Counting Vanpool Stats for STA Formula
Background and Summary:

Iowa has had employer sponsored vanpool programs for many years.  Both the University of Iowa and Iowa State University have programs, but they are limited to university employees.  In the mid-1990s, the Des Moines MTA applied for and received federal funding through Iowa’s Clean Air Attainment Program (ICAAP) to begin a public vanpool program in central Iowa.  In their application, they indicated that given the ICAAP funding to purchase vehicles and cover the first three years of administration, the program would be self-sustaining—with participant fees covering all operating and vehicle replacement costs.  MTA ended up receiving ICAAP funding several times, allowing them to build their vanpool program, known as “Central Iowa Rideshare,” to about 70 vehicles.  

The success of the Des Moines project and the prospect of being able to offer additional services, even if of a limited nature, with no cost to the state other than the initial capital investment, was recognized in the Iowa DOT’s long-range plan known as “Iowa in Motion.”  That document recommended that vanpool programs be started or expanded across the state.  At the same time it recommended that public funding of such operations be limited to the initial capital investment and start-up, with on-going costs to be borne by program participants.  The transit element of “Iowa in Motion” specifically recommended that vanpool statistics not be included in the distribution of state transit assistance.

Shortly after the state plan recommended increased emphasis on vanpools, two other transit systems were awarded ICAAP funding to begin vanpool programs.  River Bend Regional Transit of Davenport was awarded funding to start a vanpool operation, but ended up converting the project to a commuter bus project, based on the response they got from local employers.  Cedar Rapids was awarded funding to establish a vanpool operation in 1999, but has yet to implement the project.

At about that same time, the MTA began to campaign to be able to compete for additional funding to begin replacing the vanpool vehicles.  They argued that the rates they were charging vanpool participants were generating only slightly more than it was costing to operate the program, without considering vehicle replacement costs.  When asked what was happening to the federal funding generated by the vanpools, they said that that didn’t amount to much and it was being used to subsidize other services.  The MTA’s request for access to the statewide funds was denied after DOT staff looked into the matter and found that the statistics reported to Iowa DOT for the vanpool operation, would generate approximately $1.2 million in 5307 formula funding based on FTA information about the unit value of statistics for fiscal year 2000.  (How much funding is actually generated is difficult to calculate, however, since FTA bases their formula calculations on sampled statistics and, in any year, the vanpool program might be over represented or under presented in the stats used for formula calculations.)

In 2003, shortly after the study of the STA formula was announced, the MTA director indicated that his board had directed him to pursue a reconsideration of the DOT’s decision to exclude vanpool stats from the STA formula.  He was told by the OPT director that she did not feel it appropriate to act on such a request until the overall study of the STA program had been conducted.  

The issue of counting vanpool stats was much discussed within the STA formula study committee.  They analyzed a number of options that would have involved counting vanpool stats, including what the impact would be if they were added to the current formula.  In the end the committee recommended a revised formula that would have refocused the formula based on delivery of services, rather than efficiency, and also provided an adjustment for the relative level of federal funding different groups of transit systems receive.  Since Des Moines’ vanpool program generates a significant share of their federal funding, the committee recommended that those stats should be considered in the state’s calculations as well.

Ultimately the Iowa Public Transit Association voted not to support the STA committee’s recommendations, with most of the opponents expressing concern that the formula changes would shift funding away from regional systems to urban systems.  A number of opponents criticized the concept of counting vanpool stats.

Despite the inclusion of the vanpool issue in the formula proposal opposed by IPTA, with that proposal out of the picture, there still remains the question of whether vanpool operations should legitimately be counted toward the STA formula.  Since the primary argument against counting them had seemed to be the fact that the central Iowa program generates a surplus, but other individual transit services that generate a surplus are not excluded, OPT proposed to allow them to be counted.  

OPT acknowledges that vanpools will need to be subject to the same open-to-the-public standard as any other service in order to be counted towards the formula.  The point was well made by commenters that serving the general public involves more than just allowing members of the general public to join an group that is given exclusive use of a vanpool vehicle.  The vanpool program ability/willingness to also meet daily transportation needs which might match up with the vanpools route and schedule will also need to be factored in. 

Based on the a review of the comments received and considerable internal discussion, OPT has decided that the automatic exclusion of vanpool stats from the STA formula calculation will end with the FY2008 statistics that will be used to calculate formula distributions for FY2010.  In order to be counted towards the formula, a vanpool program will need to have policies and procedures in place allowing persons other than pool members to access the service on a daily basis, for any purpose, should their travel needs, in terms of schedule and route coincide with one of the vanpools, provided there is space available.  Criteria for judging this shall be similar to that used for human services transportation, including, but not limited to, publication of ride request numbers and establishment of daily general public fares that reflect the benefit of state and federal transit financial assistance.
Comments Received and OPT Responses:
Can/do vanpools meet standard of being open-to-the-general-public?

How will vanpools be evaluated regarding open-to-the-public standards? 

Can a general public rider access vanpool service? 

If the vanpools are open to the public, will they make extra stops to pick up passengers that are not part of the vanpools’ regular riders, or is the vehicle dedicated to the exclusive use of the members of the “pool”? 

Is the vanpool willing to make a couple of stops along the way to drop off or pick up individuals who are not registered in the particular pool: What happens if the person who is asking for the ride that morning causes someone to be late?

Vanpools are less open to the public than a bus that is taking disabled persons from a group home to a sheltered workshop

How will a vanpool program expand the availability of public transit services for all people? How can frail elderly, disabled, and others use a vanpool program on potentially an irregular basis to get to miscellaneous places?

Can a vanpool program, with 24-hours notice, assist a disabled, frail, elderly person get, to say, a medical appointment in the city where the vanpool is going to?

How are these services scheduled and dispatched?

Will they be open to riders with infants? 

Personally, I think allowing this service, which in my view is restricted, contradicts not allowing us to perform small “charter” type services. I see a vehicle being used by a worker at a business, to collect other workers along his/her way to work, and to have that vehicle sit all day, is restricted to nonpublic use. 

Obviously, if we adopt a standard that only services which are operated open to the general public can be counted towards the STA formula, vanpools will have to meet that standard to be counted.  One might assume that any member of the general public can pay to a be a member of the pool, but it is a good point that perhaps we should also look at whether the service is willing to accommodate only daily riders or also intermittent riders who happen to has the same travel needs on a particular day.  

Can/do vanpools comply with other transit requirements?

Are the drivers subject to drug and alcohol testing, motor vehicle records and criminal background checks, medical physicals, insurability standards, etc?

The question is interesting, in that it implies that these are somehow requirements we or someone else places on all public transit drivers. The reality is quite different.  There is no drug or alcohol test requirement for vanpool drivers, but this is no different than for any volunteer transit driver, whether driving a personal vehicle or a transit system owned vehicle, unless the vehicle is designed for 16 or more passengers (including the driver).  There are already a number of services with volunteer drivers included in the STA formula.  

The only legal requirement for motor vehicle record checks and criminal background checks of transit drivers applies only to those drivers operating regional transit vehicles doing contracted service for schools.  

Medical exams are required for any drivers operating a vehicle designed to carry 16 or more passengers (including the driver) and for drivers employed by non-governmental entities, but not for volunteers or even government employees as long as they only drive vehicles that don’t need a CDL.

The “insurability standards are assumably established by the insurance companies and are likely to vary somewhat across the various companies.

We are aware that DART’s Central Iowa Rideshare does pre-employment drug testing of volunteer divers under their own authority.  We do not at this point aware what there practices may be on the other items.

Are, or will, the vehicles used in the vanpools be ADA accessible? If not, how are these services backed up, so to speak, with regard to complying with the Americans with Disabilities Act?

Vanpools are subject to the same “system accessibility” requirement under the ADA as are demand-responsive transit operations.  Because DART is a direct FTA recipient, we are not aware of how or even if the vanpool program complies with this requirement.  This certainly would have a bearing on whether the program could be considered to be open-to-the-general-public.

Are the drivers professionally trained (defensive driving, first aid, CPR, blood-borne pathogens, passenger assistance techniques, sensitivity training, substance abuse, etc)? If not, they should be required to meet the standards set by public transit systems in Iowa.

We are not aware of any required training standards for public transit drivers; other than for drivers of regional transit buses doing contracted services for schools.  Anytime this has been discussed in the past there has been considerable resistance.  To our knowledge the type and level of training provided to drivers varies widely from system to system, and even within the brokers systems.

Will the vanpool vehicles comply with IDOT signage policies?

????? Not sure – OPT signage standards were established primarily to assure compliance with FTA open-to-public standard by states rural subrecipients.  If same open-to-the-public standard is being adopted for STA-funded services it makes sense that the signage standrards would apply as well, but many of the urban transit coaches fail to comply with the much less stringent signage requirement for public vehicles in the code of Iowa, let alone the OPT standard.

Will a phone number be on these vehicles so a person wanting a ride can call?

This seems like a reasonable expectation, but has never been required of other transit services in order to be counted toward the STA formula.  

Will vanpools have to coordinate with the urban and regional systems’ whose boundaries they cross?

The Iowa DOT’s transit staff has always encouraged neighboring systems to maintain a cooperative relationship, especially when they may pass through each other’s territories.  There has never been a specific requirement on this.  It would be interesting to know what kind of coordination requirement the questioner visualized.

Should STA funding be provided for services that do not need subsidies?
In the beginning, vanpool proponents argued that vanpools were desirable because they would be self-sustaining and not need subsidies after initial start-up.

Vanpools were designed to be self-supporting and reportedly are actually generating a significant surplus.

From a financial perspective, the information provided during the STA formula review process indicated that existing vanpools generate a considerable amount of revenue, which results in a substantial profit.

Should we use STA to subsidize what appears to be financially successful service?

There is only so much money in the STA pot, so providing a subsidy to a service that is already generating a surplus means there will be less subsidy for services that the transit dependent need for their well being.

There has never been a standard that transit systems must lose money on each service in order for it to be counted toward their STA allocation.  In fact, every year reports come in showing that a few services do operate at a surplus, once all revenues and subsidies are considered.  While this may raise a few eyebrows, we realize that surpluses on one service just end up cross subsidizing the rest of the operation, and no Iowa transit system is even close to turning a profit on its overall operation.  Obviously despite the significant surplus generated by the Central Iowa RideShare operation, the overall DART operation is still running at a deficit.

Recognition by FTA
FTA recognizes vanpools as a valuable service and includes vanpool stats in some funding distribution formulae. 

FTA also recognizes legal charters, intercity bus services, etc. but these are not included in STA calculations.

At present Des Moines and a few other transit agencies around the country have been successful in getting FTA to count their vanpool stats toward their urbanized formula funding.  The results have been quite lucrative, since the formula was not designed for vanpool services.  When the statistics DART reports to OPT for Central Iowa Rideshare are compared to the values of service units published by FTA as part of its notice of apportionments each year, it indicates that the vanpool operation is likely generating federal subsidy in an amount that is approximately three times larger than the total amount DART spends on vanpools.  (Its hard to say exactly how much is actually generated by the vanpool program in any given year, since FTA does not use the figures reported to OPT in their formula, but instead uses sampled statistics, which in any year may either overestimate or underestimate the vanpool stats.)  

It should also be noted that, in _____, FTA reviewed Des Moines reports and determined that the vanpool stats should not be counted towards their urbanized formula funding. As a result Des Moines allocation dropped by almost a third.  Des Moines sought Congressional help and the next year FTA was forced to reinstate the funding and resume counting of the vanpool stats.

Inclusion of vanpools in Iowa in Motion
Iowa in Motion encouraged expanding vanpooling programs around the state.  

Iowa in Motion specifically recommended continuing the policy of not including vanpool statistics in STA formula calculations.

Although the two citations sound inconsistent, they are both true.  Iowa in Motion focused on vanpools’ ability to be self-sustaining and not require any public support beyond the initial capital investment.  They were seen as a way to provide additional services of a limited nature without creating any demand for more state funding.  In light of this, the plan recommended making start up capital available for vanpools, but no on-going support.

Competition for funds
The only reason not to include vanpool stats is that it will shift funding between urbans and regions.

Will vanpools compete for STA dollars with large urbans or small urbans and regionals?

What impact will counting vanpool riders have on the availability of rural transit services?

If revenue miles are to be counted along with ridership, then there is additional overriding reason to change STA formula.  Vanpool miles are not equivalent to heavy-duty bus miles. 

Including vanpool ridership stats in STA funding seems appropriate. Assume that revenue miles and hours will not be included—if so, this policy would need close examination.

It appears this policy has the potential to decrease funding to the systems that are already providing even more coordinated service as a result of the United We Ride initiative in order to subsidize limited-use vanpools.

There is only so much money in a pot, so we see that it is a bit slanted to provide subsidy to a service that is self supporting when that means there will be less subsidy for services that the transit dependent need for their well being.

The ruckus over including vanpools is similar to when Cambus was added to the STA program.

Will vanpools now also be included in the PTMS process, competing for vehicle replacement funding, even though they generate more than enough federal funding to pay for replacements?

Obviously much of the concern being expressed focuses on what impact the inclusion of vanpool stats would have on the distribution of STA funding among the transit systems.  Although some want to present this as an urbans vs. regions issue, there was concern about competition from vanpool mileage stats expressed by some urban systems as well.  The sensitivity analyses conducted for the STA formula study committee showed that, if DART’s vanpools were counted under the current STA formula, that uses revenue mileage to split funding between urbans and regions, we might expect to see about $120,000 shift from regionals over to urbans, with the DART capturing about $70,000 and the rest spread around among the other urbans.  Based on a $11 million STA total, this is a shift of slightly over 1% of the funds.  Since regional systems might also start vanpools, given a source of on-going funding, this would not likely be a permanent shift.

Connection to earlier STA formula change proposal

A transit industry committee studying STA formula last year recommended inclusion of vanpool stats in conjunction with a change to a new formula.

If revenue miles are to be counted along with ridership, then there is additional overriding reason to change STA formula.  Vanpool miles are not equivalent to heavy-duty bus miles. 

Surfacing this issue again shows a complete disregard for the opinions and comments of the majority of Iowa’s transit professionals by the OPT staff.

OPT was asked to reconsider its policy on not counting vanpool stats at about the same time as the STA formula review committee was getting started with their work almost three years ago.  We indicated at that time that we felt this issue should be incorporated into the overall formula analysis.  The committee ended up recommending a new formula.  The primary change was to remove the overwhelming emphasis on efficiency that works to the detriment of services designed to serve persons with disabilities.  The proposal did include removing the ban on vanpool statistics, but it included a built-in offset for the large amount of federal subsidy that the vanpool program generates. IPTA ended up recommending that the new formula not be implemented.  The vanpool issue was part of that discussion, but the counting of vanpool stats is not truly a formula issue, since the administrative rules establishing the formula are silent on the issue of vanpools.  When the formula study committee’s work died, OPT needed to still respond to the question of how to handle vanpool stats in the absence of a change in the formula.  We feel that it is would be best done as part of the larger proposal, but that is not going to happen, we still have to consider this issue. 

Validity of vanpool stats
If incidental personal use of the vans by the assigned driver(s) is allowed, is this usage part of the stats that would be included in the STA formula.

Is vanpool ridership actually counted or do reports just assume that vanpool participants take all rides available?

At present, because the vanpool stats are reported for information purposes only, we have not done much in the way of analyzing them or how they are generated.  If a decision is made to include vanpool stats in the STA formula, we will have to look more closely.  Obviously, we would want to make sure incidental personal use of the vehicles is not included in any stats to be used for the formula calculations.  We would also want to make sure the numbers reflect actual usage, based either on actual counts or calculations from appropriate samples, etc.

Other

Vanpool vehicles are the same as the vans used for some demand-responsive service that is currently counted.

The nature of the service is more pertinent to our decision than the nature of the vehicle.  However, since this was brought up as a reason to include vanpools, it is appropriate to note that there actually are significant differences in the vehicles, since the vast majority of vans used in demand-responsive transit service are equipped for ADA accessibility, while no RideShare van included in our statewide inventory has been reported to have such equipment.

How will counting vanpool statistics help meet the transit needs and objectives that were discussed at the recent mobility action planning (MAP) workshops?

Getting low income individuals living in rural communities access to jobs located in distant communities was one of the needs discussed in the MAP workshops that and vanpools could potentially help to address.

The MTA vanpool put a private business owner (Five Oaks Charter), that was offering commuter bus services in central Iowa, out of business by offering smaller vehicles with greater schedule flexibility, and that actually increased the number of vehicles on the road.

Iowa’s public transit systems are discouraged from competing directly with private businesses.  OPT staff are aware of the conflicts that arose between MTA and Five Oaks over a period of years, and were in fact involved in a number of efforts to try to clarify the situation and establish limits.  The demise of Five Oaks is certainly not the first time a private operator somewhere in the state has gone out of business citing competition from transit as one of the contributing factors.  If this were a current issue, it might be something to be considered in our decision on counting vanpool stats, but since it happened in the past under previous leadership and we are not aware of any competitive situation at this time, in central Iowa or elsewhere, it has not been considered a directly relevant to the decision. 

Will OPT staff have the time and resources to evaluate the open to the public standards required for both vanpools and restricted client service?

We do not foresee sending staff out to do on-site reviews of every service being counted towards the STA formula.  We will continue to rely largely on the honor of Iowa’s transit managers, to report accurately based on the guidelines supplied by this office.  We will, however, maintain the ability to look behind the numbers if we feel there is reason to suspect that accurate numbers aren’t being provided. 

