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I.  Purpose of the Assessment
Public entities that operate fixed route transportation services for the general public are required by the U. S. Department of Transportation (DOT) regulations implementing the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) to also provide complementary paratransit service for persons who, because of their disability, are unable to use the fixed route system.  These regulations 

(49 CFR Parts 27, 37, and 38) include six service criteria that must be met by complementary paratransit service programs.  Section 37.135(d) of the regulations requires that paratransit services meet these criteria by January 26, 1997.

The Federal Transit Administration (FTA) is responsible for ensuring compliance with the ADA and the USDOT regulations.  As part of its compliance efforts, FTA, through its Office of Civil Rights, conducts periodic assessments of fixed route transit and ADA Complementary Paratransit services operated by grantees. 

The purpose of these compliance assessments is to assist the transit agency and FTA in assessing whether capacity constraints exist in ADA Complementary Paratransit services.  The assessments examine service standards and policies related to issues of capacity constraints such as on-time performance, on-board travel time, telephone hold times, trip denials, and any other trip-limiting factors.  The assessments consider whether there are patterns or practices of a significant number of trip limits; trip denials; early or late pick-ups or arrivals after desired arrival (or appointment) times; long trips; or long telephone hold times as defined by the transit agency’s established standards.  Input also is gathered from local disability organizations and customers.  

An on-site compliance assessment of the ADA Complementary Paratransit service provided by the Greater Cleveland Regional Transit Authority (herein also referred to as GCRTA), was conducted from March 6- 9, 2000.  The assessment was conducted for the FTA Office of Civil Rights by JDG Associates, Inc. of San Antonio, Texas.  The assessment focused on compliance of GCRTA’s ADA Complementary Paratransit service, with one specific regulatory service criterion:  the “capacity constraints” criterion.  Section 37.131(f) of the regulations requires that ADA Complementary Paratransit services be operated without capacity constraints.   

This report summarizes the observations and findings of the on-site assessment of GCRTA’s ADA Complementary Paratransit service, known as the RTA ADA Paratransit Services (RTA).  A description of key features of the RTA is first provided, followed by a description of the approach and methodology used to conduct the assessment.  Observations and findings related to each element of the capacity constraints criteria are then summarized at the end of each respective section. (Although the Greater Cleveland Transit Authority is often known locally as “RTA,“ for purposes of this report, the RTA ADA Paratransit Service is referred to as RTA, while the Greater Cleveland Transit Authority is referred to as “GCRTA” in order to distinguish between the two.)  Finally, the major findings of the assessment are summarized in the last section of this report.  Some recommendations for addressing issues identified are also provided.

II.  Background

The Greater Cleveland Regional Transit Authority provides public transportation in Cleveland and outlying suburban areas and Cuyahoga County, Ohio.  In addition to fixed route bus services and two major rapid transit rail lines, GCRTA provides ADA Complementary Paratransit service, known as the RTA ADA Paratransit Services (RTA).  This system, previously known as the “CRT Service,” provides public transportation to persons determined to be ADA Complementary Paratransit eligible by the GCRTA staff and to senior citizens as well.  The CRT program was implemented in 1974 as a public service to senior citizens and, following the enactment of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, was expanded and adapted to meet the DOT ADA regulations.  Those senior citizens and others who used the original service were “grandfathered” into the program and are still eligible to use the service today.  The RTA program is described more fully below.

Description of the ADA Complementary Paratransit Service

RTA provides trips that originate and end within a three-fourths mile or greater radius of a fixed route.  Service for rides within a five-mile radius of the customer’s home also is offered, regardless of the distance from a fixed route.  The service provided is door-to-door, and is available twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.  Service offered during the hours between midnight and 8:00 a.m. is referred to as the “Owl Service.”  A flat fare of $1.25 per one-way trip is imposed, compared to $1.25 and $1.50 charged for fixed route rides.  Trip requests can be placed up to the close of business on the day before service and are accepted up to seven days in advance.  Reservations are accepted seven days a week from 8:30 a.m. until 4:00 p.m.  Cancellations may be made without penalty during the same hours, up to a half-hour prior to the scheduled trip time.  Cancellations made after the thirty-minute limit are regarded as no-shows.  Trip requests for all trip purposes are accepted and are not prioritized in any way.  Same day trip requests are not accepted. 

RTA vehicles are owned and operated by GCRTA, which also hires, trains and supervises drivers and all other RTA employees and staff.  At the time of the assessment, the RTA fleet included a total of 77 lift-equipped vehicles.  Vehicle maintenance and repair are financed and performed by GCRTA at the RTA Facility.  This facility also houses the RTA operations and administrative headquarters.  Daily inspections and general cleanup are performed by RTA drivers.  

GCRTA contracts with Hopkins Limousine Service, Inc. (Hopkins) to assist in meeting its demand for paratransit service.  Hopkins performs eighteen daily runs as needed from Sunday through Friday, and seven additional runs on Saturday, primarily providing the overnight Owl Service.  Hopkins’ contract also allows for two additional runs per week, upon request, to serve 

as “backup” during peak periods and on Saturdays.  These are allocated according to scheduling needs.  Hopkins owns, operates and maintains its own fleet of 20 lift-equipped vehicles, performs its own dispatch functions, and trains its own drivers and other employees.  One dispatcher is on duty at all times, and dispatchers interface with RTA dispatch as needed. 

All trip requests are received at the paratransit central reservations and scheduling office staffed by RTA employees.  Customers may reserve up to three round trips in one call.  When they call to request trips, customers are asked to provide their preferred pick-up times for the going trip and the return trip.  Trips may be reserved by appointment time as well, but the automated system reportedly functions more reliably when pick-up time is used.  All trips are entered as “trip requests” on the reservation clerk’s data terminal.  Customers are then reminded to be ready to be picked up at any time within a pick-up window of 40 minutes, either 20 minutes prior to or 20 minutes after their requested pick-up times.  No trips are regarded as “scheduled” until after close of business the evening prior to service, and customers are reminded of this as well.  Customers making trip requests are also reminded that they will be called back between 

4:00 p.m. and 7:00 p.m. the evening before the day of service if no trip has been scheduled for them.  All trips are served on a “first-call-first-served” basis.  For a customer calling to reserve a ride on the day prior to service, if no trip is available, the customer is instructed to call back after close of business that evening for another attempt to schedule the ride for the next day.

Scheduling takes place on an ongoing basis throughout the day.  RTA uses an automated scheduling system, MIDAS-PT, version 9.06, a Windows-based system distributed by Multisystems, Inc. of Cambridge, Massachusetts, combining batch and real-time or manual scheduling.  The RTA staff consists of 14 operators working varied shifts, all of whom are cross-trained to work on scheduling and/or reservations.  Dispatchers also are cross-trained for scheduling.  The person assigned to scheduling for the day reviews and revises subscription trips and overall run structure, and manually schedules trips left unassigned by the system.  After all trip requests have been received on the day before the day of service, the final batch is run and driver manifests (denoted “Tour Sheets” at RTA) are prepared for established runs for RTA and for Hopkins for the following day.  The Scheduling Coordinator reviews the manifests and makes final adjustments before they are distributed to the drivers.  After the final batch scheduling run is completed, for any rides that remain unassigned, customers are called back and informed that their trips could not be scheduled.  For trips that fall outside the 40-minute window of the requested pick-up time, customers are also called back, informed of the schedule change and given the opportunity to accept the change or cancel the ride. 

Cancellations and trip change requests are also taken by the reservations office.  Same-day cancellations and calls inquiring on the status of rides are referred to the dispatcher, who contacts the driver for an Estimated Time of Arrival while the customer is on hold.  If scheduling or service delivery problems arise during the day, the schedulers and dispatchers take steps to re-route rides as necessary.  When routes are running late, customers are called and given new estimated arrival times.  

The central GCRTA Customer Service Office, located in downtown Cleveland, takes all calls for general service information and customer comments and complaints.  Customers are provided a special telephone number for the purpose of filing complaints or comments regarding all aspects of the public transportation system.  Complaints regarding both the fixed route and ADA Complementary Paratransit services are reported to the GCRTA Customer Service Center and then routed to the appropriate departments for investigation and resolution.  Complaints involving paratransit service are referred to and handled by Ms. Floyd, Mr. Stephens and/or 

Mr. Hargrove.   

Eligibility inquiries are referred to GCRTA Customer Service as well.  Applications are accepted  by Customer Service and forwarded to Metropolitan Health Hospital for evaluation of medical documentation, then returned to Customer Service, where eligibility is determined based on the hospital staff’s findings.  Appeals of adverse determinations are referred for review and decision to an independent Appeals Panel composed of volunteers from the community who are unrelated to GCRTA or its ADA Complementary Paratransit service.  RTA’s flier describing its appeals process is included with this report in Attachment 3. 

Copies of RTA’s various informational brochures currently available for riders are provided as Attachment 1 of this report.  At the time of the assessment, RTA was in the process of updating the brochures and changing the format to provide a comprehensive rider’s guide with all pertinent and updated information included.  Attachment 1 also contains information found at GCRTA’s internet web site.

At the time of the assessment, the RTA paratransit service received approximately 1,100 to 1,400 one-way trip requests per day.  These included ADA Complementary Paratransit, senior citizens, and other passengers combined.  Of those, approximately 200 were subscription trips.

Policies and Service Standards Related to Capacity Constraints Issues

Service standards, policies and goals related to trip denials, missed trips, on-time performance, travel time, and telephone capacity have not been established for the RTA service.  The unofficial standards observed during the assessment are described below.

Trip Denials:  The RTA staff reported that they did not have a formal policy or goal relating to trip denials.  Informally, their goal was to serve as many rides as possible with as few denials as possible within the limits of their resources.

Missed Trips:  The RTA staff reported that it is the policy of RTA to honor and serve all trips scheduled unless canceled by the customer.  If trips are missed due to carrier error, and customers call and request that the trip still be served, the vehicle will be asked to return, or another vehicle will be dispatched to serve the trip.  If missed due to customer no-show, dispatchers will attempt to service the ride if possible.

On-Time Performance:  On-time performance is defined as any trip in which the driver arrives at the pick-up location during the 40-minute “pick-up window” explained to the customer (20 minutes before through 20 minutes after the pick-up time.)  Drivers arriving early for pick-up are required to wait until five minutes past the scheduled pick-up time before marking the customer as a “no-show” and leaving.  RTA does not have an established goal for on-time performance.   The informal standard is to achieve 100% on-time performance, and the reported actual on-time performance averaged 95-96% at the time of the assessment.

Travel Time:  RTA did not have a standard or goal for maximum or comparative ride length at the time of the assessment, and due to software or hardware limitations, is generally unable to track and monitor ride lengths, distances or time on-board.

Telephone Capacity:  No percentage goals were established for maximum hold times for telephone service; however, the staff reported that they informally seek to maintain hold times to a minimum.  A comprehensive telephone system had recently been implemented to monitor hold times and performance in reservations and dispatch.

III.  Overview of the Assessment

As noted above, this assessment focused on compliance with the ADA Complementary Paratransit capacity constraints requirements of the DOT ADA regulations.  Several possible types of capacity constraints are identified in 49 CFR Parts 27, 37, and 38.  These include:

· “trip caps” (a maximum number of trips that are provided overall or to individual riders), 

· “wait listing” of trips, or

· patterns or practices which result in a significant number of trip denials, untimely pick-ups, or excessively long trips. 

To assess each of these potential types of capacity constraints, the assessment focused on observations and findings regarding:

· trip denials, trip caps, and “wait listing” of trips,

· on-time performance, and

· travel times.

Observations and findings related to two other practices and policies that can affect ADA Complementary Paratransit use were also developed.  These included:

· determinations of ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility, and

· reservations and telephone capacity.

ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility determinations were assessed to ensure that potential riders were able to access the system and were not impacted by inappropriate denials of eligibility for the service.  Reservations and telephone capacity was assessed because access to reservations and customer service staff is a critical part of using ADA Complementary Paratransit service.

The assessment first involved the collection and review of key service information prior to the on-site visit.  This information included:

· a description of how the RTA ADA Complementary Paratransit service is structured,
· copies of current service provider contracts,
· a copy of the operator manual and inserts which detail service policies and practices to drivers and employees,
· RTA’s brochures that detail service policies to customers, and
· a description of the service standards adopted by RTA related to on-time performance, trip denials, travel times, and telephone service.
Additional information was requested to be available during the on-site visit.  This included:

· copies of completed driver manifests for recent months;
· six months of service data, including the number of trips requested, scheduled, denied, canceled, no-shows, missed trips, and trips provided;
· a breakdown of trips requested, scheduled, and provided in each of the areas served by RTA;
· detailed information about any trips denied in the last six months including origin and destination information, day and time information, and customer information;
· detailed information about trips in the last six months that exceeded the travel time standard set by RTA;
· telephone call management records; and
· a listing of recent customer complaints related to capacity issues (trip denials, on-time performance, travel time, telephone access).
In addition to the review of data, the assessment team also conducted telephone interviews with eleven customers and advocates identified through RTA’s trip records and other sources.  Information about recent experiences with the RTA ADA Complementary Paratransit service was obtained.

The on-site assessment began with an opening conference, held on March 6, 2000, at 9:30 a.m.  Representatives on behalf of the transit system in attendance were:  Mr. Joe Calabrese, CEO/ General Manager, GCRTA; Mr. Michael Hargrove, Paratransit Director; Mr. Michael C. York, Deputy General Manager-Operations; Mr. Clarence Rogers, Executive Deputy General Manager; Mr. Herschel Stephens, Transit Manager- Paratransit; Mr. Edward J. Opett, Acting Deputy General Manager-Legal; Ms. Viola Floyd, Paratransit Transportation Scheduling Supervisor; 

Ms. Taras Szmagala, Director External Affairs; Mr. Anthony A. Garofoli, Executive Director of Internal Audit; and Mr. Gerry A. Foster, Project Control Administrator/Grants.  Representing the FTA review team were Ms. Donna Gonzalez, Mr. Marshall Mendez and Ms. Linda Armstrong of JDG Associates, Inc.  Ms. Cheryl Hershey, ADA Group Leader with the FTA Office of Civil Rights, participated in the opening conference by telephone.  Ms. Hershey opened the meeting by explaining the purpose of the ADA assessments being conducted by the FTA.  She thanked the GCRTA staff for their assistance in providing the information requested and in making 

on-site arrangements.  Marshall Mendez then reviewed the proposed assessment schedule, a copy of which is provided as Attachment 2 of this report.  Final arrangements and plans were made for the staff and departments that would be visited each day.  Ms. Floyd, Mr. Stephens and 

Mr. Hargrove indicated that the RTA staff would be available for any assistance needed during the assessment.  They expressed the hope that the information from the assessment would be helpful in pinpointing any issues they might need to address in their ongoing efforts to monitor and improve the RTA ADA Complementary Paratransit program.

Following the opening conference, the assessment team met with Mr. Michael Hargrove and 

Ms. Viola Floyd to review the data that had been made available in advance and the data that was available on-site.  The team was then directed to the RTA paratransit administrative offices, which are located in a separate facility, where they were introduced to other members of the RTA staff.  The team was given a tour of that facility, which included the reservations and scheduling areas, as well as the dispatch area.  As part of the tour, the team received an overview of RTA’s reservations, scheduling and dispatch process.  

After the tour, team members interviewed Mr. Hargrove and Ms. Floyd, who explained various details of the system and outlined what they perceived to be problem areas. They provided general information regarding staff size and functions, explained the reports provided to the team, and addressed requests for additional reports.  

Mr. Hargrove and Ms. Floyd related problems with their automated scheduling system that prevented them from printing reports of on-time performance, trip denials, trip length and eligibility application data.  Although the data is stored by the system, none of the reporting systems were currently functional, other than the daily scheduling reports and driver manifests necessary for daily operations.  Attempts to print reports resulted in error messages and system “lock-ups” which on past occasions had caused computer “down-time” of periods from twenty minutes up to four hours.  These problems had been addressed with their software vendor, but with no results to date.  In order to capture the historical data for total trips performed, Ms. Floyd related that RTA had locally purchased a report-writing program that would read their database and prepare a report on the number of trips performed and trips denied over the previous six months.  The software was unsuccessful in capturing the data related to on-time performance and other capacity-related issues.

Based on this discussion, the team randomly selected six days from three different months in order to develop on-time performance statistics, rather than selecting a single day for comparative purposes.  A variety of days were selected in order to obtain a complete overview of service.  Monday afternoon was devoted to gathering data for trips performed on these sample days of service.  Completed driver manifests from those days were obtained from Ms. Floyd for this detailed analysis.  Actual pick-up and drop-off times recorded by drivers were compared to pick-up and drop-off times scheduled, and tabulations were made to identify late and early pick-ups and drop-offs.  Scheduled times were also compared to pick-up and appointment times initially requested by customers.  

On Tuesday morning, March 7, from 8:30 to 10:30 a.m., the review team observed the reservations process at the RTA office and collected first-hand data on the handling of trip requests.  The three assessment team members sat with three different reservation clerks and observed calls as they were received.  Trip requests were recorded, noting the eligibility class, the requested trip time and the trip date, along with the customer name and destination. 

On Tuesday afternoon, one of the assessment team members observed the scheduling process, sitting down with a scheduler who was manually adjusting the schedule for the following day, 

re-routing and scheduling trips unassigned by the automated system.  Team members arranged to 

have manifests printed for randomly selected runs for the following day to assist in observation of the dispatch procedure.  Additionally, appointments were arranged for the following day to interview the owner and operator of the Hopkins Limousine Service at the Hopkins location, and to review the eligibility certification process at the GCRTA Customer Service Center.

On Wednesday morning, March 8, 2000, one member of the team met with Mr. Glenn Brown, GCRTA’s Customer Service Supervisor, to observe and review the procedures employed by GCRTA in determining eligibility of applicants for ADA certification.  The team member interviewed Mr. Brown and obtained a description of the application and certification process.  Mr. Brown explained all aspects of the eligibility determination procedure, including the application process, the criteria for eligibility, types of eligibility and the appeals process.  Eligibility records, including applications, determination letters and copies of recent decisions were reviewed.  The reviewer also obtained copies of the application, fliers, notice letters (both certifying and denying eligibility), as well as records of recent appeals.  These are included in Attachment 3 of this report.

That afternoon, Wednesday, March 8, a team member met with and interviewed 

Mr. Mike Goebel, Vice President of Hopkins Limousine Service, Inc., a subsidiary of Lakefront Lines, Inc., a Cleveland-based charter and tour bus company.  The team member obtained records and a description of the services performed by Hopkins for GCRTA, and received a tour of the Hopkins facilities.  Mr. Goebel described Hopkins’ fleet and dispatch functions, and provided an overview of the driver-training program for paratransit drivers.  Mr. Goebel regarded his company’s relationship with RTA to be a good working relationship, and had only two suggestions for improving service.  He expressed some concerns regarding RTA’s routing/scheduling system, and felt that including map coordinates and customer telephone numbers on the manifests would enhance the drivers’ ability to locate riders for pick-up.

Also on Wednesday, March 8, and at other times throughout the duration of the assessment, team members contacted and interviewed, by telephone, various customers, advocates and agency health care workers to gain information as to the community’s perception of the service provided with regard to capacity constraints issues.  Those contacted were mainly users of the RTA ADA Complementary Paratransit Services and members of the community, including members of the ADA Citizens Advisory Board sub-committee, and representatives of social service agencies responsible for arranging transportation for their patrons and/or patients.

Dispatch operations were observed on Wednesday as well, from 10:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. and from 4:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m.  Several runs had been randomly selected on Tuesday evening after scheduling was completed, and driver manifests were requested for those runs.  Drivers performing those runs were asked to radio in the exact times of each pick-up and drop-off so that on-time performance could be observed first-hand for both the morning and afternoon peak periods.  A total of 59 one-way trips were observed, and the driver manifests were used to record the pick-up and drop-off times as they occurred.  One team member also observed the batch run scheduling procedure for the following day, while the remaining team members tabulated manifests and calculated on-time performance for the days selected for review.

Throughout the week, the service data provided by RTA staff members was reviewed and tabulated.  Because reporting of historical data was minimal due to the limitations imposed by the software used by RTA, a major part of the review involved developing statistics for on-time performance and other capacity constraint issues through interviews with staff members, observation of procedures, evaluation and review of past driver manifests, telephone records and records of customer comments and complaints on file from the GCRTA customer service data base.  Another excellent source of information was the input obtained through telephone contacts with users of the RTA ADA Paratransit Services.
On Thursday morning, March 9, 2000, results of observations during the review were tabulated and preliminary findings were assessed in preparation for the exit conference, which was held that afternoon at 3:00 p.m.  Those in attendance representing GCRTA were the same as those who attended the entrance conference, with the exception of Mr. Stephens, Mr. Opett and 

Mr. Rogers, who were not present.  Ms. Hershey again represented FTA via telephone, and all members of the assessment team were present.  At the conference, preliminary findings were presented by the assessment team and discussed with GCRTA and RTA paratransit staff and management.  Problem areas were discussed and suggestions were made as to the setting of goals related to capacity constraints issues. 

IV.  Summary of Findings 

The following summarizes the findings made as a result of the assessment.  The bases for these findings are addressed in other sections of this report.  The findings should be used as the basis for any corrective actions proposed by GCRTA.  Recommendations are also included in the report for GCRTA’s consideration in developing corrective actions. 

Trip Denials

1. GCRTA does not have a formal goal regarding trip denials.  FTA’s interpretation of the capacity constraint prohibition at 49 CFR section 37.131(f) is that the transit entity must plan, budget, and strive to serve all requested ADA Complementary Paratransit trips.  


2. For the time period six months prior to the compliance assessment, the denial rate for all requested paratransit trips ranged from a low of 3.1% in December 1999 to a high of 5.9% in February 2000, with an average of 4.3%.  Separate data was not available for ADA Complementary Paratransit trip requests, as non-ADA paratransit trip denials are included in these statistics.  
  

3. Analysis of Sunday trips indicated a much higher denial rate, ranging from 5.1% in November 1999 to 8.9% in February 2000, with an average of 7.2% for all Sundays in the six months prior to the compliance assessment.  Again, this data did not track non-ADA paratransit trips separately from ADA Complementary Paratransit trips.


4. Based on observations of the reservations process, it appears that next-day service, as required by the DOT ADA regulations at 49 CFR section 37.131(b), is often not available.    


5. RTA’s practice of recording all trips as unscheduled requests, results in trip denials for an unknown number of ADA Complementary Paratransit eligible riders.  RTA’s scheduling procedure may rise to the level of a waiting list or capacity constraints where persons who request rides are ultimately denied rides.  This scheduling procedure may be acceptable if every person who requested a ride, ultimately receives a ride within the one-hour window before or after the requested time as allowed by the DOT ADA regulations at 
49 CFR section 37.131(b)(2).  

6. Because RTA does not track ADA Complementary Paratransit trips separately from the other paratransit trips that it provides, it is not possible to ascertain an accurate picture of the status of its ADA Complementary Paratransit service.  


7. Automated reports requested by the Review Team from RTA’s computer system could not be generated.  Attempts resulted in error messages and one attempt caused the entire system to “lock up,” creating down time and disrupting service.  Staff reported that the system was routinely “down” and that as a safeguard, they manually recorded trip requests.     


8. The incidence of “missed” trips appears to be insignificant.  

9. Any ride rejected by the customer, whether inside or outside of the one-hour negotiation window allowed by the DOT ADA regulations, is recorded in the system as a denial, thus unnecessarily inflating RTA’s trip denial rate. 

Eligibility Process
1.
Based on a limited review, GCRTA’s ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility determination process appears to be consistent with the DOT ADA regulatory requirements.  Automated reports showing eligibility data could not be generated because of weaknesses in GCRTA’s computer system.    

2. Denial notification letters do not clearly and specifically set forth the reasons for the denial as required by the DOT ADA regulations at 49 CFR section 37.125(d).


3. Applicants who are denied ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility are informed that they have the right to appeal the determination.  The appeals process is thoroughly explained, including the time limit for filing an appeal and the necessary information for filing.


4. GCRTA’s eligibility denial rate appears to be low.  

On-Time Performance
1. Although RTA has not set an on-time performance goal, the overall on-time performance rate based on on-time pickups appears to be high.  On-time performance based on pickups, averaged 96.4% for the sample of 3,868 trips tracked on six randomly selected days between October 1999 and February 2000.  The overall on-time performance rate for drop-offs was 92.7%. 


2. For customers requesting specific drop-off times for the same six sample days (approximately 1% of the sample), the on-time rate was 78.1%.  [Note- the DOT ADA regulations do not specifically speak to on-time drop-offs.]  
Trip Length
1. 
System-wide, the RTA ADA Paratransit service provides approximately 96.8% to 99.6% of all ADA Complementary Paratransit trips within one hour’s travel time.  From our observations, the minimal number of rides that do appear excessive in length occur randomly and do not affect particular passengers or groups of passengers more than any others.  Most appear to be the result of traffic and other conditions outside RTA’s control.  


Telephone Capacity
1. There appear to be certain peak periods when telephone capacity can cause customers to be inconvenienced.  Customer comments indicate that getting an open line can take an excessive amount of time with some claiming that they have attempted for an hour to get an open line.  However, the telephone reporting system cannot track or record the time expended by customers in attempting to get a free line prior to being placed in the queue of calls holding.


2. Customers appear to be familiar with the peak reservation periods.  Peak times are addressed in the RTA’s informational pamphlet for ADA Complementary Paratransit riders.  Suggested call-in times for the least busy hours are included for the customers’ information.  


3. The average hold times for the months of January and February 2000 were over seven minutes.  This implies that some people were on hold for at least twice that long.  


4. Comments received at a Citizens’ Advisory Board ADA Subcommittee meeting subsequent to the compliance review indicated that telephone service had improved.  

V.  Observations Regarding Trip Denials

Information regarding trip denials was collected in the following four ways:

· A review of service statistics provided by RTA for the ADA Complementary Paratransit service,

· First-hand observation of trips requested and trips scheduled in the reservation and                       scheduling process,

· Interviews with customers, advocates and health care workers, and

· A review of customer comments and complaints filed with the GCRTA Customer Service.

RTA Service Records

Service records for the period from September 1999, through February 2000, were obtained from RTA.  These reports include information on the total number of rides performed by day, and by month, including the number of trips by ADA-certified riders, and by Senior and other riders, as well as the number of trips denied (referred to as “turndowns” by RTA staff and customers). 
Table 1 below shows the total number of combined paratransit rides requested, scheduled and denied.  During the six-month period, RTA’s denial rate increased from 3.6% (or 1,268 rides) in September 1999, to 5.9% (or 1626 rides) in February 2000. 


Table 1.  Summary of Ride Data September 1999 through February 2000

	Month
	Trips

Requested
	Trips

Scheduled
	Senior/Other

Trips


	Trips

Denied
	% of Denied

Trips

	Sep. 1999
	     35,720
	     34,452
	     1528
	        1268
	        3.5%

	Oct. 1999
	     38,749
	     37,003
	     2098
	        1746
	        4.5%

	Nov. 1999
	     36,140
	     34,721
	     2034
	        1419
	        3.9%

	Dec. 1999
	     35,895
	     34,794
	     1933
	        1101
	        3.1%

	Jan. 2000
	     37,195
	     35,233
	     1830
	        1962
	        5.3%

	Feb. 2000
	     27,592
	     25,966
	     1437
	        1626
	        5.9%

	Totals
	   211,291
	   202,169
	   10,860
	        9132
	        4.3%

	%
	
	      95.7%
	       5.1%
	        4.3%
	


The actual trip denial, or turndown, rate for ADA trips is probably somewhat lower than is represented in Table 1, as these figures include trips denied for all types of riders, not just ADA-certified riders.  As the table indicates, approximately 5.1% of riders over the six-month period represented in the table were not ADA-certified. 

In addition, closer analysis of the data provided, as reflected in Tables 2 and 3 below, shows that the denial rate for Sundays rises to an average of 7.2%, compared to the weekday average of 4.2%.  This appears to constitute a pattern of increased denials on Sundays.  Table 2 shows the trips requested, performed and denied on weekdays for the six-month period preceding the assessment.  Table 3 reflects the same data for Sundays only.

Table 2.  Summary of Weekday Trip Data September 1999 through February 2000

	Month
	Trips

Requested
	Trips

Scheduled
	Senior/Other

Trips


	Trips

Denied
	%

Denied

	Sep. 1999
	      30,167
	      29,200
	        1292
	          967
	       3.2%

	Oct. 1999
	      31,533
	      30,192
	        1464
	        1341
	       4.3%

	Nov. 1999
	      30,714
	      29,519
	        1543
	        1195
	       3.9%

	Dec. 1999
	      30,356
	      29,493
	        1465
	          863
	       2.8%

	Jan. 2000
	      31,326
	      29,651
	        1391
	        1675
	       5.3%

	Feb. 2000
	      23,002
	      21,675
	        1052
	        1327
	       5.8%

	Totals
	    177,098
	    169,730
	        8207
	        7368
	       4.2%

	%
	
	95.8%
	4.6%
	4.2%
	


As demonstrated in Table 3 below, the number of Senior riders also rises on Sundays to 9.5% to10.6%, from an average of 4.6% of total riders on weekdays.  The RTA staff explained that  the proportionately higher rate of trip denials on Sundays was because the majority of trip requests for Sunday involve trips to church services, all falling during the same time frame and creating difficulties in serving all trips.    

Table 3.  Summary of Sunday Ride Data September 1999 through February 2000

	Month
	Trips

Requested
	Trips

Performed
	Senior/Other

Trips


	Trips

Denied
	%

Denied

	Sept. 1999
	        3143
	       2888
	        106
	         255
	
8.1%

	Oct. 1999
	        4476
	       4108
	        480
	         368
	
8.2%

	Nov. 1999
	        3246
	       3082
	        375
	         164
	
5.1%

	Dec. 1999
	        3328
	       3131
	        360
	         197
	
5.9%

	Jan. 2000
	        3424
	       3195
	        304
	         229
	
6.7%

	Feb. 2000
	        2643
	       2407
	        294
	         236
	
8.9%

	Totals
	     20,260
	     18,811
	      1919
	        1449
	
7.2%

	%
	
	92.8%
	* 9.5%
	7.2%
	


*Note: The average excluding September, when no Senior trips were recorded for three Sundays, was 10.6%

RTA does not track and monitor ADA Complementary Paratransit trips separately from other types of paratransit trips in order to assess actual numbers of ADA trips denied.  During the observation of reservations by the assessment team, approximately one-third of the denials observed were for service to passengers other than ADA-certified riders.  

Records and reports on the subject of “missed trips” were among the records that are not accessible in RTA’s database due to software and/or hardware deficiencies.  However, data from the driver manifests used by the assessment team for collection of data (as more fully explained in the section addressing on-time performance issues) indicated that at least three customer 

“no-shows” were probably due to late arrivals for pick-ups, which would have been more appropriately designated as missed trips.  

Reservations/Scheduling Observations

As part of the on-site assessment, the trip reservations process was observed during the peak morning request time (9:00 a.m. until 10:30 a.m.) on Tuesday, March 7.  Requests being taken by three different reservation clerks were recorded and the handling of these requests was noted.  Information collected for each request included the date of the trip being requested, the time requested, the customer’s name and type of eligibility, the origin and destination, whether the customer was ambulatory or used a wheelchair, and whether the trip request was accepted or denied.  For trip requests accepted, the time tentatively scheduled was also noted to determine if times offered were within one hour of the times requested.  During the observation period, the reviewers noted that the operators manually logged each call received on a hand-written list.  Upon inquiry, the operators responded that this was necessary due to the numbers of calls “dropped” or not logged by the scheduling system software.

Information was collected for a total of 106 one-way ADA Complementary Paratransit trip requests.  Of these, four ADA trip requests for service on the following day were denied because no rides were available at or near the requested times.  Each of these customers was instructed that they could call back that evening (the day prior to the date of service) to learn if a ride could be worked into the schedule.   

Table 4 below shows the distribution of ADA Complementary Paratransit trip requests by the number of days in advance of the day of service.  As shown, 65.1% of all requests recorded were for trips four to seven days in the future.  Of these, 32 (30.2%) were for the maximum seven days in advance, and only 4 (3.8%) were requested for next day service.  This distribution of trip requests by day of service indicates that customers do not feel confident that they can wait until the day before service to place their requests, and suggests that trip denials are a concern to customers who are using the system.  Significantly, all four trip requests for next-day service were denied.  Two additional trip requests, for customers qualified under categories other than ADA certification, were also denied for lack of available rides on the following day.

            Table 4.  Distribution of ADA Complementary Paratransit Trip Requests

            Made on 3/7/00 by Number of Days in Advance of Day of Service

	# of Days in Advance
	1
	2
	3
	4-7

	# of Trips Requested
	4
	15
	18
	69

	% of Total Requests
	3.8%
	14.2%
	17.0%
	65.1%


RTA does not record trip requests as confirmed reservations at the time the ride is requested.  Instead, due to limitations imposed by RTA’s scheduling software, no trip is regarded as “scheduled” by RTA until the batch scheduling procedure is completed on the day preceding the day of the requested trip.  Customers are informed of this policy and are instructed that if a ride cannot be scheduled for them, they will be notified by telephone between 4:00 p.m. and 6:00 p.m. on the evening prior to the date of service.  They are also instructed that they may call back for a confirmation on the evening before the day of service.  All trips are served on a “first call-first served” basis, so that riders calling far in advance and subscription riders are generally assured a ride.  Those calling one day in advance, as observed first-hand by the assessment team, are unlikely to receive a ride.  In general, it appears that the fewer days in advance that a trip request is placed, the less the likelihood that the customer will obtain a ride.

On Tuesday afternoon, March 7, an assessment team member observed the scheduling procedure.  Manual scheduling is performed continually throughout the day, to assign rides not assigned by the automated scheduling system, and to correct erratic routing and scheduling errors created by the scheduling system.  Such system errors observed included simultaneous pick-ups in distant locations on the same routes, pick-ups scheduled well after or before the requested pick-up or appointment times entered in the system, and rides remaining “unassigned” where ample slack time was available on an appropriate route.  (While observing the reservations 

process, one reviewer noted a pick-up time of 1:35 p.m. generated by the system when the operator entered an appointment time of 1:00 p.m.)   

Each trip requiring a correction or assignment must be “re-booked” or canceled and re-entered correctly, first by attempting an automatic assignment by the system, checking to ascertain that the ride was correctly assigned, and, if not, then manually assigning the ride to a route.  Assigning a single ride can take up to five minutes’ time.  Each ride adjusted in this manner, whether re-booked or canceled and re-entered, is recorded by the system as a cancellation, and is not distinguished from actual customer cancellations.  Because of the large numbers of cancellations accruing in this manner, RTA has no reliable means of tracking and monitoring actual cancellations by customers.  The number of trip requests re-entered into the system also artificially inflates the number of trips requested.

The assessment team observed the batch scheduling process on Wednesday afternoon, March 8. Because the batch scheduling requires all the system resources, at 4:00 p.m., all data processing was discontinued for the duration of the batch process, a period of about thirty to thirty-five minutes.  During that time, calls for trip requests remaining in the reservations queue from before 4:00 p.m. were recorded manually, and dispatchers referred to printed lists for tracking rides and other dispatch functions.  Alphabetical lists of scheduled rides by passenger name are printed each day and kept on hand by dispatchers in order to look up rides in the event of computer “down-time” or slow computer response times that occur daily.

Each day, once the batch scheduling is completed, the schedule is checked for errors and corrected.  A final attempt is made to assign next-day rides not assigned by the system, and once that is completed, customer call-backs are initiated, usually beginning around 5:00 to 6:00 p.m.  Customers whose rides remain unassigned for the following day are called and informed that their rides could not be scheduled.  Customers whose rides were scheduled outside the 40-minute window are called and given the opportunity to accept or reject the new scheduled time.  Any ride rejected by the customer, whether inside or outside the one-hour negotiation window allowed by the DOT ADA regulations, is recorded in the system as a denial, thus unnecessarily inflating RTA’s trip denial rate.  

Once the corrections have been completed, driver manifests (or Tour Sheets) are printed for the following day’s routes.  A specific set of route numbers (800 series) is assigned to Hopkins’ routes, and manifests are printed daily along with the RTA’s manifests and delivered to Hopkins each day.  Dispatch operations for Hopkins’ routes are performed from Hopkins’ location by Hopkins staff, although Hopkins’ drivers regularly interface with RTA dispatch as needed.

Customers are instructed that on the day of service, if their rides have not arrived by thirty minutes after the scheduled time, they may call to place an inquiry regarding their rides.  These are routed to dispatch, where the vehicle’s location and estimated arrival time are obtained and provided while the customer stays on the line.  If re-routing or schedule changes are necessary on the day of service due to traffic, mechanical problems or other reasons, customers are contacted and informed of changes affecting their pick-up times.

Customer/Advocate Interviews

As part of the assessment, eleven individuals were interviewed by telephone for input about the service.  Those contacted were human service agency staff persons, members of the ADA Citizens Advisory Board who also use the service, and medical services workers.

Input was requested specifically about capacity constraint issues, including trip denials and unconfirmed trip requests.  All those contacted were aware of the practice of accepting all trip requests as unconfirmed, thereby in effect placing all riders on “standby” status until the day before the day of service.  Five of the eleven expressed concerns and dissatisfaction with the procedure of placing all riders on “standby” status, indicating that this often resulted in denied trips.  The remaining six felt that simply calling to request a ride seven days in advance was a satisfactory solution to the problem, and three of the eleven reported that they are on “subscription” routes, which has alleviated that problem for them.  Two of those contacted noted that the “standby” policy sometimes results in one “leg” of a requested trip being denied; that is, either the “going” or the “return” leg of the trip is denied.  This, as they pointed out, is in effect a denial of the entire trip, as the rider is placed in the predicament of either being left stranded at the destination or unable to reach the destination in the first place.  None of the contacts indicated the problem to be serious enough to cause riders to stop using the service, although one contact asserted that he knew of riders who always made certain of alternate or contingency transportation to work in case they were unable to obtain rides from RTA.

The persons contacted were also questioned about the occurrence of “missed trips,” wherein a trip was scheduled but not served.  Each expressed that they had not had such an occurrence anytime in recent months or years, and had not heard of any problems of that nature from any of the riders with whom they had communications.  They clearly did not regard missed trips to be a problem.

Customer Comments and Complaints
During the on-site review, several attempts were made to print various reports related to capacity constraints issues requested by the review team.  Each time, error messages of various types were observed to appear on the operator’s terminal monitor, and all print attempts failed.  One such attempt caused the system to “lock up,” creating computer down time during working hours.  Further such attempts were discontinued in order to avoid disruption of service during the review.  Due to the difficulty in obtaining reports of various types, the assessment team concentrated on various alternative means of assessing capacity constraints, including a detailed analysis of customer complaints and comments filed with RTA’s Customer Service Center.   As with other records maintained by RTA, complaints were not designated as to whether the complaints related to ADA Complementary Paratransit or other riders. 

One hundred ten (110) complaints and/or comments relating to the RTA ADA Complementary Paratransit Services had been phoned in over the preceding six months prior to the assessment.  Of these, thirteen complaints, amounting to11.8% of all complaints/comments filed during the six-month period, were about trips denials.  At least two of the denials were related to computer problems.  In one instance the system was “down” when the customer initially called to request a trip, and when he called back, no trip was available.  In several instances, no record was found of the customers’ trip requests, although the customers insisted they had called in their requests.  It was due to complaints of this nature that operators now keep manual logs of all trip requests called in.  Three complainants asserted that they had not been called back and notified that one or both “legs” of a trip could not be accommodated.  Three complaints concerned denials of one way of a two-way trip.  As each of these passengers had no other means of transportation, the denial of one portion of the trip meant denial of both portions.  Six of the thirteen complaints expressed general dissatisfaction with the procedure that in effect places all trips on standby until the night before the day of service.  These customers pointed out that this procedure leaves them with no reliable means of planning ahead to meet their obligations or keep their appointments.   

An additional 15 complaints, or 13.7% of the total number of complaints phoned in over the 

six-month period, dealt with the subject of “missed trips.”  Upon investigation, six of these complaints appeared to be due to customer error or failure to understand policies and procedures, such as where to wait for the vehicle when being picked up at the mall.  Of the nine remaining occurrences, five were related to scheduling or software problems, and the remainder was due to driver error.  In those cases, drivers were counseled or reprimanded as appropriate, and customers were called and also sent a letter of apology and explanation.  

There were two complaints on file for the six-month period referring to rudeness on the telephone by a scheduler, operator or dispatcher, and three complaining of length of hold time or access to telephone service.  It is significant to note, however, that there were also seventeen comments on file thanking and commending telephone operators for their courteous and helpful telephone service.  

Findings:

1. GCRTA does not have a formal goal regarding trip denials.  FTA interpretation of the capacity constraint prohibition at 49 CFR section 37.131(f) is that the transit entity must plan, budget, and strive to serve all requested ADA Complementary Paratransit trips.  


2. For the time period six months prior to the compliance assessment, the denial rate for all requested paratransit trips ranged from a low of 3.1% in December 1999 to a high of 5.9% in February 2000, with an average of 4.3%.  Separate data was not available for ADA Complementary Paratransit trip requests, as non-ADA paratransit trip denials are included in these statistics.  
  

3. Analysis of Sunday trips indicated a much higher denial rate, ranging from 5.1% in November 1999 to 8.9% in February 2000, with an average of 7.2% for all Sundays in the six months prior to the compliance assessment.  Again, this data did not track non-ADA paratransit trips separately form ADA Complementary Paratransit trips.  


4. Based on observations of the reservations process, it appears that next-day service, as required by the DOT ADA regulations at 49 CFR section 37.131(b), is often not available.    


5. RTA’s practice of recording all trips as unscheduled requests results in trip denials for an unknown number of ADA Complementary Paratransit eligible riders.  RTA’s scheduling procedure may rise to the level of a waiting list or capacity constraints where persons who request rides are ultimately denied rides.  This scheduling procedure may be acceptable if every person who requests a ride, ultimately receives a ride within the one-hour window before or after the requested time as allowed by the DOT ADA regulations at 
49 CFR section 37.131(b)(2).  

6. Because RTA does not track ADA Complementary Paratransit trips separately from the other paratransit trips that it provides, it is not possible to ascertain an accurate picture of the status of its ADA Complementary Paratransit service.  


7. Automated reports requested by the Review Team from RTA’s computer system could not be generated.  Attempts resulted in error messages and one attempt caused the entire system to “lock up,” creating down time and disrupting service.  Staff reported that the system was routinely “down” and that as a safeguard, they manually recorded trip requests.     


8. The incidence of “missed” trips appears to be insignificant.  


9. Any ride rejected by the customer, whether inside or outside of the one-hour negotiation window allowed by the DOT ADA regulations, is recorded in the system as a denial, thus unnecessarily inflating RTA’s trip denial rate.  


Recommendations:  

Please note that for significant findings that are clearly a violation of the DOT ADA regulations, we have used the word “must.”  For other less significant findings, we have used the word “should.”  In either case, GCRTA should not construe our recommendations as being directive as to the manner in which it provides service.

1. GCRTA must adopt a goal of serving all eligible ADA Complementary Paratransit trip requests.  In doing so, it should develop its budget based on past and projected actual and latent demand and devote sufficient resources to meet that level of service.  GCRTA should consider developing additional sources to supplement its service, e.g., taxis, to meet fluctuations in demand, such as is experienced on Sundays.  


2. GCRTA must take the necessary steps to ensure that “next-day” service is available and provided upon request. 


3. To eliminate waiting lists, RTA must either provide all requested trips or adopt another method of scheduling to ensure that eligible riders have accurate and timely information regarding the status of their requested trips.   


4. RTA should track ADA Complementary Paratransit trips separately from other paratransit service.  Implicit in the capacity constraints prohibitions is the requirement to track the level of service, so that patterns of denials, late or lengthy trips, etc. can be identified and appropriately addressed. 


5. RTA should consider changing its computer system to one more that is more reliable and which better meets the requirements of its service. 


6. RTA should record denials in separate categories such as capacity, eligibility, adversarial, etc., to ensure that those, which are not the responsibility of RTA, are not recorded as such.  
VI.  Observations Regarding ADA Complementary Paratransit Eligibility Determinations

As described in the “Background” section of this report, eligibility determinations are made by the GCRTA Customer Service Center, independent of the RTA ADA Paratransit Services, and are based on the findings of medical personnel at Cleveland’s Metro Health Hospital who review the medical information submitted with the application for eligibility. 

On Tuesday, March 7, a member of the assessment team met with and interviewed 

Mr. Glenn Brown, GCRTA’s Customer Service Supervisor, to review the RTA eligibility determination process.  From this interview, it was apparent that Mr. Brown has a clear understanding of ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility.  He was aware of the principles of basing decisions on functional abilities, of considering limiting conditions, and of conditional eligibility.

Potential customers may obtain applications by mail, by calling or faxing GCRTA customer service, or in person at any one of 16 GCRTA customer service locations throughout the Cleveland area.  They also may request applications by e-mail or through the GCRTA internet web site.  Completed applications are transferred by GCRTA Customer Service to the Metro Health Hospital’s department of Physical and Rehabilitation Medicine for evaluation of the medical reports and information submitted with the applications.  The determination is based primarily on the information contained in the application, and eligibility may be certified as Category I, Category II or Category III, although at this time RTA makes no distinction between Categories I and III.  If the application is incomplete, the applicant is contacted by mail and given the opportunity to supply the missing information.  Upon request, applicants also may receive assistance from customer service staff with filling out the application form either by telephone or in person at any of the Customer Service locations.  

Categories I and III constitute full ADA Complementary Paratransit certification.  Currently, no conditional ADA certification is offered.  Category II certification entitles riders to participate in RTA’s Call-A-Lift Service.  This service entitles riders to call ahead to request a lift-equipped bus on a fixed route that does not normally provide lift-equipped buses.  Category II riders are also given a discount rate of $.50 for all rides on fixed routes.

If eligibility is denied, the decision letter sent to the applicant includes the address and other pertinent instructions needed for filing an appeal, including the 60-day time limit.  Appeals are initially referred to Ms. Barbara J. Caffie, GCRTA Community Relations Coordinator, who contacts the applicant, explains the reasons for denial of certification and arranges the time and place for the hearing of the case by the Appeals Panel.  In some cases, Ms. Caffie is able to resolve the issues without the need for a hearing on the appeal.  For example, an applicant who is rejected for failure to provide updated medical information may be given referrals to local clinics or hospitals that provide low cost or free medical treatment.  The applicant may then obtain

 current medical records to substantiate his or her disability and re-submit them with a new application for certification.  

The application form used for ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility determinations is provided in Attachment 3 of this report.  The review team examined completed applications that were submitted in January and February of 2000.  Examples of these are also included in Attachment 3, along with sample copies of determination notification letters.  The team requested copies of reports and records of the number of applicants who had applied over the past six months, including the number approved and the number denied.  RTA staff informed them that these records could not be printed due to problems associated with the software and/or hardware system.  The eligibility system and applicant records are a feature of the same automated scheduling system used by RTA, and these records also could not be printed due to system errors that occurred when attempts were made to access the records.

Although historical records indicating the actual number of applications received were not available, current records indicated that none had been denied to date in 2000.  The current sample denial letter included in the attachment to this report was a denial of an application for a discount card, and is identical to the letter that is sent denying ADA eligibility.  Also included are the application and appeal letter of an applicant who had been denied in December 1999, and who had been reconsidered and was ultimately certified in February 2000, upon submitting updated medical records as described above.

The certification process appeared to be administered in a manner consistent with the DOT ADA regulations, and none of the applications reviewed were rejected without justification.  In the denial letters, the appeals procedure was briefly described, including the address and the time limit for initiating an appeal, with additional details provided in an enclosed brochure.  However, review of the notification letters revealed that the specific reasons for the denials were not stated.   The letter used is a form letter, with no space provided for detailed explanation of the reason for denying the application.

Customer/Advocate Interviews and Customer Complaints/Comments
During the telephone interviews with customers and advocates, the assessment review team found all but one contact to be very pleased with the eligibility determination process.  The one person not in agreement was a Seniors’ Advocate who questioned the efficacy of denying ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility on the basis of age.  She criticized what she termed “the FTA’s guidelines” defining eligibility, expressing the opinion that these are “too strict.”  The remainder of those interviewed believed the process to be very fair, and in one person’s opinion, too liberal, if anything.  They each agreed that applications are processed promptly, with no unreasonable waiting periods for service.  They were equally pleased with the appeals system, and felt that appeals were handled effectively and with objectivity.  There were no complaints found on file regarding the eligibility determinations process and no complaints of wrongful denial of access to the service.

Findings:

1.
Based on a limited review, GCRTA’s ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility determination process appears to be consistent with the DOT ADA regulatory requirements.  Automated reports showing eligibility data could not be generated because of weaknesses in GCRTA’s computer system.    

2. Denial notification letters do not clearly and specifically set forth the reasons for the denial as required by the DOT ADA regulations at 49 CFR section 37.125(d).


3. Applicants who are denied ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility are informed that they have the right to appeal the determination.  The appeals process is thoroughly explained, including the time limit for filing an appeal and the necessary information for filing.


4. GCRTA’s denial rate appears to be low.  

Recommendations:  

1. The reporting problems caused by RTA’s software or hardware should be addressed promptly.  In the interim, records should be manually maintained so that the number of applications received, approved and denied, and the processing timelines can be tracked. 

2. RTA may want to consider adopting an in-person interview or functional examination into its eligibility process to better evaluate applicants’ true functional ability to access the fixed route transportation service.  A tightening of the eligibility process would likely result in an decreased number of persons who are granted eligibility.    

3. Information regarding the exact reason(s) for denial of eligibility must be included in the denial letters.  The letters should be revised accordingly.  

VII.  Observations of On-time Performance

The observation and review of on-time performance was conducted in the following ways:


Input on issues related to on-time performance was obtained from customers, advocates and local human service staff.



Customer comments and complaints on file with the GCRTA Customer Service Center were reviewed in detail in the absence of on-time performance reports.

· Completed driver manifests for October 2, November 6 and 8, 1999, and February 13, 15, and 16, 2000, were obtained.  These reflect the pick-up times and in some cases drop-off or appointment times originally requested by customers.  Requested, scheduled, and actual 
pick-up and drop-off times for these randomly selected days of service were then analyzed.

· Dispatch was observed on site during the morning and afternoon peak periods on 
March 8, 2000, from 10:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m., and from 4:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m. at the RTA central dispatch office. 


Customer/Advocate Interviews
None of the eleven persons contacted during the on-site visit cited on-time performance as a major service capacity constraint issue.  One person observed that drivers are more likely to arrive early than late, but stated that since the drivers must wait until five minutes after the scheduled pick-up time before leaving, that this presented no problems.  Several stated that 

on-time performance had improved significantly in the previous six months, and most stated that their rides nearly always arrived within the 40-minute window.  One person expressed dissatisfaction with the window, feeling that it allowed more flexibility to the paratransit service than to the passengers, but stated that the vehicles were never late except in extreme traffic conditions beyond the drivers’ control.  This same person also mentioned that occasional late performance was far more likely to occur in the late afternoons, involving “return” trips where time was not as great an issue for him as arriving on time for work in the mornings.  In summary, based on the input of the persons contacted, there appeared to be no capacity constraint issues involving on-time performance. 


Customer Complaints/Comments
The Customer Complaints and Comments on file at the GCRTA Customer Service Center relating to paratransit services were reviewed for complaints regarding on-time performance.  Seven complaints had been filed by telephone regarding late performance, a rate of 6.4% of all complaints and comments on file for the previous six months.  Examination of the complaints

and the remedial action taken showed that three of the seven complained of service that actually was on time, because the pick-ups in each of these instances were well within the scheduled pick-up window.  The customers were called, and the pick-up window was explained to them again in detail.  Options were discussed regarding how to plan their trip requests in such a way as to consider the window along with travel time and time of appointment.  The actual number of apparently valid complaints of late performance was 4, or 3.6% of those on file, and an average of fewer than one per month.  In those cases, the drivers were counseled regarding their on-time performance, and customers received an apology and, in some cases, free passes for future paratransit rides.  Considering that customer commendations comprised 39.1% of the total number of complaints/comments on file, compared to 3.6% of on-time performance complaints, and considering the responses of users and advocates contacted by telephone, it appears that 

on-time performance is not a significant problem for users of the RTA ADA Paratransit Services.


RTA Service Records
In addition to contacting members of the community and reviewing the complaints and comments on file, the assessment team reviewed RTA’s trip records in order to evaluate on-time performance.  As noted in the “Background” section of this report, the greater part of the reporting capabilities of RTA’s automated scheduling system are not accessible to RTA staff.  This is true of on-time performance records and reporting.  While on-site, several attempts to locate and print such reports proved unsuccessful due to error messages encountered upon attempting to access the data.  Because of the possibility of “locking up” the system and shutting down computer operations, the team elected to rely on detailed analysis of completed driver manifests, which were available.  

Because of the absence of records and reports, the review team expanded on the usual practice of randomly selecting and checking one day’s manifests.  Instead, the team randomly selected six days to analyze for establishing RTA’s recent on-time performance record.  The months of December and January were not selected, as extreme weather conditions during those months would be more likely to skew the results and produce unreliable data.  As noted in the “Background” section of this report, RTA defines on-time performance as pickups that are within a 40-minute “window” of time based on the time scheduled for pick-up; e.g., the on-time window starts twenty minutes before and ends twenty minutes after the passenger’s scheduled pick-up time.

For purposes of conducting a detailed analysis of on-time performance, copies of completed manifests for runs performed were obtained for the randomly selected days of October 2, November 6 and 8, 1999, and February 13, 15, and 16, 2000.  The runs on these days were analyzed, taking into consideration pick-up and drop-off times (scheduled and actual), with special consideration given to those drop-off times that were specifically requested by riders.  Actual times recorded by vehicle operators were then compared to scheduled times, in order to identify both late and early pick-ups and drop-offs.

Pick-ups falling within the 40-minute window of either the scheduled or requested times were deemed to be on-time.  For drop-off times generated by the scheduling system, any drop-off no later than fifteen minutes past the scheduled drop-off was regarded as on-time, to compensate for the variables created by the “ready window.”  However, for drop-off times specifically requested by the customers, any drop-off later than the requested time was recorded as late.  Early 

drop-offs within forty minutes before the scheduled or requested drops were regarded as on-time.  This process was followed for a sample of 3868 total one-way trips for the six selected days.

The results of this analysis show that for the total 3868 pick-ups reviewed for those days of service, RTA’s on-time performance was 96.4%.  In other words, only 3.6% of all the pick-ups examined fell outside the 40-minute pick-up window for on-time performance.  Of those, 35 (0.9%) were early pickups, and 106(2.7%), were late pick-ups, indicating that 97.3% of pickups were made before or within the pick-up window.  The record for drop-offs was somewhat less, at 92.7% on-time performance for all drop-offs reviewed.   

Table 5 shows on-time performance totals based on the above review process.  The table represents the results for pick-ups and drop-offs, including early as well as late performance of trips.  For pick-ups, both early and late performance are reported in 5(a) as the number of minutes outside the “ready window,” based on the customers’ requested pick-up times.  The “Total On Time” shown on the table includes only those pick-ups falling within the window, as described above.  Drop-offs are reported in two different ways.  Table 5(b) shows all drop-offs, including those with drop-off times that are generated by the automated scheduling system and those with drop-off times specifically requested by the customers when placing their trip requests.  Table 5(c) shows only the drop-offs specifically requested by customers, with percentages based on the total number of customer-requested drop-offs.

Table 5.  RTA On-Time Performance: Sample of 3867 Trips October 1999 – February 2000


a. Based on scheduled pick-up times and actual times recorded by operators

	TOTAL

 Pick-ups
	Late Pick-ups (Minutes)
	TOTAL Late 

Pick-ups
	Early Pick-ups (Minutes)
	TOTAL On-Time

	
	5-15
	16+
	
	1-15
	16+
	

	3,868
	47
	59
	106
	17
	18
	3,727

	
	1.2%
	1.5%
	2.7%
	0.4%
	0.5%
	96.4%



b. Includes all drop-off times, scheduled and requested by customers

	TOTAL

 Drop-offs
	On-Time & Early
	Late Drop-offs (Minutes)
	Early Drop-offs (Minutes

> 30 mins.soffs
	On-Time

	
	
	1-15
	16+
	> 40 Minutes
	(Not > 40 mins. Early)

	3,868
	3,621
	32
	218
	34
	3,587

	
	93.6%
	0.8%
	5.6%
	0.9%
	92.7%



c. Based on Drop-offs with specified drop-off times only: 196 of 3868 Drop-offs


(On-Time Includes only Drop-offs at or Before requested drop-off times)
	TOTAL

 Drop-offs
	On-Time & Early
	Late Drop-offs (Minutes)
	Early Drop-offs (Minutes

> 30 mins.soffs
	On-Time

	
	
	1-15
	16+
	> 40 Minutes
	(Not > 40 mins. Early)

	196
	156
	32
	8
	5
	153

	
	79.6%
	16.3%
	4.1%
	2.6%
	78.1%


As the three sections of the table demonstrate, various on-time performance issues can go undetected if on-time calculations are based principally on the actual versus the scheduled or requested pick-up times, with little attention given to drop-offs and appointment times.  Because the scheduled pick-up time is based on the rider’s appointment time and requested time with the trip length factored in, the assumption with this method of tracking on-time performance is that a timely pick-up will result in a timely drop-off.  While the theory is basically sound, it is recommended that on-time performance goals be set for drop-off as well as pickup times, with particular emphasis on those drop-off times that customers specifically request. 

While the data indicates that the overall on-time drop-off rate is very good, the rate for customer requested drop-offs is considerably less.  Part of the difference can be accounted for because of the different standards applied by the reviewers in assessing the different types of drop-offs.  While variances up to fifteen minutes (to account for the “ready window”) were applied to the system-generated drop-offs, no latitude was given in calculating on-time performance for customer-requested drop-off times.  Applying the theory that a drop-off requested by a customer is equivalent to a specified appointment time, any number of minutes past the requested drop-off time causes the customer to be late for the appointment.  However, because the scheduling system does not allow for separate entry and tracking of appointment times, there is no way of determining this to be the case.  Therefore, the rate shown above may be less significant than it appears, as in many cases, the customer may have requested a drop-off time prior to the appointment, in order to arrive early.  Also, reservations operators may have suggested a 

drop-off request time that would account for the ready window.  Most of the late drop-offs of this type fall within the 1-15 minute category, and in fact, 95.9% of the customer-requested drop-offs are made either on-time or within one to 15 minutes of the requested drop-off time.

Data also was collected regarding early pick-ups and drop-offs, although the official operating policy does not require customers to board vehicles before their requested pickup time.  Drivers are instructed to wait five minutes past the requested pick-up time before departing if the customer is not yet ready to board.  However, if other passengers are already on-board, customers may feel pressured to leave early.  Further, if early pick-ups were to occur on a regular basis for customers, the stated policies regarding boarding times and windows may begin to be viewed with less confidence and trust.  The data collected suggests that early pick-ups and 

drop-offs are not a significant problem, forming less than one percent of the over-all number of trips reviewed by the team. 

In order to assess the performance of RTA’s supplemental carrier, Hopkins Limousine, Inc., trip records were collected separately and are reported in Table 6 below.  As the table indicates, Hopkins’ over-all on-time performance rate is 98.3%.  


Table 6.  RTA On-Time Performance: Sample of 3,868 Trips October - February

(Based on scheduled pick-up times and actual times recorded by operators)
(Shows breakdown of rides performed by RTA and Hopkins respectively)

	*TOTAL

 Pick-ups
	Late Pick-ups (Minutes)
	Early Pick-ups (Minutes)
	TOTAL 

On-Time

	
	1-15
	16+
	1-15
	16+
	

	A
	2980
	42
	1.4%
	51
	1.7%
	17
	0.6%
	16
	0.5%
	2854
	95.8%

	B
	887
	5
	0.6%
	8
	 0.9%
	0
	0.0%
	2
	0.2%
	872
	98.3%

	
	3687
	47
	1.2%
	59
	1.5%
	17
	0.4%
	18
	0.5%
	3726
	96.4%


*A=RTA Routes
*B=Hopkins Routes 

Table 7 below shows on-time performance for March 8, 2000, based on the same review process described above, showing early performance of trips as well as late performance, using data collected on-site through direct observation by the reviewers.  As no customer requested 

drop-offs occurred during the periods of observation, all late drop-offs are reported as those that were 15 to 20 minutes or 21 or more minutes past the scheduled drop-off.  For the period of observation, 95.0% of all pick-ups observed were performed no later than 15 minutes after the scheduled pick-up time. This is comparable to the 96.4% on-time performance from driver manifests analyzed and recorded above for the six sample days.  Only one driver among those observed was seen to be running behind for a period of time during the route.


Table 7.  On-Time Performance for a Sample of 60 Pick-ups on March 8, 2000

(Based on scheduled pick-up times and actual times reported by operators)

	TOTAL
 Pick-ups
	Late Pick-ups (Minutes)
	TOTAL Late 

Pick-ups
	Early Pick-ups (Minutes)
	TOTAL On-Time

	
	5-15
	16+
	
	1-15
	16+
	

	60
	57
	2
	3
	0
	0
	57

	
	95.0%
	1.7%
	0.5%
	0.0%
	0.0%
	95.0%



On-Time Performance for a Sample of 57 Drop-offs on March 8, 2000 

(Based on scheduled drop-off times and actual times reported by operators)

	
TOTAL

 Drop-offs
	On-Time & Early
	Late Drop-offs (Minutes)
	Early Drop-offs (Minutes

> 30 mins.soffs
	On-Time

	
	
	15-20
	21+
	> 40 Minutes
	(Not > 40 mins. Early)

	57
	51
	1
	5
	0
	51

	
	89.5%
	1.8%
	8.8%
	0.0%
	89.5%


Finally, on-time performance was reviewed for patterns for specific programs, individuals, or areas.  This analysis and on-site observations suggest that late pick-ups and drop-offs are randomly distributed and are not occurring with greater frequency for specific customers.  Late performance appears to be based more on traffic and other operating issues during peak service hours. 

Findings:
1.
Although RTA has not set an on-time performance goal, the overall on-time performance rate appears to be high.  On-time performance based on pickups, averaged 96.4% for the sample of 3,868 trips tracked on six randomly selected days between October 1999 and February 2000.  The overall on-time performance rate for drop-offs was 92.7%. 

2. For customers requesting specific drop-off times for the same six sample days (approximately 1% of the sample), the on-time rate was 78.1%.  

Recommendations:  

1. RTA should establish a goal for on-time performance, and regularly monitor its service to ensure that the goal is consistently met.  Although not a requirements of the DOT ADA regulations, we recommend that when setting standards for on-time performance, on-time standards should be established for on-time drop-offs as well as pickups.  

VIII.  Observations Regarding Trip Length
The observation and review of travel time/trip length was performed in the following ways:

· Input on issues related to travel time was obtained from customers, advocates, and local human services staff.

· ADA Complementary Paratransit trips with on-board travel times in excess of 60 minutes for six randomly selected days were reviewed using trip data from RTA’s completed driver manifests.

· Customer complaints and comments on file at the GCRTA Customer Service Center were reviewed.
RTA ADA Paratransit Services currently has not established a goal regarding the length of trips or time-on-board for ADA Complementary Paratransit service; therefore, the assessment team selected trips in excess of 60 minutes.

Customer/Advocate Interviews and Customer Complaints/Comments
During the review, the assessment team members addressed the issue of trip length with various local customers, advocates and agency staff members.  Of the eleven individuals contacted during the on-site visit, three seemed to regard travel time to be a significant issue.  One user of the service reported that erratic routing of vehicles often adds unnecessarily to trip time, often making trips 5-6 times the length of a normal trip of that distance.  He stated that the vehicles are frequently routed right by or near his and other passengers’ destinations several times in one trip, only to bypass the stop and continue in a different direction before finally returning for the 

drop-off.  Several others contacted also attributed long trips to what they termed “roundabout routing,” and described similar but less extreme experiences.  Five of the eleven specifically asserted that excessive trip lengths were not a problem.

Significantly, among the 110 customer complaints and comments placed during the six-month period preceding the assessment review, none were found concerning the issue of excessive trip lengths or time-on-board the paratransit vehicles.  Extending the review to include all complaints from January 1999, to the present revealed three complaints regarding long trips.  Two of those were attributed to drivers becoming lost en route, and one, 52 minutes in length, occurring in February 1999, was due to intervening stops for other riders after the complaining passenger had been picked up.  This passenger alleged that her pick-up was only five minutes’ time from her drop-off, but she was “taken around for 1 hour totally away from the area [of her drop-off].”  This complaint resembles comments made by the customers contacted while on-site, but most trips of less than an hour in length would not be regarded as excessively long. 

RTA Service Records

As with other historical data at RTA paratransit, reporting on trip lengths was not available due to difficulties with the software and/or hardware system used for scheduling and reporting.  For this reason, the review team again referred to the completed driver manifests for available information regarding trip lengths.  Because the manifests do not specify ADA or other certification, all trips were regarded as ADA-certified.

The manifests, or Driver Tour Sheets, are completed by the drivers.  They indicate the pickup and drop-off times, as well as the odometer readings at each stop point on the routes.  From this information, it was possible to determine the time-on-board for each passenger, as well as the number of miles traveled on each trip.  What this method did not provide was the actual distance from the point of origin to the destination, which is a more accurate measure for determining the appropriate length of time for a trip.  Additionally, the drivers’ handwriting and individual methods of recording the odometer readings, some with and some without the decimal or fractional portion of the mileage, presented some difficulties in calculating the trip distance. However, this source provided valuable general information from which team members were able to evaluate RTA’s trip lengths for purposes of identifying capacity constraint issues.

The assessment team examined the data available from the completed driver manifests for the same six days used for establishing on-time performance rates for RTA.  Of the 3868 trips analyzed, 3745 (96.8%) were provided in 60 minutes or less.  As shown in Table 8 below, a total of 123 trips (or 3.2%) were performed in 61 minutes or more.  Of these, 23 trips (0.6% of trips performed) were 90 or more minutes in length.  A total of three (3) trips, less than one tenth of one percent of the rides serviced on those days, were two hours or more in length.   


Table 8.  Summary of Excessive Trip Length Data for Dates Shown
	Date of Service
	Rides Performed
	Trips Over 60 Minutes
	Percent of Day’s Rides
	Trips Over 90 Minutes
	Percent of Day’s Rides
	Trips Over 120 Minutes
	Percent of Day’s Rides

	Oct. 2, 1999
	355
	9
	2.5%
	3
	0.8%
	1
	0.3%

	Nov. 6, 1999
	361
	10
	2.8%
	1
	0.3%
	0
	0.0%

	Nov. 8, 1999
	850
	31
	3.6%
	6
	0.7%
	0
	0.0%

	Feb. 13, 2000
	475
	10
	2.1%
	2
	0.4%
	0
	0.0%

	Feb. 15, 2000
	827
	27
	3.3%
	5
	0.6%
	2
	0.2%

	Feb. 16, 2000
	1000
	36
	3.6%
	6
	0.6%
	0
	0.0%

	TOTALS
	3868
	123
	3.2%
	23
	0.6%
	3
	0.08%


One of the factors to be considered in identifying trips of excessive length is the distance traveled  from one location to the other.  Many of the trips noted as being longer than one hour were for long distances that would normally take more than an hour to travel.  However, without access to the actual mileage between locations, distinguishing long distance trips from long trips created by faulty routing or scheduling is difficult.  Several of the very high mileage trips appearing on the driver manifests occurred at the beginning or end of a route, with mileage directly to or from the paratransit terminal serving to confirm that the distance reflected on the manifest was in fact the actual distance from the location.  In addition, several of the trips in excess of 25 miles consisted of repeat trips for the same customers, while long trips with lower mileage very rarely involved the same riders, which tends to confirm actual distances between stops rather than routing problems as the cause.  From this data, it appears that the number of long trips experienced by RTA paratransit riders is minimal.  

Finally, a number of scheduling and/or routing inconsistencies were noted on the driver manifests that could have resulted in long trips, but were corrected by drivers who re-routed the rides to avoid the long trips generated by the automated scheduling system.  Whether the drivers reported these changes to dispatch or asked permission before making the changes is unknown, but the routing problems created by the system should be addressed so that drivers are not in the position of making route changes.  Several examples include:  a 1 mile trip scheduled for 40 minutes which took 5 minutes; a 2 mile trip scheduled for 1 hour fifteen minutes which took 8 minutes; a 1.6 mile trip scheduled for 1 hour which took 6 minutes; a 4 mile trip scheduled for 1 hour 20 minutes which took 10 minutes. 

Findings:

1. System-wide, the RTA ADA Paratransit service provides approximately 96.8% to 99.6% of all ADA Complementary Paratransit trips within one hour’s travel time.  From our observations, the minimal number of rides that do appear excessive in length occur randomly and do not affect particular passengers or groups of passengers more than any others.  Most appear to be the result of traffic and other conditions outside RTA’s control.  


Recommendations:  

1. RTA should set a standard for trip lengths and a goal for achievement of the standard.  The standard should be comparable to fixed route service with allowances added for walking to and from the bus stop, waiting for the bus, and applicable transfers.   


2. 
A reporting system should be developed and utilized for the purpose of monitoring trip lengths.  The trip history for a particular rider should be available in order to determine whether specific customers are regularly subjected to excessively long trips. 

IX.  Observations Regarding Telephone Capacity

As noted in the “Background” section of this report, RTA has not established a standard maximum hold time for telephone service calls nor has a percentage goal for response time been established.

Information and observations on telephone service and capacity included:

· Input from customers and advocates contacted in advance of the assessment or while on-site,
· Information from the RTA ADA Paratransit Services telephone management reporting system, 
· First-hand observations in both the reservations office and the customer service/dispatch office, and
· Analysis of customer complaints and comments from the GCRTA customer service files. 
Customer/Advocate Interviews and Customer Complaints/Comments
All of the eleven customers and advocates contacted identified telephone access to reservations as a problem, particularly during peak periods - usually mid-morning and late afternoon.  Several claimed that it took as long as one hour to reach an open line and wait for a reservation clerk.  Two of those contacted felt that hold times had recently improved, and another stated that he had solved the problem for himself by avoiding calls during the peak periods.  Two others alleged that reservation clerks are rude.  All agreed that there were no problems in connecting calls for ride inquiries and cancellations.  They related that these calls, placed to a separate number, were always answered promptly and courteously. 

An examination of the customer complaints and comments filed with the GCRTA customer service office over the six-month period prior to the review revealed that only three complaints were filed during that time regarding excessive telephone hold times or access to the service.   Other problems with the telephone service, regarding trip denials, computer system problems and perceived rudeness of telephone operators were outlined and discussed in the “Observations Regarding Trip Denials” section of this report.  Complaints regarding telephone access comprised only 2.7% of the total complaints received during the six-month period.

RTA Service Records

The telephone system used by RTA monitors total calls received and answered, hold times, and calls abandoned, and produces reports showing percentages in all these categories, which may be printed daily, weekly, monthly, yearly and by day of week.  Reports for January and February and for two selected days in February were obtained and reviewed.  The days selected were a Tuesday and a Sunday, for the purpose of comparing service provided during the week against the service provided on weekends.  Table 8 on the following page summarizes the average daily hold time and the number of calls abandoned for each day reviewed.  From the data in Table 8, it appears that significantly fewer calls are received on Sundays.  Average hold times for both selected days was also considerably lower than the averages for the full months.  Table 9 summarizes the telephone service for the months of January and February.

The average hold times reflected in the tables, although quite high, do not correspond to the excessive hold times reported by several of the customers contacted during the assessment.  The telephone reporting system cannot track or record the time expended by customers in attempting to get a free line, prior to being placed in the queue of calls holding.  


Table 8.  Summary of Telephone Service Information for Selected Days

	Date


	Average Hold Time

(min:sec)
	Total Calls Received
	Calls Abandoned
	Avg.Wait Calls Answered  
	Avg.Wait Calls Abandoned
	Percent  

Calls Abandoned

	

	2/13/00

(Sunday)
	04:19
	298
	38
	    04:27
	      03:24
	        12.8%

	2/15/00 (Tuesday)
	04:52
	651
	102
	    05:08
	      03:28
	        15.7%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Table 9.  Summary of Telephone Service Information for January & February 2000

	Month


	Average Hold Time

(min:sec)
	Total Calls Received
	Calls Abandoned
	Avg.Wait Calls Answered  
	Avg.Wait Calls Abandoned
	Percent  

Calls Abandoned

	

	January
	07:11
	16,720
	3038
	07:44
	04:39
	18.2%

	February
	07:24
	16,448
	2861
	07:58
	04:42
	17.4%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


One of the problems facing the RTA reservations and scheduling staff, as reported to the assessment team, is the necessity of assigning operators to review and correct scheduling errors created by the automated scheduling system.  The assessment team’s observations of the reservations process indicated that staffing appears to be adequate throughout the day, although various reservations operators are often assigned alternate tasks as noted above.  There appeared to be no abandoned calls or lengthy hold times during the periods in which the reservations process was observed.  Five to six and sometimes more staff members were assigned to take trip requests throughout the morning.  All persons taking trip requests entered all trips on their computer terminals, and also logged them onto a hand-written list after each call was completed.  Upon being questioned about this, they responded that the manual logs were necessary because the automated system frequently “dropped” entries, leaving no record of trip requests entered.  The manual logs were useful for responding to customer complaints and for verifying that every trip request taken was entered and scheduled correctly.  RTA recently added monitoring capabilities to the telephone system, which records all telephone calls, including reservations and dispatch.  Riders apparently had become so accustomed to the difficulties with the computer system that they were aware that any claim they made could not be verified.  The telephone monitoring system has alleviated some of the difficulties in that area.  

During the observation period, all calls appeared to be handled in a courteous and efficient manner.  Hold times observed occurred while reservation clerks entered rides and located available pick-up times for customers, while operators remained on the line with customers.  None of the customers calling in to make trip requests were observed to complain about being left on hold.

Additional circumstances affecting reservations and telephone service were observed by the assessment team members while on-site.  On at least two separate occasions during the compliance assessment, the computer system “locked up” during peak periods, and all data processing was halted while the computer system was brought down and restarted.  This process consumed approximately fifteen minutes each time it happened.  Reservations and dispatch were conducted manually or halted briefly during this time period.  Once the system was again on line, the manual entries were input to the system.  

In addition to the on-site observation of reservations, an assessment team member placed four telephone calls to the reservations department on Thursday morning, March 9, 2000, between 

8:30 a.m. and 9:30 a.m., a peak period for trip requests, in order to check the hold time.  The line was busy for the first call at 8:40 a.m.  The other three calls, spaced about ten to fifteen minutes apart, were each answered within three to four minutes by a reservations operator.   

Finally, in a subsequent telephone call to RTA in mid-April 2000, one of the review team members learned that at the most recent Citizens’ Advisory Board ADA Subcommittee meeting, RTA received numerous comments remarking on the improved telephone service and greatly reduced hold times.  Mr. Mike Hargrove, Paratransit Director, attributed the apparent recent improvement to being fully staffed now, following a long period of staff shortages in the past.

Findings:

1. There appear to be certain peak periods when telephone capacity can cause customers to be inconvenienced.  Customer comments indicate that getting an open line can take an excessive amount of time with some claiming that they have attempted for an hour to get an open line.  However, the telephone reporting system cannot track or record the time expended by customers in attempting to get a free line prior to being placed in the queue of calls holding.


2. Customers appear to be familiar with the peak reservation periods.  Peak times are addressed in the RTA’s informational pamphlet for ADA Complementary Paratransit riders.  Suggested call-in times for the least busy hours are included for the customers’ information.  


3. The average hold times for the months of January and February 2000 were over seven minutes.  This implies that some people were on hold for at least twice that long.   


4. Comments received at a Citizens’ Advisory Board ADA Subcommittee meeting subsequent to the compliance review indicated that telephone service had improved.  

Recommendations:  

1. RTA should establish a standard for telephone service that can address peak period issues.  A percentage goal for hold times to be achieved for increments of time should also be set.  For example:  A goal of hold times of no more than three minutes for 95% of the half-hour increments measured.   A maximum average hold time might also be considered.  For example:  No periods measured with hold times in excess of 2 minutes.

2. Methods for monitoring lines “busy” during peak periods should be developed and steps taken to alleviate problems of this nature.  The number of calls on hold should also be monitored closely in order to allocate staff as needed throughout the day to answer telephone lines.
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