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1 Purpose of the Review

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 provide ADA 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 ADA complementary paratransit service programs.  Section 37.135(d) of the regulations requires that ADA complementary paratransit services meet these criteria by January 26, 1997.

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

The purpose of these reviews is to assist the transit agency and FTA in determining whether capacity constraints exist in ADA complementary paratransit services.  The reviews examine policies and standards related to service capacity constraints such as those measured by on-time performance, on-board travel time, telephone hold times, trip denials, and any other trip-limiting factors.  The reviews consider whether there are patterns or practices of a substantial number of trip limits, trip denials, early or late pickups or arrivals after desired arrival (or appointment) times, long trips, or long telephone hold times, as defined by established standards (or typical practices if standards do not exist).  The examination of patterns or practices includes looking not just at service statistics, but also at basic service records and operating documents, and observing service to determine whether records and documents appear to reflect true levels of service delivery.  Input is also gathered from local disability organizations and customers.  Guidance is provided to assist the transit operator in monitoring service for capacity constraints.

FTA conducted a review of ADA complementary paratransit service provided by the Metropolitan Transit System (MTS) of San Diego, California, from February 5 to 8, 2008.  Planners Collaborative, Inc., located in Boston, Massachusetts, and TranSystems Corp., located in Medford, Massachusetts, conducted the review for the FTA Office of Civil Rights.  The review focused primarily on compliance of MTS’s ADA complementary paratransit service with the requirement in the DOT ADA regulations that this service be operated without capacity constraints (49 CFR § 37.131(f)).

The review also examined compliance of MTS’s ADA paratransit service with the requirements related to eligibility determinations, rider assistance policies, service area, fares, and days and hours of service.  Sections 37.123 through 37.127 of the DOT ADA regulations require that a process be established for determining who is ADA paratransit eligible and that determinations of eligibility be made consistent with regulatory criteria.  Section 37.129(a) of the regulations requires that ADA complementary paratransit service be origin-to-destination service.  Section 37.131(a) requires that ADA complementary paratransit service be provided in all geographic areas where non-commuter fixed route service is provided.  Section 37.131(b) requires that “next-day” service be provided.  Section 37.131(c) requires that ADA complementary paratransit fares be no more than twice the full fixed route fare.  Section 37.131(e) requires that ADA complementary paratransit service be provided during all days and hours that fixed route service is provided.

This report summarizes the observations and findings of the on-site review of MTS’s ADA complementary paratransit service.  Chapter 2 explains the approach and methodology used to conduct the review.  Chapter 3 describes the key features of transit services provided by MTS—fixed route bus and ADA complementary paratransit service.  All of the findings of the review are summarized in Chapter 4.  Chapter 5 includes observations and findings related to rider assistance policies, service area, days and hours of service, and fares.  Observations and findings related to the eligibility determination process are presented in Chapter 6.  Observations and findings related to the response time and capacity constraint criteria are then presented in Chapters 7 through 10.  At the conclusion of each chapter, recommendations for addressing some of the findings are also provided.

MTS received a copy of the draft report for review and response.  A copy of the correspondence received from MTS on February 18, 2009 is included as Attachment A.  MTS had no comments on or corrections to the draft report.
2 Overview

This review focused primarily on compliance with the ADA complementary paratransit capacity constraints requirements of the DOT ADA regulations.  The regulations identify several possible types of capacity constraints.  These include “wait-listing” trips, having caps on the number of trips provided, and recurring patterns or practices that result in a significant number of trip denials or missed trips, untimely pickups, or excessively long trips.  Capacity constraints also include other operating policies or practices that tend to significantly limit the amount of service to persons who are ADA complementary paratransit eligible.

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

· Trip denials and “wait-listing” of trips

· Trip caps

· On-time performance

· Travel times

The review team also made observations and findings related to four other sets of policies and practices that could affect access to ADA complementary paratransit service:

· Rider assistance policies

· Service area, service times, and fares

· ADA complementary paratransit service eligibility process

· Telephone capacity

The review also addressed scheduling, dispatch, and operation of service as potential causes of, or contributors to, capacity constraints.  Similarly, adequacy of resources was reviewed as a potential contributor to capacity constraints.

2.1 Pre-Review

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

· Description of the structure of MTS’s ADA complementary paratransit service

· Public information describing MTS’s ADA complementary paratransit service

· MTS’s standards for on-time performance, trip denials, travel times, and telephone service

At the request of FTA, MTS provided additional information during the on-site visit.  This information included:

· Copies of completed driver manifests for recent months

· Six months of service data, including the number of trips requested, scheduled, denied, cancelled, no-shows, missed trips, and trips provided

· Breakdown of trips requested, scheduled, and provided

· Detailed information about trips denied in the last six months, including origin and destination information, day and time information, and customer information

· Detailed information about trips identified in the last six months with excessively long travel times

· Telephone call management records

· Records of recent customer comments and complaints related to capacity issues: trip denials, on-time performance, travel time, and telephone access

In addition to reviewing the above service data and information, the review team also reviewed complaints forwarded to the FTA’s Office of Civil Rights alleging violations of ADA requirements by MTS in the provision of ADA complementary paratransit service.  Finally, the review team also contacted several riders, disability advocates, and disability agency staff to get input on their recent experiences with MTS’s ADA paratransit service.

2.2 On-Site Review

An on-site review of the ADA complementary paratransit service took place from February 5 to 8, 2008.  The on-site review began with an opening conference, held at 9 a.m. on Tuesday, February 5, at the MTS offices at 100 16th Street, San Diego, California.  MTS representatives attending the meeting included:

· Paul Jablonski, Chief Executive Officer

· Claire Spielberg, Chief Operating Officer

· Tiffany Lorensen, General Counsel

· Jim Byrne, Director of Transportation

· Susan Hafner, Director of Contract Services

· Max Calder, Senior Transportation Specialist

· John Davenport, Contract Services Administrator

David Chia of Planners Collaborative, and Russell Thatcher and Patricia Monahan of TranSystems, Inc., represented the review team.  David Knight and Jonathan Klein of FTA’s Office of Civil Rights in Washington, DC, participated via telephone.  Derrin Jourdan, FTA’s Region IX Civil Rights Officer also participated via telephone.

Jonathan Klein opened the meeting by thanking MTS for opening its office and operations to the review.  He stressed that the review team would make every effort to complete the review with a minimal level of disruption to MTS’s operation.  He also invited MTS staff to contact him directly should they have any questions or concerns about the review.  Mr. Klein noted that the main purpose of the review was to ensure compliance with requirements of the ADA.  He also noted that the review team had significant experience with ADA paratransit operations and encouraged MTS to utilize the review team for technical assistance.

Mr. Klein noted that FTA sees the compliance reviews not just as a way to assess MTS’s operation of services, but as an opportunity to determine if MTS has the resources and assistance it needs.  He noted that preliminary findings and an opportunity to respond would be provided at a closing meeting on Friday, February 8.  He encouraged MTS to ask questions about the preliminary findings as well as possible approaches for addressing any issues that might be identified.

Mr. Klein also indicated that he was aware that FTA had scheduled several compliance reviews of MTS during this same period.  Paul Jablonski of MTS confirmed that his staff was also responding to an EEO review and a Drug and Alcohol Review.  Mr. Klein said that FTA Headquarters was aware of MTS’s concern and indicated every effort would be made to be flexible and accommodating.
Russell Thatcher of TranSystems then presented the schedule for the on-site review, including the parts of the operation that would be observed each day.  A copy of the review schedule is provided in Attachment B.

Following the opening conference, the review team met with MTS staff to discuss the information sent in advance as well as the information and material available on site.  Information about the design of the ADA paratransit service, particularly the fare structure, the rider assistance policies and the transfer policies between paratransit operating zones, was reviewed.  Paratransit reservation and trip booking policies, particularly the treatment of appointment times, were also discussed.

For the remainder of the morning on February 5, the review team discussed the process used by MTS to plan for future ADA paratransit services and to establish capital and operating budgets for the service.  The review team also discussed with MTS staff the process in place to record and respond to rider comments and concerns, and gathered recent monthly summaries of customer comments.

In the afternoon on February 5, the review team toured the paratransit operations center and garage at 800 Fesler Street in El Cajon.  Review team members then began observing the trip reservations and scheduling process.  The team also reviewed call center staffing and telephone service performance reports.

In the morning on Wednesday, February 6, the review team continued its observations of the trip reservations and scheduling process.  Review team members sat with selected reservationists, listened to calls from riders, and recorded observations on the handling of trip requests.  The review team also met with the lead scheduler to discuss procedures used to develop final runs.  Several special data reports on on-time performance and travel times were also prepared with the assistance of the paratransit contractor managers.  The review team also began examining completed driver manifests as a part of on-time performance verification.  Finally, the review team began the process of examining long paratransit trips and comparing on-board travel times with those on the fixed route service.

In the afternoon on February 6, the dispatch area was observed during the peak hours of operation.  Vehicle operators were also interviewed as they returned from morning runs.  The review team also began reviewing recent eligibility determination files.

On Thursday, February 7, the review team examined vehicle operator workforce, training, and turnover records.  Fleet information, daily vehicle availability, and operating spare ratios were also reviewed.  The review team also continued its examination of on-time performance, on-board travel times, and eligibility determination records.  Several more vehicle operators were also interviewed.
On Friday morning, February 8, the review team tabulated the various data that had been gathered and prepared for the exit conference.  The exit conference took place at 2 p.m. at the MTS offices at 100 16th Street.  Attending the exit conference for MTS were:

· Paul Jablonski, Chief Executive Officer

· Claire Spielberg, Chief Operating Officer

· Tiffany Lorensen, General Counsel

· Jim Byrne, Director of Transportation

· Susan Hafner, Director of Contract Services

· Max Calder, Senior Transportation Specialist

· John Davenport, Contract Service Administrator

· Carolyn Dunmore, Transit Operations Specialist

Attending for the review team were David Chia of Planners Collaborative, and Russell Thatcher and Patricia Monahan of TranSystems.  David Knight and Jonathan Klein of FTA’s Civil Rights Office in Washington, DC, and Derrin Jourdan, the FTA Region IX Civil Rights Officer participated by telephone.

Jonathan Klein opened the exit conference by thanking MTS staff for their cooperation in the review.  He asked if MTS staff had any questions or concerns about the review, the process, or impacts on service operation.  None were noted.  Mr. Klein then reviewed the timeline for preparation of the report and for addressing review findings.  He noted that:

· A report would be drafted and provided to MTS for review and comment in about three months.

· MTS would have 30 days to review the draft and provide comments, and the comments would be incorporated into a final report, which would then become a public document.

· If there are findings that require action, MTS will be asked to propose corrective actions and a timetable for making required changes.

· Quarterly progress reports would then be prepared by MTS and reviewed by FTA until all findings are addressed.

Mr. Klein noted that the draft and final reports would include both findings and recommendations.  MTS is required to address the findings, while the recommendations are for MTS’s consideration as possible ways to address the findings.  Mr. Klein noted that preliminary findings would include significant amount of detail.  He encouraged MTS to begin addressing findings based on the preliminary findings.  He also invited MTS staff to contact FTA or the review team for technical assistance over the next several months if they decided to move ahead with corrective actions.

The review team members also thanked MTS staff for the cooperation they had provided throughout the week.  They then presented initial findings in each of the following areas:

· Service design (rider assistance policies, service area, fares, days and hours)

· Eligibility determinations

· Telephone access

· Handling of trip requests

· On-time performance

· Trip duration

· Resources (vehicles, manpower, and financial resources)

Paul Jablonski, MTS’s Chief Executive Officer, thanked the review team for their work, and noted that MTS would work with FTA to address findings contained in the final report.

3 Background

The Metropolitan Transit System (MTS) is a multifaceted transportation agency that administers, operates, and regulates a wide variety of transportation services.  It provides bus, rail, and paratransit services, directly or by contract with public or private operators, to residents in the urbanized areas of San Diego County as well as the rural parts of East (non-urbanized San Diego) County.  It also licenses and regulates taxicabs, jitneys, and other private for-hire passenger transportation services by contract with the cities of San Diego, El Cajon, Imperial Beach, La Mesa, Lemon Grove, Poway, and Santee.  Finally, it contracts with the San Diego & Imperial Valley Railroad and the Carrizo Gorge Railway to provide freight service to San Diego shippers over the San Diego & Arizona Eastern right-of-way.  MTS is responsible for the service planning, scheduling, and performance monitoring of all MTS transit services.

MTS was created in 1975 by the passage of California Senate Bill 101 and came into existence on January 1, 1976.  At that time, it was known as the Metropolitan Transit Development Board (MTDB).  MTDB changed its name to MTS in 2005.

MTS is governed by a 15-member board of directors.  Four members of the board are appointed by the San Diego City Council.  Nine members are appointed by the city councils of the other member communities, which include Chula Vista, Coronado, El Cajon, Imperial Beach, La Mesa, Lemon Grove, National City, Poway, and Santee.  Each of these cities appoints one member.  One board member is appointed from the San Diego County Board of Supervisors.  The final member, the chairperson of the board, is a San Diego County resident who is elected by the other 14 board members.

MTS works closely with the San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG).  In 2002, SANDAG assumed several key functions formerly conducted by MTDB.  These include planning, financial programming, project development, and construction.

MTS has several subsidiary corporations that were established to assist with the operation of public transit services.  These include: San Diego Trolley, Inc. (SDTI)—the light rail transit operator; San Diego Transit Corporation (SDTC)—the region’s major bus operator; San Diego & Arizona Eastern Railway Company—which owns 108 miles of track and right-of-way; and San Diego Vintage Trolley, Inc.—a nonprofit corporation established to restore historic trolley vehicles.  MTS owns the assets of each of these subsidiaries.

The MTS service area has a population of about 3 million and covers an area of about 3,810 square miles.  About 570 square miles of the service area are within the urbanized portion of San Diego County.  The remaining 3,240 square miles are suburban and rural.

Fixed route bus service is operated on 82 routes by SDTC, MTS Contract Services, and Chula Vista Transit.  Light rail service is operated by SDTI on three lines (the Blue, Orange, and Green Lines) with a total of 53 stations and 53.5 total miles of track.  ADA complementary paratransit service is provided by First Transit, a private contractor.

MTS provides service to about 275,000 passengers each weekday and about 86 million passenger trips each year.  MTS vehicles operate about 2.4 million hours of service and 31 million miles of service each year.

MTS’s annual operating budget in FY 2007 was about $213 million.  Fare revenue, which totaled about $72 million, accounted for 34 percent of the annual operating cost, which MTS notes is one of the highest fare box recovery ratios among similar transit systems.

MTS receives funding from various federal, state, and local sources.  The primary sources are the California Transportation Development Act, the Federal Section 5307 and 5309 (preventative maintenance funds), State Transit Assistance, and TransNet funds (local sales tax).  These funds are pooled with other federal, state, and local monies used to fund operating and capital requirements for MTS operators.

3.1 Description of ADA Complementary Paratransit Service

The ADA complementary paratransit service provided by MTS is operated under two service names: “MTS Access” and “ADA Suburban Paratransit.”  MTS Access covers the downtown San Diego area and the close-in suburban communities.  This area is referred to in MTS public information as paratransit Zone 1.  The ADA Suburban Paratransit service is provided in three service areas to the northeast, southeast, and south of downtown San Diego.  These are referred to in MTS public information as Zones 2, 3, and 4.

While MTS advertises the two services as separate and lists different telephone numbers for each, both are operated by the same private contractor, First Transit.  Both services also are operated out of the same garage in the suburban community of El Cajon, and the two telephone numbers used by the public come in to the same call center at First Transit.  MTS staff explained that the paratransit program is advertised as two separate services because the programs were operated separately in the past.  The MTS Access service was provided by MTS, while the ADA Suburban Paratransit service was operated by the County.  Even though the two programs are now coordinated under MTS, there are still different fare structures, and some differences in service standards and policies.

First Transit performs all facets of the operation, from reservations, scheduling, and dispatch, to vehicle operations and vehicle maintenance.  First Transit also takes, records, and investigates rider comments and complaints.

The combined paratransit service, both MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit, is provided with a fleet of 112 vehicles.  This includes 107 lift-equipped body-on-chassis minibuses and five standard, non-accessible minivans.  Riders from both services are served on this fleet in an integrated fashion.  All vehicles are purchased and owned by MTS and leased to First Transit for operation.

Key paratransit service policies are detailed below.

Type of Service

Both MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit are advertised as curb-to-curb services.  MTS public information about the services indicates that assistance beyond the curb is not provided, even if needed due to disability. The MTS Access/ADA Suburban Rider’s Guide states, “Your safety and comfort come first.  That’s why our drivers remain with the vehicle and can’t help passengers to or from the vehicle or assist with packages.  We cannot leave the vehicle unattended.”  An informational brochure titled MTA Access and ADA Paratransit Frequently Asked Questions states, “Clients requiring door-to-door service will not have their needs met on MTS Access/ADA Suburban Paratransit.”

Service Area

Both MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit service are provided in all areas that are within 3/4-mile of non-commuter fixed routes.

Riders are required to transfer between the ADA Suburban Paratransit service zones and the MTS Access zone.  These transfers are unattended.  The first vehicle drops riders off at the designated transfer location and riders must wait unattended for the second vehicle.  The Rider’s Guide states that “…you may be dropped off and left unattended at a designated transfer point…”  It also says in bold, “Per the curb-to-curb standard this service operates according to, drivers cannot wait with passengers for the next vehicle to arrive.”  Finally, the Rider’s Guide suggests that if riders cannot wait unattended, they can travel with personal care attendants.

Paratransit service is also coordinated with the North County Transit District (NCTD), which borders the MTS area to the north.  Transfers, also unattended, are arranged with the other transit agency’s paratransit operation.  First Transit also operates paratransit service for NCTD out of a facility in that area, which facilitates the communication between the two systems.

Days and Hours

The MTS policy is to provide MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit service during all of the days and hours that fixed route service is operated.  According to MTS staff, within each fixed route corridor, the hours of paratransit operation are defined by the earliest pickup and the latest drop-off on fixed route service in that corridor.  The Rider’s Guide contains the general statement that “Availability of service on any given day or time will depend on the fixed route service in that area,” rather than listing specific paratransit hours of operation.

Fares

There are different fares for the two services.  The one-way paratransit fare for the MTS Access service (Zone 1) is $4.50.  In the ADA Suburban Paratransit areas (Zones 2, 3, and 4), the one-way fare is $3.50.  Riders can buy books of 10 rides for MTS Access for $45, or books of 10 for the ADA Suburban Paratransit service for $35.  Riders traveling to the MTS Access area (Zone 1) from the ADA Suburban Paratransit areas (Zones 2, 3, or 4) pay $4.50 per ride.

Riders can pay in cash on the vehicles or buy the ticket books at the Transit Store in downtown San Diego or by mail from the San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG).

On both services, personal care attendants (PCAs) ride free of charge.  Companions pay the same fare as the eligible rider.  Children 5 years old and younger do not pay a fare if accompanied by a fare-paying adult.  If the adult is the PCA, they still have to pay a fare for the child to ride free.

Response Time

Reservations are taken seven days a week, 365 days a year, from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.  There are separate numbers for MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit, but calls for both go to the same call center.  Reservations are taken up to two days in advance.

The Frequently Asked Questions brochure states that riders can only schedule trips by a requested pickup time.  It states that “drop-off time is associated with trip length and is subject to change due to varying ride times.”  The brochure also advises riders to not accept pickup times that are less than 60 minutes before their appointments.

Subscription Service

Subscription service is offered on both programs to riders making frequent, similar trips.  There is no formal policy about the types of trips or frequency of trips that will be considered for subscription service.  However, at the time of the review, MTS staff indicated that transfer trips between the service zones are not eligible for subscription service.  The Rider’s Guide also notes that “Only a very limited number of subscription trips are available.”

Subscription trips are automatically cancelled on holidays.  Riders with subscription service who need these rides on holidays must call and book the holiday rides separate from their subscription service.

Trip Purposes

Both services operate without trip prioritization and serve all trip purposes.  The Frequently Asked Questions brochure clearly indicates that there is no trip prioritization by trip purpose.

3.2 ADA Complementary Paratransit Performance Standards

The following paragraphs summarize the paratransit performance standards that MTS has established for trip denials, missed trips, on-time performance, on-board travel times, and telephone service.
Trip Denials 

Information provided by MTS in advance of the on-site visit indicated that the agency operates “according to a zero denial standard” and that they “hold the contractor accountable for offering every passenger requesting a trip pick-up an offer within one hour of their request.” 

Missed Trips Standard

MTS staff noted that a “missed trip” is defined as any instance where a vehicle arrives for a pickup more than 60 minutes after the scheduled pickup time.  While MTS staff indicated there was no formal goal related to missed trips, the Scope of Work in the provider contract calls for a liquidated damage for every missed trip, which suggests a zero missed trip goal.

On-Time Performance

In the information sent in advance of the on-site review, MTS detailed its definition of on-time performance, and its standard and goal.  A pickup is considered to be made on time if it is made from 5 minutes before the reservation time to 10 minutes after the reservation time (-5/+10 minute window).  The information noted that the contractor is allowed to arrive for pickups from 5 minutes before to 10 minutes after the reservation time, but that drivers are not allowed to leave before the reservation time “thereby operationally removing the five (5) minute prior window.”  The information also stated that the most current performance goal is to make 95 percent of pickups on time.

MTS did not provide an on-time drop-off window or standard.  In conversations with staff during the site visit, it was confirmed that MTS does not record appointment times of desired arrival times, does not measure on-time drop-offs, and does not have a standard or goal related to on-time drop-offs.

Page 40 of the provider contract Scope of Work lists the various performance incentives and liquidated damages.  It indicates that an incentive payment of $200 may be paid for each month that 98 percent of trips arrive within the established 15-minute window.  A liquidated damage of $100 may be assessed for every percentage point or partial percentage point of performance under 95 percent.

On-Board Travel Time

The information provided by MTS in advance of the review indicated the following maximum on-board travel time standards:

· No trip within one of the ADA Suburban Paratransit zones (Zones 2, 3, and 4) can be scheduled for more than 60 minutes.

· Within the MTS Access area (Zone 1), maximum travel time depends on trip distance:

· 8 miles or less


60 minutes

· 8.1 to 10 miles


75 minutes

· Over 10 miles


90 minutes

When riders travel between zones, the maximum travel times in each zone apply.  For example, if a rider travels from Zone 2 to Zone 1, the maximum travel time in Zone 2 going to the transfer point is 60 minutes.  An additional 60 to 90 minutes is then allowed (depending on travel distance) to complete the trip from the transfer point to the destination in Zone 1.

No percentage goal for travel time was indicated by MTS.  There do not appear to be any incentives or liquidated damages in the contract associated with travel time performance.

Telephone Service

MTS indicated that the telephone standard is to have less than 10 percent abandoned calls.  Page 40 of the contract Scope of Work calls for a liquidated damage of $100 per month “for every percentage point over 10 percent of calls that are abandoned.”

There does not appear to be a standard related to hold times.

3.3 Consumer Input

FTA Complaints

At the time of the on-site review, FTA had not received any formal complaints related to MTS’s ADA complementary paratransit services.

Consumer Comments

Prior to and during the on-site visit, the review team contacted several MTS paratransit riders as well as local disability agency staff.  Team members interviewed a total of 11 riders and agency staff.  Five of the individuals contacted were paratransit riders.  The remaining six were staff at various disability and human service agencies that assist riders with using the paratransit service.  Each was asked for input on various aspects of the service, including:

· Eligibility determination process

· Telephone hold times, trip denials, and getting trips scheduled at desired times

· On-time performance

· On-board travel times

· Vehicle operator assistance and professionalism

· Vehicle condition

Team members also asked for any other input on the service not covered by the specific questions.  Please refer to Chapters 5 to 10 of this report for summaries of the consumer comments related to the service issues covered in the respective sections.

Rider Comments on File at MTS

The review team examined the customer comment log maintained by MTS related to paratransit service for a seven-month period, July 2007 to January 2008.  The log includes 224 customer comments during that time.  The distribution of those comments by type and service is shown in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1 – Customer Comments Received, July 2007 to January 2008

	Type of Comment
	MTS Access
	ADA Suburban
	Total
	% of Total Comments

	Incident
	8
	2
	10
	4%

	Valid Complaint
	49
	25
	74
	33%

	Non-Validated Complaint
	42
	15
	57
	25%

	Compliment
	41
	26
	67
	30%

	Policy Complaint
	13
	3
	16
	7%

	Total
	153
	71
	224
	100%


Two-thirds of the comments pertained to MTS Access service, and the remaining third to ADA Suburban Paratransit service.  About one-third of comments were compliments.  One-quarter were complaints that MTS investigated but did not find to be valid.  Comments determined by MTS to be valid complaints made up one-third of all comments.  Another 7 percent were complaints related to policy issues, such as the one-hour negotiating window or fare levels, rather than to the operation of service.  About 4 percent of all comments were related to “Incidents”—accidents or other occurrences.

MTS compiles summary statistics monthly but does not include the subject of the complaint or comment.  Based on information contained in the customer comment log for July 2007 to January 2008, the review team prepared a breakdown of issues mentioned in valid complaints for that period.  The results are shown in Table 3.2.  Comments that referred to more than one issue were counted more than once, so the total exceeds the number of valid complaints mentioned above.  Also, while the MTS tabulation showed 16 policy-related complaints, the review identified only 15—one policy-related complaint that was listed in August 2007 could not be identified.

As shown in Table 3.2, the most frequent complaint was related to late pickups.  Of the 113 complaints, 22 (19.5 percent) during this period were about late pickups.  Vehicle operator issues also composed a significant percentage of the total complaints in this period.  Seventeen of the 113 complaints (15.0 percent) were about unsafe driving, while another 13 complaints (11.5 percent) were about rude drivers, and another seven complaints (6.2 percent) were about new operators who seemed unfamiliar with the service area.  Complaints related to various service policies also made up 13.3 percent of the complaints during this period.  Long ride times were noted in eight complaints (7.1 percent).  Incorrect no-show determinations were the subject of six complaints (5.3 percent of the total).  No other category was the subject of more than four complaints.

Table 3.2 – Complaint Issues, July 2007 to January 2008

	Subject
	Number of Complaints

	Late pickup
	22

	Unsafe driving
	17

	Policy complaint
	15

	Rude vehicle operator
	13

	Late drop-off
	9

	Long ride time
	8

	New vehicle operator, unfamiliar with procedures or area
	7

	Incorrect no-show determination
	6

	Reservationist error
	4

	Vehicle operator at wrong address or location
	4

	Bus idling in front of home or blocking entrance
	2

	Other vehicle operator issues
	2

	Telephone hold time
	2

	Rude dispatcher
	1

	Rude reservationist
	1

	Total 
	113


4 Summary of Findings

This chapter summarizes the findings made as a result of the review.  Please note that findings do not necessarily denote deficiencies, but are statements of observations made at the time of the compliance review.  The bases for these findings are addressed in other chapters.  The findings should be used as the basis for any corrective actions proposed by MTS.

A.
ADA Complementary Paratransit Service Criteria and Complaint Handling Process

1. MTS’s policy for level of passenger assistance for MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit service is curb-to-curb service.  According to its Frequently Asked Questions brochure, “clients requiring door-to-door service will not have their needs met on MTS Access/ADA Suburban Paratransit.”  This policy does not comply with the DOT ADA regulations (49 CFR § 37.129(a)) that require service on an “origin-to-destination” basis, which is further clarified in the DOT Guidance on Origin-to-Destination Service (issued September 1, 2005).  In practice, most paratransit vehicle operators said that they do provide door-to-door service to riders who need additional assistance.

2. For paratransit trips that require a vehicle transfer, MTS’s policy allows a passenger to “be dropped off and left unattended for up to 1 hour at a transfer point… The drivers operate according to a schedule and cannot wait with clients for the next vehicle to arrive…”  This policy requires, de facto, that individuals who cannot be left unattended due to their disability must travel with attendants.  This does not meet the DOT ADA regulatory criteria in § 37.5(e), which does not allow systems to require that individuals travel with attendants.  It also does not meet the intent of § 37.123(e)(1), which does not consider a transit service to be accessible to individuals with disabilities if these individuals cannot use the service independently.  It also does not meet § 37.129(a), which requires that service be “origin-to-destination.”
3. MTS is prepared to provide paratransit service during all days and hours and to all areas in which it provides fixed route service.

4. The fare for a one-way paratransit trip within the MTS Access service zone is $4.50.  This is two times the fare ($2.25) for many fixed route trips in this service area.  However, there are many potential fixed route trips in this service for which the fare is less than $2.25.  This would make the paratransit fare more than two times the fixed route fare for a comparable trip.  This is not in compliance with the DOT ADA regulations for paratransit fares (49 CFR § 37.131(c)).  Similarly, there are fixed route trips in the ADA Suburban Paratransit service areas for which the fare is less than half that of the paratransit fare of $3.50.

5. MTS does not place any restrictions on trip purpose for its ADA complementary paratransit service.

6. MTS accepts trip requests for ADA complementary paratransit service seven days a week, from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.  Riders may request trips one or two days in advance.

7. MTS coordinates with the North County Transit District to provide paratransit service for riders who want to travel between the service areas of the two agencies.  All trips between the two service areas require a transfer at a designated transfer location.

8. The MTS complaint investigation and internal resolution process appears to be thorough.

9. MTS does not have a policy for providing a final response to all individuals who lodge a valid complaint.

10. In most cases, the spreadsheet used to track complaints does not include information about contacts made by MTS or First Transit with the individuals who file complaints.

B.
ADA Complementary Paratransit Eligibility

11. MTS contracts with a private company—ADARide of Los Angeles—for ADA paratransit eligibility determinations.  ADARide receives applications for ADA paratransit eligibility, reviews completed applications, conducts in-person interviews and assessments as needed, makes the initial determination of eligibility, and sends out letters of determination.  ADARide also arranges for and hears appeals when applicants do not agree with the initial determinations.  A second-level appeal to MTS is available to applicants who are not satisfied with the initial appeal outcome.  Although ADARide arranges for a different employee to hear the initial appeal, having an employee of the contractor that makes initial determinations also hear appeals raises issues of objectivity and separation of authority.
12. Reviewers experienced long hold times when they called the ADARide toll-free number.  Three calls were made.  One call was answered after 6 minutes.  The reviewers abandoned a second call after the hold time reached 12 minutes.  The third call was answered after 7 minutes, but the reviewer was immediately placed on hold again and waited another 5 minutes before abandoning this call.  The inability to easily reach ADARide could be a constraint on applying for ADA paratransit eligibility.

13. MTS grants some level of eligibility to 99 percent of applicants who submit a completed application form.  Just under half of all applicants receive unrestricted ADA paratransit eligibility.

14. The application form used by MTS asks applicants for information about path-of-travel barriers only from the place of residence to the nearest bus stop.  Information about general path-of-travel issues throughout the service area is not specifically requested.  Applicants can provide this information in general comments, but there are no questions that address this eligibility issue.
15. While the application form gives an applicant three choices for indicating maximum travel distance (“0 blocks,” “1-2 blocks,” and “3-4 blocks”), the summary form that lists the final recommended travel distance only has “1/8 mile (up to three blocks)” as the shortest distance that the assessor can select.  Greater accuracy in setting maximum travel distances is needed.
16. Of 16 sample determinations that resulted in denials of eligibility, 13 appeared appropriate.  In one of the other three, the information in the file suggested that the applicant probably should have been granted restricted ADA paratransit eligibility.  The applicant used a wheelchair and there were clear path-of-travel issues that were not considered.

17. In two of the other three files reviewed for applicants denied eligibility, ADARide did not accept claims of functional limitations made by the applicants.  The reasoning for these decisions was not clear.  ADARide conducted in-person assessments, but these applicants claimed psychiatric disabilities and limited observations by a non-treating professional may not have been sufficient.  The treating professionals named by the applicants did not appear to have been contacted.  For applicants who claim disabilities that cannot be assessed in a limited setting, it would be more appropriate to contact treating professionals to request verifying information before deciding to deny eligibility.

18. Five of the 10 determinations analyzed that resulted in Restricted Trip-by-Trip eligibility did not appear to fully consider path-of-travel and street crossing issues.  This appears to be partly due to the lack of a general question about these issues in the application form.  At the time of the review, MTS had not yet implemented trip-by-trip eligibility, so these riders received unrestricted travel.

19. When incomplete applications are received or applicants do not appear as scheduled to participate in in-person assessments, ADARide sends letters to applicants that are titled “Ineligible Notification.”  These letters explain that the application cannot be processed due to missing information or lack of participation in an assessment.  This title implies that MTS has determined the applicant not eligible.  It would be more appropriate to title these letters “Incomplete Application Notification.”

20. The “Ineligible Notification” letter indicates that applications from children under the age of 7 are not eligible for paratransit service.  There is no minimum age for eligibility under the ADA.  If, as indicated by staff, MTS’s policy is to require children 6 years of age and under to be accompanied by adults when using the transit system, ADA paratransit eligibility determinations should consider the ability of the “team” (child plus accompanying adult) to use fixed route service when reviewing applications from children under this systemwide age minimum.

21. The letters of determination that deny eligibility contain a standard statement that does not provide the specific reasons for the denial.  Section 37.125(d) of the DOT ADA regulations requires that letters of determination that find applicants not eligible must contain the specific reasons for this decision.

22. MTS grants visitor eligibility to individuals who are determined ADA paratransit eligible by other public transit systems.  Section 37.127(d) of the DOT ADA regulations also requires that visitor eligibility be granted to individuals with disabilities not certified by other public transit systems who claim a qualifying functional limitation.  The MTS Rider’s Guide and other public information did not mention that visitor eligibility is also extended to individuals who have not been granted eligibility by any transit entity, but who indicate that they have a disability and are unable to use the fixed route system.

23. The review of application processing time showed that 18 of the 24 determinations that did not involve in-person assessments were made in 21 calendar days or less.  All 18 determinations that were analyzed that did include in-person assessments took more than 21 days, with the processing time ranging from 32 to 128 days.
24. MTS informs applicants in the Frequently Asked Questions brochure that service is provided if determinations take more than 21 days after the receipt of a completed application.  However, this information is not included in the Rider’s Guide.
25. MTS policy considers trips to be “late cancels” if riders do not call to cancel by 5 p.m. the day before the day of service.  Late cancels are not currently being counted against riders for possible suspensions from service, but MTS policy does allow for suspensions for excessive late cancels.  To be included in the no-show suspension policy as an action that counts toward a possible suspension, late cancels should be the operational equivalent of a no-show (i.e., less than 1 or 2 hours before the scheduled pickup time).
26. MTS policy calls for riders to pay the applicable fares for the second and all subsequent no-shows or late cancels in any given 30-day period.  A rider is not allowed to receive additional service until these charges are paid.  The DOT ADA regulations allow for a suspension of service for excessive no-shows, but do not indicate that riders can be charged for the fares related to no-shows and/or late cancels as a condition of reinstatement of the service.  Financial penalties of this type would be acceptable if offered in lieu of the proposed suspension of service, at the rider’s option, but imposing both a financial penalty and a suspension from service appears to exceed the allowed actions for no-shows under the regulations.

27. MTS policy calls for suspensions of service for riders who have three or more no-shows or late cancels in a 30-day period.  Section 37.125(h) of the DOT ADA regulations states that transit agencies “may establish an administrative process to suspend, for a reasonable period of time, the provision of complementary paratransit service to ADA eligible individuals who establish a pattern or practice of missing scheduled trips.”  Three no-shows for someone who travels daily to work and also uses the service for other non-work trips could represent a very small percentage of all trips scheduled by that person; this would be a very different pattern of actions than three no-shows for someone who only occasionally uses the service.

C.
Telephone Access

28. MTS does not have a standard pertaining to telephone hold times.  Its contract with First Transit includes a $100 per month liquidated damage for every percentage point over 10 percent of calls that are abandoned.

29. It appears that MTS has sufficient telephone system capacity and staffing levels—with the exception of the Spanish assistance line—to handle calls to the reservations, ride check, and customer service call groups without significantly long hold times for consumers.

30. During the sample week of January 6 to 11, 2008, average hourly hold times for calls to three call groups are summarized below:

· Reservations: Average hold times by hour ranged from 4 seconds to 2 minutes and 11 seconds, with average hold times over 2 minutes occurring during only one hour period in the sample week

· Ride Check line (dispatch office): Average hold times by hour ranged from 1 second to 1 minute and 39 seconds.  Average hold times did not reach two minutes during any hour in the sample week.

· Customer Service: Average hold times by hour ranged from 5 seconds to 1 minute and 44 seconds.  Average hold times did not reach 2 minutes during any hour in the sample week.

31. Average hourly hold times for calls to the cancellation line were longer than hold times for calls to the reservations, dispatch, and customer service groups.  Average hold times by hour for calls to the cancellation line ranged from 3 seconds to 2 minutes and 18 seconds; average hold times exceeded 2 minutes during three hourly periods in the sample week.  Customers who call the cancellation line have the option to leave information on voicemail rather than speak to a staff person.  Consequently, slightly longer average hourly hold times for calls to that call group may be acceptable.

32. It appears that the number of staff available to answer calls to the Spanish assistance call group may be contributing to long hold times for those calls.  Average hold times for calls to the Spanish assistance line ranged from 2 seconds to 4 minutes and 18 seconds.  Average hourly hold times exceeded 2 minutes for about 20 percent of the hourly reporting periods sampled.  Longer hold times for Spanish-speaking callers raises possible ADA as well as Civil Rights Act of 1964 Title VI compliance issues.
33. MTS’ current contract incentives and disincentives for meeting telephone performance standards are not likely to be substantial enough to affect contractor performance.
D.
Trip Reservations and Scheduling

34. MTS does not appear to deny requests for ADA complementary paratransit service from riders who are eligible and who are making requests for service within the defined service policies.  Service statistics indicated no trip denials in recent years.  Firsthand observations of the trip reservations process did not identify any trip denials.  Riders and advocates contacted in advance did not indicate that trips are denied.

35. MTS does not appear to impose trip caps or use waiting lists when providing ADA paratransit service.  Some trips that cannot be immediately scheduled onto runs are placed in “TBS” (to be scheduled) status, but riders are informed that the request has been recorded and will be scheduled and that exact pickup times will be communicated in a subsequent call-back.

36. The trip booking process established by MTS does not appropriately negotiate requested pickup times.  Even though multiple pickup options may exist, reservationists offer only one pickup time when a rider states a desired pickup time.  To get other possible options, riders must change their original desired pickup time.  Also, even if riders indicate an earliest departure time for return trips, such as the time they leave work, the one trip offer given often requires riders to depart before this stated earliest departure time (e.g., before they get out of work).  Similarly, even if riders state an appointment time and allow the recommended travel time between the requested pickup and the appointment, MTS may offer pickup times that allow less than the recommended time to get riders to their appointments.

37. For the trips that are not scheduled while the rider is on the phone but left in the system to be scheduled later by schedulers, the practice of not recording earliest possible departure times or appointment times, and not taking these trip needs into consideration, could result in trip offers that not only fail to meet rider needs, but which are communicated to riders in a way that does not allow them to request changes.  If a pickup time that does not meet actual trip needs is communicated back to a rider via call-back close to 5 p.m. on the day before the day of service, left on an answering machine and picked up by the rider after 5 p.m., the rider has no option to call back and negotiate the time.  The only option at that point would be to request a same-day trip, which is not a guaranteed ADA trip.
38. The trip booking process for ADA paratransit service established by MTS also does not capture or record appointment or desired arrival times, or take these times into consideration in preparing schedules or dispatching service.  Reservationists tell riders that MTS cannot guarantee set arrival times at destinations.  Instead, reservationists tell riders to leave adequate time between their requested pickup and desired arrival time.  However, even when riders do leave the recommended time between requested pickups and desired drop-offs, the system may offer pickup times that do not allow enough time to guarantee an on-time drop-off.  Although scheduling by appointment times is not explicitly required by the DOT ADA regulations, many transit systems, including large systems, have such a scheduling option.  Absence of appointment time scheduling likely makes reservation scheduling unnecessarily frustrating for riders and reservation call-takers.  Given that MTS fixed route riders can use an online trip planner and posted route schedules in order to schedule their trips so that they arrive at their destinations at particular times, it seems inequitable to not provide similar options to paratransit riders.  It may also be discriminatory, for purposes of the DOT ADA regulations, and therefore violate the general non-discrimination mandate of 49 CFR § 37.5.
39. The confusion and difficulties caused by the trip booking process may constitute a capacity constraint.  Section 37.131(f) of the DOT ADA regulations defines a capacity constraint to include “any operational pattern or practice that significantly limits the availability of service to ADA paratransit eligible persons.”  Ten of the 11 riders and advocates contacted in advance of the review cited the trip booking process as a significant source of frustration and confusion.  Firsthand observations found that 15 of 201 trip bookings (7.5 percent) required riders to leave work or appointments early or did not allow the recommended travel time to ensure a timely arrival for a stated appointment.  Firsthand observations also confirmed rider frustration with the trip booking process.

40. The negotiation process used by MTS and First Transit could also be masking capacity constraints in the system.  If the initial pickup time requested by a rider generates a solution that does not meet the rider’s needs for the trip, the rider may request several other pickup times.  In some instances, no solutions are available for these subsequent requested pickup times.  When no solutions can be found for subsequent requests, though, the tendency of both riders and reservationists is to treat these subsequent times as just part of a series of times in the negotiation process.  The subsequent times do not typically get left in the system as TBS trips; riders and reservationists will go back to one of the times that did generate a solution and the rider will decide to either take one of the times offered or call back later.
E.
Service Performance

41. MTS has an on-time performance standard for pickups of 95 percent on a monthly basis.

42. To measure on-time performance each month, MTS uses a 100 percent sample from three days (8th, 16th, and 24th).  This yields a roughly 10 percent sample of all trips.

43. Based on the MTS-selected samples for evaluating on-time performance, MTS reported monthly on-time performance ranging from 89 to 98 percent during the period July 2007 to January 2008.  The proportion of trips more than 20 minutes late (30 minutes after the negotiated time) was less than 0.5 percent for five of the seven months and only greater than 1 percent for one of the seven months.  Based on these reports, MTS does not appear to have a substantial proportion of significantly late pickups.

44. In its computation of on-time performance, MTS makes no distinction between the trips for which the vehicle arrived before the pickup window and those trips for which the vehicle arrived in the pickup window.

45. MTS does not have a performance standard for drop-off (appointment) times.  It does not book trips by drop-off time, nor does it record appointment times.

46. Based on a 17 percent sample (one of every six trips) from a single day in January 2008, the review team calculated an on-time performance of 90.3 percent, including pickups in and before the window.  This random sample calculation was consistent with the on-time performance reported by MTS for January 2008, which was 89.1 percent.  Of the late pickups in the sample, 8.0 percent were up to 15 minutes late (i.e., between 11 and 25 minutes after the negotiated time); 1.7 percent were up to 30 minutes late.  No pickup in the sample was greater than 30 minutes late.  This is reasonably good performance given the on-time pickup window used by MTS.
47. The sample included a very high proportion of early pickups, i.e., those prior to the beginning of the pickup window: 52.2 percent.  Of these early pickups, 19.4 percent were more than 15 minutes early, which is also a high proportion of very early pickups.
48. During the peak period, First Transit has two dispatchers overseeing about 90 paratransit routes.  Given the lack of MDTs on vehicles, this workload of overseeing 40 to 50 routes per dispatcher is well beyond the more typical load of 20 to 30 routes in paratransit operations.
49. Five of the 11 vehicle operators interviewed did not have a correct understanding of the on-time pickup window.
50. MTS defines transit provider missed trips too narrowly.  MTS only considers trips for which the vehicle arrives more than 60 minutes after the negotiated pickup time to be missed trips.  If the vehicle arrives after the end of the pickup window but less than 60 minutes after the negotiated pickup time, and the trip is not taken by the rider, MTS does not consider this as a missed trip; it is simply a late trip.  If no pickup occurs because the passenger is no longer there, then MTS classifies this as an “advance cancel,” with no penalty against the passenger or First Transit.

51. Neither MTS nor First Transit enters actual pickup or drop-off times for any trip into Trapeze.  As a result, the only method available to MTS to verify the performance of First Transit is to review the driver manifests and compile data from the manifests.

52. Analysis of a random sample of 226 MTS paratransit trips completed during the week of January 6 to 12, 2008, indicated that 88 percent of MTS paratransit trips were completed in 60 minutes or less.  Nine percent of trips had travel times between 61 and 90 minutes, and 4 percent of trips had travel times of greater than 90 minutes.  The average travel time for this sample of trips was 35 minutes.

53. When the actual travel times of 36 long ADA paratransit trips (those with travel times of 60 minutes or more) provided between January 6 and January 12 were compared with the estimated travel times for comparable fixed route trips, 14 MTS ADA paratransit trip travel times (39 percent) were longer than comparable fixed route travel times, by an average of 34 minutes.  For one ADA paratransit trip, the estimated fixed route travel time was the same as the paratransit travel time.  Travel times on 21 ADA paratransit trips (58 percent) were less than the comparable fixed route travel time, by an average of 21 minutes. 

54. Analysis of the sample of 36 ADA paratransit trips with long travel times indicated that approximately 6 percent of the MTS Access trips in the sample of long trips exceeded the appropriate maximum travel time standard established by MTS for MTS Access trips.  Approximately 15 percent of the ADA Suburban Paratransit trips in the sample of long trips exceeded the maximum travel time standard established by MTS for those trips.  

55. Analysis of the travel times of 11 randomly selected paratransit trips that involved transfers between zones during the week of January 6 showed that 45 percent of the trips took longer than comparable trips on the fixed route system, and that 27 percent took more than 20 minutes longer than comparable fixed route trips.  Six of the 11 transfer trips also involved wait times at the paratransit transfer site of 40 minutes or more.
56. MTS’s policies of transferring riders and allowing an additional 60 to 90 minutes to paratransit travel time standards likely result in total paratransit travel times, from the riders’ origins to destinations, that exceed comparable fixed route travel times for riders who are required to transfer.
57. The repetition of certain addresses in the sample of paratransit trips with long travel times appears to indicate that some long travel times occur on regularly scheduled group trips to human service program locations, particularly for the customers who are picked up first in the morning or dropped off last in the afternoon.  
58. MTS’ current contract incentives and disincentives for meeting on-time performance, missed trip, and travel time performance standards are not likely to be substantial enough to affect contractor performance.
F.
Resources

59. At the time of the on-site review, MTS had enough vehicles to cover scheduled runs.  The paratransit services were being operated with a 24 to 25 percent spare ratio and dispatchers indicated that runs are not closed due to a lack of vehicles.

60. MTS’s “Contract Services Infrastructure 10-Year Plan” allows for 4 to 5 percent growth in the fleet through FY 2013.  Paratransit ridership grew by about 7 percent between 2006 and 2007.  If ridership continues to increase at this rate, the service will likely end up operating with a lower spare ratio in each of the next five years.  In the short-run, MTS could lower the current spare ratio to make up the difference between ridership growth and capital expansion plans without adversely affecting peak pull-out.  If the ridership continues at a 7 percent growth rate for several years, though, MTS will need to re-evaluate its capital expansion allowance for the paratransit program.

61. First Transit does not have enough vehicle operators to cover daily pull-out.  Based on a review of a sample week’s pull-out records, about 10 percent of weekday and Sunday runs are closed due to a lack of vehicle operators.  First Transit also is not able to maintain a reasonable scheduled extraboard to cover for expected same-day call-outs.

62. In calendar year 2007, there was an 82 percent annual turnover rate, after training, among vehicle operators at First Transit.  This high turnover rate results in a high percentage of relatively inexperienced operators and may affect service efficiency and service quality.

63. At peak hours, there are about 50 MTS Access runs and about 40 ADA Suburban Paratransit runs on the road, with one dispatcher overseeing each.  This ratio of dispatchers to runs (50:1 and 40:1) is high compared with typical industry “best practice,” which suggests a maximum ratio of 30 runs per dispatcher.  The current ratio is particularly high since the current service does not utilize mobile data terminals (MDTs), which would aid dispatchers in their jobs.

64. MTS does a thorough and accurate job of estimating the costs required to operate the ADA paratransit service each year.  Recent operating budgets have closely predicted required costs.

65. Current ADA paratransit ridership in the MTS service area is well below levels predicted by the national demand estimation model recently developed by the Transit Cooperative Research Program.  This model estimates that annual ADA paratransit ridership in the MTS area should total about 934,083 one-way trips.  Actual FY 2007 ridership was only 362,779.  It is likely that difficulties experienced by riders with the scheduling process, an inability to ensure drop-off times for appointments, early pickups and arrivals at destinations, late arrivals at appointments, required transfers between regions, unattended transfers, and lack of subscription service for these inter-regional trips are constraining demand for the service.

66. The level of weekend demand appears to be particularly low.  Only 23 vehicle runs are scheduled for Saturday service and only 19 Sunday runs are scheduled.  If the number of runs is proportional to ridership, this means that weekend ridership is less than 20 percent of weekday ridership.  More typically, Saturday ridership is about 50 percent of weekday ridership, and Sunday ridership is about 30 to 40 percent of weekday ridership.

5 ADA Complementary Paratransit Service Criteria

This chapter presents information about the compliance of MTS ADA complementary paratransit service policies with the regulatory criteria for each of the following areas:

· Type of service

· Service area and days and hours of operation

· Fares

· Trip purposes

· Next-day reservations

· Coordination with adjoining service providers

The DOT ADA regulations that address these service policies are contained in 49 CFR §§ 37.129, 37.131(a)–(e), and 37.139(g).  The remaining service criteria—which address response time and capacity constraints—are examined in other chapters.

This chapter also examines the process used by MTS to receive, investigate, and respond to comments and complaints from ADA complementary paratransit service riders.

5.1 Consumer Comments

Several riders and advocates contacted in advance of the on-site review commented on the service policies addressed in this chapter or on the MTS complaint handling process.  Two individuals, one rider and one agency staff person, noted that the policy of curb-to-curb service is a problem for them.  Two agency representatives said that unattended transfers preclude use of the service for some of their program participants.  Three people commented that there is no formal response to complaints.  One of these individuals said that when he complains about a vehicle operator, it takes several calls to get any action and then the service provider eventually just changes the route (puts him with another operator), but he does not believe that the provider addresses the original operator’s attitude issue.

The analysis of rider comments and complaints received by MTS for the period from July 2007 to January 2008 showed that there were 15 rider comments related to service policies.  Two of those comments were on service policies discussed in this chapter.  One person complained that the fares were too high.  A second person complained about the policy that requires transfers when traveling between service zones.

5.2 Type of Service

Section 37.129(a) of the DOT ADA regulations indicates that ADA complementary paratransit service must be provided on an “origin-to-destination” basis.  Transit agencies may designate the “base” level of rider assistance that they provide as either curb-to-curb or door-to-door.  If the base service is curb-to-curb, transit agencies must have procedures in place to provide additional assistance beyond the curb if this is needed for eligible riders to complete their trips.  This might include assisting riders to and from the front door and policies and procedures for providing this assistance, to the extent that it can be done in a safe and reasonable way.

According to the Frequently Asked Questions brochure for MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit:

Both services adhere to the complementary ADA paratransit curb-to-curb standard.  Drivers assist clients on and off the vehicle.  Clients requiring door-to-door service will not have their needs met on MTS Access/ADA Suburban Paratransit…

If the passenger cannot travel using the curb-to-curb standard, it may be worth evaluating if complementary ADA paratransit is an appropriate transportation choice…

Passengers who cannot be left unattended, do not travel with a PCA, and/or do not have someone available to receive them will not have their travel needs met by MTS Access/ADA Suburban Paratransit…

MTS Access/ADA Suburban Paratransit curb-to-curb policy requires that drivers assist passengers off the vehicle and then proceed.  Drivers are not allowed to assist passengers beyond the vehicle or supervise a passenger’s behavior once off the vehicle…

In addition, the Frequently Asked Questions brochure discusses MTS policies practices for transfer trips:

Trips are independently booked between MTS Access, ADA Suburban Paratransit, and NCTD LIFT.  Therefore, you may be dropped off and left unattended for up to 1 hour at a transfer point before your scheduled pickup time on the other service.  It is necessary to take this into account when booking transfer trips.  The drivers operate according to a schedule and cannot wait with clients for the next vehicle to arrive…

These policies do not comply with the DOT ADA regulations.  MTS may provide a base level of service that is curb-to-curb for riders who do not need additional service.  However, MTS policies should allow for greater assistance to riders who require it.  In practice, MTS has provided a level of service beyond curb-to-curb for riders who needed extra assistance.  During interviews with drivers of MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit, 10 of 11 drivers said that, when needed, they provided assistance to riders beyond the curb, to and from the door of the origin and/or destination.

In addition, MTS should not have unattended transfers for all riders, regardless of need.  For persons with disabilities who cannot be left unattended for safety reasons, this means that to use the system they would need to travel with an attendant.  Section 37.5(e) of the DOT ADA regulations says, “An entity shall not require that an individual with disabilities be accompanied by an attendant.”  While the policy of unattended transfers does not specifically say an attendant must travel with the person, the result of the policy requires an attendant for some riders.  Also, § 37.123(e)(1) of the ADA regulations, which sets out the eligibility criteria for ADA paratransit service, says that “Any individual with a disability who is unable, as a result of a physical or mental impairment (including a vision impairment), and without the assistance of another individual (except the operator of a wheelchair lift or other boarding assistance device), to board, ride, or disembark from any vehicle on the system…” is eligible for ADA paratransit service.  As this section indicates, travel by fixed route is not considered accessible and usable unless it can be done independently, without the assistance of an attendant.  If the inability to travel independently on fixed route gives the person the right to use ADA paratransit, it would then be inconsistent with the intent of this section to have an ADA paratransit system and policy that requires some paratransit riders to travel with attendants in order to use the service.  Providing only unattended transfers for riders who cannot be left unattended also does not meet the intent of § 37.129(a), which requires that ADA paratransit service policies enable transportation from the origin to the final destination.
5.3 Service Area, Days and Hours of Service

DOT ADA regulations require a transit provider operating fixed route bus service to provide complementary paratransit service that covers, at a minimum, all areas within 3/4-mile of all of its bus routes, along with any small areas within its core service area that may be more than 3/4-mile from a bus route but which are otherwise surrounded by served corridors (49 CFR § 37.131(a)(1)).  The service area for ADA complementary paratransit service must include areas outside the defined fixed route jurisdiction—such as beyond political boundaries or taxing jurisdictions—that are within 3/4-mile of the transit operator’s fixed route.

Furthermore, the regulations require that the ADA complementary paratransit service be available during the same hours and days as the agency’s fixed route service (49 CFR § 37.131(e)).  This requirement applies on a route-by-route basis.  For example, an area that has fixed route bus service on weekdays but not weekends must have ADA complementary paratransit service on weekdays but not necessarily on weekends; an area that has bus service from 5 a.m. until 9 p.m. must have ADA complementary paratransit service, at minimum, from 5 a.m. and 9 p.m.

According to the Rider’s Guide, “ADA service parallels the fixed route service system in your community.  As fixed route goes out of service at various times in the day and evening so does complementary ADA paratransit service in that area.”
The MTS fixed route service with the most extensive service hours is its three light rail (trolley) lines.  On weekdays, service begins as early as 4:04 a.m. on the Orange line and runs until 1:55 a.m.  Table 5.1 presents the service start and end times for all three lines.  Boldface indicates the earliest and latest times for weekday, Saturday, and Sunday service.

Table 5.1 – Start and End Times for MTS Trolley Service (all times a.m.)

	Line
	Weekday
	Saturday
	Sunday

	
	Start
	End
	Start
	End
	Start
	End

	Blue
	4:10
	1:55
	4:25
	continuous overnight
	1:55

	Orange
	4:04
	1:55
	4:45
	2:25
	4:45
	12:25

	Green
	4:15
	12:55
	4:30
	12:55
	4:30
	12:55


MTS dispatchers said that there are vehicle operator shifts that regularly begin at 3:45 a.m.  These early shifts could accommodate requests for very early trips.  At the end of the service day, operator shifts are extended to accommodate the latest trip requests.  Similarly, MTS dispatchers report to work at 3 a.m. and the night dispatcher stays on duty until the last vehicle returns to the garage.

The service area for the MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit service varies by time of day and day of week, corresponding to fixed route service offered, including trolley and local bus.  The Trapeze paratransit scheduling and dispatching software used by MTS has a GIS file for each fixed route that shows the 3/4-mile boundaries and the start and end times each day.  As of the time of the review team’s site visit, this information was last updated in 2004, when the MTS fixed routes were more extensive.  MTS was planning to update the route and schedule information in 2008.  Using the schedule and route data, Trapeze determines whether the origin and destination of a trip request are within MTS’s ADA service area.

These policies and practices to carry out the policies comply with the DOT ADA regulations.  In practice, MTS reservationists first rely on Trapeze to tell them if a trip request falls within the days and hours of service.  Reservationists can verify any Trapeze decision by looking at a table of route start and end times (updated as schedules change) and pop-up maps that show service area.

5.4 Fares

DOT ADA regulations allow a fare for each ADA complementary paratransit service trip that is up to twice that charged for the base fare on fixed route service for the same origin and destination at the same day and time (49 CFR § 37.131(c)).

The fare for trips within the MTS Access service zone, which covers San Diego city and nearby surroundings, is $4.50.  This is two times the $2.25 fare for “MTS urban bus” routes.

However, there are a number of MTS fixed routes for which the fare for a comparable trip is less than $2.25.  For example, the fare structure on the trolley service has potential trips less than $2.25:

· $1.25: travel within “Downtown Zone”

· $1.50: travel one station

· $1.75: travel two stations

· $2.00: travel three stations

The fare for a trip within each of the three ADA Suburban Paratransit service zones is $3.50.  This is two times the “MTS local bus” routes that generally operate outside the city.  However, there are a number of MTS fixed routes in these zones for which the fare for a comparable trip is less than $1.75.  For example, the fare is $1.00 for MTS Shuttle routes #851, 871, 872, and 878.

The fare for any paratransit trips that involve a transfer within MTS is $4.50.

MTS has been using $4.50 as a blanket fare for all paratransit trips based on a June 29, 1994, interpretation of the MTS half-fare policy on fixed route from the FTA Region IX Office.  It cited the Federal Transit Act, Section 5(m), which states that the fare charged to elderly and disabled riders on fixed route “will not exceed one-half of the rates generally applicable to other persons at peak hours.”  MTS extended this interpretation to setting its fare for ADA complementary paratransit service, i.e., $4.50 is two times the “generally applicable” fixed route fare.

However, the DOT ADA regulations (49 CFR § 37.131(c)) and Appendix D state that the fare for a paratransit trip should be based on “a trip of similar length, at a similar time of day.”  Furthermore, Appendix D to the DOT ADA regulations states that “to calculate the proper paratransit fare, the entity would determine the route(s) that an individual would take to get from his or her origin to his or her destination on the fixed route system.”  The maximum paratransit fare for a particular trip must be based on the fare for that trip’s comparable fixed route trip—and not on a generalized fixed route fare.

Consequently, the MTS paratransit fare can be $4.50 only if the fare for a comparable trip on MTS’s fixed route is $2.25 or greater.  If the fixed route fare is less than $2.25, then the fare for the comparable paratransit trip must be correspondingly lower.

5.5 Trip Purposes

Section 37.131(d) of the DOT ADA regulations requires that there be no restrictions or priorities based on trip purpose in the provision of ADA complementary paratransit service.

MTS appears to be in compliance with this requirement.  According to the Frequently Asked Questions brochure for MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit, “trip prioritization by trip purpose is prohibited by the ADA… For example, a medical appointment, school schedule, work schedule, hair style appointment, or shopping trip all have equal priority in the MTS Access/ADA Suburban Paratransit reservations system.”  The review team did not find any trip purpose restrictions or prioritization while observing the reservations and scheduling processes.

5.6 Next-Day Reservations

The DOT ADA regulations require that an agency accept trip requests, at minimum, made the day before the trip (49 CFR § 37.131(b)).  Requests must be accepted during normal business hours, even on days that the agency may not otherwise be providing service (e.g., trip requests taken on Sunday for a trip on the following Monday).

MTS accepts trip requests seven days a week, from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.  It accepts trip requests either one or two days ahead.  Subscription service is available for any frequency of trips and any trip purpose.  MTS decides if a subscription request fits well in the current route structure.  Currently, there is a waiting list for subscription service—those riders must call for each trip.  On a very infrequent basis, MTS may provide same-day trips.

5.7 Coordination with Adjoining Service Providers

ADA regulations require transit agencies to coordinate with agencies with overlapping or contiguous service areas for paratransit riders who want to travel between service areas (49 CFR § 37.139(g)).  Directly north of the MTS area is North County Transit District (NCTD).  NCTD operates ADA complementary paratransit service, “LIFT.”  There are transfer points for riders to transfer from MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit to LIFT.

When a rider requests a trip that involves a transfer to LIFT, the reservationist completes a transfer trip form (the same form that is used for transfers within the MTS service area) with the origin and destination address and requested pickup times.  MTS faxes this form to LIFT to arrange and coordinate the legs of the trip.  These trips are always “to be scheduled” (TBS), with a call-back to the rider the day before the trip.

5.8 MTS Complaint Handling Process

While requirements to respond to complainants are not included in the DOT ADA regulations, transit providers are required to receive and maintain records of rider complaints.  It is a common and effective practice for transit provider to respond to complainants and for transit providers to investigate allegations to ensure that all DOT ADA requirements are being met.
As noted in the “Consumer Comments” portion of Chapter 3, two riders and agency staff contacted as part of the review indicated that consumers who register complaints may not receive a formal response from MTS and may be unaware of any action that was taken to resolve the complaint issue.

The review team therefore examined the MTS complaint process and files as part of the review.  Information and complaint records were obtained from MTS’s Contract Services staff.

Complaint Policies and Procedures

Consumers who wish to register a complaint or a compliment are given several options in the Rider’s Guide and Frequently Asked Questions brochure.  The first step is to contact the MTS Access or ADA Suburban Paratransit office and speak with a customer service representative.  If not satisfied with the resolution of the complaint by the service operator, consumers may contact the MTS Access/ADA Suburban Paratransit Contract Services department directly, in writing, by telephone, or via e-mail or the MTS website.  Individuals may also contact the MTS senior transit operations specialist who oversees the paratransit contract with First Transit directly.  To raise and discuss paratransit service policy issues, consumers are encouraged to attend MTS Accessible Services Advisory Committee meetings.

Customers who call the toll-free MTS Access or ADA Suburban Paratransit phone numbers are given a choice of five options, one of which is general information/customer service.  The customer service line is staffed on weekdays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m.; after hours, callers may leave a voice mail message.

Issues reported to the MTS Access/ADA Suburban Paratransit contractor may be handled by the customer service staff or forwarded to the appropriate First Transit or MTS staff for investigation and resolution.  Policy matters are handled by MTS, while complaints related to driving or other operational issues are typically investigated, determined to be valid or invalid, and resolved by First Transit.  The First Transit general manager or customer service representative makes the final determination as to whether a complaint is valid.

An initial response to the consumer at the beginning of the investigation process is usually made within 24 to 48 hours of the complaint, by either MTS or First Transit.  This initial contact and acknowledgement of the complaint is made in the same manner in which the complaint was filed—by phone, letter, or e‑mail.
Contact with consumers at the end of the investigation process is less consistent.  While this may sometimes be done, MTS staff indicated that this is not always done.  A review of a random sample of complaints also showed that in most cases documentation of follow-up contact with the complainant is not included in the tracking system.
Complaints (and compliments) are logged and tracked in a spreadsheet.  The spreadsheet includes the following information for each complaint or compliment:

· Incident date

· Date reported

· Caller name

· Passenger name

· Service (MTS Access or ADA Suburban Paratransit)

· Comment source (phone, e-mail, letter, etc.)

· Log number

· Description of complaint/compliment

· Resolution

· Comment classification (valid, non-validated, policy complaint, incident, compliment)

Information is entered into the spreadsheet by the First Transit customer service representative and a transit operations specialist in the MTS Contract Services department.  At the end of each month, the number of complaints received by classification and service is tallied.  As discussed in the “Consumer Input” section in Chapter 3 of this report, MTS does not track complaints by subject matter.

5.9 Findings

67. MTS’s policy for level of passenger assistance for MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit service is curb-to-curb service.  According to its Frequently Asked Questions brochure, “clients requiring door-to-door service will not have their needs met on MTS Access/ADA Suburban Paratransit.”  This policy does not comply with the DOT ADA regulations (49 CFR § 37.129(a)) that require service on an “origin-to-destination” basis, which is further clarified in the DOT Guidance on Origin-to-Destination Service (issued September 1, 2005).  In practice, most paratransit vehicle operators said that they do provide door-to-door service to riders who need additional assistance.

68. For paratransit trips that require a vehicle transfer, MTS’s policy allows a passenger to “be dropped off and left unattended for up to 1 hour at a transfer point… The drivers operate according to a schedule and cannot wait with clients for the next vehicle to arrive…”  This policy requires, de facto, that individuals who cannot be left unattended due to their disability must travel with attendants.  This does not meet the DOT ADA regulatory criteria in § 37.5(e), which does not allow systems to require that individuals travel with attendants.  It also does not meet the intent of § 37.123(e)(1), which does not consider a transit service to be accessible to individuals with disabilities if these individuals cannot use the service independently.  It also does not meet § 37.129(a), which requires that service be “origin-to-destination.”
69. MTS is prepared to provide paratransit service during all days and hours and to all areas in which it provides fixed route service.

70. The fare for a one-way paratransit trip within the MTS Access service zone is $4.50.  This is two times the fare ($2.25) for many fixed route trips in this service area.  However, there are many potential fixed route trips in this service for which the fare is less than $2.25.  This would make the paratransit fare more than two times the fixed route fare for a comparable trip.  This is not in compliance with the DOT ADA regulations for paratransit fares (49 CFR § 37.131(c)).  Similarly, there are fixed route trips in the ADA Suburban Paratransit service areas for which the fare is less than half that of the paratransit fare of $3.50.

71. MTS does not place any restrictions on trip purpose for its ADA complementary paratransit service.

72. MTS accepts trip requests for ADA complementary paratransit service seven days a week, from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.  Riders may request trips one or two days in advance.

73. MTS coordinates with the North County Transit District to provide paratransit service for riders who want to travel between the service areas of the two agencies.  All trips between the two service areas require a transfer at a designated transfer location.

74. The MTS complaint investigation and internal resolution process appears to be thorough.

75. MTS does not have a policy for providing a final response to all individuals who lodge a valid complaint.

76. In most cases, the spreadsheet used to track complaints does not include information about contacts made by MTS or First Transit with the individuals who file complaints.

5.10 Recommendations

77. MTS should develop new policies that allow vehicle operators to provide door-to-door service when riders require this level of assistance.  MTS should train operators to provide this assistance.  MTS may note in rider files and on the operator manifests when this additional assistance would be needed.

78. MTS should revise its transfer policies to properly serve riders who cannot be left unattended, or who, because of their disability, are not able to independently transfer at the MTS transfer sites.  MTS should not require these riders should to travel with attendants.  MTS should provide either direct service or an attended transfer.
79. MTS should revise its fare structure for paratransit service so that no fare is greater than two times the fare for a comparable fixed route trip.

80. MTS should institute a policy of providing a final response to all consumers who lodge a complaint.  The response should explain what corrective action, if any, is taken to resolve the complaint issue.  In addition, MTS should establish a maximum period of time in which to provide the final response.

81. MTS should consistently record the dates of contact with the individual filing the complaint, and by whom the contact was made.  MTS should also record who took the lead in conducting the investigation.

82. MTS should tally complaints by subject matter categories each month.

6 ADA Complementary Paratransit Eligibility

The review examined the process MTS uses to determine ADA complementary paratransit eligibility to ensure that determinations are being made in accordance with the regulatory criteria and in a way that accurately reflects the functional ability of applicants.  The timeliness of the processing of requests for eligibility was also assessed.  Section 37.125(c) of the DOT ADA regulations requires that applicants be provided service if determinations of eligibility are not made within 21 calendar days of the receipt of a completed application.  The no-show policy and suspensions of eligibility were also examined.  Review team activities included the following:

· Interviews with riders and advocates and a review of rider comments on file at MTS

· Review of current eligibility materials and interviews of eligibility determination staff

· Review of eligibility determination outcome statistics

· Review of application files of 50 recent applicants who had been granted conditional eligibility or temporary eligibility, or who had been denied ADA paratransit eligibility

· Review of the no-show policy and recent suspensions

6.1 Consumer Comments

As noted in the “Customer Input” portion of Chapter 3, there were no formal complaints on file at FTA regarding the MTS paratransit services or the process used to determine ADA complementary paratransit eligibility.

Ten of the 11 individuals contacted provided input on the eligibility determination process.  One person said, “Not sure…it was a long time ago.”  Seven individuals indicated that they felt the process was fair and the determinations appropriate.  One rider, who had a developmental disability, said she had been denied two years ago and had to appeal, but was eventually found eligible.  One person said it has gotten stricter more recently and that it used to be “a rubber stamp.”  One person said he thought the form was long and confusing to some riders.  He also said the form could be strengthened by asking more questions about cognitive abilities needed to use fixed route transit.  Two individuals said that notice of the need to reapply when eligibility was about to expire could be improved.  Two agency staff who assist others with using the service said that they have problems getting assistance from the contactor, ADARide of Los Angeles, that reviews the completed eligibility applications.  They indicated that the telephone number provided to contact ADARide does not appear to always be staffed and that they leave messages, get return calls when they are not available, and sometimes have trouble connecting.

Nine individuals provided input on the timeliness of eligibility determinations.  Six individuals said it was their experience that applications were processed within 21 calendar days.  One person said it could be “up to six weeks.”  Another said, “up to 30 days.”  A third person said it could be longer than 21 days and indicated “sometimes more than a month.”  All three indicated that this seemed to be the exception, though, rather than the rule.  They indicated that most applications seemed to be processed within 21 days.  Two of the three that indicated it can sometimes take longer than 21 days were not sure that MTS offered presumptive eligibility if it took longer.  One person said she did not think there was anything in writing on this and the second said she did not remember service being offered after the 21 days.  One person also said that sometimes there can be delays in getting the eligibility information entered into the service provider software system.  She said that, in a few cases, she has called ADARide about the status of an application, been told it had been processed and the person found eligible, then called the service provider and was told that nothing had been received from ADARide and the person was not yet in the system.  She said that the issue eventually gets straightened out, but can delay use of the service for a couple of days and requires her persistence.

None of the 113 complaints on file at MTS for the period from July 2007 to January 2008 were related to the initial ADA complementary paratransit eligibility determination process.  Six complaints during this period claimed incorrect no-show determinations.

6.2 Eligibility Determination Procedures and Practices

The following paragraphs describe the policies, procedures, and practices of MTS and its contractors related to the determination of ADA complementary paratransit eligibility.

Initial Determination Process

MTS contracts with a private, for-profit company—ADARide of Los Angeles—to manage all aspects of the eligibility determination process.  ADARide performs all of the following tasks:

· Takes calls from prospective applicants

· Sends out application forms and materials

· Receives and reviews completed applications

· Makes initial determinations of eligibility

· Sends out letters of determination

· Receives requests for appeals of determinations

· Hears and decides appeals

Individuals interested in applying to use MTS’s ADA complementary paratransit service are instructed in the Rider’s Guide to call 877-232-7433, which is a toll-free number maintained by ADARide.  To follow up on comments received in advance of the review from local disability agency staff about difficulties reaching ADARide and having to leave messages, the review team made three calls to the advertised toll-free number.  In each case, a recording indicated that all representatives were busy and an estimated hold time was provided.  During these initial holds, music played in the background.  After these initial hold times, a second recording came on saying that all representatives were still busy and indicating that a message could be left by pressing “1,” or the caller could continue to hold for the next available representative.  After this second message and during the subsequent holds, there was no background music.  Here is the outcome of the three calls:

· First call: 12 minutes on hold, then reviewer hung up

· Second call: 6 minutes on hold, then representative answered

· Third call: 7 minutes on hold, then representative answered, but immediately placed on hold again; reviewer hung up after 5 more minutes (12 minutes total)

ADARide staff stated that additional representatives were in the process of being hired.  They also noted that while the Rider’s Guide instructs individuals to call the ADARide toll-free number to request an application, the form is also available online at the MTS website address.  The form is regularly downloaded by local agencies and distributed to program participants and clients.  Individuals may also contact MTS directly to receive a form.

The application form is seven pages long and has seven sections.  Sections 1 and 2 request general information, such as name, address, phone number, age, and emergency contact.

Section 3 is to be completed by a medical professional, but can be filled out by the applicant if he or she does do not have easy access to a medical professional.  Section 3 asks for the name of the “healthcare professional,” the professional’s address and phone number, a diagnosis of the applicant’s disability or health condition, information about any medications taken, and the applicant’s prognosis and treatment plan.

Section 4 then asks applicants to indicate if they are “Always,” “Sometimes,” or “Never” able to perform certain tasks related to using fixed route service.  Eighteen “functional transit skills” are listed.

Section 5 asks a series of questions about independent travel abilities.  These include:

· An open-ended question about how the applicant’s disability affects ability to travel

· If the applicant has independently used the fixed route transit service and, if so, when was the last time 

· How many blocks the applicant is able to walk or wheel independently and how far the nearest bus stop or train station is from the applicant’s place of residence

· If the applicant is able to travel independently from his or her place of residence to the nearest bus stop or train station.  If not, the applicant is asked to indicate what barriers prevent him or her from getting to the nearest bus stop or train station

· Information about mobility aids used

· Whether the applicant requires a personal care attendant when traveling on the fixed route service

· Whether the applicant has successfully completed travel training

· Applicant’s primary language

· Whether the applicant requires information in accessible formats

· Three most common trips made by the applicant and how he or she currently gets to these destinations

Section 6 of the application form is a “Release of Information” that asks applicants if they are willing to authorize the healthcare professional named in Section 3 to release information regarding their disability and functional abilities.

Section 7 then asks if the applicant completed the application form independently or with assistance.  The name, address, and phone number of the assistant is requested if the applicant did not complete the form independently.

A team member discussed with MTS staff that Section 5 of the application focuses attention on getting to and from the nearest bus stop or train station.  It was noted that the question in this section about path-of-travel barriers is specific to the path between the place of residence and the nearest bus stop or train station.  It is possible that this particular path-of-travel poses no barriers for the applicant, but that these same barriers could prevent travel to and from other bus stops.  The need to consider travel barriers throughout the service area was noted.

Applicants are instructed to return completed applications to ADARide in Los Angeles.  The staff at ADARide date stamps each application and enters the application information into their tracking system.  They also check the application for completeness.  If the application is not signed, it is considered incomplete and is returned to the applicant with a one-page “Ineligible Notification” form.  This form indicates, “You have been found ineligible for ADA paratransit service because…” and then has a series of check-off boxes to note the issue (such as “Your application was not signed”).  The form letter ends by encouraging persons to reapply when they are able to complete the form.  A copy of the “Ineligible Notification” form letter is provided in Attachment C.

If certain information is missing in the application, ADARide staff attempts to contact the applicant by phone to get the missing information.  Three attempts to call are made and the follow-up contacts are noted on the front of the application form.  If contact cannot be made to get missing information, the application is returned incomplete along with the “Ineligible Notification” form.  A team member noted that it would be more appropriate for the form to be titled “Incomplete Application,” and for the first sentence to read, “We are unable to make a determination on your eligibility for ADA paratransit service because…”

The last checkbox on the “Ineligible Notification” form is “You do not meet the required age minimum of seven years.”  This issue was also discussed with MTS and ADARide staff.  It was noted that there is no minimum age for ADA paratransit eligibility, but if MTS has a minimum age under which a child must be accompanied by an adult to use fixed route service, this could be applied to the ADA paratransit service as well.  Then, when MTS is determining ADA paratransit eligibility, it could consider the ability of the child and accompanying adult, as a team, to use the fixed route system.  MTS staff noted that the minimum age on fixed route was 6 years.  It was therefore suggested that under the age of 7, an applicant’s ability to use the fixed route with an accompanying adult be the basis for determining ADA paratransit eligibility.  It was also recommended that the last checkbox on the “Ineligible Notification” form be removed since this is not an outright disqualifier for ADA paratransit eligibility.

ADARide staff review the completed applications.  Many determinations are made based on the information provided on the form.  In some cases, there may be follow-up contact with the applicant and/or the named healthcare professional.  Follow-up contact with professionals is typically made by phone rather than fax, although the release form may first be faxed to the professional.  ADARide staff estimated that telephone follow-up is conducted for about 20 percent of the applications.

If information in the application, together with information from named professionals, still is not sufficient to make a thorough determination, ADARide may contact the applicant and request that he or she participate in an in-person interview and functional assessment.  In-person interviews/assessments are arranged for about 4 percent of all applicants.  This includes all applicants whose paper application forms indicate that they might not be eligible.  MTS and ADARide staff indicated that it is a policy to not find an applicant “not eligible” unless an in-person interview/assessment has been conducted.

The in-person interviews/assessments are conducted by a person in San Diego who is under contract to ADARide.  At the time of the review team’s site visit, the person performing interviews/assessments had a nursing background.  Interviews/assessments are conducted at one of several available locations in San Diego County.  A location convenient for the applicant is selected and MTS provides transportation to and from the interview/assessment if needed.

The interviews/assessments test several skills and functional abilities using standard questions, props, and on-street observations.  The following skills and abilities are assessed:

· Orientation to person, place, time, and purpose

· Ability to problem solve

· Ability to plan time

· Ability to count bus fare or change

· Ability to recognize bus route numbers

· Ability to recognize landmarks

· Grip strength

· Ability to breathe without difficulty

· Ability to recall and use a telephone number

· Ability to transfer from a seated to a standing position

· Ability to climb three stairs

· Ability to remember directions

· Ability to walk or wheel independently

· Ability to sit and/or stand for 20 minutes

· Ability to cross a street

· Walking speed

The assessor completes a standard Functional Assessment for ADA Paratransit Service form for each interview/assessment.  The assessor notes the applicant’s functional abilities and skills and makes a recommendation regarding ADA paratransit.  This form is then returned to ADARide and used together with other information collected to make a final determination.

Once a final decision has been made, ADARide staff prepares a letter to the applicant that indicates whether eligibility has been granted and, if so, the type of eligibility provided.  Applicants found eligible also receive a copy of the Rider’s Guide.

At the same time that determination letters are sent, ADARide faxes the service provider (First Transit) forms for each person determined eligible.  The form contains the information about the eligible individual that needs to be entered into the Trapeze software system.  These forms are typically given to reservation agents at First Transit to enter into the system.

Eligibility Determination Letters

As part of the review, MTS provided the review team with samples of several types of eligibility determination letters.  This included copies of letters granting unrestricted eligibility, restricted-conditional eligibility, restricted-trip-by-trip eligibility, and temporary eligibility; and letters that denied eligibility.  These letters were examined to see if they contained the information required by DOT’s ADA regulations at 49 CFR § 37.125(d) and (e).  Section 37.125(e) of the regulations requires that documentation of eligibility contain the following five pieces of information:

1. Name of the eligible individual

2. Name of the transit provider

3. Telephone number of the entity’s paratransit coordinator

4. Expiration date for eligibility

5. Any conditions or limitations on the individual’s eligibility, including the use of a PCA

Section 37.125(d) also states that determinations of eligibility must be in writing and, if applicants are found to be ineligible, the determination must state the specific reasons for the finding.  Appendix D to the regulations indicates that these reasons cannot be a simple recital that the person has been found to be able to use fixed route service.  Determinations that deny or limit eligibility also should be accompanied by information about the process for appealing the decision.

All MTS letters that granted some level of eligibility contained all five pieces of information required by § 37.125(e).

The “Denied” letters that indicated that applicants were not eligible did not, however, contain detailed information about the specific reasons for the denial.  Each “Denied” letter examined contained similar statements:

Your in-person interview indicates that you appear to possess the necessary transit skills to use fixed route bus service.  The reasons you stated as preventing you from using the bus do not meet the ADA criteria for paratransit eligibility.  A review of your disability and how it impacts your transit skill functioning indicates that you possess the functional ability to use accessible local fixed route bus service.

Each “Denied” letter then had the last page of the Functional Assessment for ADA Paratransit Service form attached.  This page, “Individual Eligibility Determination Summary,” indicated the final recommendations on eligibility made by the assessor.  It did not, however, provide the specific reasons or detail on why the recommendation of “Denied” had been made.  The page only had the “Denied” recommendation box checked, and provided another general statement:

Your application/statements/functional assessment indicates that you appear to posses the necessary transit skills to use the bus.  The reasons you indicated as preventing you from using the bus do not meet the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) criteria for paratransit eligibility.  A review of your diagnosis as it impacts your transit skill functioning appears that you possess the functional ability to use the bus.  Therefore, you do not qualify for ADA paratransit eligibility at this time.

Attachment D presents a copy of a sample “Denied” letter and the attached summary page of the in-person assessment form.

The first three pages of the in-person assessment form contain the detailed observations and information that resulted in the recommendation for denial of eligibility.  Providing these pages of the in-person assessment, or a summary of the information contained in these pages, would give the applicant a better understanding of the specific observations that led to the recommendation to deny eligibility.  Also, instead of the general statement in the “Denied” letter that “The reasons you stated as preventing you from using the bus do not meet the ADA criteria for paratransit eligibility,” it would be more appropriate to summarize what the person indicated as travel issues and why these do not meet the criteria for eligibility included in the ADA regulations.  For example, a more specific “Denied” letter might state that the applicant indicated in the application form that she could not walk more than two blocks to get to and from bus stops, that she could not stand for 20 minutes to wait for a bus, and that she could not remember directions to travel independently.  The letter then might state that in the in-person assessment, the assessor did not observe any restrictions of walking ability or ability to stand for 20 minutes and that the applicant was able to remember information to recall a telephone number, recognize a bus route number, and solve a transit-related problem that was described to her.

Types of Eligibility Determinations and Recertification

The various possible outcomes from the MTS eligibility determination process include:

· Unrestricted Eligibility.  MTS grants this type of eligibility to applicants who are found to be unable to use fixed route service under all circumstances.

· Restricted-Conditional Eligibility.  This type of eligibility is granted to individuals who have disabilities that fluctuate in severity and who are sometimes prevented from using the fixed route system.  Individuals granted this category of eligibility are encouraged to use the fixed route system when they are able, but it is the riders who make the decision to use or not use the fixed route system.

· Restricted-Trip-by-Trip Eligibility.  This type of eligibility is granted to individuals who are sometimes prevented from using the fixed route system due to the presence of certain types of physical barriers.  Individuals granted this type of eligibility receive a “Restricted Eligibility Explanation Sheet” attached to their letter of determination.  The sheet contains a standard list of barriers and the barriers that have been found to apply to that individual are checked off.  The full list of barriers included on the sheet and which appear to be considered for this type of eligibility are:

· Lack of curb cuts on paths of travel to or from bus/trolley stops

· Uneven surfaces that prevent travel to and from bus/trolley stops

· Hills that prevent travel to and from bus/trolley stops

· Limitations on the distances that applicants can walk or wheel to get to or from bus/trolley stops (with maximum distances of one-eighth of a mile, one-quarter of a mile, and one-half mile included on the sheet)

Attachment E presents a copy of a “Restricted Eligibility Explanation Sheet.”

· Temporary Eligibility.  This type of eligibility is granted for applicants whose functional abilities are expected to change in the near term.  The period of eligibility granted is less than the full three-year term granted to other eligible individuals.

· Visitor Eligibility.  This type of eligibility is granted to individuals who reside outside of MTS’s jurisdiction who have been determined ADA paratransit eligible by another public transit agency.

· Not Eligible or Denied.  Applicants who are considered able to use the fixed route service under all circumstances are found not eligible or “denied.”

· Ineligible.  As noted in the “Initial Determination Process” section above, applicants who do not properly complete the application form or who fail to show for a scheduled in-person interview/assessment are sent an “Ineligible Notification” form and are recorded in the system under the category of “Ineligible.”  As discussed above, this might be more properly called “Incomplete Application.”

While MTS gives “Restricted-Conditional” and “Restricted-Trip-by-Trip” eligibility to some applicants, it should be noted that these conditions of eligibility are not enforced in the delivery of service.  Riders with these types of eligibility were receiving unrestricted service at the time of the review.

It appears that MTS grants “Visitor Eligibility” only to individuals who are determined eligible by other public transit systems.  The Rider’s Guide and other public information did not mention that visitor eligibility should also be extended to individuals who have not been granted eligibility by any transit entity, but who indicate that they have a disability and are unable to use the fixed route system.  Section 37.127(d) of the DOT ADA regulations states:

With respect to visitors with disabilities who do not present such documentation, the public entity may require the documentation of the individual’s place of residence and, if the individual’s disability is not apparent, of his or her disability.  The entity shall provide paratransit service to individuals with disabilities who qualify as visitors under paragraph (b) of this section.  The entity shall accept the certification by such individuals that they are unable to use fixed route transit.

The MTS visitor eligibility policy should be amended to also recognize as visitors those persons who reside outside of the MTS jurisdiction, do not have eligibility from another public transit system, but who claim a disability that prevents use of the fixed route service.  In keeping with § 37.127 of the regulations, the policy can then require that these individuals provide some documentation of their disability, if the claimed disability is not “apparent.”

MTS typically grants ADA paratransit eligibility for a three-year period.  As noted above, eligibility is granted for a shorter period of time to individuals with temporary disabilities or to persons whose functional abilities could change in the near-term due to treatment or improved travel skills.  The same application form and process is used for recertification.

ADARide sends a notice to riders when their eligibility is close to expiring reminding them to reapply.  This notice is sent 60 days prior to the expiration date.

Appeal Process

Individuals whose applications are denied or whose eligibility is limited are informed that they have the right to appeal the decision if they do not agree with the initial determination.  Instructions for appealing initial determinations of ADA paratransit eligibility are contained in the “Denied” letters, as well as in other letters that limit eligibility (“Restricted-Conditional,” “Restricted-Trip-by-Trip,” and “Temporary” letters).  Common language is used in each.  The sample “Denied” letter in Attachment D shows the exact wording of the instructions.  The letters indicate that appeals must be filed within 60 days of the date of the initial determination letter.  Individuals are informed that if they appeal, they may be asked to participate in another in-person functional assessment.  Letters indicate that transportation is available at no cost to this assessment, and that appellants can bring a foreign language interpreter, legal counsel, or other representative at their own cost.  The letters also note that appellants may present additional information and documentation about their functional ability; that a decision is made within 30 days of the appeal; and that presumptive eligibility is granted if a decision takes longer than 30 days.  To request an appeal, a brief letter stating “the reason(s) why you are eligible for ADA paratransit service” should be sent to the ADARide office in Los Angeles.

The appeal process involves having the applicant meet with another professional under contract to ADARide who is not involved in the initial determination.  At the time of the review, ADARide contracted with a person in the San Diego area who was certified as a Travel Trainer by the National Association of Travel Instructors.  This person meets with the appellant and any representatives and then takes the appellant out in the real environment to assess travel skills.

If an appellant does not agree with the appeal decision made by ADARide, he or she is given the opportunity to appeal to MTS.  This second level appeal has never been requested; as a result, the individual or individuals who would hear the appeal for MTS have not been specified.

Determination Outcomes

ADARide staff received 4,504 applications from individuals in the San Diego area, or visitors to San Diego, in FY 2007 (July 1, 2006 to June 30, 2007), an average of 375 applications per month.  Table 6.1 shows initial determination outcomes for applications received and reviewed during this period.  Note that ADARide provided outcomes as a percentage of the total number of applications received.  The “Estimated Number” in Table 6.1 is a calculation using the percentages applied to the total applications received.

Table 6.1 – Initial ADA Paratransit Eligibility Determinations, July 2006 to June 2007

	Determination Outcome
	% of Applications Received
	Estimated Number (1)

	Unrestricted Eligibility
	47.9%
	2,158

	Restricted-Conditional Eligibility or

Restricted-Trip-by-Trip Eligibility
	31.8%
	1,433

	Temporary Eligibility
	12.1%
	544

	Visitor Eligibility
	1.3%
	58

	Not Eligible (Denied)
	0.9%
	41

	“Ineligible” (Incomplete)
	5.4%
	242

	Total Applications Received
	100%
	4,504


(1) Reported percentages applied to the total number of applications received.  Because the


reported percentages do not total 100%, the individual numbers do not equal the total.

As shown, less than 1 percent of all applications (about 41) resulted in a “Denied” finding.  Nearly half (48 percent) of applicants were granted unrestricted eligibility.  Restricted eligibility was granted to 32 percent of applicants; ADARide reported the combined percentages of restricted eligibility determinations, which includes both conditional and trip-by-trip.

Records for this period also indicate that ADARide conducted 165 in-person interviews/ assessments.  This included all individuals whose initial applications seemed to indicate they were not eligible, plus another 124 individuals who were granted some type of eligibility.

During FY 2007, records also indicate that ADARide arranged and heard eight appeals.  The initial determination was upheld in six cases and changed in two cases.

6.3 Observations of Eligibility Determinations
As part of the review, review team members examined the full files of 50 recent applicants.  Review team members reviewed the documentation in each of the files and discussed the determinations made with MTS and ADARide staff.  The files examined included 16 applicants found “Not Eligible,” 14 applicants granted “Restricted-Conditional” eligibility, 10 applicants granted “Restricted-Trip-by-Trip” eligibility, and 10 applicants granted “Temporary” eligibility.

This review found that all 14 determinations resulting in “Restricted-Conditional” eligibility appeared to be appropriate.  The information in the application form indicated a type of disability or health condition that would result in day-to-day variations in functional ability.

All 10 determinations of “Temporary” eligibility also appeared appropriate.  In each case, the type of disability, combined with the information about the treatment plan and prognosis, supported the finding that functional ability was likely to change in less than three years.

The review team had some questions in its review of the 16 “Not Eligible” determinations.  In two instances, the applicants had indicated psychiatric disabilities.  ADARide performed in-person interview/assessments in both cases and the assessor indicated that no travel limitations were observed.  However, it is possible that psychiatric issues might not be apparent in a limited one-time observation.  It would have been appropriate to follow up with the named professional in each case to gather more information about the specific travel limitations caused by the psychiatric conditions.  A professional treating the person for an extended period may have been in a better position to indicate impacts on functional abilities than the assessor observing the applicant for a very short time.  The documentation in the files indicated that there was no such follow-up.  MTS and ADARide staff should consider professional follow-up for applicants with psychiatric conditions, seizure conditions, and other types of disabilities that cannot be easily assessed in a one-time observation.

In another of the 16 “Denied” applications, the applicant used a scooter due to a degenerative bone condition in both feet.  The applicant indicated that there were no path-of-travel barriers between her home and the closest bus stop.  ADARide conducted an in-person interview/assessment and no potential barriers were identified by the assessor even though the person was evaluated while using her scooter.  In this case, the decision appeared to be made based on the fact that the applicant was able to get to the bus stop closest to her home.  Clearly, though, path-of-travel barriers in other parts of the service area could limit her ability to travel to and from other bus stops in less accessible locations.  Unless there are no path-of-travel barriers facing individuals who use scooters in the entire ADA fixed route service area, a finding of “Restricted-Trip-by-Trip” would have been more appropriate in this case.

It should be noted that MTS denies eligibility to less than 1 percent of all applicants and that the majority of the sample of decisions denying eligibility seemed appropriate.  Still, the above observations are important for ensuring that eligibility is not inappropriately denied in the small number of cases where this might happen
A team member reviewed 10 determinations that resulted in “Restricted-Trip-by-Trip” eligibility.  Three of the 10 determinations seemed appropriate and the restrictions placed on each applicant’s eligibility appeared appropriate.  In five instances, though, the determinations did not appear to fully and accurately reflect the potential barriers that would likely prevent use of the fixed route service.  Key information from these five determinations as well as the questions raised are summarized below:

· An applicant was diabetic and recently had his right foot amputated.  He used a power wheelchair.  Even though there was no indication that he could not properly use his mobility aid, he indicated that he could not independently travel even one block (“0 blocks” was checked on the application form as the maximum travel distance).  No in-person assessment was performed and restricted eligibility was granted when uneven surfaces prevented him from traveling to and from bus stops.  Eligibility was also granted if he had to travel more than one-eighth of a mile to get to or from bus stops.  A lack of curb cuts, the lack of a safe accessible path-of-travel (e.g., a sidewalk or stable, level path), and inaccessible bus stops were not included on the list of barriers that would result in eligibility for paratransit service, even though these barriers would clearly affect this individual.  A question was also raised about the maximum distance the individual could travel.  It would have been helpful to know if he indicated “0 blocks” because of an inability to properly manage the mobility device.  If he could not properly manage the device, at least temporary unrestricted eligibility might have been more appropriate.  If, on the other hand, he could properly manage the power wheelchair, the one-eighth of a mile limitation would not be appropriate.  A follow-up call or in-person assessment to clarify the distance issue would have been helpful.

· A second applicant reported multiple sclerosis as the disability and indicated he used a power scooter.  He indicated “0 blocks” as the maximum independent travel distance and also indicated issues with uneven surfaces and areas with no curb cuts.  No in-person assessment was conducted.  Restricted eligibility was granted with paratransit use being approved when there are uneven surfaces or a lack of curb cuts.  Distance was not included as a barrier even though the individual had checked “0 blocks.”  As in the first case, the lack of a safe, accessible path-of-travel and the lack of accessible bus stops were not included in the list of barriers that would confer paratransit eligibility even though these issues would clearly affect this individual.  Again, it also would have been helpful to clarify through a follow-up call or an assessment the reason the person had indicated “0 blocks” as the maximum independent travel distance.

· A third applicant indicated that he had paraplegia and used a manual wheelchair.  The applicant checked “Don’t know” to the question in the application about the maximum independent travel distance.  The application also indicated “no” and “unsafe, unable” to the question about ability to independently cross streets.  No in-person assessment was conducted and the applicant was granted restricted eligibility when prevented from getting to or from bus stops due to hills, a lack of curb cuts, or uneven surfaces.  Maximum travel distance—which clearly seemed to be an issue—street crossings, and inaccessible bus stops were not included on the list of barriers that would confer paratransit eligibility even though these seemed to clearly or very possibly apply.  Again, an assessment would have been helpful to set the maximum travel distance given that the applicant did not know how far he could manage in his manual wheelchair.

· A fourth applicant reported that she had one knee replaced and was in the process of having her second knee replaced.  She used a manual wheelchair and a scooter.  She stated “0 blocks” as her maximum independent travel distance, as well as issues with curbs, uneven surfaces, street crossings, and hills.  An in-person assessment was conducted which indicated that the applicant could not wheel independently and “Needed assistance—unable to control power wheelchair without coaching.”  The applicant was given restricted eligibility when bus stops were more than one-eighth of a mile away or when hills prevented her from getting to or from bus stops.  Since there was documentation from the assessment that she could not manage her mobility device independently, expecting that she could go even one-eighth mile to and from a bus stop did not seem appropriate and temporary unrestricted eligibility seemed more appropriate.  Also, other barriers like lack of curb cuts, the lack of a safe, accessible path-of-travel, and inaccessible bus stops were not included in her eligibility list even though these would clearly limit her travel even if she learned to properly manage her mobility aid.

· A fifth applicant’s primary disability was loss of vision due to macular degeneration.  The application also cited osteoarthritis and high blood pressure as medical conditions.  The applicant indicated that she could not independently cross streets, could not walk places independently, could not travel independently even one block (“0 blocks” was checked), and could not recognize buses that she would need to use.  An in-person assessment was conducted, which indicated that the applicant was in fact “dependent” when crossing streets, had a very slow walking pace (less than 3 feet per second), and had poor grip strength.  The applicant was granted restricted eligibility when uneven surfaces prevented her from getting to or from bus stops, or when she had to go more than one-eighth of a mile to get to or from bus stops.  Street crossings, which appeared to be one of the most significant documented issues (both due to poor vision and slow walking pace) were not included in her eligibility.

In another two of the 10 “Restricted-Trip-by-Trip” determinations reviewed, a determination of “Unrestricted” eligibility appeared more appropriate.

· An applicant indicated morbid obesity and a degenerative joint disease.  She used a walker and indicated in her application that she could not independently travel even one block, and could not wait at bus stops for any length of time.  She also indicated that she could never cross streets and several cognitive issues were also cited.  No in-person assessment was conducted and she was granted restricted eligibility for when hills prevented her from getting to or from bus stops or when she had to go more than one-eighth mile (up to three blocks) to get to or from bus stops.  It appeared that street crossing would probably be an issue.  Without an independent assessment, the assumption that she could manage traveling up to three blocks also seemed questionable.  An in-person assessment would clearly have been useful and, in the absence of an assessment, the information in the paper application suggested unrestricted eligibility.

· A second applicant had diabetes, cardio-pulmonary disease, obesity, and respiratory distress (tracheotomy).  The applicant used a manual wheelchair and the person completing the application for him indicated that he must always have someone push him in his manual wheelchair and that he could not independently travel in his wheelchair.  No in-person assessment was conducted and the applicant was granted restricted eligibility when hills, uneven surfaces, and a lack of curb cuts prevented him from getting to and from bus stops.  Given the information in the application, which was not offset by any other information from an assessment, unrestricted eligibility clearly appeared to be more appropriate.  Interestingly, distance was not part of his eligibility—not even a very short distance.

This review of a sample of the “Restricted-Trip-by-Trip” determinations indicated several systematic issues.  First, as noted earlier in this section, the application form only requests information about path-of-travel barriers from the applicant’s place of residence to the nearest bus stop.  If barriers do not exist for this limited path-of-travel, the applicant might not properly identify all barriers that affect travel throughout the service area.

Second, while the application and the in-person assessment both consider street crossing issues, the summary form used to list all barriers that apply to “Restricted-Trip-by-Trip” eligibility does not include street crossings as one possible barrier.  As a result, this barrier does not appear to be recognized in the final determinations when it clearly should be considered.

Third, while the application form gives an applicant three choices for indicating maximum travel distance (“0 blocks,” “1–2 blocks,” and “3–4 blocks”), the summary form that lists final recommended maximum travel distance only has “1/8 mile” (up to three blocks) as the lowest distance that the assessor can select.  There is a big difference between not being able to independently travel one block, or even only being able to travel one to two blocks, and the standardized minimum distance of one-eighth mile.  More differentiation in recommended maximum travel distance is needed.  Also, when applicants indicate “0 blocks” as the maximum travel distance, setting a higher distance without some additional documentation that would indicate that the person can in fact travel independently for several blocks would seem to be inappropriate.

Finally, the review suggested that in order to establish accurate trip-by-trip eligibility criteria, more in-person assessments are needed.  As the above cases demonstrate, there often is inconsistent information and a lack of clarity in the paper application on issues such as maximum walking distance, appropriate use of mobility aids, and street crossing abilities.  Properly documenting these abilities is difficult without independent in-person review.  More in-person assessments are needed to make more thorough and accurate trip-by-trip eligibility determinations.

The applicants cited above all received restricted eligibility from MTS.  Since MTS has not implemented trip-by-trip eligibility, in practice these individuals have no constraint on the use of the service.   However, it is important to note that the type of determinations of “Restricted-Trip-by-Trip” eligibility made to date do not appear to allow for thorough and accurate implementation of trip-by-trip eligibility.  If trips were to be denied based on the limited lists of barriers for applicants that now appear to be in the system, this would very likely lead to inappropriate denials of service.  MTS should not implement trip-by-trip eligibility until it makes more thorough determinations of “Restricted-Trip-by-Trip” eligibility.

Review of Application Processing Times

In addition to examining the appropriateness of the determinations made for the 50 files in the sample, the review team also analyzed the processing time for determinations.  The review team compared the date stamp on the completed application with the date on the letter of determination sent to the applicant to determine the total time taken to make the decision.  Processing times were also noted separately for determinations that involved in-person interviews/assessments versus those made without in-person assessments.

Full data was available for 42 of the 50 sample files examined (eight files provided by ADARide for applicants determined to have Temporary eligibility did not include the final determination letters).  Table 6.2 shows the key dates and total processing time for the 42 files analyzed.  The table shows the date the completed application was received, the date of the in-person assessment (if required), and the date on the final determination letter.  It also shows the total number of days required to process each application.  Where in-person assessments were required, it also shows the number of days between the receipt of the application and the assessment, and the number of days from the assessment to the final determination letter.

In two cases, in-person assessments were scheduled with applicants and these initial appointments were not kept by the applicant (Files #3 and #8).  A second in-person assessment was scheduled and conducted for these applications.  In these two cases, the calculation of the total processing time considers the time from the receipt of the completed application to the in-person assessment that was first offered, and then the time from the in-person assessment that was conducted to the final determination letter.

As shown in Table 6.2, the processing time for applications that did not require in-person assessments ranged from 13 days to 62 days, with 18 of the 24 determinations made in 21 days or less and six made in more than 21 days.

The processing time for determinations that required an in-person assessment took much longer.  All 18 of these determinations took more than 21 days, and the processing time ranged from 32 days to 128 days.  Eleven of the 18 determinations took more than 50 days.

Based on this sample of applications, it appears that ADARide is making eligibility determinations for MTS in a somewhat timely way when in-person assessments are not required.  However, when in-person assessments are required, most determinations appear to be taking much longer than 21 days.

Table 6.2 – Processing Times for 42 Sample ADA Paratransit Eligibility Applications

	File #
	Application Received
	In-Person Assessment
	# of Days: Applic. to Assessment
	Determination Letter
	# of Days: Assessment to Letter
	Total Days to Process

	Applicants found Not Eligible
	
	
	

	1
	12/11/07
	1/9/08
	29
	1/25/08
	16
	45

	2
	12/4/07
	1/9/08
	36
	1/25/08
	16
	52

	3
	11/19/07
	12/14/07, 1/9/08
	25 

(to 12/14/07)
	1/25/08
	16 

(from 1/9/08)
	41

	4
	11/16/07
	12/14/07
	28
	1/2/08
	19
	47

	5
	11/7/07
	12/14/07
	37
	1/2/08
	19
	56

	6
	10/3/07
	11/14/07
	41
	11/29/07
	15
	57

	7
	10/3/07
	11/14/07
	41
	11/29/07
	15
	87

	8
	6/14/07
	8/24/07, 

9/12/07
	71 

(to 8/24/07)
	9/28/07
	16 

(from 9/12/08)
	88

	9
	8/7/07
	9/12/07
	36
	9/28/07
	16
	52

	10
	6/19/07
	7/11/07
	22
	7/25/07
	14
	36

	11
	6/18/07
	7/11/07
	23
	7/25/07
	14
	37

	12
	5/9/07
	7/11/07
	63
	7/25/07
	14
	77

	13
	3/5/07
	6/22/07
	109
	7/11/07
	19
	128

	14
	2/12/07
	6/22/07
	99
	7/11/07
	19
	118

	15
	4/9/07
	5/9/07
	30
	5/31/07
	22
	52

	16
	2/22/07
	4/27/07
	64
	5/4/07
	7
	71

	Applicants found Restricted Conditional
	
	

	17
	12/27/07
	(none) NA
	—
	1/9/08
	—
	13

	18
	12/27/07
	NA
	—
	1/9/08
	—
	13

	19
	12/27/07
	NA
	—
	1/9/08
	—
	13

	20
	12/27/07
	NA
	—
	1/9/08
	—
	13

	21
	12/27/07
	NA
	—
	1/9/08
	—
	13

	22
	12/27/07
	NA
	—
	1/9/08
	—
	13

	23
	12/24/07
	NA
	—
	1/9/08
	—
	16

	24
	12/21/07
	NA
	—
	1/3/08
	—
	13

	25
	12/19/07
	NA
	—
	1/3/08
	—
	15

	26
	12/19/07
	NA
	—
	1/3/08
	—
	15

	27
	12/17/07
	NA
	—
	1/3/08
	—
	17

	28
	12/18/07
	NA
	—
	1/3/08
	—
	16

	29
	12/20/07
	NA
	—
	1/3/08
	—
	14

	30
	12/21/07
	NA
	—
	1/3/08
	—
	13

	Applicants found Restricted-Trip-by-Trip
	
	

	31
	12/21/07
	1/9/08
	19
	1/28/08
	19
	38

	32
	1/7/08
	NA
	—
	1/28/08
	—
	21

	33
	1/18/08
	NA
	—
	2/8/08
	—
	15

	34
	12/27/07
	1/9/08
	13
	1/28/08
	19
	32

	35
	1/3/08
	NA
	—
	1/28/08
	—
	25

	36
	1/15/08
	NA
	—
	2/8/08
	—
	24

	37
	1/8/08
	NA
	—
	3/10/08
	—
	62

	38
	1/8/08
	NA
	—
	1/28/08
	—
	28

	39
	1/3/08
	NA
	—
	1/28/08
	—
	25

	40
	1/11/08
	NA
	—
	1/28/08
	—
	17

	Applicants found Temporarily Eligible
	
	

	41
	2/8/08
	NA
	—
	2/8/08
	—
	28

	42
	2/8/08
	NA
	—
	2/8/08
	—
	17


If applicants are aware of their rights to service when determinations are delayed beyond 21 days and call MTS, they can make arrangements to receive interim service.  MTS informs applicants in the Frequently Asked Questions brochure that service is provided if determinations take longer than 21 days.  However, this information is not included in the Rider’s Guide.  The next printing of the Rider’s Guide should inform riders of their right to receive service if determinations take longer than 21 days.

No-Show Suspension Policy

Section 37.125(h) of the DOT ADA regulations states that transit agencies “may establish an administrative process to suspend, for a reasonable period of time, the provision of complementary paratransit service to ADA eligible individuals who establish a pattern or practice of missing scheduled trips.”  The review team assessed MTS’s policies and practices regarding no-show suspensions.

MTS’s no-show suspension policy is explained in its Rider’s Guide, in its Frequently Asked Questions brochure, and in Attachment 2 to the Scope of Work in the service provider contract.  These documents indicate that vehicles will wait for passengers at scheduled pickup locations for at least 3 minutes within the 10-minute pickup window, starting at the negotiated pickup time.  MTS staff clarified that if a vehicle arrives early, the operator is instructed to wait until three minutes after the scheduled pickup time.  For example, if a vehicle arrives 5 minutes early, the operator will wait at least 8 minutes—5 minutes until the scheduled pickup time plus 3 minutes after the scheduled time.  If a vehicle arrives at or after the scheduled pickup time, the operator will wait 3 minutes.  Passengers are marked as no-shows if they do not appear during this time.  Trip requests are also marked as “late cancels” if riders do not call to cancel trips by 5 p.m. the afternoon before the day of service.

MTS’s policy regarding no-shows and late cancellations is as follows:

· One no-show or late cancel in a 30-day period results in a warning letter.

· Two no-shows or late cancels in a 30-day period result in a warning letter, and the rider must pay the fare for both missed trips before he or she can use the service again.

· Three or more no-shows or late cancels in a 30-day period result in a letter that informs the rider he or she is being suspended from service for 14 days (with the suspension effective 30 days from the date of the letter) and must pay the fare for all missed trips before using the service again.

The MTS policy is to code trips as late cancels if riders do not cancel trips by 5 p.m. the afternoon before the day of service.  MTS staff indicated, however, that they have not included late cancels in the suspension policy.  Suspensions are based only on no-shows.

DOT regulations only allow for suspensions from service for no-shows.  If late cancels are used as part of the suspension policy, the late cancels must be the operational equivalent of a no-show.  Because dispatchers routinely use slack time resulting from advance cancellations to reassign trips, FTA has previously indicated that late cancels probably do not become the operational equivalent of a no-show unless the cancellation takes place less than 1 or 2 hours before the scheduled pickup time.  Setting a deadline of 5 p.m. the afternoon before the day of service to equate a trip cancellation to a no-show is not appropriate.

In addition, DOT ADA regulations allow for a suspension of service but do not indicate that riders can be charged for the fares related to no-shows and/or late cancels as a condition of subsequent use of the service.  Financial penalties of this type would be acceptable if offered in lieu of the proposed suspension of service and at the rider’s option, but imposing both a financial penalty and a suspension from service exceeds the allowed actions for no-shows under the regulations.

In considering if the number of no-shows truly constitutes a pattern or practice, FTA has encouraged transit agencies to not only look at the absolute number of no-shows, but to consider the frequency of no-shows.  Three no-shows for someone who travels daily to work and uses the service for other non-work trips is a very different history of actions than three no-shows for someone who only occasionally uses the service.  MTS should consider using its standard of three instances in 30-days as a trigger for further review, but then examine the actual trip-making record—compare the number of no-shows with the total number of trips requested in the month—before imposing a suspension.

The First Transit customer service manager is responsible for tracking and acting on no-shows and late cancels.  At the beginning of each month, she prints a report of all no-shows for the prior calendar month.  As indicated by MTS staff, the customer service manager noted that the report does not include late cancels and late cancels are not currently used in proposing suspensions.  A review of recent monthly reports and warning letters also indicated that only no-shows were included.

Attachment F presents sample letters sent for one no-show, two no-shows, and three or more no-shows.  All three letters are very respectful of riders.  They start out by thanking riders for using the service and then factually indicating that no-shows were recorded.  They also indicate in a respectful way that no-shows and late cancels can be avoided by canceling trips in a timely fashion.

The letter sent for a rider’s first no-show indicates that this letter is just a warning and no action is being taken—but also states that financial penalties and suspensions can result from three or more no-shows or late cancels.  The letter does not tell the rider that MTS may remove this first no-show or late cancellation if it is beyond the rider’s control; it does not inform the rider that he or she may call First Transit to explain if the situation was beyond his or her control.

The letters sent for two no-shows or three or more no-shows both indicate that MTS may remove the no-shows from the record if they were beyond the riders’ control or if the incident occurred because the vehicle was late.  In both of these letters, riders are informed that they can appeal the recorded no-shows or late cancels by calling First Transit.

The First Transit customer service manager indicated that she relies on the accuracy of codings of no-shows when generating warning and suspension letters.  If riders call to appeal no-shows, though, she examines the trip details in the Trapeze system and even listens to telephone recordings to determine if the no-show was a system error.  She also accepts any reasonable explanation of why the no-show was beyond the rider’s control.  She also indicated that she waives the suspensions for any rider who incurs three no-shows in a month for the first time and calls to express concern about the suspension or to appeal any of the no-shows.

A team member sampled the accuracy of no-show codings in the system by reviewing a no-show report for January 9, 2008.  The 22 no-shows listed were each checked in the system.  A team member also checked eight no-shows for a rider suspended in January 2008.  This review of a sample of 30 no-show records indicated that all were appropriately coded.  Vehicles had arrived within the pickup window, and operators had waited the required three minutes or had made contact with the rider if they departed more quickly.

A review of no-show actions for the month of January 2008 showed that First Transit sent out 223 warning letters to riders who had one no-show each.  Sixty-five letters were sent to riders who had two no-shows.  Thirty-two letters were sent to riders who had three or more no-shows.  Twelve of the 32 individuals who received letters proposing a suspension called to appeal one or more of the no-shows with which they had been charged.  All 12 were excused from the suspension.  Ultimately, MTS suspended 20 individuals in January 2008 for excessive no-shows.

6.4 Findings

83. MTS contracts with a private company—ADARide of Los Angeles—for ADA paratransit eligibility determinations.  ADARide receives applications for ADA paratransit eligibility, reviews completed applications, conducts in-person interviews and assessments as needed, makes the initial determination of eligibility, and sends out letters of determination.  ADARide also arranges for and hears appeals when applicants do not agree with the initial determinations.  A second-level appeal to MTS is available to applicants who are not satisfied with the initial appeal outcome.  Although ADARide arranges for a different employee to hear the initial appeal, having an employee of the contractor that makes initial determinations also hear appeals raises issues of objectivity and separation of authority.
84. Reviewers experienced long hold times when they called the ADARide toll-free number.  Three calls were made.  One call was answered after 6 minutes.  The reviewers abandoned a second call after the hold time reached 12 minutes.  The third call was answered after 7 minutes, but the reviewer was immediately placed on hold again and waited another 5 minutes before abandoning this call.  The inability to easily reach ADARide could be a constraint on applying for ADA paratransit eligibility.

85. MTS grants some level of eligibility to 99 percent of applicants who submit a completed application form.  Just under half of all applicants receive unrestricted ADA paratransit eligibility.

86. The application form used by MTS asks applicants for information about path-of-travel barriers only from the place of residence to the nearest bus stop.  Information about general path-of-travel issues throughout the service area is not specifically requested.  Applicants can provide this information in general comments, but there are no questions that address this eligibility issue.
87. While the application form gives an applicant three choices for indicating maximum travel distance (“0 blocks,” “1–2 blocks,” and “3–4 blocks”), the summary form that lists the final recommended maximum travel distance only has “1/8 mile (up to three blocks)” as the shortest distance that the assessor can select.  Greater accuracy in setting maximum travel distances is needed.
88. Of 16 sample determinations that resulted in denials of eligibility, 13 appeared appropriate.  In one of the other three, the information in the file suggested that the applicant probably should have been granted restricted ADA paratransit eligibility.  The applicant used a wheelchair and there were clear path-of-travel issues that were not considered.

89. In two of the other three files reviewed for applicants denied eligibility, ADARide did not accept claims of functional limitations made by the applicants.  The reasoning for these decisions was not clear.  ADARide conducted in-person assessments, but these applicants claimed psychiatric disabilities and limited observations by a non-treating professional may not have been sufficient.  The treating professionals named by the applicants did not appear to have been contacted.  For applicants who claim disabilities that cannot be assessed in a limited setting, it would be more appropriate to contact treating professionals to request verifying information before deciding to deny eligibility.

90. Five of the 10 determinations analyzed that resulted in Restricted Trip-by-Trip eligibility did not appear to fully consider path-of-travel and street crossing issues.  This appears to be partly due to the lack of a general question about these issues in the application form.  At the time of the review, MTS had not yet implemented trip-by-trip eligibility, so these riders received unrestricted travel.

91. When incomplete applications are received or applicants do not appear as scheduled to participate in in-person assessments, ADARide sends letters to applicants that are titled “Ineligible Notification.”  These letters explain that the application cannot be processed due to missing information or lack of participation in an assessment.  This title implies that MTS has determined the applicant not eligible.  It would be more appropriate to title these letters “Incomplete Application Notification.”

92. The “Ineligible Notification” letter indicates that applications from children under the age of 7 are not eligible for paratransit service.  There is no minimum age for eligibility under the ADA.  If, as indicated by staff, MTS’s policy is to require children 6 years of age and under to be accompanied by adults when using the transit system, ADA paratransit eligibility determinations should consider the ability of the “team” (child plus accompanying adult) to use fixed route service when reviewing applications from children under this systemwide age minimum.

93. The letters of determination that deny eligibility contain a standard statement that does not provide the specific reasons for the denial.  Section 37.125(d) of the DOT ADA regulations requires that letters of determination that find applicants not eligible must contain the specific reasons for this decision.

94. MTS grants visitor eligibility to individuals who are determined ADA paratransit eligible by other public transit systems.  Section 37.127(d) of the DOT ADA regulations also requires that visitor eligibility be granted to individuals with disabilities not certified by other public transit systems who claim a qualifying functional limitation.  The MTS Rider’s Guide and other public information did not mention that visitor eligibility is also extended to individuals who have not been granted eligibility by any transit entity, but who indicate that they have a disability and are unable to use the fixed route system.

95. The review of application processing time showed that 18 of the 24 determinations that did not involve in-person assessments were made in 21 calendar days or less.  All 18 determinations that were analyzed that did include in-person assessments took more than 21 days, with the processing time ranging from 32 to 128 days.
96. MTS informs applicants in the Frequently Asked Questions brochure that service is provided if determinations take more than 21 days after the receipt of a completed application.  However, this information is not included in the Rider’s Guide.

97. MTS policy considers trips to be “late cancels” if riders do not call to cancel by 5 p.m. the day before the day of service.  Late cancels are not currently being counted against riders for possible suspensions from service, but MTS policy does allow for suspensions for excessive late cancels.  To be included in the no-show suspension policy as an action that counts toward a possible suspension, late cancels should be the operational equivalent of a no-show (i.e., less than 1 or 2 hours before the scheduled pickup time).
98. MTS policy calls for riders to pay the applicable fares for the second and all subsequent no-shows or late cancels in any given 30-day period.  A rider is not allowed to receive additional service until these charges are paid.  The DOT ADA regulations allow for a suspension of service for excessive no-shows, but do not indicate that riders can be charged for the fares related to no-shows and/or late cancels as a condition of reinstatement of the service.  Financial penalties of this type would be acceptable if offered in lieu of the proposed suspension of service, at the rider’s option, but imposing both a financial penalty and a suspension from service appears to exceed the allowed actions for no-shows under the regulations.

99. MTS policy calls for suspensions of service for riders who have three or more no-shows or late cancels in a 30-day period.  Section 37.125(h) of the DOT ADA regulations states that transit agencies “may establish an administrative process to suspend, for a reasonable period of time, the provision of complementary paratransit service to ADA eligible individuals who establish a pattern or practice of missing scheduled trips.”  Three no-shows for someone who travels daily to work and also uses the service for other non-work trips could represent a very small percentage of all of the trips scheduled by that person; this would be a very different pattern of actions than three no-shows for someone who only occasionally uses the service.

6.5 Recommendations

100. ADARide should add staff to reduce the hold times on the toll-free number used by individuals applying for ADA paratransit eligibility.  MTS should also publicize the other ways that application forms can be obtained—other than calling ADARide in Los Angeles.

101. MTS should revise the current ADA paratransit application form to include questions about general path-of-travel issues throughout the service area, rather than just the current question about barriers between the place of residence and the nearest bus stop.  These questions should address street crossing issues throughout the service area.

102. When reviewing applications from individuals who claim psychiatric disabilities, seizure conditions, or other types of disabilities that cannot be observed in a limited assessment, ADARide assessors should obtain information from the treating professionals who are named by applicants to better understand applicants’ potential functional limitations.  Such verifying information should be obtained before dismissing claims of functional limitations by those applicants.
103. The summary form completed by assessors should include options to indicate maximum travel distances of “0 blocks,” “1 block,” and “2 blocks,” in addition to the longer distances now included, so that assessors can be more accurate in their assessments of individuals who can only travel these shorter distances.
104. ADARide should develop a complete list of tasks that riders must be able to perform in order to use fixed route service, as well as a list of physical, cognitive, and sensory skills required to perform these tasks.  All tasks and skills should then be considered when making eligibility determinations.  The ability of applicants to perform these tasks should be considered in the determination even if applicants fail to specifically mention them all in their applications.  Sample task and skill lists are available from the National Transit Institute.
105. MTS should consider conducting more in-person assessments to more thoroughly determine eligibility, particularly the specifics of “Restricted-Trip-by-Trip” eligibility.

106. MTS should change the title of the letter it sends to applicants who have submitted incomplete applications or who fail to appear for scheduled assessments to “Incomplete Application Notification.”

107. MTS should accept applications from children.  MTS could then apply its systemwide policy regarding children being accompanied by adults to the paratransit service and consider the functional ability of the child plus the accompanying adult to use fixed route when determining the ADA paratransit eligibility of children under the systemwide minimum age.

108. MTS and ADARide should provide specific reasons for denials of eligibility in letters sent to these applicants.  One way to do this would be to provide applicants with the full assessment report, rather than just the last page of the report.  ADARide should also consider paraphrasing the results of the assessment in the text of denial letters in addition to attaching the full assessment reports.

109. MTS should revise its visitor eligibility policy to include individuals who are not certified by other transit systems.  Where the disability is “apparent,” the claim of inability to use the fixed route system should be accepted without further documentation.  If the disability is not apparent, MTS could require visitors to send some form of readily available documentation of their claimed disability or health condition.

110. MTS and ADARide should review options for decreasing the time required to arrange and conduct in-person assessments in order to decrease the overall processing time for determinations that include assessments.
111. MTS should include information in its Rider’s Guide about the rights of applicants to receive service if eligibility determinations are not made within 21 days of the receipt of a completed application.
112. MTS should revise its no-show and late cancellation policy to define a late cancel as a trip that has been cancelled less than one or two hours before the scheduled pickup.  The exact time should be defined based on an analysis of what time period would result in impacts that are the operational equivalent of an actual no-show.

113. MTS should revise its no-show policy and should eliminate the required payment of fare charges for no-shows and late cancels.  Fare charges could be used in lieu of suspensions of service, at the option of the rider, but the policy should not require that fares be paid for trips that are no-showed or late cancelled.

114. MTS should review a rider’s trip history before imposing a suspension for excessive no-shows and late cancels.  MTS could still identify potential abusers of the service by listing all those with three or more no-shows in a given 30-day period.  But MTS should not impose a suspension until it checks the rider’s trip history and determines the frequency of no-shows.

7 Telephone Access

The review team collected information about telephone access to the MTS ADA complementary paratransit service.  Telephone access for placing or changing trip reservations or checking on the status of a ride is an important part of ADA complementary paratransit operations.  Experiencing significant telephone delays to place trip requests or to check on rides could discourage people from using the service and therefore be considered a form of capacity constraint.

Team members reviewed the following:

· Consumer input obtained through telephone interviews with riders, advocates, and agencies

· Standards for telephone answering performance

· Design of the phone system and the staffing of phones

· Practices for handling of calls in both reservations and dispatch through direct observation

· Phone system monitoring data (automatic call distribution system data)

7.1 Consumer Comments

All 11 individuals contacted in advance of the on-site visit provided input on experiences with telephone hold times.  Somewhat mixed input was received.  Eight individuals indicated mostly reasonable hold times from 30 seconds up to 2 minutes.  They indicated that longer hold times are occasionally experienced, and maximum times of five to 6 minutes were cited by two respondents, but each mentioned that hold times were typically reasonable.  Three of these eight people noted that hold times in the early morning are the longest.  Two of these eight respondents indicated that recent hold times are better and that there were longer hold times in the past.  Three individuals indicated greater dissatisfaction with hold times.  One person cited holds up to 10 minutes on the reservations line and average holds of 5 to 6 minutes on the ride check line.  The second person said that holds on the reservations line were okay, but that holds on the ride check line could be 15 or more minutes and that she had been disconnected several times when calling about late rides.  The third person said that she had experienced hold times up to 20 minutes. One person, who has a developmental disability, said the reservationists are sometimes rude to her.

7.2
Phone Service Standards
The contract between MTS and First Transit includes a $100 per month liquidated damage for every percentage point over 10 percent of calls that are abandoned.  MTS does not currently have any standards pertaining to telephone hold times.

7.3
Phone System Design and Staffing

First Transit utilizes an AltiGen Communications telephone system.  Its El Cajon facility is served by two T-1 lines for voice communications, which handle up to 46 lines that are used for calls from customers.  The system also includes one T-1 line for data communications and seven analog lines that are used for other types of business calls.

Customer calls to 888-517-9627 (MTS Access) and 800-921-6664 (ADA Suburban Paratransit) are answered by staff in reservations and dispatch.  The incoming calls are organized into five call groups that correspond to the options offered to callers in the initial phone system menu.  Those options are:

1. Schedule a new ride (call group 100)

2. Cancel a ride (call group 200)

3. Get information about today’s ride (call group 300)

4. Get general information or speak to customer service (call group 400)

5. Get assistance in Spanish (call group 500)

Calls to call groups 100, 200, 400, and 500 are routed to the reservations staff.  All workstations are able to receive calls for call groups 100, 200, and 400.  The workstations of the Spanish-speaking reservationists, of whom there are currently seven, are able to receive calls for call group 500 and provide whatever type of assistance the caller requires.  Calls to the customer service line (400) are generally answered by the customer service representative; however, all reservationists are able to answer calls to that call group and are notified that the caller has selected the customer service option.  The customer service representative is also able to act as a backup reservationist.

The reservations office is open from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., seven days a week.  After 5 p.m., callers selecting options 1, 2, 4, or 5 hear a recording that indicates the reservations office is closed and instructing them on what to do if they need assistance other than with a reservation.

Calls to call group 300 are routed to the dispatch staff.  During all service hours, when dispatchers are on duty, consumers are able to call for information about today’s ride.  During normal business hours, when dispatch staff is at peak levels, one dispatcher is assigned to answer the ride check line.  However, while calls ring at one workstation only, they can be answered from any phone in the dispatch office. When fewer dispatchers are on duty, the line is still answered.

Several features of the telephone system allow waiting calls to be monitored.  Whenever three calls are in the queue or the longest hold time reaches 2 minutes, either an audible tone (in the reservations area) or a recorded message (in the dispatch office) sounds.  Digital signs in the reservations and dispatch areas and the general manager’s office show the number of calls in the queue and the longest hold time, by call group.  Information about the number of calls in the queue and hold times is shown in a window on the reservationists’ computer screens.  Finally, First Transit management staff has the ability to monitor telephone activity at all workstations from their computers.

Calls to all telephone extensions are recorded; recordings are kept for a period of 60 days.
Reservations Staffing

The reservations staff includes 12 full-time reservationists (one works four days per week).  In addition, the customer service representative serves as a backup reservationist.  The work schedules of the reservations staff are shown in Attachment G.

On weekdays, between nine and 13 staff members are on duty.  Shifts are not staggered: all reservationists scheduled to work on a particular day are on duty from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m.  Staffing is at its peak on Mondays and Thursdays and at a slightly lower level on the other weekdays.  Five to six staff members work on Saturdays and Sundays.

Seven of the 12 reservationists are bilingual and speak Spanish.

Dispatch Staffing

First Transit employs five full-time dispatchers, one part-time dispatcher, and two dispatch supervisors.  The work schedules of the dispatch staff are shown in Attachment H.

Unlike staffing in the reservations area, dispatcher work shifts are staggered.  On weekdays, one radio dispatcher begins work at 3 a.m.; a second begins at 4 a.m.  These two individuals are on duty until 12 noon and 1 p.m., respectively.  One handles all Zone 1 (MTS Access) runs; the other handles all runs in Zones 2, 3 and 4 (ADA Suburban Paratransit).  A third radio dispatcher is on duty from 10 a.m. until 7 p.m. on Tuesday and Wednesday, and from 3 or 4 p.m. until closing on Thursday and Friday.

In addition, a dispatch assistant is on duty from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m. to check vehicle operators in and out at the start and end of their shifts and answer the ride check phone line.  Another dispatch assistant takes over those functions from 3 or 4 p.m. until closing (whenever the last run for the day ends).  At times when no dispatch assistant is working, the radio dispatchers on duty divide vehicle operator check-in and ride check line duties between themselves.

On weekends, one radio dispatcher is on duty from approximately 4 a.m. until about 2 p.m., and another covers 2 p.m. until closing.  When only one dispatcher is working, that person handles all functions, including answering the ride check line.

Two dispatch supervisors provide additional coverage.  One supervisor is scheduled to work from 10 a.m. until 7 p.m., Monday through Thursday.  The second supervisor is scheduled to work from 6:30 a.m. until 3 p.m., Tuesday through Thursday, and from 10 a.m. until 7 p.m. on Friday.  One supervisor serves as a backup road supervisor on each weekend day from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m.

7.4
Telephone Performance

Performance Reports

The AltiGen telephone system used by First Transit captures detailed data on all calls, but automatically generated performance reports are very limited.  To assess telephone system performance, the review team examined raw data from the AltiGen system on all calls received, by call group and hour of the day, on each day of the sample period of January 6 to 11, 2008.

During the week, a total of 5,182 calls were made to the centralized reservations center, and 4,645 of those calls were answered.  Calls that were not answered were transferred elsewhere, abandoned, or abandoned to voice mail.  Average hold time for the week for answered calls was 47 seconds.  Calls that were abandoned or abandoned to voice mail made up just over 8 percent of inbound calls.  The average hold time for abandoned calls was 46 seconds.

Summary call statistics by call group are shown in Table 7.1.  Calls to reservations and the ride check line account for the bulk of inbound calls during the sample week.  Average hold times for the week for calls to those groups were 41 seconds for reservations and 37 seconds for the ride check line.  Nearly 4 percent of calls for reservations were abandoned or routed to voice mail; the average hold time for those abandoned calls was 42 seconds.  Nine percent of calls to the ride check line were abandoned, with an average hold time of 57 seconds.

Table 7.1 – Summary MTS Telephone Statistics, All Call Groups,

January 6 to 11, 2008

	Call Group
	100

Reservations
	200

Cancels
	300

Ride Check (dispatch)
	400 Customer Service
	500 Assistance in Spanish
	Total

	Inbound calls
	2,673
	361
	1,411
	564
	173
	5,182

	Answered calls
	2,569
	221
	1,182
	510
	163
	4,645

	Average hold time, answered calls
	41 seconds
	39 seconds
	37 seconds
	39 seconds
	1 minute, 18 seconds
	47 seconds

	Abandoned calls
	102
	140
	127
	54
	10
	433

	Abandoned calls %
	3.8%
	38.8%
	9.0%
	9.6%
	5.8%
	8.4%


Many fewer calls were made to cancel trip reservations, get general information or speak with a customer service representative, and to get assistance in Spanish.  Average hold times for calls to the first two of those call groups were 39 seconds for answered calls and 6 to 38 seconds for abandoned calls.  Abandoned calls to the ride check line appear high, but the majority of those calls (about 92 percent) go to voice mail, where consumers are able to leave information about the trips they wish to cancel.  The high abandoned call rate to this call group should not be an issue of concern.  Average wait times for assistance from a Spanish-speaking reservationist were higher: 1 minute and 18 seconds for answered calls.  The longer average hold times likely reflect the fact that there are fewer reservationists available to assist callers in Spanish.

Further hold time data by call group is summarized in Table 7.2.  For call groups other than call group 300, the phone lines would be typically open for 54 hours during the six-day period (8 a.m. to 5 p.m.).  More hours in the reservations lines (group 100) indicate that calls were in the queue either before 8 a.m. or after 5 p.m.  Fewer hours for the cancel, customer service, and Spanish assistance lines indicate that there were certain hours during this sample week when no call was directed to those lines.  For the ride check line, calls were coming in as early as 3 a.m. and as late as after 10 p.m.

Table 7.2 – MTS Telephone Hold Time Summary, January 6 to 11, 2008

	Call Group
	100

Reservations
	200

Cancels
	300

Ride Check (dispatch)
	400

Customer Service
	500

Assistance in Spanish

	Total Hours
	60
	52
	107
	54
	51

	Hours with Average Hold Time > 2 minutes
	1
	3
	0
	0
	10


In the reservations call group (group 100), hourly average hold times for answered calls ranged from 4 seconds to 2 minutes and 11 seconds.  Of the 60 hours during the sample week in which reservations staff were handling calls, average hold times exceeded 2 minutes in only one hour period, between 1 p.m. and 2 p.m. on Thursday.  During 13 of the 60 hours, callers waited an average of 1 to 2 minutes for their calls to be answered.  Those 13 hours were spread throughout the week.

Hourly average hold times for answered calls to the ride check line in dispatch (group 300) ranged from 1 second to 1 minute and 39 seconds.  The maximum average hold time occurred between 5 p.m. and 6 p.m. on Monday.  Throughout the sample week, dispatch staff handled calls for 107 hours; call times never reached 2 minutes during any of those hours.  Hours during which hold times exceeded 1 minute were scattered throughout the week, showing no real pattern.

Average hourly hold times for answered calls to the cancellation line (group 200) were slightly longer, ranging from 3 seconds to 2 minutes and 18 seconds.  The average hourly hold time was highest during the mid-afternoon on Friday.  Calls were received on the cancellation line for 52 hours during the sample week.  During three of those hours, average hold times exceeded 2 minutes.

Callers wishing to speak with a customer service representative (group 400) experienced average hourly hold times of 5 seconds to 1 minute and 44 seconds during the sample week.  The maximum average hold time occurred during the mid-afternoon on Tuesday.  Average hold times never reached two minutes.

Average hourly hold times for answered calls to the Spanish assistance line (group 500) were longer than for calls to any other call group.  Average hold times ranged from 2 seconds to 4 minutes and 18 seconds.  The maximum average hourly hold time occurred during the mid-afternoon on Monday, but callers experience similarly long average hold times on other days and at different times of the day.  Of the 51 hours during which calls to this call group were handled, average hourly hold times exceeded 2 minutes for 10 of those hours.

Even though performance reports are not regularly generated by the AltiGen system, MTS contract administration staff said that they periodically review telephone system data to evaluate performance.

Firsthand Observations

Review team members observed operations in the reservations and dispatch areas for several hours in the morning and afternoon on February 6, 7 and 8.  During those times, calls in both areas were answered promptly.  Reservationists and dispatchers were aware of, commented on, and responded to the information about the queue and hold times that was communicated by the audible tone, digital signs, and the window shown on computer screens.  Staff handled waiting calls immediately, stopping other tasks when necessary to do so.

7.5
Findings

115. MTS does not have a standard pertaining to telephone hold times.  Its contract with First Transit includes a $100 per month liquidated damage for every percentage point over 10 percent of calls that are abandoned.

116. It appears that MTS has sufficient telephone system capacity and staffing levels—with the exception of the Spanish assistance line—to handle calls to the reservations, ride check, and customer service call groups without significantly long hold times for consumers.

117. During the sample week of January 6 to 11, 2008, average hourly hold times for calls to three call groups are summarized below:

· Reservations: Average hold times by hour ranged from 4 seconds to 2 minutes and 11 seconds, with average hold times over two minutes occurring during only one hour period in the sample week

· Ride Check line (dispatch office): Average hold times by hour ranged from 1 second to 1 minute and 39 seconds.  Average hold times did not reach 2 minutes during any hour in the sample week.

· Customer Service: Average hold times by hour ranged from 5 seconds to 1 minute and 44 seconds.  Average hold times did not reach 2 minutes during any hour in the sample week.

118. Average hourly hold times for calls to the cancellation line were longer than hold times for calls to the reservations, dispatch, and customer service groups.  Average hold times by hour for calls to the cancellation line ranged from 3 seconds to 2 minutes and18 seconds; average hold times exceeded 2 minutes during three hourly periods in the sample week.  Customers who call the cancellation line have the option to leave information on voice mail rather than speak to a staff person.  Consequently, slightly longer average hourly hold times for calls to that call group may be acceptable.

119. It appears that the number of staff available to answer calls to the Spanish assistance call group may be contributing to long hold times for those calls.  Average hold times for calls to the Spanish assistance line ranged from 2 seconds to 4 minutes and18 seconds.  Average hourly hold times exceeded 2 minutes for about 20 percent of the hourly reporting periods sampled.  Longer hold times for Spanish-speaking callers raises possible ADA as well as Civil Rights Act of 1964 Title VI compliance issues.
120. MTS’s current contract incentives and disincentives for meeting telephone performance standards are not likely to be substantial enough to affect contractor performance.
7.6
Recommendations

121. MTS should establish a performance standard for telephone access that is based on hold times by hour of the day, rather than on abandoned call rates.  The standard should be based on maximum hold times, or average hold times, if data on maximum times is not available.  If a maximum hold time is used, MTS should set a goal for the percentage of calls under this maximum.  If the standard is based on an average hold time, the goal should call for a certain percentage of hourly call periods to have average hold times less that the acceptable average.  Standards and goals should apply to all call groups used by the riding public.
122. MTS should establish incentives and disincentives for meeting telephone performance standards, such as through liquidated damage contract provisions, that are substantial enough to affect contractor performance.
123. MTS staff should continue to review telephone system performance data periodically to assess performance and identify any potential problems.

124. First Transit should employ additional Spanish-speaking reservationists or adjust the current workload to allow Spanish-speaking callers to experience hold times that are similar to those for other callers.  To assist with monitoring hold times, MTS and First Transit should work with the telephone service provider to create reports that show average and/or maximum hold times by hour of the day.

8 Trip Reservations Process

In this portion of the compliance review, the review team examined how MTS and its contractor handled trip requests from riders.  Particular attention was given to policies regarding trip reservations and whether MTS uses any form of trip caps or waiting lists.  In addition, the review considered whether there was a pattern or practice of denying a significant number of ADA eligible trip requests.  Finally, this portion of the review examined the policies and procedures concerning the negotiation of requested trip times.  The review team gathered and analyzed the following information:

· Input from customers and advocates through telephone interviews, and through a review of comments and complaints on file at MTS

· Reservations policies and performance standards

· Service reports prepared by MTS showing the number of trips served and the number of trips denied for the past three years

· Direct observations of the handling of trips by review team members, and interviews with contractor staff about the ability to accommodate trip requests

8.1 Consumer Comments

All 11 individuals contacted in advance of the review provided input on the trip scheduling process.  None indicated that trip requests are denied outright, but almost all of those contacted indicated that the process used to schedule trips was problematic.  All but one person indicated that trips must be booked based on a requested pickup time rather than on an appointment time or desired arrival time.  The one person who indicated she is able to use appointment times represented an agency and said that she was able to give appointment times for program participants for whom she arranged subscription service.  All of those contacted said that they need to take into consideration that rides could be up to 90 minutes long.  Several people said the phone message directs riders to allow for 90 minute ride times and to not request pickups closer to appointments.  Individuals also noted that they have to take into consideration that they can be offered a trip time that is an hour before or after the time they request, which, if they allow 90 minutes for travel time, could be as much as 150 minutes before their appointment time.  Several individuals described the process as a “guessing game” and several said that riders have to learn how to “play the system.”  One agency staff person said she advises new riders to “keep trying different trip times and changing the times” until they get something that seems to work.  In the interim, she indicated that many riders start off with trips that get them to appointments very early.  Another agency staff person who arranges a lot of ongoing rides said that when she books new rides, she has problems with the reservations process.  She said that over time she adjusts the times and it usually starts to work better.  She also noted, though, that when she starts asking for times closer to the appointment time to avoid very early pickups and arrivals, occasionally the trips may be long and riders then arrive to programs late.

Two people said the system is very difficult for people who travel regularly and are not on subscription.  One of these individuals, who assists students with disabilities, said the students often travel between zones, are not on subscription, must call in to arrange travel every day, and get times that change every day.  He said it is very difficult for them to maintain class schedules.  Four people mentioned that they get trip offers that require them to leave work, school or appointments early, or to have program participants leave programs early. Three of the agency staff people who arrange rides for program participants indicated that they have worked out subscription arrangements that tend to work pretty well.  They noted, though, that program participants mention scheduling issues when they travel independently.

Three people indicated that when placing trip requests, they often are not given the scheduled pickup time while they are on the phone.  They said that they leave their requests and are told that they will be called back with exact pickup times by 5 p.m. the day before the trip.  Two people said that call-backs are a problem and are not always received.  One person said he has learned to call in the day ahead to get his times.  But, he noted that sometimes he is given a time and it may change later in the day and there is no call to give him the different time.  So, he sometimes calls early in the day (so he can change the trip if needed) and again at the end of the day to get the latest scheduled time.

One rider who is experienced with the service gave an example: He said he recently asked for a 6:30 a.m. pickup to be to work at 8:30 a.m. (allowing 2 hours because it required a transfer).  He called in the day before and was told he had a 7:30 a.m. pickup.  Knowing it required a transfer, he refused it and asked for something earlier.  He was later given a 6:22 a.m. pickup, but was then transported without a transfer directly across two zones and got to work at 7:15 when his job starts at 8:30.  He noted that his experience is that the system sometimes takes him directly and sometimes makes him transfer and it is hard to know how to adjust his requested times.

Complaints on file at MTS that relate to the process used to schedule trips are listed as a type of policy-related complaint.  As noted in Chapter 3, 15 of the 113 complaints for the period from July 2007 through January 2008 were policy-related, and seven of these were about difficulties caused by the trip scheduling process (see Table 3.2).

8.2 Policies and Procedures

As noted in Chapter 3, it is MTS’s policy not to deny any ADA eligible trip requests.  Information provided by MTS in advance of the on-site visit indicated that the agency operates “according to a zero denial standard” and that they “hold the contractor accountable for offering every passenger requesting a trip pick-up an offer within one hour of their request.”

MTS and First Transit staff also indicated during the on-site review that they do not set trip caps of any kind or wait list trip requests.

Reservations for both the MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit services are taken seven days a week, 365 days a year, from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.  There are separate numbers for MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit, but both go to the same call center.  Reservations are taken up to two days in advance.

MTS uses the Trapeze PASS software system to record and schedule trip requests.  When riders call to book a trip, reservationists typically follow this process:

· Enter the rider name into the trip booking screen, which calls up the rider’s information from the client file

· Enter the date of the trip and confirm the day and date

· Confirm the origin address—usually by asking callers if they will be traveling from their home address (which automatically populates the origin address field).  Enter a different address if the origin is not the home address

· Enter the destination address, select a destination from common locations file, or geo-code in a destination address if it is not already in the system

· Verify the mobility aids that the rider will be using during the trip

· Ask something like “Will you be traveling with someone?” to determine if a PCA or companions will be accompanying the rider

· Ask the callers when they would like to be picked up and enter this into the “Req” field in the origin section of the booking screen

Once this information has been entered, a reservationist instructs the Trapeze system to search for a scheduling solution.  The Trapeze system then identifies a possible trip scheduling solution within 1 hour of the requested pickup time.  The Trapeze system is set to give the reservationists only one scheduling option—the most efficient option that can be found.

The reservationist communicates this scheduling option to the caller and asks if that pickup time is okay.  If the caller indicates that he or she is not satisfied with the pickup time offered, the reservationist then asks the rider to state a different requested pickup time.  This new time is then entered into the system, a new scheduling solution identified, and the new possible pickup time solution offered to the caller.  This procedure is repeated until the caller either accepts one of the offered times or indicates that none of the times work.  If none of the generated times seem to work for the caller, the reservationist typically suggests to the caller that he or she might want to call back later to see if anything closer to their initial requested time becomes available.

At the end of the trip booking process, once pickup times for all legs of trips are agreed upon and entered into the system, the reservationist repeats to the caller the key details of all trips booked.  This includes the day and date, the pickup times, the origin address and the destination address, the mobility aids used, any PCAs or companions, and the phone number in the system to use to contact the rider if needed.

Riders can only book trips based on a requested pickup time.  They are not permitted to schedule trips based on an appointment or desired arrival time.  The Frequently Asked Questions brochure states that riders can only schedule trips by a requested pickup time.  It states that “MTS Access/ADA Suburban Paratransit only book by requested pickup times and can not book trips by drop-off time.  The drop-off time is associated with trip length and is subject to change due to varying ride times.  MTS Access/ADA Suburban Paratransit does not guarantee specific drop-off times.”

The Frequently Asked Questions brochure also advises riders to not accept pickup times that are less than 60 minutes before their appointments, and to allow 90 minutes for longer trips.  Similarly, the Rider’s Guide states, “Your reserved pickup time will be within one hour of your request.  Ride times are variable and can be as long as 60-90 minutes (depending on distance), so please keep this in mind when accepting a trip offer.”

Current policies and practice of not guaranteeing drop-off times or informing riders of anticipated ride times may discriminate against riders with disabilities.  Other services provided by MTS do indicate scheduled drop-off times.  Fixed route bus schedules allow riders to identify time points at the destination stop and then work backward to determine which run must be taken to ensure an on-time arrival.  Similarly, the fixed route trip planner allows riders to enter a desired arrival time when generating an appropriate trip plan.  Though some differences in service features for fixed route and paratransit service may be encompassed within the inherent differences in the two modes of transit, it does not appear that paratransit riders are being provided a comparable level of service as it concerns ride time or arrival time information.  

It is not an explicit requirement of the DOT ADA regulations that transit providers provide an option for scheduling pickup times to coincide with rider’s appointment or desired drop off times.  However, where a transit provider makes scheduling options available to fixed route riders, the nondiscrimination provisions of 49 CFR § 37.5 require that comparable options be available to paratransit riders, to the extent that doing so is reasonable.  Other measures short of implementing a drop off scheduling option for paratransit may be sufficient to satisfy the DOT ADA requirements.  It may, for example, be sufficient to simply provide riders with a means of determining their estimated drop off times, with enough advance notice so that riders could cancel their trips with rescheduling options, if necessary.  However, it is the common practice of transit providers to allow riders the option of scheduling according to drop off times.  Doing so makes reservations easier, and simplifies the responsibilities of callers and reservation calltakers.  
Under current scheduling practices, if a requested pickup time is entered and the Trapeze system is unable to find a run on which to place the trip, the reservationists may ask the person to hold and ask the scheduler if she can find a scheduling solution.  Unlike the settings for reservationists, the Trapeze system settings on workstations used by schedulers are set to show a range of scheduling options.  The schedulers therefore can find trip booking solutions that the reservationists may not see.

If Trapeze provides no solution and a scheduler is not available or is too busy to provide immediate assistance, reservationists enter the trip into the system and code it “TBS” (to be scheduled).  The callers are then told that their trip has been entered and that they will get a call-back by 5 p.m. the day before the trip that will inform them of the final scheduled time.  First Transit staff estimated that there are about 50 one-way trip requests per weekday that are left in the system by reservationists to be scheduled by the schedulers.

Once schedulers have found scheduling options for these “TBS” trips, riders are contacted with final scheduled times.  When riders are contacted and given the scheduled times, the trip is recoded to “NEG” (which indicates that it has been negotiated and accepted by the rider).  If at the time of the call-back the rider is not satisfied with the offered time, the reservationist or scheduler who contacts the rider may try to find other scheduling options.  If a call-back is attempted but the rider is not reached, the trip is recoded in the system as “CB” (which indicates that a call-back was made, but that the rider was not reached and the trip was not actually negotiated and accepted by the rider).

All trips between paratransit service zones, which require transfers, are handled by the schedulers.  Reservationists record inter-zonal trip information on a paper form and give the completed forms to the schedulers.  Schedulers then go into the Trapeze system and arrange all trip segments and transfer times.  Riders are then called back with the final scheduled times.  First Transit staff indicated that there are about 100 round-trips (200 one-way trips) that involve travel between the MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit zones each weekday.

The First Transit reservationists indicated that in the recent past there were more non-transfer trips that were coded “TBS” with call-backs.  Requested pickup times were simply entered and there was not an attempt to negotiate a final scheduled time at the time the trip was requested.  This required a lot more call-backs.  Recently, the reservationists indicated that they are trying to negotiate and schedule as many single-zone trips as possible at the time of the call to minimize the number of required call-backs.

Subscription service is offered to riders making frequent, similar trips.  There is no formal policy about the types of trips or frequency of trips that MTS requires for subscription service.  However, at the time of the review, MTS staff indicated that trips between the service zones that require transfers are not eligible for subscription service.

If a caller asks for subscription service, the reservationists record the request on a “Subscription Change/Request” form.  The schedulers review these completed forms and try to accommodate as many subscription requests as possible.  Schedulers indicated that there is a waiting list for subscription service.
Riders with subscription trips can place these trips on hold for up to 60 days if they are on vacation or for other reasons.  After 60 days, if the subscription trip is not reactivated, it is removed from the system.  Also, riders who cancel or no-show more than 50 percent of their subscription trips in any given month can lose subscription privileges for that trip.

Subscription trips are automatically cancelled on holidays.  Riders with subscription service who would like their subscription trips not to be cancelled must contact the reservations office at least three days in advance (before the subscription template is uploaded to be ready to begin taking trip reservations two days in advance).  If riders do not call to request that their subscription trips not be cancelled on a holiday, they can still call for the ride on a next-day basis, but these requests are treated as non-subscription requests and are subject to negotiation.

MTS accepts same-day trip requests, but these are served on a space-available basis.  First Transit reservationists indicated that riders requesting same-day service typically call in the morning.  Sometimes, it is clear from the number of trips booked in advance that same-day service will not be possible and callers are told this.  Other times, if they have a request later in the day, they may be asked to call later to see if space has become available.  Sometimes, it is possible to schedule the trip at the time of the call.

8.3 Review of Recorded Trip Denials

MTS provided trip request and ridership information for the ADA paratransit service for FY 2006, FY 2007, and for the first five months of FY 2008.  In FY 2006, MTS provided 339,257 one-way trips, with no denials.  In FY 2007, the records show that MTS provided 362,779 one-way trips and that there were no trip denials.  In the first five months of FY 2008 (July to November 2007), MTS provided 149,826 one-way trips and no denials were recorded.

8.4 Observations of the Handling of Trip Requests

Review team members sat with several different reservationists and observed the trip booking process during both morning and afternoon peak call times.  Observations were made during the afternoon peak call time from 3 p.m. to 5 p.m. on Tuesday, February 5; during the morning peak call time from 8 a.m. to 10 a.m. on Wednesday, February 6; and from 3:30 p.m. to 5 p.m. on Thursday, February 7.  The three reviewers observed for a total of about 13.5 hours.

Review team members used phone “splitters” that allowed them to listen to each conversation.  They also observed how reservationists entered information into the Trapeze trip booking screen.

They observed the handling of a total of 210 trip requests.  This included 199 requests made one or two days in advance, plus 11 same-day requests.  Scheduling options were generated for 169 of the 199 advance reservation requests.  The remaining 30 were left in the system as “TBS” (to be scheduled) and were subsequently handled by the schedulers.  No outright trip denials were observed for the 199 trip requests made one or two days in advance.  In 17 instances, though, callers did not accept the times offered by the reservationists and the trips were not then entered into the system.

Of the 11 same-day trip requests, reviewers observed three that were scheduled at the time of the call.  In the remaining eight instances, callers were told the schedules were too full that day and no same-day trips were being accepted; transferred to dispatchers to see if space was available (and the outcome was not observed); or told that something may be available later in the day and to call back later to see if space was available.

The review team observed that when no scheduling solution was generated by the Trapeze system, reservationists either attempted to get the help of a scheduler or simply entered the requested time into the system and coded the trip as a “TBS.”  If trips could not be scheduled, even with scheduler assistance, reservationists explained to callers that the trip was being put into the system and that a call-back with the exact pickup time would be made by 5 p.m. the day before the day of service.  In all cases, callers were left with the understanding that their requests would be scheduled.  The conversations did not leave callers with the understanding that they were on a waiting list and the trip may not be provided.

The review team also observed that all reservationists did a very good job of verifying key trip information at the end of each call.  This practice is helpful in minimizing miscommunications and incorrect trip bookings.

While there were no outright trip denials, the review team did observe numerous instances when callers indicated that the initial time offered by reservationists did not meet their travel needs.  This included offers that did not allow enough travel time to ensure that riders would get to their appointments on time, and offers that required riders to leave their destinations/appointments earlier than was desired or possible.  Here are sample conversations noted by team members:

· One woman indicated that she needed to be at dialysis at 12:30 p.m. and requested an 11:30 a.m. pickup (complying with the MTS suggestion to not book a ride closer than 60 minutes to an appointment).  She was offered a 12:30 p.m. pickup time.  She seemed confused and said, “But I need to be there at 12:30; that won’t leave enough time.”  She then was told that she would need to request a different pickup time if she wanted to see if a different time might be available.  The caller then asked for an 11 a.m. pickup and was offered a 10:10 a.m. pickup.  Since this was 2 hours and 20 minutes before her appointment time, she indicated dissatisfaction, but accepted this offer.  A check of the actual trip record the next day showed that she was picked up on time, it was a short trip, and she got to the dialysis center at 10:39 a.m., almost 2 hours early.  In this case, the trip time accepted (10:10 a.m.) was more than 1 hour before the original time requested (11:30 a.m.), but because the rider was required to request a different time to get another offer, it ended up appearing as if the scheduled time was within one hour of the requested time.

· A rider asked for a 4 p.m. pickup and indicated she had a 5 p.m. appointment.  She was offered a 4:33 p.m. pickup, which she refused because it did not allow the suggested 60 minutes of travel time.  She then changed her request to 3:15 p.m. and was given an offer of 2:39 p.m., 2 hours and 21 minutes before her appointment and more than an hour earlier than her initial 4 p.m. request.  She then tried 3:30 p.m., in the hope of getting something in between, but was again given the 2:39 time.  She ended up taking the 4:33 p.m. pickup and said, “I hope I will get there on time.”

· A rider asked for an 8:30 a.m. pickup, apparently for a 9:30 a.m. appointment.  He was given 8:58 a.m., but indicated that this was too late and would not allow enough time to get there.  He then tried 8 a.m. and was again given 8:58 a.m.  He tried 7:45 and 7:30 a.m., but these requests did not result in any trip offers.  He refused the 8:58 a.m. offer and said he would call back later.

· A rider requested a 7:45 a.m. pickup and indicated he had a 9 a.m. appointment.  He was offered a pickup time of 8:45 a.m.  He then requested a 7:30 pickup and was given an offer of 8:30 a.m.  He took the 8:30 a.m. time and said, “I guess I will take that if there is nothing earlier.”

· A rider requested a 6 p.m. return trip pickup and was given 5:21 p.m.  He indicated that this was earlier than he got out of work, so asked for a 6:30 p.m. pickup, and was given 5:30 (still too early).  He then asked for a 7 p.m. pickup and was given 7:46 p.m., which would mean that he would have to wait for one hour and 46 minutes after he got out of his job.  He then tried 6:45 p.m. and was given a 5:45 p.m. time.  Even though this was earlier than he got out of work, he accepted this rather than having to wait 106 minutes after his job for the 7:46 p.m. ride.

Team members observed that even when callers indicated an appointment time or an earliest departure time (e.g., the time they got out of work), this information was not entered into the Trapeze system or used in any way to help schedule the ride.  Reservationists did not use the “Earliest Time” feature in Trapeze, which would ensure that trip offers are not generated earlier than the “earliest departure time” indicated by callers.  Similarly, reservationists did not use the “Latest Time” feature in Trapeze, which allows them to enter an appointment time and which then ensures that trip offers are generated that get riders to their destinations no later than this time.

Reservationists do not include appointment times and earliest departure times in any “trip notes” or “comment” fields.  There was nothing in any of the trip records that would alert schedulers, dispatchers, or vehicle operators to any of the constraints for riders as service was being delivered.  As noted in Section 9 of this report, it is then possible that after riders accept trip times, there may be subsequent changes in the scheduling or dispatching processes (e.g., add-ons to runs) that would result in riders getting to appointments late.

In several instances, riders seemed confused with the trip booking process.  They seemed surprised that, while they were told not to request pickup times that were less than 60 to 90 minutes before their appointment times (depending on distance), when they followed MTS guidance, the system was then giving them times that were too late to get them to appointments on time.  Some callers also did not understand how to try to get alternate times closer to what they wanted.  For example, in several cases, even though the initial pickup time offer was later than they wanted, when asked to request a new pickup time, they would ask for something even later than they first requested (rather than earlier).  When this happened, the reservationists would say something like, “You might want to try something earlier.”  The reservationists indicated, though, that they have to be very careful what they say, because they have been instructed not to suggest actual times to riders—it is the callers who must state the request.  Even with the subtle coaching, there were some riders who did not understand the process.  There were a few riders who, in frustration would say something like, “I need to be there at 9, why can’t you tell me when you need to pick me up?”

Team members also observed that, during some of the negotiations, the initial request generated a solution, but some of the later times requested by riders did not generate solutions.  For example, in the case of the gentleman above who asked for an 8:30 a.m. pickup, subsequent requests for 7:30 a.m. and 7:45 a.m. did not generate solutions.  Because the initial request of 8:30 a.m. did generate an offer of 8:58 a.m. (which apparently did not allow enough time in advance of the desired arrival time), the rider and reservationists did not leave either the 7:30 a.m. or 7:45 a.m. requests as TBS trips in the system.  Instead, the times for which there was no solution simply were treated as two additional “attempts” to get a more appropriate time.  Handling requests that have no solution in this way could be masking capacity constraints in the system.

In all, 60 of the 199 advanced trip bookings observed firsthand involved this kind of “negotiation.”  In 15 instances, the information provided by riders indicated that the trip times offered by the reservationists would not meet the stated trip needs.  That is, for these 15 requests, offered trip times would have required riders to leave work or appointments early, or would not have allowed MTS’s recommended travel time to ensure that riders would get to appointments on time.

This practice of generating and giving pickup times to riders that require them to leave appointments early or which do not allow enough travel time to get to appointments on time would appear to be a particular problem when done in the scheduling process for TBS trips.  In these cases, trip times may be entered into the run schedules that are inappropriate for the riders’ travel needs.  Schedulers handling these trips after the fact, though, have no information about earliest possible departure times or appointment times since these times are never recorded by reservationists.  Riders whose trips are left in as TBS trips might then get a call-back with a pickup time that might not meet their travel needs.  At the time the call-back is received, it may be after the reservation hours have closed for the next day and it may not be possible for the rider to request alternative times.

8.5 Findings

125. MTS does not appear to deny requests for ADA complementary paratransit service from riders who are eligible and who are making requests for service within the defined service policies.  Service statistics indicated no trip denials in recent years.  Firsthand observations of the trip reservations process did not identify any trip denials.  Riders and advocates contacted in advance did not indicate that trips are denied.

126. MTS does not appear to impose trip caps or use waiting lists when providing ADA paratransit service.  Some trips that cannot be immediately scheduled onto runs are placed in “TBS” (to be scheduled) status, but riders are informed that the request has been recorded and will be scheduled and that exact pickup times will be communicated in a subsequent call-back.

127. The trip booking process established by MTS does not appropriately negotiate requested pickup times.  Even though multiple pickup options may exist, reservationists offer only one pickup time when a rider states a desired pickup time.  To get other possible options, riders must change their original desired pickup time.  Also, even if riders indicate an earliest departure time for return trips, such as the time they leave work, the one trip offer given often requires riders to depart before this stated earliest departure time (e.g., before they get out of work).  Similarly, even if riders state an appointment time and allow the recommended travel time between the requested pickup and the appointment, MTS may offer pickup times that allow less than the recommended time to get riders to their appointments.

128. For the trips that are not scheduled while the rider is on the phone but left in the system to be scheduled later by schedulers, the practice of not recording earliest possible departure times or appointment times, and not taking these trip needs into consideration, could result in trip offers that not only fail to meet rider needs, but which are communicated to riders in a way that does not allow them to request changes.  If a pickup time that does not meet actual trip needs is communicated back to a rider via call-back close to 5 p.m. on the day before the day of service, left on an answering machine and picked up by the rider after 5 p.m., the rider has no option to call back and negotiate the time.  The only option at that point would be to request a same-day trip, which is not a guaranteed ADA trip.

129. The trip booking process for ADA paratransit service established by MTS also does not capture or record appointment or desired arrival times, or take these times into consideration in preparing schedules or dispatching service.  Reservationists tell riders that MTS cannot guarantee set arrival times at destinations.  Instead, reservationists tell riders to leave adequate time between their requested pickup and desired arrival time.  However, even when riders do leave the recommended time between requested pickups and desired drop-offs, the system may offer pickup times that do not allow enough time to guarantee an on-time drop-off.  Although scheduling by appointment times is not explicitly required by the DOT ADA regulations, many transit systems, including large systems, have such a scheduling option.  Absence of appointment time scheduling likely makes reservation scheduling unnecessarily frustrating for riders and reservation call-takers.  Given that MTS fixed route riders can use an online trip planner and posted route schedules in order to schedule their trips so that they arrive at their destinations at particular times, it seems inequitable to not provide similar options to paratransit riders.  It may also be discriminatory, for purposes of the DOT ADA regulations, and therefore violate the general non-discrimination mandate of 49 CFR § 37.5.
130. The confusion and difficulties caused by the trip booking process may constitute a capacity constraint.  Section 37.131(f) of the DOT ADA regulations defines a capacity constraint to include “any operational pattern or practice that significantly limits the availability of service to ADA paratransit eligible persons.”  Ten of the 11 riders and advocates contacted in advance of the review cited the trip booking process as a significant source of frustration and confusion.  Firsthand observations found that 15 of 201 trip bookings (7.5 percent) required riders to leave work or appointments early or did not allow the recommended travel time to ensure a timely arrival for a stated appointment.  Firsthand observations also confirmed rider frustration with the trip booking process.

131. The negotiation process used by MTS and First Transit could also be masking capacity constraints in the system.  If the initial pickup time requested by a rider generates a solution that does not meet the rider’s needs for the trip, the rider may request several other pickup times.  In some instances, no solutions are available for these subsequent requested pickup times.  When no solutions can be found for subsequent requests, though, the tendency of both riders and reservationists is to treat these subsequent times as just part of a series of times in the negotiation process.  The subsequent times do not typically get left in the system as TBS trips; riders and reservationists will go back to one of the times that did generate a solution and the rider will decide to either take one of the times offered or call back later.

8.6 Recommendations

132. First Transit should allow reservationists to see more than one pickup time option when booking trips.  Alternately, if only one time is shown and it does not work for riders, the reservationists should always contact schedulers to get additional options.  In any case, riders should not be required to change their original requested time to get more than one offer.

133. First Transit should utilize the “Earliest Time” and “Latest Time” features in Trapeze to generate pickup time offers that are more appropriate to rider trip needs.  For “going” trips when riders indicate an appointment or desired arrival time, the appointment time should be entered into the “Latest Time” field in the destination portion of the trip booking screen.  This prevents Trapeze from generating pickup times that do not get riders to appointments on time.  Similarly, for return trips, the requested pickup time should be entered into the “Earliest Time” field in the origin section of the trip booking screen so that Trapeze does not generate pickup times that require riders to leave before they get out of work or before they are able to leave appointments.

134. To more efficiently book going trips with appointments, MTS and First Transit should consider booking going trips by the appointment time.  This will avoid constraining Trapeze with both a requested pickup time and a desired arrival time on the going trip.  This is typically done in many paratransit systems by allowing the software to schedule trips based on the appointment time, entering the appointment time in the “Latest Time” field in the destination portion of the trip booking screen, and letting Trapeze then generate an appropriate pickup time based on the trip distance.  When doing scheduling in this manner, it is important to have well-defined maximum travel time parameters that allow appropriate maximum times for trips of various lengths.  These settings would need to be more precise than the 60-minute and 90-minute maximums that MTS now uses for intra-zone and inter-zone trips.  The FTA review team is available to discuss this recommendation further.  MTS should also explore this type of trip booking procedure with its Trapeze contacts.

135. If MTS chooses not to book going trips with appointments based on appointment/desired arrival times, MTS should, at minimum, record the stated appointment times and earliest departure times in the system.  This would ensure that schedulers and dispatchers who may move trips or rearrange runs after the trip booking process is complete would be aware of the trip needs of riders.  In particular, it would ensure that schedulers who schedule TBS trips without speaking directly to the riders would generate appropriate pickup times.  This would avoid situations where riders get TBS trip call-backs with pickup times that do not meet their travel needs.
136. If MTS chooses not to book going trips with appointments based on appointment/desired arrival times, MTS should, at minimum, also make information for drop-off times or total travel times available to paratransit riders.  Even if this information is not available at the time of the reservation phone call, riders should have the option of calling in at some later time to determine when their actual drop-off time will be (for example, after the trips are scheduled).  Riders should also have the option of rebooking their trips, without penalty, if the drop-off times are undesirable.  Other options, such as the possibility of rescheduling trips with some information concerning drop-off time may also be required in order to achieve a level of service that is reasonable and comparable to the fixed route service, with its trip planning options.
9 Service Performance

The DOT ADA regulations for ADA complementary paratransit service note that service quality—in particular missed trips, a substantial number of untimely trips, and excessively long rides—can constitute a capacity constraint.  Consequently, the review team examined on-time performance, missed trips and no-shows, and on-board travel times for MTS’s ADA complementary paratransit service.

The review team conducted the following activities to assess service quality:

· Obtained consumer input regarding on-time performance and travel times through telephone interviews and a review of complaints filed with MTS

· Reviewed MTS’s relevant service policies, procedures, and standards

· Observed First Transit’s scheduling and dispatch functions and interviewed schedulers and dispatchers

· Interviewed vehicle operators about schedules provided and dispatch support received

· Reviewed MTS’s on-time performance and travel time records

· Tabulated actual pickup and drop-off times recorded on completed manifests for a selected day and compared the results with reported performance

· Reviewed no-shows and missed trips

· Reviewed a sample of run manifests to assess average trip length
· Compared travel times of ADA complementary paratransit trips with those of comparable fixed route trips
9.1 Consumer Comments

As noted in Chapter 3, riders and advocates contacted in advance of the on-site review had mixed opinions of MTS’s paratransit service quality.  All 11 individuals contacted offered input on on-time performance.  Five individuals indicated that while late trips sometimes happen, the service is typically on time.  They did not indicate that on-time performance was as significant an issue as the way trips are scheduled.  Six individuals had concerns with on-time performance.  To get a better sense of experiences, these individuals were asked to estimate the number of trips performed on time for every 10 trips they scheduled.  Two individuals estimated that about eight in 10 pickups are within the 15-minute window and that about nine of 10 drop-offs are not late.  Both indicated, though, that drop-offs could be very early.  Another person said that about seven of 10 of the subscription trips she arranges for program participants are on-time pickups, but that the occasional, non-subscription trips she helps people with are picked up on time only about half of the time.  She said that late pickups are typically 10 to 20 minutes outside the window. A fourth person said pickups are “50/50.”  He had no guess for drop-off performance, but said he had been told that MTS does not consider appointment times and that the system cannot guarantee when riders get to appointments. A fifth person said that when she first arranges subscription trips, the arrivals are very early.  She learns to adjust the times and it gets better, but then riders might sometimes arrive late.  She estimated pickups (after adjustments) as “80 to 90 percent” on time and drop-offs as 70 to 80 percent on time.  The sixth person said pickups are “often 10 to 20 minutes past the 15-minute window.”  She estimated pickups are within the 15-minute window about “half the time.”  She also said drop-offs are either really early or late about “half the time.”

All 11 individuals contacted also offered input on on-board travel times.  In general, besides certain group subscription trips and inter-zonal transfer trips, individuals did not report significant issues.  Occasional long rides were mentioned, but overall, the non-subscription and non-transfer trips were reported to have reasonable travel times.  One agency staff representative also indicated that group subscription trips for her programs were never over 60 minutes and were reasonable.  Several others noted problems with group subscription and transfer trips.  Four agency staff noted that subscription trips can sometimes be very full and some riders will be on board for more than 90 minutes.  One of these four gave a recent example of a rider who has a 2 p.m. return trip pickup and who often does not get home until 4 p.m.  She said the rider is diabetic, has meals scheduled to be delivered at her home at 3:30 p.m., and that the late arrivals home are a major issue.  One of the four agency staff said when rides for program participants get too long, she brings it to the attention of the service provider and they change the route to reduce the time.

Two riders whose trips require a transfer said that wait times at the transfer location can be long.  One said most transfer times are only 10 to 15 minutes, but some can be up to 30 minutes.  The second person said he had waited at a transfer location for up to one hour.  He noted that transfer times had improved in recent months and that coordination between vehicles was getting better.  Two agency staff noted that MTS does leave riders unattended at the transfer locations and that this is a problem for some of their clients.  One agency staff person said her agency does not use the paratransit service for riders who have to travel between zones because of the practice of leaving riders unattended at transfer sites.

Other comments offered by respondents were:

· One agency person said vehicle operators sometimes pressure riders to leave early.  She said that some vehicle operators even go into her program settings and try to get people to leave without going through supervisors.

· One person said that when she calls about late rides for clients she often gets “the vehicle will be there in 10 minutes” or “it is right around the corner.”

· One person said there is an issue with vehicle operators waiting a reasonable time for riders to show.  She said they leave “almost immediately” and that she and her staff do not get calls from dispatch alerting them that the vehicle has arrived.

The analysis of rider comments and complaints received by MTS between July 2007 and January 2008 indicated that the most frequent type of complaint concerned late pickups.  Twenty-two of the 113 complaints (19.5 percent) during this period were about late pickups.  Long ride times were noted in eight complaints (7.1 percent).  Incorrect no-show determinations were the subject of six complaints (5.3 percent of the total).

9.2 Service Standards and Policies

On-Time Performance Policies and Standards

As stated earlier in the report, the on-time pickup window is -5/+10 minutes relative to the negotiated pickup time.  However, the rider does not have to be ready until the negotiated pickup time (“0 minutes”).
MTS has an on-time performance standard for pickups of 95 percent on a monthly basis.  It measures performance separately for the MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit programs.  It offers financial bonuses for on-time performance greater than 98 percent and assesses liquidated damages for on-time performance less than 95 percent.

MTS has not established an on-time window or service standard for drop-offs.  As noted earlier, appointment times are not recorded or used in the trip reservations process, and on-time drop-offs are not tracked or monitored.
As described in Section 3, the financial incentives and penalties that apply where contractors fail to meet performance standards are rather small.
No-Show and Missed Trip Definitions and Performance Standards

MTS defines no-shows as situations when vehicles arrive within the on-time window and riders cannot be located.  Cancels at the door are situations where vehicles arrive within the on-time window and riders inform the vehicle operator that they will not be making the trip as scheduled.

MTS defines a “missed trip” as any instance where a vehicle arrives for a pickup more than 60 minutes after the scheduled pickup time.  While MTS staff indicated there was no formal goal related to missed trips, the Scope of Work in the First Transit contract calls for a liquidated damage for every missed trip, which suggests a zero missed trip goal.

Travel Time Policies and Standards

MTS has established separate maximum on-board travel times for MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit trips, and for trips of different lengths within the MTS Access service area.  Maximum travel times are as follows:

MTS Access (Zone 1)

· Trips of 8 miles or less


60 minutes

· Trips of 8.1 to 10 miles


75 minutes

· Trips of more than 10 miles

90 minutes

ADA Suburban (Zones 2, 3 and 4)

· All trips






60 minutes

For trips that involve transfers from one zone to another, the appropriate maximum travel times are added together.  For example, the maximum travel time for a trip from Zone 4 to a destination located eight miles or less within Zone 1 would be 2 hours.  

MTS has not established goals for the percentage of trips to be provided within the maximum travel time.

9.3 Daily Operations

Scheduling Procedures

Much of initial trip scheduling is done during the reservations process when the reservationists accept the calls for trip requests.  This initial trip scheduling process is discussed in detail in Chapter 8.

First Transit then employs two full-time schedulers who perform other scheduling functions.  Both schedulers work full time—five days per week.  One of the schedulers concentrates on the routes for MTS Access service, while the other scheduler concentrates on the routes for ADA Suburban Paratransit service.  As routes get filled, the schedulers are looking at each one to try to make them more efficient and to eliminate “violations” and long travel times.  MTS has set up Trapeze such that the trip offered by reservationists in response to a caller’s trip request may later violate MTS policies—such as estimated pickup times moving out of the negotiated pickup window.  The schedulers also have to manually schedule the TBS trips that Trapeze did not assign during the initial call between the reservationist and rider (about 50 one-way trips per weekday).  They also manually schedule all trips that include a transfer (up to 200 one-way trips per weekday), both between MTS service zones and from the MTS service area to the NCTD service area.

MTS does not accept trip requests (or trip cancellations) by fax.  All requests and cancellations must be made by phone call or voice mail.

As discussed previously, no trips are scheduled to appointment times.  The schedulers noted, however, they used to use appointment times when developing schedules, particularly for trips going to social service centers.

The schedulers have the authority to add routes or extend routes on a daily basis.  More often, they extend existing routes to handle demand (a driver is limited to 12 driving hours per day), particularly if some routes are closed due to driver unavailability.  The First Transit general manager has the authority to make “permanent” changes.

The schedulers take into account the newer vehicle operators and their routes by placing less than a full load of trips on those routes.  This gives the newer operators less pressure and a greater opportunity to stay on schedule.

Generally, the schedulers are working on the routes for the next day.  They try to have schedules done by 5 p.m. or shortly after.  They schedule all requests, i.e., no unscheduled trip requests going into day of service.  If they have time during the day, the schedulers start to work on the routes that are two days ahead.  When they have scheduled all TBS requests, the schedulers call the riders who requested these trips to provide their pickup times.  The riders may accept the pickup time offered or may try to negotiate the time provided.  These trips are switched from TBS to “negotiated” in Trapeze.  If the schedulers are not able to contact a rider or unable to leave a message, the notation in Trapeze is switched from TBS to “CB” (call back).

The evening dispatchers review the routes for the next day.  They have the responsibility to ensure that all routes created by the schedulers have vehicles and operators.  The night dispatchers also print the manifests for the next day’s routes.

In its contract with First Transit, MTS has not set a cap on either the budget for operations or the maximum number of vehicle hours.  First Transit has the authority to put the necessary number of vehicles and drivers on the road to meet the demand for paratransit service.  However, MTS has set the following productivity goals for operations:

· 2.0 passenger trips per vehicle hour: MTS Access

· 2.25 passenger trips per vehicle hour: ADA Suburban Paratransit
· 2.1 passenger trips per vehicle hour: overall service

Subscription Rides

About half of all MTS trips over the course of a week are subscription trips.  These trips have fixed pickup times and most are “anchored” to particular routes.  MTS has no formal limits or requirements for a trip request to become a subscription trip.  The reservationists take calls from riders who request subscription service.  They complete a subscription request form with the characteristics of the trips (origin and destination, requested pickup times, days of week) and submit the form to the schedulers.  The schedulers review the trip characteristics and judge if turning these requests into subscription service would lead to improved efficiency for a route.

Once approved, a scheduler enters the subscription trips into Trapeze.  Subscription trips are “batch scheduled” seven days in advance, i.e., assigned to their particular routes.  The pickup times for subscription trips stay fixed.  The schedulers may subsequently reassign a subscription trip to a different route, but this is not common.  In fact, the schedulers said that they try to have the same vehicle operator handle both ends of a round-trip for subscription riders, particularly riders going to and from group homes or to and from medical or social service facilities.

Subscription trips are “auto-cancelled” five days in advance if the trips fall on a holiday.  Riders who have subscription service are supposed to call MTS three to five days in advance if they want to keep their trips on those holidays.

Dispatch Procedures

Dispatching for MTS paratransit services takes place at the First Transit facility in El Cajon.  At the time of the review team’s site visit, First Transit had a full complement of dispatch staff: five full-time and one part-time (Sunday only) dispatchers and two dispatch supervisors.  In addition, the operations manager and a road supervisor act as backup dispatchers.  On weekdays, the first dispatcher’s shift begins at 3 a.m.  On Saturdays, the first shift begins at 3:45 a.m.; on Sunday, 4:30 a.m.  Each day, the night dispatcher remains on duty until the final vehicle returns from service.  According to First Transit staff, the service volume drops in the afternoon after 4 p.m.  Generally, there is only one dispatcher working after 7 p.m.

Two of the eight dispatchers can speak Spanish.

On weekdays, there are at least three staff—including one supervisor—scheduled between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m.  One dispatcher is primarily responsible for MTS Access routes, which has peak service of about 50 routes.  A second dispatcher is responsible for ADA Suburban Paratransit routes, which has peak service of about 40 routes.

A third dispatcher checks drivers in and out (“window dispatcher”) at the beginning and end of their shifts.  This third dispatcher also takes the “Where’s my ride?” calls from the reservationists.  This dispatcher checks on the status of routes by asking the other dispatchers to communicate with the appropriate driver.  This dispatcher then relays the information to the reservationist, who in turn speaks to the waiting passenger.

Team members observed dispatch activities during the morning and afternoon peak periods on February 6 and 7, 2008.  The dispatchers who were monitoring the routes were using the Trapeze “dispatch” screen to look for late or potentially late routes.  In the mornings, the dispatchers concentrate on keeping pickups on time.  In the afternoon, they also have more will-call trips to handle.  On an infrequent basis, the dispatchers may accept a request for a same-day trip.  Otherwise, they do not have to insert new trips onto routes, as the schedulers have placed all other trips onto routes by the previous evening.

The dispatchers, however, are at a disadvantage because the vehicles are not equipped with mobile data terminals (MDTs) or automated vehicle location (AVL) systems.  The dispatchers rely on vehicle operators to communicate by radio their locations and the times of their passenger pickups and drop-offs.  A dispatcher who was overseeing the ADA Suburban Paratransit routes said that he tried to check each route at least every 30 minutes.  As he contacted each vehicle operator, he would get the actual pickup and drop-off times of recent trips, then enter these times into Trapeze.  These updated times allowed Trapeze to generate updated estimated times of arrival (ETAs) for subsequent pickups and drop-offs.  Another dispatcher said that he tried to be in contact with his operators as frequently as every 15 minutes, while a third dispatcher said that he tried to be in contact with operators every 45 to 60 minutes.  Given the lack of MDTs, the current workload of the dispatchers overseeing the 40 to 50 routes is well beyond the more typical load of 20 to 30 routes in paratransit operations.  This could lead to on-time performance below MTS standards in a variety of circumstances, e.g., bad weather, a higher than usual number of new vehicle operators, or bad traffic.

As discussed earlier in this section of the report, to help the newer vehicle operators break in, the schedulers give these operators routes that have fewer trips.  The dispatchers said that these routes (“700s”) are also less difficult.  The dispatchers also ask all the newer operators to radio in for all of their pickups and drop-offs.  Furthermore, when dispatchers have to move trips from one route to another, they tend not to reassign trips to the newer operators.  At the time of the review team’s visit, MTS was using five operators that they considered as “new.”

First Transit does not have any scheduled extraboard operators.  Instead, it employs other ways of providing replacement or additional operators when needed:

· Road supervisors (three full-time)

· Operator trainers (four full-time)

· Operators with scheduled days off but willing to be on call

Dispatchers can also extend the run of a vehicle operator on the road as long as the run does not exceed 12 driving hours in one day.  This extended period may be before the start or after the end of the operator’s scheduled shift.

The dispatchers were consistent in their discussion of handing passenger no-shows.  Vehicle operators are required to contact dispatch if they cannot locate the passenger scheduled for pickup.  The dispatcher tries to contact the passenger.  The operator is not allowed to leave the pickup location until he or she gets approval from the dispatcher.  One dispatcher noted that they make a greater effort to call the rider for a “going” leg (from home).  They may not have the passenger’s contact information—such as a cell phone or doctor’s office number—for the “return” trip.  Nevertheless, MTS has a “no strand” policy: they send another vehicle to pick up the passenger if the passenger contacts them after a no-show for a return trip.

Vehicle Operator Interviews

The review team interviewed 11 vehicle operators, who were randomly selected as they finished their runs.  The interviews were conducted in private, and operators were informed that they would remain anonymous.  A mix of new and long-term vehicle operators were interviewed; the shortest tenure was one month and the longest tenure was 7.5 years.  Vehicle operators were asked several questions about schedules and dispatch support, training, and understanding of service policies.  Attachment I includes a copy of the form and questions used in the interviews.

When asked about the schedules that they were given and whether the schedules were too loose, about right, or too tight, five of the 11 operators said the schedules were too tight most of the time.  Another four said that they are sometimes tight.  One vehicle operator said the schedules were “tight, but not too tight” and noted that he could always call for backup.  One operator said the schedules were generally pretty good.

When asked how often they ran late (meaning outside the on-time window), two operators said about one in 10 trips, two said about two in 10 trips, three said two to three times a week, and two said “not often.”  Two other operators noted that they are rarely late for pickups, but said they still sometimes get riders to appointments late.  One of these operators said that arriving late for appointments was a particular issue for trips in the East County area.  

When asked about the assistance they receive on late trips from dispatchers, six vehicle operators said that dispatch support was very good and that trips that were potentially late get moved to other runs most of the time.  The other five operators said that dispatchers are good about trying to help, but that the assistance they can provide varies depending on whether there are enough vehicle operators on the road on that day or if there are any better options for the trip.  

Vehicle operators had somewhat varying understandings of the on-time pickup window, with five saying it was from the scheduled time to 10 minutes after the scheduled time (0/+10) and one saying it was from 5 minutes before the scheduled time to 10 minutes after the scheduled time (-5/+10).  The other five operators indicated different understandings of the window—one said 10 minutes before to 10 minutes after the scheduled time; another said 5 minutes before to 2 minutes after the scheduled time; another said from the scheduled time to 5 minutes after; and two did not seem to understand the question about an on-time window, even when it was explained a couple different ways.

When asked if they needed to run early to stay on time, seven of the 11 vehicle operators said “yes,” that they tried to get to pickup locations early.  All seven said they would let riders know they were there or would ask dispatch to call to see if riders could go early, but they did not pressure riders to leave before the scheduled time.  Most said they tried to run just a little early and mentioned between five and 15 minutes.  One operator said that if she relied on using the late part of the on-time window (i.e., up to 10 minutes after the scheduled time), she would end up running late for subsequent pickups.  Three other operators said they like to run a little early, but that it is not necessary in order to stay on time.  One operator said he just starts the day early to prepare, but doesn’t then run early for individual trips.

Five of the 11 vehicle operators said that most riders understand the on-time pickup window.  Two said that many riders do not.  Another two said that riders generally understand the window, but some still expect pickups at the scheduled time.  The remaining two drivers who were very new (less than three months on the road) said they were not sure.

Six of the 11 vehicle operators said that riders sometimes indicate that the times they were given are different from what is on the manifest.  These six operators said that these incidents were not frequent, though.  Two operators indicated it was a more frequent occurrence, with one saying she had four riders that week indicate times were different.  Both said the time difference could be up to 60 minutes different.  Two operators said that they were assigned to group subscription runs, and one said that times on these runs were not changed, while the second said it was very rare on her run but that she had heard of time changes from other operators.  One operator said he was not sure if riders had indicated different times.

Nine of the 11 vehicle operators indicated a good understanding of the procedures to follow when riders were no-shows.  All nine said they would contact dispatch and would wait until at least three minutes after the scheduled pickup time before leaving.  Some indicated they would wait the 3 minutes before contacting dispatch, while others said they contacted dispatch, would request a call-out, and then were sure to wait the three minutes.  Two operators, both very new, did not cite the three-minute required wait time, but both said that they waited longer.  One said he waited up to seven minutes and the other said he waited up to 15 minutes. 

Vehicle operators were also asked if information on the manifests about special pickup instructions or rider needs was accurate.  Ten of the 11 said the instructions were typically accurate.  Two of these operators said that information about the mobility aids used was sometimes not accurate.  The one other operator said that information about mobility aids was “most times not up-to-date.”
In response to the question about the “most difficult part of the job,” four vehicle operators cited the tight schedules or scheduling that didn’t seem to make sense.  Three operators cited difficulties with passengers who are upset about being late to appointments, having long rides for relatively short trips, or with the service policies.  Two operators cited split shifts and very long hours as the most difficult part of the job, and one cited as an example working from 5 a.m. to 7 p.m., with a non-paid break from 10:30 a.m. to 1 p.m.  Another operator said that she sometimes feels pressured by dispatchers to work longer hours than she would like and can be pressured to work up to 12 hours a day.  One vehicle operator said dealing with traffic was the most difficult part of the job, and one driver said that nothing was too difficult.

Finally, at the end of the interviews, vehicle operators were asked for “other issues” and general input.  Three again raised the issue of schedules, with two saying more time between pickups was needed and one saying the schedules sometimes didn’t make sense in terms of the routing.  Two operators who had not raised the issue previously cited the long hours, issues with fatigue on the road, and the down-time in the middle of the day (split shifts).  Two cited high turnover of operators, which left the system short on the day of service, resulting in add-ons and more pressure on the drivers who were there.  One of these operators indicated that the workforce shortage seems to go in cycles and, when it starts, the impacts on the rest of the drivers causes a “snowball” effect.  Finally, one operator cited the combination of long hours and low pay, saying she had worked in another southwest city that paid two to three dollars an hour more to paratransit operators. 

9.4 On-Time Performance

To measure on-time performance, MTS reconciles the driver manifests for three days each month: the 8th, 16th, and 24th.  It uses 100 percent of the completed trips on those three days to derive on-time performance.  By using three days per month, MTS is creating, on average, a 10 percent sample.  Months with three sample days that are all weekdays are greater than 10 percent; months with one or two days that are Saturdays, Sundays, or holidays are less than 10 percent.  However, by MTS’s using a predetermined set of days for calculating on-time performance, operations could be adjusted so that those days would not be representative of the entire month.

In its on-time performance reports, MTS makes no distinction between the trips for which the vehicle arrived before the pickup window with those trips for which the vehicle arrived in the pickup window.  Trips are considered “on-time” as long as they are not late.  Based on this method of calculating, on-time performance by month ranged from 96.1 percent to 98.1 percent from July 2007 to December 2007.  On-time performance declined to 89.4 percent in January 2008.  MTS and First Transit staff indicated that an extended period of heavy rain caused the decrease in on-time performance in January 2008.  Table 9.1 presents the on-time performance for these months.
Table 9.1 – Reported On-time Pickup Performance for MTS Access
and ADA Suburban Paratransit, July 2007 to January 2008
	
	July
	Aug.
	Sept.
	Oct.
	Nov.
	Dec.
	Jan.

	Total Completed Trips
	1,454
	2,119
	955
	1,375
	1,593
	476
	2,157

	In Window or Early (%)
	96.6
	97.1
	97.8
	98.1
	96.1
	96.0
	89.4

	All Late Trips (%)
	3.4
	2.9
	2.2
	1.9
	3.9
	4.0
	10.6

	
	1-10 minutes
	2.2
	2.4
	1.5
	1.2
	3.2
	3.4
	7.7

	
	11-20 minutes
	0.6
	0.2
	0.6
	0.2
	0.3
	0.6
	1.7

	
	> 20 minutes
	0.6
	0.3
	0.1
	0.4
	0.4
	0.0
	1.2


As shown in Table 9.1, the proportion of trips more than 20 minutes late (30 minutes after the negotiated time) was less than 0.5 percent for five of the seven months and only greater than 1 percent for one of the seven months.  Based on these reports, it does not appear that MTS has a substantial proportion of significantly late pickups.

MTS does not have a performance standard for drop-off (appointment) times.  MTS does not book trips by requested appointment time, nor does it record appointment times.  As a result, while the drivers record drop-off times for each trip, MTS cannot compare these times with a requested drop-off time.

Calculated On-Time Performance for Sample Day

In order to develop an independent estimate of on-time performance, the review team evaluated a sample of MTS paratransit trips completed on Wednesday, January 9, 2008.  The review team analyzed a 17 percent sample, selecting every sixth trip listed on the completed set of driver manifests for January 9, including manifests from both MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit service.  This yielded a total of 226 passenger trips (MTS Access: 127; ADA Suburban: 99).  For each trip in the sample, the review team recorded the scheduled pickup time printed on the manifest, along with the actual pickup arrival times, pickup departure times, and drop-off times written on the manifests by the drivers.  Using the pickup window of -5/+10 minutes, the review team analyzed the on-time performance of these sample trips.  Table 9.2 presents a summary of this analysis.

The review team’s analysis of on-time performance shows that MTS was on time (in the pickup window) for 38.1 percent of the sample.  If one also includes the pickups prior to the window, then MTS was on time or early for 90.3 percent of the sampled trips.  This is less than the MTS performance standard of 95 percent.

Table 9.2 – On-Time Distribution for MTS Paratransit, January 9, 2008

	
	All Trips
	MTS Access
	ADA Suburban

	
	Number 
	%
	Number 
	%
	Number 
	%

	Sample
	226
	100.0
	127
	100.0
	99
	100.0

	Pickups in Window
	86
	38.1
	53
	41.7
	33
	33.3

	Pickups in Window or Early
	204
	90.3
	111
	87.4
	93
	93.9

	All Early Pickups
	118
	52.2
	58
	45.7
	60
	60.6

	
	1-15 minutes
	74
	32.7
	35
	27.6
	39
	39.4

	
	16-30 minutes
	32
	14.1
	15
	11.8
	17
	17.2

	
	> 30 minutes
	12
	5.3
	8
	6.3
	4
	4.0

	All Late Pickups
	22
	9.7
	16
	12.6
	6
	6.1

	
	1-15 minutes
	18
	8.0
	14
	11.0
	4
	4.0

	
	16-30 minutes
	4
	1.7
	2
	1.6
	2
	2.0

	
	> 30 minutes
	0
	0.0
	0
	0.0
	0
	0.0


In addition, MTS should be aware that its 52.2 percent of early pickups is a very high proportion—as is the 19.4 percent of pickups more than 15 minutes early.  Comparing the MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit services, ADA Suburban had 60.6 percent of its pickups before the start of the window, of which 21.2 percent were more than 15 minutes early.  MTS Access had 45.7 percent of its pickups before the start of the window, of which 18.1 percent were more than 15 minutes early.  Dispatchers should ensure that these early pickups are the result of riders being ready early and willing to leave early—rather than drivers’ coercing riders to leave early to help them keep on schedule.

Late pickups composed 9.7 percent of the sample.  Of the late pickups, 8.0 percent were up to 15 minutes late (i.e., between 11 and 25 minutes after the negotiated time); 1.7 percent were up to 30 minutes late.  No pickup in the sample was greater than 30 minutes late.  By service area, 12.6 percent of MTS Access trips were late, while 6.1 percent of ADA Suburban Paratransit trips were late.

Overall, the review team’s analysis arrived at an on-time performance calculation that was consistent with the 89.1 percent performance reported by MTS in January 2008.

Because MTS does not schedule trip requests by appointment time and its call-takers do not record appointment times, the review team could not analyze MTS’s on-time performance for drop-offs.  
9.5 Review of No-Shows, Missed Trips, and Trip Coding

The review team analyzed MTS paratransit trip data for the sample week of January 6 to 12, 2008.  First Transit staff provided trip information stored in the Trapeze software database.  During this week, there were requests for over 8,900 trips.  Ultimately, of these requests, MTS provided 7,011 trips.  Table 9.3 presents a summary of the disposition of all trips requested for this week, based on the Trapeze data. 

Table 9.3 – Disposition of Trips Requested for MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit Service, January 6 to 12, 2008

	Category
	Number
	

	All trips requested
	8,929
	

	Completed trips
	7,011
	

	All cancelled trips
	1,199
	

	“Unscheduled” trips
	591
	

	No-shows
	128
	


Included in the completed trips are four “missed trips but completed.”  MTS defines a missed trip as one in which the vehicle arrives more than 60 minutes after the negotiated pickup time (50 minutes after the end of the pickup window), whether or not the passenger is still waiting and the trip is completed.  During this sample week, there were no records of other missed trips.

If the vehicle arrives after the end of the pickup window but less than 60 minutes after the negotiated pickup time, MTS does not consider this as a missed trip.  If the passenger is picked up during this period, it is simply a late trip.  If no pickup occurs because the passenger is no longer there, then MTS classifies this as an “advance cancel,” with no penalty against the passenger or First Transit.

During the sample week, MTS had two types of cancelled trips, “CA” and “CL”:

· Trips cancelled by 5 p.m. on the day prior to the requested trip are considered “advance cancels” (622 of all cancelled trips during the sample week); as well, the situation described in the previous paragraph of no pickup between 10 and 60 minutes after the negotiated time is an advance cancel

· Trips cancelled less after 5 p.m. on the day prior to the requested trip are considered “late cancels” (566 of all cancelled trips during the sample week)

In addition, there were 11 trip requests in the Trapeze database in this sample week that were cancellations but had improper coding (“CO”).

Trip requests can be categorized as unscheduled for a variety of reasons.  For example:

· Reservationists may make a mistake in entering information while taking a trip request from a caller

· A rider may begin to make a trip request but stop without completing the request

The unscheduled trips do not include refusals of trips offered within 60 minutes of a caller’s requested time.

MTS records a trip as a no-show when the vehicle arrives at a pickup point during the pickup window and the rider cancels the trip at the door, or the rider cannot be located.  As discussed earlier in this section of the report, the vehicle operator is not authorized to leave the pickup point until he or she contacts the dispatcher and receives approval to proceed.

The trip status codes for completed trips, late cancels, no-shows, missed trips, and “advance cancels” due to no pickup between 10 and 60 minutes after the negotiated time are entered into Trapeze by the dispatchers.  However, neither MTS nor First Transit staff enters actual vehicle arrival times for pickups or drop-offs for any trip.  Even for computation of on-time performance, First Transit staff review the three days’ manifests and manually compile the status of a pickup (early or on-time; 11 to 15 minutes after the negotiated pickup time; 16 to 20 minutes; 21 to 30 minutes; more than 30 minutes).  Other than the written information on driver manifests, there is no record of pickup or drop-off times.  The First Transit manager said that they may check on those times on rare occasions, e.g., if a passenger disputes a no-show.

As a result, the only method available to MTS to verify the performance of First Transit is to review the driver manifests and compile pickup, drop-off, and service hour data from the manifests.  This affects the review of on-time performance, trip duration, valid no-shows, and missed trips.  For example, with actual pickup and drop-off times entered for a sample of trips (or even 100 percent), MTS could check trips recorded as no-shows by verifying that vehicles arrived within the pickup window and stayed at the pickup point for at least 3 minutes.  Furthermore, the trip durations reported by First Transit to MTS are based on scheduled pickup and drop-off times rather than actual times.

9.6 Analysis of On-Board Travel Times

The review team conducted an analysis of a random sample of 226 trips made on Wednesday, January 9, 2008.  Table 9.4 shows the distribution of travel time for those trips, as determined by pickup and drop-off times recorded on vehicle operator manifests.  The average travel time for trips in this sample was 35 minutes.  Table 9.4 includes trips made in all zones.  However, the distribution of on-board travel times was very similar when MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit trips were viewed separately.

Table 9.4 – On-board Travel Times for Sample of

MTS ADA Paratransit Trips Provided on January 9, 2008

	On-board Travel Time
	Number of Trips
	Percent

	Up to 15 minutes
	47
	21%

	16-30 minutes
	71
	31%

	31-45 minutes
	40
	18%

	46-60 minutes
	40
	18%

	61-90 minutes
	20
	9%

	91-120 minutes
	7
	3%

	Over 120 minutes
	1
	0.4%

	Total
	226
	


A sample of trips with long travel times was selected for further analysis.  It is not the practice of First Transit to enter actual trip times and mileages into Trapeze except on days on which the sample of performance data for National Transit Database (NTD) reporting is being collected.  Therefore, to identify a random sample of trips with long travel times, the review team started from a list of trips performed in the sample week of January 6 to 12, 2008, that was based on estimated, scheduled travel times of 60 minutes or more as recorded in Trapeze, and selected a random sample.  The review team then reviewed vehicle operator manifests for those trips to identify trips with long actual travel times.  Sixteen trips were identified and included in a comparison to fixed route trip travel times.  

Sixteen trips with long travel times (60 minutes or more) from the sample of January 9 trips were also included in the fixed route comparison.  

Finally, a sample of trips that involved transfers from one zone to another was also selected for the comparison to fixed route travel times.  MTS policy requires paratransit customers traveling through more than one zone to transfer between vehicles at established transfer points, which are located in accessible public spots with access to telephones, rest rooms, and other amenities.  The following locations are used as transfer points:

· PT 1
Grossmont College, 5500 Grossmont College Drive, La Mesa

· PT 3
Longs Drug Store, College Grove Center, 3450 College Avenue, San Diego

· PT 4
Pat and Oscar’s, Plaza Bonita, 3030 Plaza Bonita Road, Chula Vista

· PT 7
Burger King, 1201 1st Street, Coronado

· PT 8
VA Hospital, main entrance, 3350 La Jolla Village Drive, La Jolla

· PT 9
McDonald’s, 12900 Rancho Pensaquitos Boulevard, San Diego

· PT 10
North County Fair Mall, 272 E. Via Rancho Parkway, Escondido

From a list of all transfer trips provided from January 6 through January 12, the review team selected a random sample of trips, and obtained actual travel times from vehicle operator manifests.  Twelve trips that were performed as transfer trips and had actual travel times over 60 minutes were included in the fixed route travel time comparison.  

Forty-four trips made up the final list of ADA paratransit trips with long travel times.  MTS staff assisted the review team by developing fixed route itineraries and estimating the comparable fixed route travel times using the Online Transit Information System (OTIS) for those 44 trips.  For eight trips, no fixed route service was available at the time or in the area of the paratransit trip.  

Each estimate of fixed route travel time included the following components:

· Travel time on each bus or trolley route

· Transfers (waiting time) for multi-route trips (included in fixed route travel time)

· Walking time at each end of the trip (and between routes in the middle of the trip, as necessary), using an estimated speed of three miles per hour (20 minutes per mile)

Table 9.5 shows the results of the comparison between paratransit and fixed route travel times for the 36 trips for which fixed route itineraries were developed.  For each MTS ADA paratransit trip, Table 9.5 shows the origin and destination (addresses rounded to the nearest 100 to maintain confidentiality), the actual departure time from the pickup location and arrival at the drop-off location as recorded on the vehicle operator manifests, and the actual total paratransit travel time.  Table 9.5 then shows the fixed routes that would be used to connect the same origin and destination, the number of transfers involved, a calculation of travel time on board the buses and/or trolleys, an estimate of walking time to the bus stop(s) or trolley station(s), and a calculation of total fixed route travel time.

The final two columns of Table 9.5 compare the ADA complementary paratransit services with MTS fixed route travel times.  The “Travel Time Difference” column presents the difference in travel times between the two modes.  A minus sign (-) indicates that the ADA complementary paratransit travel time would have been less than the estimated fixed route travel time.

As shown in Table 9.5, all but two of the fixed route trips involved one or more transfers:

· One transfer

8 trips

· Two transfers

18 trips

· Three transfers
7 trips

· Four transfers

1 trip

Fourteen of the 36 itineraries, or 39 percent, had paratransit travel times longer than the comparable fixed route travel time.  The differences in travel time between paratransit and the MTS fixed route services ranged from three minutes to 82 minutes.  Nine of the paratransit trips, or 25 percent, were longer than the comparable fixed route trip by 30 minutes or more.  One paratransit trip would have taken the same amount of time on the fixed route system.  The remaining 21 paratransit trips, or 58 percent, would have taken more travel time using fixed route services, by an amount that ranged from two minutes to 65 minutes.

Five of the 11 MTS paratransit trips involving transfers between zones—45 percent of the transfer trips included in the travel time comparison—had travel times that were longer than the comparable fixed route travel times.  Three of these had travel times greater than fixed route by 22 minutes or more.  The other six transfer trips included in the sample would have taken longer using the fixed route system.

Wait times at the paratransit transfer sites were often very long.  Of the 11 paratransit trips that involved a transfer, six showed wait times at the transfer site of 40 minutes or more.

Finally, there are several addresses that appear multiple times in the sample of paratransit trips with long travel times, most notably 9600 Aero Drive in San Diego, the location of a program for clients of the San Diego Regional Center.  

9.7
Comparison to MTS Travel Time Standards

As mentioned above, MTS uses different travel time standards depending on the zones traveled and the length (in miles) of the trip.  

MTS Access Trips

Maximum travel times for MTS Access trips (Zone 1) are as follows:

· Trips of 8 miles or less


60 minutes

· Trips of 8.1 to 10 miles


75 minutes

· Trips of more than 10 miles

90 minutes

Table 9.5 – Comparison of Travel Times on MTS ADA Paratransit Service vs. Fixed Route for Selected Trips, January 6 to 12, 2008

	ADA Complementary Paratransit Trip
	Paratransit Travel Time
	Fixed Route Equivalent

	Trip #
	PU/DO Address

(rounded to 100 block)
	Actual PU/DO Times
	Actual Ride Time (mins)
	Itinerary (routes/
transfers)
	Start/

End Times
	On-Board Time (mins)
	Walk/

Wait Time
	Total FR Travel Time
	Paratransit Travel Time – FR Travel Time (mins)

	1
	1100 Bay Blvd, Chula Vista
800 Manning Way, San Diego
	14:10
15:54
	104
	Blue Line Trolley
No transfer
	14:28
14:50
	2
	20
	22
	82

	2
	3100 Market St, San Diego
5600 Chattanooga St, San Diego
	15:28
17:33
	125
	MTS Bus Route 5
Blue Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 962
2 transfers
	15:36
16:42
	54
	12
	66
	59

	3
	8800 La Mesa Blvd, La Mesa
3400 College Ave, San Diego

3400 College Ave, San Diego
3000 Plaza Bonita Rd, Chula Vista

3000 Plaza Bonita Rd, Chula Vista
500 E St, Chula Vista
	11:54
12:05

13:09
13:25

13:46
13:57
	123
	MTS Bus Route 1
Orange Line Trolley
Blue Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 932
3 transfers
	12:04
13:23
	73
	6
	79
	44

	4
	3100 Market St, San Diego
5600 Chattanooga St, San Diego


	15:28
17:10
	102
	MTS Bus Route 5
Blue Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 962
2 transfers
	15:36
16:40
	54
	10
	64
	38

	5
	2500 Blackton Dr, San Diego
7000 Friars Rd, San Diego
	07:10
08:35
	85
	MTS Bus Route 955
Green Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 928
2 transfers
	07:21
08:10
	47
	2
	49
	38

	6
	9600 Aero Drive, San Diego
4400 Claremont Dr, San Diego
	15:14
16:45
	91
	MTS Bus Route 928
MTS Bus Route 27
MTS Bus Route 44
2 transfers
	15:31
16:25
	48
	6
	54
	37

	7
	9600 Aero Dr, San Diego
8900 Stanwell St, San Diego
	15:28
17:15
	107
	MTS Bus Route 928
MTS Bus Route 20
1 transfer
	15:31
16:42
	61
	10
	71
	36

	8
	8400 Flanders Dr, San Diego
9500 Black Mountain Rd, San Diego
	07:11
08:12
	61
	MTS Bus Route 964B
MTS Bus Route 31
1 transfer
	07:28
07:54
	18
	8
	26
	35

	9
	3800 Budd St, San Diego
6200 Fairmount Ave, San Diego
	07:37
09:15
	98
	MTS Bus Route 44
Green Line Trolley
1 transfer
	08:07
09:12
	49
	16
	65
	33

	10
	1100 Bay Blvd, Chula Vista
1000 Helix Ave, Chula Vista
	14:05
15:08
	63
	Chula Vista Transit

Route 701 No transfer
	14:31
15:10
	17
	22
	39
	24

	11
	1900 Cam Del Rio South
3400 College Ave, San Diego

3400 College Ave, San Diego
300 N 1st St, El Cajon
	14:10
14:35

15:25
15:45
	95
	Green Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 815
1 transfer
	14:53
16:06
	67
	6
	73
	22

	12
	800 48th St, San Diego
3000 Plaza Bonita Rd, Chula Vista

3000 Plaza Bonita Rd, Chula Vista
1300 Nolan Ave, Chula Vista
	06:18
06:40

07:02
07:45
	87
	MTS Bus Route 5
Blue Line Trolley
Chula Vista Transit

Route 712 (2 transfers)
	06:38
07:43
	59
	6
	65
	22

	13
	800 Mesa Brook St, San Diego
3000 Plaza Bonita Road, Chula Vista

3000 Plaza Bonita Road, Chula Vista
1400 30th (SB) St, San Diego
	08:20
08:50

08:55
09:24
	64
	MTS Bus Route 961
Blue Line Trolley
1 transfer
	08:19
09:19
	50
	10
	60
	4


	14
	500 Oak Pl, Chula Vista
3000 Plaza Bonita Rd, Chula Vista

3000 Plaza Bonita Rd, Chula Vista
5100 Murphy Canyon Rd
	08:04
08:15

09:00
09:55
	111
	Chula Vista Transit Route 712
Blue Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 20
MTS Bus Route 25
3 transfers
	08:31
10:19
	104
	4
	108
	3

	15
	1400 El Prado Ave, Lemon Grove
10900 Summit Ave, Santee
	08:18
09:35
	77
	Orange Line Trolley
Green Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 832
2 transfers
	08:39
09:56
	51
	26
	77
	0

	16
	5900 Rancho Mission Rd, San Diego
4600 Executive Drive, San Diego
	08:50
09:50
	60
	Green Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 41
MTS Bus Route 50
2 transfers
	08:53
09:55
	54
	8
	62
	-2

	17
	3800 Shasta St, San Diego
5900 El Cajon, San Diego
	07:47
08:55
	68
	MTS Bus Route 8
Green Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 15
2 transfers
	07:57
09:07
	66
	4
	70
	-2


	18
	4300 Asher St, San Diego
3400 College Ave, San Diego

3400 College Ave, San Diego
1400 San Miguel Ave, Spring Valley
	08:45
09:25

09:31
09:59
	74
	MTS Bus Route 105
Blue Line Trolley
Chula Vista Transit Route 701
2 transfers
	11:22
12:38
	74
	2
	76
	-2

	19
	2200 Rising Glen Way, San Diego
9600 Aero Dr, San Diego
	06:28
08:10
	102
	MTS Bus Route 961
Orange Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 20
MTS Bus Route 928
3 transfers
	06:51
08:35
	88
	16
	104
	-2

	20
	3800 Coleman Ave, San Diego
3000 Plaza Bonita Rd, Chula Vista

3000 Plaza Bonita Rd, Chula Vista
4500 Park Blvd, San Diego
	11:11
11:27

12:12
12:35
	84
	MTS Bus Route 933
Blue Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 15
MTS Bus Route 11
3 transfers
	11:29
12:56
	81
	8
	89
	-5

	21
	200 W Arbor Rd, San Diego
3400 College Ave, San Diego

3400 College Ave, San Diego
300 Jamacha Rd, El Cajon
	15:30
16:00

16:25
17:05
	95
	MTS Bus Route 3
Orange Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 875
2 transfers
	07:19
09:01
	102
	0
	102
	-7

	22
	4500 Limerick Ave, San Diego
9600 Aero Dr, San Diego
	06:48
07:54
	66
	MTS Bus Route 41
MTS Bus Route 928
1 transfer
	07:14
08:28
	60
	14
	74
	-8

	23
	9600 Domer Rd, Santee
1400 E. Lexington Ave, El Cajon
	06:58
08:07
	69
	MTS Bus Route 832
Green Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 815
2 transfers
	08:06
09:24
	70
	8
	78
	-9

	24
	100 Tourmaline St, Chula Vista
8800 Dallas St, La Mesa
	08:04
09:30
	86
	Chula Vista Transit Route 701
Blue Line Trolley
Orange Line Trolley
2 transfers
	08:17
09:53
	78
	18
	96
	-10

	25
	4600 Executive Dr, San Diego
3600 Granada Ave, San Diego
	15:55
17:00
	65
	MTS Bus Route 960
MTS Bus Route 1
MTS Bus Route 2
2 transfers
	16:12
17:31
	69
	10
	79
	-14

	26
	7900 Dancy Rd, San Diego
9600 Aero Dr, San Diego
	07:28
08:44
	76
	MTS Bus Route 921
MTS Bus Route 20
MTS Bus Route 928
2 transfers
	07:32
09:03
	89
	2
	91
	-15

	27
	4600 Executive Dr, San Diego
3500 College Ave, San Diego
	14:40
15:55
	75
	MTS Bus Route 960
MTS Bus Route 916A
1 transfer
	15:12
16:47
	87
	8
	95
	-20

	28
	2200 Rising Glen Way, San Diego
9600 Aero Dr, San Diego
	06:24
07:58
	94
	MTS Bus Route 962
Blue Line Trolley
Green Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 928
3 transfers
	07:00
08:58
	112
	9
	121
	-27


	29
	3000 Health Center Dr, San Diego
700 Sea Vale St, Chula Vista
	15:25
16:36
	71
	MTS Bus Route 44
Blue Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 932
2 transfers
	15:37
17:16
	85
	14
	99
	-28

	30
	5600 Santa Margarita St, San Diego
9600 Aero Dr, San Diego
	07:09
08:10
	61
	Orange Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 120
MTS Bus Route 928
2 transfers
	07:22
08:58
	80
	16
	96
	-35

	31
	11200 Del Diablo St, San Diego
12900 Rancho Pensaquitos Blvd, San Diego

12900 Rancho Pensaquitos Blvd, San Diego
9600 Aero Drive, San Diego
	07:26
07:35

08:20
08:40
	74
	MTS Bus Route 20
MTS Bus Route 928
1 transfer
	07:45
09:33
	94
	16
	110
	-36


12900 Rancho Pensaquitos Blvd, San Diego


MTS Bus Route 105

MTS Bus Route 41

MTS Bus Route 921

MTS Bus Route 20

MTS Bus Route 845 


	4 transfers
	08:32
10:55
	127
	16
	143
	-39

	33
	9600 Aero Dr, San Diego
11400 Spica Dr, San Diego
	15:35
17:06
	91
	MTS Bus Route 25
MTS Bus Route 20
MTS Bus Route 964A
2 transfers
	15:47
18:02
	119
	16
	135
	-44

	34
	11400 Riverside Dr, Lakeside
4000 N. Granada Ave, Spring Valley
	14:42
15:50
	68
	MTS Bus Route 832
Green Line Trolley
Orange Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 855
3 transfers
	15:16
17:14
	96
	22
	118
	-50

	35
	9500 Gilman Dr, San Diego
6800 Mineral Dr, San Diego
	16:20
17:30
	70
	MTS Bus Route 41
Green Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 115A
2 transfers
	16:46
18:56
	116
	14
	130
	-60

	36
	9200 Twin Trails Dr, San Diego
12900 Rancho Pensaquitos Blvd, San Diego

12900 Rancho Pensaquitos Blvd, San Diego
300 Euclid Ave, San Diego
	11:10
11:16

11:59
12:20
	70
	MTS Bus Route 844
MTS Bus Route 20
Orange Line Trolley
MTS Bus Route 955
3 transfers
	14:25
16:40
	115
	20
	135
	-65


Of the sample of trips provided on January 9, 2008, 127 were MTS Access trips.  As shown in Table 9.6, eight of those trips, or 6 percent, exceeded the appropriate maximum travel time for trips based on trip distance.  The travel times in Table 9.6 were calculated using actual pickup and drop-off times from vehicle operator manifests; distance is the estimate of trip length from pickup to drop-off, in miles, calculated by Trapeze.  

ADA Suburban Paratransit Trips

The maximum travel time for all ADA Suburban trips—or all trips within Zones 2, 3 or 4—is 60 minutes.  Among the sample of trips performed on January 9, 2008, 99 were ADA Suburban trips.  Of those 99 trips, 15, or 15 percent, had travel times of 60 minutes or more. 
Trips between Zone 1 and Zones 2, 3, or 4
As noted in Section 3, when riders travel between zones, the maximum travel times in each zone apply.  For example, if a rider travels from Zone 2 to Zone 1, the maximum travel time in Zone 2 going to the transfer point is 60 minutes.  An additional 60 to 90 minutes is then allowed for determining the standard for travel time.
Table 9.6 – MTS Access Trips from January 9, 2008 Sample that Exceeded MTS Travel Time Standards

	Trip Number
	Distance (miles)
	Travel Time (minutes)
	Maximum Travel Time Standard (minutes)

	1
	6.5
	125
	60

	2
	4.5
	66
	60

	3
	7.9
	85
	60

	4
	8.1
	93
	75

	5
	8.8
	76
	75

	6
	9.5
	91
	75

	7
	12.6
	102
	90

	8
	15.1
	106
	90


9.7 Findings

137. MTS has an on-time performance standard for pickups of 95 percent on a monthly basis.

138. To measure on-time performance each month, MTS uses a 100 percent sample from three days (8th, 16th, and 24th).  This yields a roughly 10 percent sample of all trips.

139. Based on the MTS-selected samples for evaluating on-time performance, MTS reported monthly on-time performance ranging from 89 to 98 percent during the period July 2007 to January 2008.  The proportion of trips more than 20 minutes late (30 minutes after the negotiated time) was less than 0.5 percent for five of the seven months and only greater than 1 percent for one of the seven months.  Based on these reports, MTS does not appear to have a substantial proportion of significantly late pickups.

140. In its computation of on-time performance, MTS makes no distinction between the trips for which the vehicle arrived before the pickup window and those trips for which the vehicle arrived in the pickup window.

141. MTS does not have a performance standard for drop-off (appointment) times.  It does not book trips by drop-off time, nor does it record appointment times.

142. Based on a 17 percent sample (one of every six trips) from a single day in January 2008, the review team calculated an on-time performance of 90.3 percent, including pickups in and before the window.  This random sample calculation was consistent with the on-time performance reported by MTS for January 2008, which was 89.1 percent.  Of the late pickups in the sample, 8.0 percent were up to 15 minutes late (i.e., between 11 and 25 minutes after the negotiated time); 1.7 percent were up to 30 minutes late.  No pickup in the sample was greater than 30 minutes late.  This is reasonably good performance given the on-time pickup window used by MTS.
143. The sample included a very high proportion of early pickups, i.e., those prior to the beginning of the pickup window: 52.2 percent.  Of these early pickups, 19.4 percent were more than 15 minutes early, which is also a high proportion of very early pickups.
144. During the peak period, First Transit has two dispatchers overseeing about 90 paratransit routes.  Given the lack of MDTs on vehicles, this workload of overseeing 40 to 50 routes per dispatcher is well beyond the more typical load of 20 to 30 routes in paratransit operations.
145. Five of the 11 vehicle operators interviewed did not have a correct understanding of the on-time pickup window.
146. MTS defines transit provider missed trips too narrowly.  MTS only considers trips for which the vehicle arrives more than 60 minutes after the negotiated pickup time to be missed trips.  If the vehicle arrives after the end of the pickup window but less than 60 minutes after the negotiated pickup time, and the trip is not taken by the rider, MTS does not consider this as a missed trip; it is simply a late trip.  If no pickup occurs because the passenger is no longer there, then MTS classifies this as an “advance cancel,” with no penalty against the passenger or First Transit.

147. Neither MTS nor First Transit enters actual pickup or drop-off times for any trip into Trapeze.  As a result, the only method available to MTS to verify the performance of First Transit is to review the driver manifests and compile data from the manifests.

148. Analysis of a random sample of 226 MTS paratransit trips completed during the week of January 6 to 12, 2008, indicated that 88 percent of MTS paratransit trips were completed in 60 minutes or less.  Nine percent of trips had travel times between 61 and 90 minutes, and 4 percent of trips had travel times of greater than 90 minutes.  The average travel time for this sample of trips was 35 minutes.

149. When the actual travel times of 36 long ADA paratransit trips (those with travel times of 60 minutes or more) provided between January 6 and January 12 were compared with the estimated travel times for comparable fixed route trips, 14 MTS ADA paratransit trip travel times (39 percent) were longer than comparable fixed route travel times, by an average of 34 minutes.  For one ADA paratransit trip, the estimated fixed route travel time was the same as the paratransit travel time.  Travel times on 21 ADA paratransit trips (58 percent) were less than the comparable fixed route travel time, by an average of 21 minutes. 

150. Analysis of the sample of 36 ADA paratransit trips with long travel times indicated that approximately 6 percent of the MTS Access trips in the sample of long trips exceeded the appropriate maximum travel time standard established by MTS for MTS Access trips.  Approximately 15 percent of the ADA Suburban Paratransit trips in the sample of long trips exceeded the maximum travel time standard established by MTS for those trips.  

151. Analysis of the travel times of 11 randomly selected paratransit trips that involved transfers between zones during the week of January 6 showed that 45 percent of the trips took longer than comparable trips on the fixed route system, and 27 percent took more than 20 minutes longer than comparable fixed route trips.  Six of the 11 transfer trips also involved wait times at the paratransit transfer site of 40 minutes or more.
152. MTS’s policies of transferring riders and allowing an additional 60 to 90 minutes to paratransit travel time standards likely result in total paratransit travel times, from the riders’ origins to destinations, that exceed comparable fixed route travel times for riders who are required to transfer.
153. The repetition of certain addresses in the sample of paratransit trips with long travel times appears to indicate that some long travel times occur on regularly scheduled group trips to human service program locations, particularly for the customers who are picked up first in the morning or dropped off last in the afternoon.
154. MTS’ current contract incentives and disincentives for meeting on-time performance, missed trips, and travel time performance standards are not likely to be substantial enough to affect contractor performance.
9.8 Recommendations

155. When calculating and reporting on-time performance, MTS should distinguish between pickups that are in the window and pickups that are before the window.

156. MTS should consider varying the sample days used for monthly calculation of on-time performance and not reveal the selected days to First Transit until the end of the month.  This would eliminate the possibility of operations being adjusted to influence the performance measurement.

157. Given the high proportion of early pickups in the review team’s analysis, MTS should ensure that these early pickups are the result of riders being ready early and willing to leave early—rather than drivers’ coercing riders to leave early to help the them keep on schedule.

158. MTS should consider creating a performance standard for on-time drop-offs and measuring its on-time drop-off performance.  The standard should address late drop-offs as well as drop-offs that are too early.  To be able to measure on-time drop-off performance, MTS should record appointment times stated by riders in the trip booking process.  Appointment times should also be displayed on the dispatch screen and included on driver manifests so that timely drop-offs can be effectively considered in operations.
159. MTS should consider increasing the number of dispatchers who oversee routes during the peak periods, at least from two to three.  
160. MTS should consider providing vehicle operators with additional training on the on-time pickup window.
161. In the long term, MTS should consider acquiring MDTs and AVL for its paratransit vehicle fleet.  These technologies would help dispatchers and drivers in maintaining on-time performance.  These technologies would also help drivers, particularly new drivers, to improve their productivity.

162. MTS should work with First Transit to adjust scheduling and dispatching practices to reduce the number and percent of trips with travel times that exceed the established maximum on-board travel time standard and are longer than comparable fixed route trips.

163. MTS should work with First Transit to reduce the wait times at paratransit transfer sites.  Establishing a standard for on-time drop-offs that addresses very early as well as late drop-offs, and considering both on-time pickups and on-time drop-offs in operations, should assist with the coordination of timely drop-offs and pickups at transfer sites.
164. MTS should review current policies associated with transferring riders and travel times for transferring riders to ensure that no riders experience total travel times, from the riders’ origins to destinations, that exceed comparable fixed route travel times.
165. MTS should examine regularly scheduled runs to human service program locations on which long travel times occur and estimate fixed route travel times for those trips.  In cases where MTS ADA paratransit travel times are not comparable to fixed route travel times, breaking those runs into smaller segments should be considered.  

166. MTS should revise its definition of missed trip to include any instance in which the vehicle arrives after the end of the pickup window, or arrives and leaves before the beginning of the pickup window, and the trip is not performed.

167. MTS should consider reconciling all of its trip requests, i.e., entering actual arrival and departure times for all attempted pickups and drop-offs.
168. MTS should establish incentives and disincentives, for meeting on-time performance, missed trip, and travel time performance standards, such as through liquidated damage contract provisions, that are substantial enough to affect contractor performance.
10 Resources

The review team collected and examined information about the resources made available by MTS to provide ADA complementary paratransit service.  This information included:

· Rider comments on vehicle operator performance and vehicle condition

· Input from vehicle operators on training and vehicle condition

· Information on the vehicle fleet

· Number of vehicle operators and operator tenure/turnover

· Availability of vehicles and operators to cover scheduled runs

· Operating budget for the service and the process used to estimate funding needs

10.1 Consumer Comments

The 11 riders and disability agency staff contacted in advance of the on-site review had mixed comments about vehicle operators and vehicles.  All 11 individuals commented on vehicle operators.  Seven people indicated that most vehicle operators are professional and respectful and provide good assistance, and that only a small number are rude or unprofessional.  Four individuals indicated more frequent issues with operators.  One person said about 75 percent are good, but 25 percent “have an attitude.”  Another person said he is sometimes treated rudely “especially when nobody else is on board.”  One rider said “a lot are not very nice.”  The fourth person said that there is “lots of turnover” and driver performance is “so-so.”  Most of the vehicle operator issues were related to attitude and occasional rude treatment.  One person noted problems with English proficiency, and one person said new vehicle operators often get lost.  When asked, respondents did not have issues with unsafe driving or a lack of familiarity with the equipment or knowing how to assist riders with disabilities.  One agency staff person said vehicle operators sometimes pressure riders to leave early.  She said that some drivers even go into her program and try to get people to leave without going through supervisors.

Ten individuals provided input on vehicle condition.  Eight indicated that the vehicles were in good condition and good repair.  It was noted that the fleet condition had improved recently with the addition of many new vehicles.  One person noted that the securement systems on the “older vehicles” were not good.  A second person said she had experienced a few breakdowns in the past year and that the floors of some vehicles could be cleaner for her service animal.

Vehicle operator issues also composed a significant percentage of the total complaints filed with MTS.  From July 2007 to January 2008, vehicle operator issues were the second most common rider complaint, behind only late pickups.  Seventeen of the 113 complaints (15.0 percent) for this period were about unsafe driving, while another 13 complaints (11.5 percent) were about rude drivers, and another seven complaints (6.2 percent) were about new operators who seemed unfamiliar with the service area.

None of the 113 complaints received by MTS from July 2007 to January 2008 were about vehicles or vehicle condition.

10.2 Vehicle Operator Comments

As noted in Chapter 9, review team members interviewed 11 drivers, using a standard set of questions (Attachment I).  Three of the interview questions related to training and vehicle condition.  Operators were asked if the training they received adequately prepared them for the job.  Eight operators indicated that the training did adequately prepare them for the job.  One of these eight suggested more training on wheelchair securement, though, and a second operator suggested that more instruction should be provided on reading and managing schedules.  Three operators indicated that the training did not prepare them for certain aspects of the job.  One of these three said the training should have spent more time familiarizing him with the area as well as reading and performing the schedules.  A second operator said more instruction on using the securement systems on the older vehicles would have been helpful.  The third operator said he could have used more instruction in customer service and in radio communications and codes and ended up learning these things on the job.

Vehicle operators were also asked if they received periodic refresher training.  Five mentioned the bimonthly safety meetings as the only refresher training provided.  Two operators said they had received additional defensive driving instruction after on-street incidents.  The remaining four operators, all with under five months on the job, did not indicate any refresher training (which is understandable given their short tenure).

Vehicle operators were also asked about vehicle condition.  All 11 operators said that vehicles were in very good condition and that any problems that they note on defect cards get taken care of quickly.  The only negative comment made about the vehicles was by one operator who said that the vehicles had a rough ride.

10.3 Vehicle Fleet and Vehicle Availability

At the time of the review, MTS had a fleet of 112 agency-owned vehicles.  One hundred and seven of these were lift-equipped body-on-chassis minibuses.  The remaining five were non-accessible minivans.  Only three of the minivans are used in regular service, with the other two held out and used only as secondary spares.

Forty-two of the 112 paratransit vehicles were 2000 model year vehicles.  The remaining 70 were 2006 model year vehicles.  MTS’s current “Contract Services Infrastructure 10-Year Plan” (see Attachment J) includes $2.2 million in FY 2008 for replacement of the older 2000 model year vehicles.  The plan also includes $5 million in FY 2013 for replacement of 2006 model year vehicles.  This suggests that MTS considers paratransit minibuses to have a seven-year useful life and plans for replacement every seven years.

On a typical weekday at the time of the review, First Transit’s peak pull-out required between 86 and 90 vehicles.  With 112 vehicles available, this provided for 22 spares, a 24 to 25 percent spare ratio.

Dispatchers at First Transit indicated that they always have enough vehicles to cover pull-out and do not need to close assigned runs due to a lack of vehicles.  They did note that the spare ratio was much tighter about a year ago, but the purchase of replacement as well as expansion vehicles in 2007 addressed the issue.

MTS’s “Contract Services Infrastructure 10-Year Plan” includes funding for 25 expansion vehicles over the next five years.  This provides for a fleet increase of about 4 to 5 percent each year.  A review of recent paratransit ridership records indicated that ridership grew by about 7 percent between 2006 and 2007.  If ridership continues to increase at this rate, the service will likely end up operating with a lower spare ratio in each of the next five years.  In the short-run, the current spare ratio could probably be lowered to make up the difference between ridership growth and capital expansion plans without adversely affecting peak pull-out.  If the ridership continues at a 7 percent growth rate for several years, though, MTS will need to re-evaluate its capital expansion allowance for the paratransit program.

10.4 Run Coverage and Extraboard/Standby Drivers

To determine if scheduled runs are covered and the level of backup typically available on the day of service, the review team analyzed pull-out records kept by First Transit for the week of January 7 to 13, 2008 (Monday to Sunday).  This information is summarized in Table 10.1.  The table shows:

· Total number of runs scheduled for each day

· Number of vehicle operators who were out (sick or vacation) on each day

· Number of scheduled extraboard operators available each day

· Number of uncovered runs that were covered by either available extraboard operators or operators called in to work an extra shift

· Number of runs that could not be covered and which were “closed” each day

Table 10.1 – First Transit Run Coverage, January 7 to 13, 2008

	Date
	Scheduled Runs
	Operators Out
	Scheduled Extraboard
	Open Runs Covered
	Runs “Closed”

	January 7
	123
	21
	2
	13
	8

	January 8
	125
	25
	1
	12
	13

	January 9
	127
	25
	0
	10
	15

	January 10
	125
	26
	0
	15
	11

	January 11
	126
	31
	0
	16
	15

	January 12
	23
	3
	3
	3
	0

	January 13
	19
	5
	2
	3
	2


Between 123 and 127 total runs were scheduled each weekday.  Between 21 and 31 operators were scheduled out or called out, leaving this number of runs uncovered each weekday.  Few scheduled extraboard were available on these weekdays.  Only two operators were scheduled as extraboard on Monday and only one extraboard was scheduled for Tuesday.  Using these few extraboard plus operators called in on their days off, First Transit was able to cover between 10 to 16 uncovered runs each weekday.  That left eight to 15 runs uncovered each weekday that had to be “closed.”  On average for this sample week, 12 to 13 runs were closed each weekday, with a maximum of 15 on Friday, January 11.  With about 125 total runs, this means that about 10 percent of scheduled runs are closed each weekday.

There were 23 Saturday runs.  Three runs were uncovered due to scheduled outs or call-outs.  There were three scheduled extraboard operators on that Saturday, and all uncovered runs were covered.  No runs were closed on that Saturday.

There were 19 Sunday runs.  Five runs were uncovered due to scheduled outs or call-outs.  There were two scheduled extraboard operators that day.  Using these two extraboard plus one operator who agreed to come in on his day off, three of the five uncovered runs were covered.  Two had to be closed (10 percent of scheduled runs).

First Transit dispatchers noted that when runs are closed, the trips on those runs are either added to other runs or are unscheduled and then same-day dispatched as add-ons throughout the day.  Dispatchers first attempt to cover runs that have mainly non-subscription trips.  They then typically take the group subscription trips on any uncovered runs and double them up with groups going to the same locations on other vehicles.  The net effect is that group subscription runs sometimes become very large.  Schedulers may have split the group to keep travel times from being excessive, but dispatchers then re-combine the groups on two runs due to a lack of operator coverage and travel times for the riders on these groups are increased significantly.

For non-subscription runs, add-ons to already tight schedules increase rider travel time and cause planned routes to become more circuitous.  As mentioned by several vehicle operators and riders who were interviewed, these add-ons sometimes then cause riders to get to appointments late.  Dispatchers are not aware that the add-ons are causing late drop-offs since they have no information about rider appointment times.

10.5 Vehicle Operators, Operator Training, and Turnover

At the time of the on-site review, First Transit had 120 vehicle operators.  This included 114 full-time and six part-time operators.  Several vehicle operators were on long-term leave for a variety of reasons.  First Transit managers indicated that between 100 and 105 operators were actually available for service at the time of the review.  This workforce did not allow for many scheduled extraboard positions.  First Transit was actively recruiting to try to increase the number of available vehicle operators.  First Transit managers indicated that they needed at least another 10 operators and could use another 20 operators.  As noted above, a lack of vehicle operators is resulting in the closing of about 10 percent of the weekday and Sunday runs.

Vehicle operators receive an hourly wage of $9.15 during training.  After training and during a 90-day probationary period, operators receive $9.65 per hour.  After the 90-day probationary period, wages increase to $10.15.  A $0.25 raise is provided each year.  The highest paid vehicle operator employed at the time of the review received $16.15 per hour.  Individual medical and dental health care coverage is provided and requires a $30 per month employee contribution.  Family coverage, though, requires a $300 per month employee contribution and First Transit managers indicated that only a few vehicle operators elect family health and dental care coverage.  Operators begin accruing vacation immediately and receive one week of paid vacation per year.  There are also six paid holidays each year.

A review of First Transit personnel records showed that 188 vehicle operators either resigned or were terminated for cause in calendar year 2007.  Of these, 90 left or were terminated during the training period.  The remaining 98 left or were terminated post-training.  Given a total workforce of 120 vehicle operators, this number of resignations and terminations translates to an annual turnover rate of 82 percent after training.  This rate of turnover is very high for ADA paratransit service.

Managers at First Transit indicated that they had increased the pay by $3 per hour in the last four years in an attempt to lower turnover.  They reported only modest improvements.  They also indicated that exit interviews with operators indicate that the current workforce is somewhat transient and that many individuals who resign are leaving the area.  Managers noted that exit interviews also indicated that some operators leave because of the stress of the job.

Interviews with vehicle operators indicated additional causes of dissatisfaction with the job.  One was the long hours and split shifts, which required some operators to work up to 12 hours per day and also be at the First Transit facility for two to three hours in the midday which were not paid.  The total workday could then end up being 14 to 15 hours.  With a shortage of vehicle operators, some drivers indicated that they were pressed to report on scheduled days off and extend their normal daily shifts.

Other issues raised by several operators included meeting the tight schedules and bearing the brunt of rider dissatisfaction if riders are late to appointments or travel a long, circuitous route due to tight scheduling and add-ons.

Training for new MTS vehicle operators begins with five days of classroom training, which includes familiarization with vehicles and equipment, and disability awareness training.  Next, new operators spend three days in “Behind the Wheel” (BTW) training, with a test after eight days.  More BTW is conducted if needed, based on test results.  Operators then undergo 14 hours of “Cadet Training,” during which they work essentially on their own but are observed and evaluated.  New operators who successfully complete the training program are assigned to “training runs,” which are constructed using scaled-back system speed settings in Trapeze so that they are less demanding than regular runs.  Vehicle operators move to regular run assignments once they feel comfortable and ready.

MTS vehicle operators are required to have CDL Class B licenses.  They also are subject to two criminal background checks, one conducted by First Transit and one conducted by the California Highway Patrol.  Their driving history and record is also checked.  Operators must be at least 21 years of age, must pass a physical, and must pass a drug test.

10.6 Other Staffing

As discussed in Chapter 7, First Transit employed 12 reservationists at the time of the review.  Seven of these reservationists are bilingual and assist with the call group used by Spanish-speaking riders.  Hold times in the non-Spanish call groups were reasonable.  Hold times in the call group used for Spanish-speaking riders were longer, with average hold times exceeding 2 minutes about 20 percent of the hours during the sample week.  As recommended in Chapter 7, MTS and First Transit should consider hiring additional Spanish-speaking reservationists or devise other ways to shift responsibilities to allow for hold times of the Spanish-speaking call group to be similar to the non-Spanish reservations call group.

Chapter 7 also discussed current dispatcher staffing for the MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit services.  At the time of the review, five full-time dispatchers, one part-time dispatcher and two dispatch supervisors were employed.  During peak operating periods, this allowed First Transit to have two dispatchers on duty—one managing MTS Access runs and the other managing ADA Suburban Paratransit runs.  At peak hours, there are about 50 MTS Access runs and about 40 ADA Suburban Paratransit runs on the road.  This ratio of dispatchers to runs (50:1 and 40:1) is high compared with reported “best practice,” which suggests a maximum ratio of 30 runs per dispatcher.  The current ratio is particularly high since the current service does not utilize mobile data terminals (MDTs), which would aid dispatchers in their jobs.

10.7 Planning, Budgeting, and Funding

The review team met with MTS’s budget manager and reviewed planning, budgeting, and funding of the MTS ADA complementary paratransit services.  MTS uses a zero-based budgeting process each year to arrive at the required operating budget for the paratransit services.  Annual budgets are not based on simple percentage increases over prior year budgets.

The annual budgeting process starts with planning and management staff reviewing ridership trends.  Typically, they examine ridership over the past three years.  More recent trends are also analyzed.  Next, staff considers any planned fixed route changes that may have an impact on the level of required complementary paratransit service.  Third, current productivity is analyzed and trends in productivity are reviewed.  Finally, they analyze information about the miles traveled in delivering service.

The ridership and productivity information is then used to estimate the number of vehicle hours of service that will be needed to meet the expected level of demand for the budget year.  This information is then combined with contracted hourly service rates to estimate cost elements that are related to hours of service.  Estimates of likely vehicle miles required are used to estimate fuel costs.  Finally, contract fixed costs and MTS staffing and management costs are estimated and factored into the budget.

Program expenses are then tracked throughout the budget year.  If actual expenses are different from the original budget estimates, the original budget is amended to reflect actual program needs and expenses.

Table 10.2 shows the MTS paratransit original budget, final amended budget (actual expenditures), and ridership for fiscal years 2006, 2007, and 2008.  As shown, ADA paratransit ridership increased by 6.9 percent from FY 2006 to FY 2007.  The original budget for FY 2007 allowed for a 7.7 percent increase over the final amended FY 2006 budget.  Actual expenditures from FY 2006 to FY 2007 increased by 6.6 percent, an increase closely correlated to the increase in ridership.  The budget for FY 2008 allows for a 9.5 percent increase in operating expenditures over final expenditures in FY 2007.  Ridership through the first five months of FY 2008 did not show any increase over FY 2007, but MTS staff noted that ridership in the fall 2007 had been affected by the fires in the San Diego area.  The FY 2008 budget appears to provide sufficient funding to meet expected FY 2008 ridership levels.

Table 10.2 – MTS ADA Paratransit Ridership, Original Operating Budget

and Amended Budget (Actual Expenses), FY 2006 to FY 2008

	
	FY 2006
	
	FY 2007
	
	FY 2008
	

	MTS Paratransit Ridership
	339,257
	
	362,779
	
	149,826 (1)
	

	% Increase
	–
	
	6.9%
	
	–
	

	Original Paratransit Budget
	$11,485,484
	
	$11,797,207
	
	$12,793,092
	

	% Increase over Prior Year Actual Expenses
	–
	
	7.7%
	
	9.5%
	

	Amended Paratransit Budget (Actual Expenditure)
	$10,958,286
	
	$11,684,938
	
	–
	

	% Increase over Prior Year
	–
	
	6.6%
	
	6.6%
	


(1)  FY 2008 ridership is for the first five months, from July 1 to November 30, 2007.

10.8 Ridership

As noted above, ADA paratransit ridership in FY 2007 totaled 362,779 one-way trips.  To determine how this level of ridership compared with other areas, the review team used a recently developed national ADA paratransit ridership model to calculate the ridership that this model would predict.  The national model, developed by the Transportation Cooperative Research Program (TCRP) and detailed in TCRP Report 119, Improving ADA Complementary Paratransit Demand Estimation, used data from 28 representative transit systems across the country to model ADA paratransit demand.  This model estimates ADA paratransit demand based on the following components:

· Population of the service area

· Base fare charged

· Percentage of the population with household incomes below the poverty level

· Effective window used to determine on-time performance

· Percentage of applicants found conditionally eligible

· Whether conditional eligibility is used to do trip-by-trip eligibility in operations

To estimate demand for the MTS area using this national tool, the review team used a service area population of 2,041,128, which was the population reported by MTS for its contracted service area (which included the paratransit contract service).  A base fare of $4 was used, which was an average of the MTS Access and ADA Suburban Paratransit fares.  The U.S. Census figure for percentage of the population household below the poverty line was used, which is 11.7 percent.  From the eligibility data, a conditional eligibility rate of 32 percent was used, and the model was set to reflect that trip-by-trip eligibility is not currently used

Using these factors, the TCRP model estimated annual demand for ADA paratransit service in the MTS area to be 934,083 one-way trips.  This is about 2.5 times the current ridership levels.  A copy of the summary page from the model showing the estimation for the MTS area is provided in Attachment K.  The TCRP model also gives a range to reflect the upper and lower 95 percent confidence limits of the model.  As shown in Attachment K, the range is from 508,357 trips per year (the lower 95 percent confidence limit) to 1,716,336 trips per year (the upper 95 percent confidence limit).  The current MTS ADA paratransit ridership falls well below even the lower 95 percent confidence limit of the model.

The review team also noted that about 125 runs are operated on weekdays, but only 23 runs are operated on Saturdays and only 19 runs are operated on Sundays.  Assuming average ridership per run is about equal, this would suggest that Saturday ridership is only about 19 percent of weekday ridership, and Sunday ridership is only about 15 percent of weekday ridership.  More typically, Saturday ridership is about 50 percent of weekday ridership, and Sunday ridership is about 30 to 40 percent of weekday ridership.

It is likely that difficulties experienced by riders with the scheduling process, an inability to ensure drop-off times for appointments, early pickups and arrivals at destinations, late arrivals at appointments, required transfers between regions, unattended transfers, and the lack of subscription service for these inter-regional trips are constraining demand for the service. 

10.9 Findings

169. At the time of the on-site review, MTS had enough vehicles to cover scheduled runs.  The paratransit services were being operated with a 24 to 25 percent spare ratio and dispatchers indicated that runs are not closed due to a lack of vehicles.

170. MTS’s “Contract Services Infrastructure 10-Year Plan” allows for 4 to 5 percent growth in the fleet through FY 2013.  Paratransit ridership grew by about 7 percent between 2006 and 2007.  If ridership continues to increase at this rate, the service will likely end up operating with a lower spare ratio in each of the next five years.  In the short-run, MTS could lower the current spare ratio to make up the difference between ridership growth and capital expansion plans without adversely affecting peak pull-out.  If the ridership continues at a 7 percent growth rate for several years, though, MTS will need to re-evaluate its capital expansion allowance for the paratransit program.

171. First Transit does not have enough vehicle operators to cover daily pull-out.  Based on a review of a sample week’s pull-out records, about 10 percent of weekday and Sunday runs are closed due to a lack of vehicle operators.  First Transit also is not able to maintain a reasonable scheduled extraboard to cover for expected same-day call-outs.

172. In calendar year 2007, there was an 82 percent annual turnover rate, after training, among vehicle operators at First Transit.  This high turnover rate results in a high percentage of relatively inexperienced operators and may affect service efficiency and service quality.

173. At peak hours, there are about 50 MTS Access runs and about 40 ADA Suburban Paratransit runs on the road, with one dispatcher overseeing each.  This ratio of dispatchers to runs (50:1 and 40:1) is high compared with typical industry “best practice,” which suggests a maximum ratio of 30 runs per dispatcher.  The current ratio is particularly high since the current service does not utilize mobile data terminals (MDTs), which would aid dispatchers in their jobs.

174. MTS does a thorough and accurate job of estimating the costs required to operate the ADA paratransit service each year.  Recent operating budgets have closely predicted required costs.

175. Current ADA paratransit ridership in the MTS service area is well below levels predicted by the national demand estimation model recently developed by the Transit Cooperative Research Program.  This model estimates that annual ADA paratransit ridership in the MTS area should total about 934,083 one-way trips.  Actual FY 2007 ridership was only 362,779.  It is likely that difficulties experienced by riders with the scheduling process, an inability to ensure drop-off times for appointments, early pickups and arrivals at destinations, late arrivals at appointments, required transfers between regions, unattended transfers, and lack of subscription service for these inter-regional trips are constraining demand for the service.

176. The level of weekend demand appears to be particularly low.  Only 23 vehicle runs are scheduled for Saturday service and only 19 Sunday runs are scheduled.  If the number of runs is proportional to ridership, this means that weekend ridership is less than 20 percent of weekday ridership.  More typically, Saturday ridership is about 50 percent of weekday ridership, and Sunday ridership is about 30 to 40 percent of weekday ridership.

10.10 Recommendations

177. MTS should continue to closely monitor ADA paratransit ridership levels and adjust its allowance for fleet expansion if ridership continues to grow at more than the 4 or 5 percent fleet growth currently programmed.

178. MTS should work with First Transit to reduce vehicle operator turnover in both the training process and after training.  The level of compensation provided should be considered in order to increase recruitment and retention.  Additional time in training on orientation to the area, map reading skills, and managing schedules might also help reduce operator job dissatisfaction.  The development of daily and weekly schedules that are more conducive to employee needs and desires also would seem to be a key factor.  Revising certain service policies that lead to rider dissatisfaction and which then increase daily issues encountered by vehicle operators may also be helpful.

179. MTS should work with First Transit to reduce the ratio of runs managed by dispatchers.  MTS should also consider adding MDTs and AVL to vehicles to assist dispatchers in managing runs.

180. MTS should analyze the reasons for the apparent low ADA paratransit ridership in the area.  Input from riders should be obtained as part of this analysis.  Consideration should be given to revising service policies, such as the scheduling policies, transfer policies and subscription policies for inter-regional trips, to remove constraints on demand.
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