, vs. a statewide objective standard.  Staff’s position is that SBCAG needs 
to be careful about compelling a local agency to provide a potentially marginal service that might 
in the end require more (non TDA) local revenues to meet the state mandated fare box recovery 
threshold.  As the Board recalls, this does not mean that the local agency is prohibited from 
adding new under performing services, the local agency may choose to add services as it 
pleases but it does so with the recognition that the expected fare box recovery of the new 
service may be marginal and will require additional local revenues. 
 
The vote was nearly unanimous in favor of all the proposed changes, except the SBMTD 
representative who expressed his concern about deleting 3b.  Staff concurs with this objection 
to the proposed change. Having worked the new methodology for this last year your staff are 
OK with all these changes except the deletion of 3B because ridership is a key element to the 
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success of the service.  The other transit operators indicated they accept these changes by 
SBCTAC.   
 
Attachment 5 presents the SBCAG staff recommendation.  The only difference between the 
SBCAG and SBCTAC recommendation is that the staff recommendation retains the ridership 
criteria in 3b. 
 
Review of Comment Letters 
 
Attachments 4 and 5 provide letters of comment provided to SBCTAC by Alex Pujo of COAST 
and Marc Chytilo.  SBCTAC reviewed and considered the comments by both individuals at their 
meeting on November 13 before they took action on the proposals to change the definitions.  
The section below outlines the staff response to the issues raised in the letters. 
 
Letter from Marc Chytilo 
 
Comment 1 A: Include operational improvements, such as bus stops, in assessment of unmet 
transit needs. 
 
Response: Bus stops are eligible for TDA funding but adding a request for bus stops as an 
unmet need involves an unnecessary intrusion by SBCAG into local bus operations.  These 
requests are forwarded to the bus operator for their consideration.  However, if there is a 
request for a new route or extension of an existing route, these requests are regional in nature 
and under the purview of SBCAG.   
 
Comment 1 B: Recognize public transportation, not just transit 
 
Response: The TDA statute is clear in emphasizing unmet transit needs as the focus of the 
examination by SBCAG.  Clearly local agencies have the ability to explore other issues as is the 
case with the County and City of Santa Maria in examining farmworker transportation. 
 
Comment 2: Eliminate Criteria 4 
 
Response: See proposal by SBCTAC and staff response 
 
Comment 3: Use 15% ridership target for urban-rural service 
 
Response: See proposal by SBCTAC and staff response 
 
Comment 4: Add other funds in considering reasonableness of fare box recovery targets 
 
Response: The statue obligates SBCAG to concentrate on TDA funding.  Most local agencies 
already contribute local funds to meet TDA statute Fare Box Recovery mandates.  SBCAG 
should not compel agencies to examine other sources of funding although the local agencies 
may choose to do this if they desire. 
 
Letter from Alex Pujo 
 
Comment: Concerns about inadequate public outreach process 
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Response: Public outreach process was amended with recent settlement agreement.  SBCAG 
appreciates the outreach efforts by COAST and others.  Of note, North County Transit Plan 
outreach program used a variety of outreach methods and received relatively limited 
participation.   
 
 
 
Comment 1 A: Include operational improvements in assessment of unmet transit needs. 
 
Response: Bus related amenities are eligible for TDA funding but adding bus stops, shelters, 
etc., as an unmet need is an unnecessary intrusion by SBCAG into local bus operations.  These 
requests are forwarded to the bus operator for their consideration.  However, if there is a 
request for a new route or extension of an existing route, these requests are regional in nature 
and under the purview of SBCAG.   
 
Comment: Eliminate Criteria 4 
 
Response: See proposal by SBCTAC and staff response 
 
Comment: Eliminate Criteria 5  
 
Response: The statue obligates SBCAG to concentrate on TDA funding.  Local agencies 
already contribute local funds to meet TDA statute Fare Box Recovery mandates.  SBCAG 
should not compel agencies to examine other sources of funding although the local agencies 
may choose to do this if they desire. 
 
Comment: Use 15% ridership target for urban-rural service 
 
Response: See proposal by SBCTAC and staff response 
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Attachment 1 
UNMET TRANSIT NEEDS DEFINITION 

An unmet transit need is the expressed or identified need 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 which 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 of 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.  All eligible users of a given service 

should have equivalent access or opportunity to use the service. 
�

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. Excluding the first three years of operation, the additional transit service shall not cause the system of which 

it is a part to fail to meet systemwide 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. The proposed service is projected to reach a 20% fare box recovery within 3 years, 10% in non-urbanized 

areas providing rural services, and projected to show continuous progress toward meeting the fare box 

recovery ratio within 3 years. 
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Attachment 2 
SBCTAC Proposed Changes to Definitions 

 
 

Unmet Transit Needs: No changes 
 

Reasonable to meet: See strikeouts and additions 
 

            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. Excluding the first three years of operation, the additional transit service shall not cause the system of which 

it is a part to fail to meet systemwide 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. The proposed service is projected to reach a 20% fare box recovery within 3 years, 10% in non-urbanized 

areas providing rural services, 10% in non urbanized areas serving urban areas, and projected to show 

continuous progress toward meeting the fare box recovery ratio within 3 years. 
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Attachment 3 

SBCAG Staff Proposed Changes to Definitions 
 
 

Unmet Transit Needs: No changes 
 

Reasonable to meet: See strikeouts and additions 
 

            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: 

 

4. 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. 

 

5. Can be implemented safely and in accordance with local, state, and federal laws and regulations. 

 

6. Excluding the first three years of operation, the additional transit service shall not cause the system of which 

it is a part to fail to meet systemwide performance standards including: 

                 

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

e.  the estimated number of passengers carried per service hour for proposed service shall be in the range 

of other similar services provided; and 

f.  the estimated subsidy per passenger shall be equivalent to other parts of the transit system. 

 

5. 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. 

 

7. The proposed service would not cause claimant to incur expenses in excess of the maximum allocation of 

TDA funds. 

8. The proposed service is projected to reach a 20% fare box recovery within 3 years, 10% in non-urbanized 

areas providing rural services, 10% in non urbanized areas serving urban areas, and projected to show 

continuous progress toward meeting the fare box recovery ratio within 3 years. 

 

 












