Central Ohio Transit Authority (COTA)
Columbus, Ohio
ADA Complementary Paratransit Service

Compliance Review

February 6-9, 2007
Summary of Observations

Prepared for

Federal Transit Administration

Office of Civil Rights

Washington, DC

Prepared by

Planners Collaborative, Inc.

with

TranSystems Corp.

Final Report: November 15, 2007
CONTENTS

1 Purpose of the Review
1

2 Overview of the Review
3

2.1 Pre-Review
3

2.2 On-Site Review
4

3 Background
8

3.1 Fixed Route Service
8

3.2 COTA Paratransit Service (Project Mainstream)
8

3.3 ADA Complementary Paratransit Performance Standards
12

3.4 Consumer Complaints
13
4 Summary of Findings
18

4.1 Findings Regarding Service Criteria and COTA Complaint Handling Process
18

4.2 Findings Regarding ADA Complementary Paratransit Eligibility Determinations
19
4.3 Findings Regarding Telephone Access
20
4.4 Findings Regarding Trip Reservations
21
4.5 Findings Regarding Service Performance
22
4.6 Findings Regarding Resources
23
5 ADA Complementary Paratransit Service Criteria
25
5.1 Regulatory Service Criteria
25
5.2 COTA’s Complaint Handling Process
29
5.3 Findings
31
5.4 Recommendations
32
6 ADA Complementary Paratransit Eligibility Determinations
34
6.1 Consumer Comments
34
6.2 Overview of the Eligibility Determination Process and Materials
34
6.3 Appeal Process
38
6.4 Reported Determination Outcomes
39
6.5 Process Observations and Reviews of Recent Determinations
40
6.6 No-Show Suspension Policy
41
6.7 Findings
42
6.8 Recommendations
43
7 Telephone Access
45
7.1 Consumer Comments
45
7.2 Phone Service Standards
45
7.3 Phone System Design and Staffing
45
7.4 Telephone Performance
48
7.5 Findings
50
7.6 Recommendations
51
8 Trip Reservations
52
8.1 Consumer Comments
52
8.2 Trip Cap, Wait Lists, and Denial Policies and Practices
52
8.3 Trip Reservation Policies and Practices
53
8.4 Observations of the Handling of Trip Requests
57
8.5 Findings
58
8.6 Recommendations
59
9 Service Performance
60
9.1 Consumer Comments
60
9.2 Service Standards and Policies
61
9.3 Daily Operations
62
9.4 On-Time Performance
67
9.5 Analysis of On-Board Ride Times
69
9.6 Findings
77
9.7 Recommendations
78
10 Resources
80
10.1 Consumer Comments
80
10.2 Driver Comments
80
10.3 Vehicle Fleet and Vehicle Availability
81
10.4 Run Coverage, Relief Drivers and Back-up Runs
81
10.5 Drivers and Driver Turnover
82
10.6 Planning, Budgeting, and Funding
83
10.7 Findings
85
10.8 Recommendations
86
Attachment A

COTA’s Response to Draft Report
Attachment B

On-Site Review Schedule
Attachment C

Screenprints of Maps from Trip Eligibility Investigation
Attachment D

Results of Investigation of ADA Eligibility of 30 Requested Trips
Attachment E

December 2006 Telephone Service Performance Reports
Attachment F

Trip Reservations Script
Attachment G

Posted Notices on Trip Handling
Attachment H

Driver Interview Form
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, which 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 also is 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 Central Ohio Transit Authority (COTA) of Columbus, Ohio from February 6 to 9, 2007.  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 COTA’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)).
As issues related to capacity constraints, the review also examined compliance of COTA’s ADA paratransit service with the requirements related to eligibility determinations, service area, fares, and days and hours of service.  Sections 37.123 through 37.127 of the 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 37.131(a) of the DOT ADA regulations 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 COTA’s ADA complementary paratransit service.  First, a description of the approach and methodology used to conduct the review is provided.  Then, a description of key features of transit services provided by COTA—fixed route bus and ADA complementary paratransit service—is provided.  All of the findings of the review are summarized in Section 4.  Section 5 includes observations and findings related to the service area, days and hours of service, and fare.  Observations and findings related to the eligibility determination process are presented in Section 6.  Observations and findings related to the response time and capacity constraint criteria are then presented in Sections 7 through 10.  At the conclusion of each section, recommendations for addressing some of the findings are also provided.

COTA received a draft copy of the report for review and response.  A copy of the correspondence received from COTA on August 30, 2007, documenting its response to the draft report, is included as Attachment A.

2. Overview of the Review

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 three other sets of policies and practices that could affect access to ADA complementary paratransit service:

· 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:

· A description of how COTA’s ADA complementary paratransit service is structured

· Public information describing COTA’s ADA complementary paratransit service

· COTA’s standards for on-time performance, trip denials, travel times, and telephone service
At the request of FTA, COTA made additional information available 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, canceled, no-shows, missed trips, and trips provided by COTA
· A 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 COTA 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 COTA’s ADA paratransit service.
2.2
On-Site Review

An on-site review of the ADA complementary paratransit service took place from February 6 to 9, 2007.  The on-site review began with an opening conference, held at 9 a.m. on Tuesday, February 6, 2007 at the COTA office at 1600 McKinley Avenue, Columbus.  COTA representatives attending the meeting included:
· Bill Lhota, President and Chief Executive Officer
· Marion White, Chief Financial Officer and Vice-President of Finance
· Carol Wise, Vice-President of Operations
· W. Curtis Stitt, Vice-president of Legal and Government Affairs
· Carol Perkins, Director of Mobility Services
David Chia of Planners Collaborative, and Russell Thatcher and Patricia Monahan of TranSystems, Inc. represented the FTA review team.  David Knight and Jonathan Klein of FTA’s Office of Civil Rights in Washington, DC, participated via telephone.  Dwight Sinks and Oscar Waller of FTA’s Region 5 office in Chicago also participated via telephone.

David Knight opened the meeting by thanking COTA for their cooperation in the review.  He noted that the review team would conduct the review with as little impact on ongoing services as possible.  Mr. Knight described the purpose of the review and emphasized that it was intended primarily to assist COTA in providing effective ADA complementary paratransit service.  He noted that the review team of Planners Collaborative and TranSystems had worked with FTA on numerous ADA reviews and had significant expertise with ADA complementary paratransit services.  He indicated that in addition to reviewing the services for compliance with regulatory requirements, the review team was available to COTA for advice and technical assistance.  Mr. Knight then explained the review process.  He noted that:

· Preliminary findings and an opportunity to respond would be provided at a closing meeting on Friday, February 9
· A report would be drafted and provided to COTA for review and comment

· COTA’s comments would be incorporated into a Final Report, which would then become a public document
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 description of the planned review, Carol Wise of COTA inquired about the difference between this review and FTA’s triennial review process.  She noted that COTA had recently participated in a triennial review.  David Knight explained that triennial reviews focus on written policies and plans and on standard data reports.  He noted that ADA compliance reviews are much more in-depth and that time is spent observing and gathering data from each part of the paratransit service operation.

A question also was asked about whether the review would consider Ohio Department of Transportation requirements.  It was explained that the review would focus solely on the Federal ADA regulatory requirements.
Following the opening conference, the review team met with COTA staff to discuss the service structure and standards and the information available on site.  The team members also reviewed the process used to set budgets for the ADA paratransit services and current capital plans for paratransit vehicles and equipment.
In the afternoon on February 6, the review team toured the paratransit call center at 1333 Fields Avenue, Columbus.  Team members began observing the trip reservations and scheduling processes.  The team also reviewed call center staffing and telephone service performance reports.

In the morning on Wednesday, February 7, the team continued its observations of the trip reservations and scheduling process.  Team members sat with selected reservationists, listened to calls from riders, and recorded observations for the handling of trip requests.  The review team also worked with COTA to develop several special reports pertaining to on-time performance and travel times.  Team members also began a review of completed driver manifests as a part of on-time performance verification.

In the afternoon on February 7, detailed information about the ADA paratransit eligibility determinations process was gathered from the COTA Eligibility Coordinator.  A sample of data for some of the longer trips in the system was also prepared in order to do a comparison to fixed route travel times for similar trips.

On Thursday, February 8, the review team focused its observations on the scheduling and dispatching portions of the operation.  Team members met with the lead scheduler and observed her preparing final schedules for the next day.  They also spent several hours during the peak operating time observing the management of runs by dispatchers.

Also on Thursday, February 8, one review team member met with staff in COTA’s customer service division at the Customer Service Center, 60 East Broad Street, Columbus.  The complaint process and recent paratransit complaint records were reviewed.  Fixed route trip itineraries also were generated using COTA’s online trip planner to compare with the travel time data for the longer paratransit trips gathered the previous day.
In the afternoon on February 8, review team members analyzed pull-out records and run coverage.  They also interviewed several paratransit drivers.
On Friday morning, February 9, the review team tabulated the various data that had been gathered and prepared for the exit conference.  The exit conference took place at 1 p.m. on February 9 at 1600 McKinley Avenue.  Attending the exit conference for COTA were:
· Bill Lhota, President and Chief Executive Officer

· Marion White, Chief Financial Officer and Vice-President of Finance

· Carol Wise, Vice-president of Operations

· W. Curtis Stitt, Vice-President of Legal and Government Affairs

· Carol Perkins, Director of Mobility Services

· Doug Moore, Vice-President of Planning

· Marty Stutz, Director of Corporate Communications

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, again participated by telephone.  Dwight Sinks and Oscar Waller of the FTA Region 5 FTA Office also participated again by telephone.
Mr. Klein opened the exit conference by thanking COTA staff for their cooperation in the review.  He then reviewed the process and timing for developing a draft and final report.  It was noted that the Final Report would include both findings and recommendations.  COTA would be required to address the findings, while the recommendations would be presented for the COTA’s consideration as possible ways to address the findings.

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

· Eligibility determinations

· Telephone access

· Handling of trip requests and trip denials

· On-time performance

· Trip duration

· Resources (vehicles, manpower, and financial resources)

Several general observations on operating practices, including reservations, scheduling and dispatch, were also reviewed and suggestions for improvements in procedures were noted.

Bill Lhota, COTA’s President and Chief Executive Officer (CEO) thanked the review team for their work and noted that COTA would look forward to receiving and responding to the report.
3. Background

COTA is the public entity that oversees and manages the provision of public transportation services in the greater Columbus, Ohio area.  This includes much of Franklin County as well as portions of neighboring Delaware, Fairfield and Licking Counties.

COTA was formed as a special public authority in 1971 to ensure the provision of public transit services that had previously been provided by a privately owned company, the Columbus Transit Company.  A 13-member board of trustees oversees the transit system and appoints a President/CEO to manage the day-to-day operations.  In 1999, a permanent 0.25 percent sales tax was approved by voters in Franklin County to help fund COTA operations.  An additional 0.25 percent sales tax was approved by voters in January 2006.  This additional income will start being collected in 2008.

Information in the 2005 National Transit Database (NTD) indicates that COTA’s service area is 325 square miles.  The total population of the COTA service area is 1,057,915.
3.1
Fixed Route Service

COTA operates regional express bus service as well as local fixed route service.  COTA’s website indicates that in 2005, the agency operated a fleet of 234 buses which operated on 53 routes.  In 2005, the fixed route service provided 14,625,379 unlinked passenger trips.  Fixed route vehicles operated 628,815 revenue hours and traveled over 8 million revenue miles.
All of COTA’s fixed route buses are designed to be accessible and are equipped with ramps or lifts.  All buses also are equipped with “kneelers.”

The fares for the fixed route service, listed in the agency’s “Transit Map and Rider’s Guide” are:

· $1.50 for local and cross-town trips

· $2.00 for Express service

· $0.50 for LINK service (local community shuttle service).

Fixed route riders with a Senior ID Card or Key Card, and children under the age of 12 ride for $0.75.  Riders who are ADA paratransit eligible and who have a COTA ADA Card ride free of charge.  Additionally, some other fixed route service riders, such as children under the age of six and Ohio State University (OSU) students, also ride free of charge.  COTA also offers several different types of fixed route passes.

3.2
COTA Paratransit Services (Project Mainstream)
COTA provides several different types of paratransit services.  All are provided under the general program name of “Project Mainstream.”  ADA complementary paratransit service (hereafter “ADA service”) as well as “non-ADA” service are provided.  Both types of service are limited to individuals who have been determined to be ADA paratransit eligible.

ADA service is provided to eligible individuals who are traveling within COTA’s ADA service area during the ADA paratransit service hours.  Non-ADA service is provided to persons who have been determined ADA paratransit eligible, but who are making trips outside the ADA service area or outside the hours when ADA service is provided.
In addition, COTA provides two related paratransit services that it considers to be non-ADA service.  These are the “Will Call Program” and the “Sedan Voucher Program.”  Eligibility for these two additional services is limited to persons who have been determined ADA paratransit eligible.

Each type of COTA paratransit service is described below.

ADA Service
ADA service within COTA’s service area is operated by First Transit, a private, for-profit transportation company, under contract to COTA.  First Transit began operating the Project Mainstream service for COTA in August 2006.  Prior to this, the service was operated by another private company.
First Transit operates Project Mainstream service out of a COTA facility located at 1333 Fields Avenue, Columbus.  At the time of the review, the service was provided with a fleet of 50 vehicles, all of which were owned by First Transit.  The fleet included 48 lift-equipped minibuses and two ramp-equipped minivans.  There also were two retired vehicles used for driver training.  Vehicles were equipped with mobile data computers (MDCs) as well as automatic vehicle locator (AVL) technology.  The on-board technology is owned by COTA.  Additionally, First Transit used Trapeze software (Version 4.61), which was also owned and maintained by COTA, to operate and manage the paratransit service.  Drivers used Nextel phones provided by First Transit for voice communication.

First Transit also has a subcontract with a local transportation company, Capital Transportation, for the provision of some of the drivers for the service.  Capital hires and supervises the drivers.  The drivers report to and operate out of the main paratransit facility at 1333 Fields Avenue and are under the control of First Transit dispatchers throughout the service day.  A Capital Transportation supervisor is also on-site at the main operating facility.
Service Area.  The ADA complementary paratransit service area is defined as corridors that are 3/4-a mile around fixed bus routes.  These service area corridors change by time of day and day of the week, depending on whether or not fixed route buses are operating in that corridor at that time.  For example, a number of express routes operate only during the peak morning and afternoon hours.  ADA service is therefore only provided in areas around these routes during the morning and afternoon hours, when fixed route buses are running.  ADA service is not provided in these areas during the middle of the day and evening when buses are not running.
Response Time.  ADA service trip requests are accepted on a “next day” basis and can be placed up to seven days in advance.  Trip requests are accepted weekdays from 8:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. and on weekends from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.  On the weekends, trip request calls go to voicemail.  Callers are able to leave voice messages on the weekend only for trips for the next day (Saturday for Sunday and Sunday for Monday).  Advance reservation requests are not taken on the weekends.  Operations staff check the voicemail in the afternoon each Saturday and Sunday and call riders back to complete the trip booking process.
Days and Hours of Service.  ADA service is provided during the same days and hours that fixed route bus service is operated.  Some level of service is provided seven days a week, 365 days a year.  As noted in the “Service Area” paragraph above, the days and hours of paratransit service vary from corridor to corridor, depending on when fixed route bus service in that corridor is operating.
Fares.  The ADA service fare is $2.25.  Personal care attendants (PCAs) ride free and companions pay the same fare as the eligible rider.  OSU students and children under the age of six ride free.  An unlimited ride monthly pass is also sold for $70.
Trip Purposes.  There are no trip purpose limitations for ADA service.  All types of trips are served.  There also is no prioritization of trips in the reservations, scheduling, or dispatching processes.
Capacity Constraints.  It is COTA’s policy to operate ADA complementary paratransit service without capacity constraints, in accordance with ADA regulations.

Type of Service:  ADA service is a combination of curb-to-curb and door-to-door.  Riders must specify when they make a reservation if assistance to and from the door is needed.  This is then coded in the reservation and shows up on the run manifest.

Non-ADA Service

Non-ADA service is also operated by First Transit out of the main paratransit operating facility at 1333 Fields Avenue in Columbus.  This service is provided using the same fleet of vehicles as the ADA service.
Service Area.  Non-ADA paratransit service is provided throughout the COTA jurisdiction.  This includes all of Franklin County as well as small parts of neighboring Delaware, Fairfield, and Licking Counties.
Response Time.  Response time policies for the non-ADA service are the same as those for the ADA complementary paratransit service.
Days and Hours of Service.  Non-ADA trips are provided within the general limits of the days and hours that ADA service is operated.  The contract with First Transit at the time of the review called for service to be provided weekdays from 4:35 a.m. to 12:52 a.m., Saturdays from 5:01 a.m. to 11:09 p.m., and Sundays and holidays from 6:41 a.m. to 8:16 p.m.
Fares.  The fare for non-ADA service is $3.00 per trip.  Riders who have purchased an ADA monthly pass can use the pass for non-ADA trips but must pay a $0.75 surcharge for a non-ADA trip.
Trip Purposes.  Non-ADA service is provided for any type of trip.  However, trip priorities can be applied if service is limited.  At the time that trips are booked, if it is determined that the trip is a non-ADA trip, the reservationist will include a code for the trip purpose: a “1” for medical trips, a “2” for work trips, and a “3” for shopping or other trips.  The scheduler will then use these priority codes in the scheduling process if not all trips can be accommodated.
Capacity Constraints.  Non-ADA trips are “wait-listed” and not guaranteed.  All non-ADA trip requests are placed on a “standby” list rather than being scheduled to vehicle runs.  Schedulers and dispatchers then attempt to schedule and serve as many non-ADA trips as possible.  Riders do not get a trip confirmation until after 5 p.m. on the day before their trip.
Type of Service:  Like ADA complementary paratransit service, the base level of non-ADA service is curb-to-curb.  Riders needing additional assistance can request this assistance at the time of trip booking.  If needed, door-to-door assistance is provided.

Will Call Program

COTA started the “Will Call” service in August 2006 as a pilot program.  At the time of the on-site review, Will Call service was scheduled to be provided at least through July 2007.  The Will Call service is provided by a different contractor, Transportation Resources, a local company that qualifies as a disadvantaged business enterprise (DBE).  COTA has a separate contract with this company for this service.  A separate phone number is also used by this company to take trip requests.

The Will Call program provides same-day service to ADA paratransit eligible riders for certain medical trips.  Originally, the Will Call program was started to better serve medical return trips when the return time was uncertain.  For example, if riders scheduled an ADA complementary paratransit going trip with First Transit, but were uncertain about the time of the return trip, they could leave the trip as a one-way trip with First Transit and then call Transportation Resources, the Will Call provider, on the day of service to get a same-day return rides.  The COTA Mobility Director indicated that the program had recently been expanded to allow riders to book both ends of medical trips on a same-day basis with Transportation Resources.

Will Call service is available on weekdays from 7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.  The fare is $3.00 per trip (the non-ADA fare).  The trip scheduling process and service standards are established by the provider.  COTA has not included detailed service requirements in its contract with Transportation Resources.  Riders who opt to use this service therefore must accept the level of service that the provider is able to offer.
Sedan Voucher Program
COTA also offers a “Sedan Voucher” service to ADA paratransit eligible riders.  This service is provided by a private company, Urban Express, under contract to COTA.  Its operations are separate from both the ADA paratransit service and the Will Call program.  Although it is called a “sedan” service, COTA’s Mobility Director indicated that the company uses both standard sedans as well as vans, including lift-equipped vans, to provide the service.

Under this program, ADA paratransit eligible riders interested in the service must first register with COTA.  Once registered, they can request and receive up to 20 trip vouchers each month.  Each voucher is good for one ride.  When the voucher is presented to the service provider, riders also pay a $3.50 cash fare.

Service is available 24 hours a day, seven days a week on a same-day request basis.  Riders are advised to call at least one hour before their requested pickup time.  Service is on a first-come, first-served basis and the service provider is not required to accept and meet all trip requests.  As with the Will Call program, the service policies and standards are somewhat open-ended in the contract with COTA, and riders who opt to use this service must accept the level of service that the provider is able to offer.
The remainder of this report deals with the ADA complementary paratransit service and non-ADA service operated by First Transit.

3.3
ADA Complementary Paratransit Performance Standards
In advance of the on-site review, COTA provided information about its service performance standards for the ADA complementary paratransit service.  During the on-site visit, COTA indicated that it was in the process of negotiating revised standards and performance goals with its paratransit service contractor and provided the review team with a document titled, “COTA Proposal to First Transit, Performance Goals and Incentive/Disincentive Program, February 1 – December 31, 2007.”  This document included incentives and disincentives associated with various levels of performance.
Trip Denials:  COTA’s goal is to have zero ADA complementary paratransit trip denials.  COTA requires that the contracted service provider accommodate all ADA eligible trip requests.  The proposed new contract terms with First Transit indicated a $100 disincentive for each ADA trip denial.
Missed trips:  COTA defines a missed trip as any trip that is not taken by the rider when the vehicle arrives late for a pickup.  The proposed new contract terms with First Transit indicated that the goal was to have no missed trips and that a $100 disincentive would apply to each missed trip.
On-Time Performance:  COTA considers a pickup to be “on time” if it is made before or during the established “pickup window.” The on-time window for the ADA complementary paratransit service is defined as 10 minutes before the scheduled pickup time to 20 minutes after the scheduled pickup time (a “-10/+20” window).  A trip is therefore “late,” or not on-time if the pickup is made 21 or more minutes after the scheduled pickup time.

At the time of the on-site visit, COTA’s stated goal was to make at least 90 percent of all pickups on time.  The proposed new contract terms with First Transit indicated that it would be COTA’s goal to provide service on-time 100 percent of the time, and that the contractor’s desired performance level would be 95 percent.  Incentives were specified for performance above 95 percent and disincentives were specified for performance below 93 percent on a monthly basis.
At the time of the review, COTA did not have an on-time drop-off window or standard.
Travel Time:  COTA has a two-tiered travel time standard.  Trips that are less than 15 miles in length are considered to be too long if the on-board ride time is more than 60 minutes.  Trips that are 15 miles or longer are considered to be too long if the on-board ride time is more than 80 minutes.  Discussions with COTA staff during the on-site review indicated that the mileage of trips for purposes of this standard are the “shortest-path” trip distances rather than the trip distances defined by the actual route of the vehicle.

COTA’s goal for on-board ride times is to meet these standards for at least 95 percent of all trips provided.
Telephone Call Handling Standard.  COTA indicated that its standard for telephone call handling is that the hold time should not exceed 50 seconds.  The goal is to have no more than two percent of all calls on hold for more than 50 seconds.
3.4
Consumer Complaints
FTA Complaint

Prior to the on-site visit, the review team examined the one formal ADA complaint on file with FTA (complaint #03-0208).  The original complaint was submitted June 15, 2003.  Multiple additional submissions have been made regularly after this time by the complainant.  The review team examined additional information submitted by this complainant up through January 1, 2007.  There is one primary complainant, but she submits incidents for several other Project Mainstream riders as well.  Several of the riders identified in the complaint appear to be riders who are blind or have vision disabilities.

The original complaint cited the following issues:

· Denials of trip requests

· Late pickups

· Retaliation against riders who have complained

· Complaint process not meaningful

· Falsification of records (the documentation cited one incorrect no-show)

Subsequent issues have been:

· Cancellations not getting to drivers and riders charged with no-shows when the vehicles arrive

· Being put on standby and not hearing back from COTA, but then vehicles shows up without any notice

· Vehicles sent to wrong addresses or drivers not getting pickup detail

· Dispatchers changing times and not informing riders

· Problems getting through on phones.

Most recent issues appear to have been:

· Late rides

· ADA eligible trips being placed on standby as recently as fall 2006

· No response or unsatisfactory resolution to complaints
· Not receiving information and communications in accessible formats (cited examples included, the Ride Guide and responses to complaints)

· Very early trip offers (examples of trips being scheduled two hours before appointment times were cited)

Consumer Comments
Prior to and during the on-site visit, the review team contacted several COTA paratransit riders and local disability agency staff.  A total of nine riders and agency staff were contacted, including the individual who had filed the original complaint with FTA, as well as two other individuals whose experiences and issues were included in information submitted subsequently by the formal complainant.  Seven of the individuals contacted were past and current paratransit riders.  The other two individuals worked at agencies whose clients used the COTA paratransit services.  The following paragraphs summarize the information obtained through these interviews.
Six people contacted provided feedback on the eligibility determination process.  None had issues with the fairness or accuracy of the determinations.  Several had concerns, though, with the multiple steps involved in the process.  Three people mentioned the need to go in person for an interview, and then also to go “downtown” to get a photo ID made.  One person noted that although getting the photo taken for the ID took five to ten minutes, she subsequently had to wait an hour and a half for her return paratransit ride.  Overall, these individuals thought that the two trips required to be interviewed and then to get an ID card were burdensome.  When asked if determinations were made in a timely way (specifically within 21 days), none of the individuals had issues with the overall timing and felt that determinations were being made within 21 days. 

Individuals also were asked about their experience getting through on the phones to place trip requests or to check on the status of scheduled rides.  Five individuals did not have an issue with getting through to the reservations number to place trip requests on weekdays.  Two of these people noted that they use the online option to place trip requests using their computer.  One person indicated that there are sometimes longer hold times in the mornings.  Two people indicated that getting through on the phone can be difficult and that hold times can sometimes be 20 minutes or more.

Two people mentioned that if they are placing a trip reservation on the weekend, they have to leave a voicemail message.  Both indicated that this can be inconvenient and that call-backs to get more information or to confirm the booking often take place at 7:00 to 8:00 p.m. in the evening on the weekends.

Three people also indicated some issues with calls to the dispatch line to check on late rides.  One person noted that dispatchers often will pick up and then place callers on hold before asking anything about the caller’s issue or need.  A second person noted that she sometimes gets no answer when she calls between 9:00 and 11:00 p.m.  A third person noted that only one dispatcher seems to be on duty late at night and guessed that when this person takes a break, the phones might not be answered.
Eight of the individuals provided feedback on the trip booking process and on getting trips scheduled reasonably close to what was requested.  Two of these people did not indicate any issues.  The other six people had a variety of issues.  One person indicated that she gets “good rides” about 60 percent of the time.  Other times she cited being offered pickups between 5:45 and 6:15 a.m. for arrival times at work of 7:30 to 8:00 a.m., which she considered far too early for the distance being traveled.  A second person said she gets reasonable scheduled times about 50 percent of the time.  Others cited issues with being placed on “standby.”  Two people said that trip requests, including ADA eligible trips would sometimes be placed on standby and not guaranteed.  Riders would be told they would be called back if the trip could be scheduled.  Another person indicated that she would be told “we will call you back tonight,” but then she would not get a call.  All four people who indicated issues with this said that the standby list had been used more frequently in the past, and that in recent months they had not had issues with ADA trips, only non-ADA trips.

Two people also raised concerns with the decisions being made about what is an ADA trip and what is a non-ADA trip.  One person who had not received service because she was told it was a non-ADA trip request had asked for the decision to be reviewed.  She noted that after getting no call-back, she sent a letter to COTA asking that her home location be reviewed in terms of its location relative to the nearest fixed route bus line.  She said she did not get a response to her letter.  Both individuals noted that these were past issues and that recent decisions about ADA versus non-ADA trips seemed proper.
The Review team also asked the contacted individuals about on-time performance.  Specifically, they were asked if they sometimes had late rides, and if so to indicate how many rides out of every 10 were late.  Eight individuals provided feedback on this issue.  One person indicated that she did not have issues with on-time performance and that trips were only late very occasionally.  One person said about one in 10 trips is late.  Two others said trips are late maybe two out of every 10 times.  The remaining four people felt that on-time performance was a significant issue and that 5 or more trips out of every 10 were late.  Two individuals also noted issues with on-time drop-offs as well as on-time pickups.  One person noted an issue with a rider who was late for work most days in a two-week period even though she kept asking for earlier pickups so she could get to work on time.

Responses also were mixed when riders were asked about on-board ride times.  Two people indicated that ride times were okay and reasonable.  Two others noted that ride times had been an issue in the past but that they had improved in recent months.  The other four who provided a response felt that ride times were sometimes still too long.  Two cited ride times of up to two hours.  Two people also indicated issues with the scheduling of routes.  They noted that rides are sometimes circuitous.  She cited an example of being driven past her house to another stop, and then being brought back to be dropped off.  Another indicated that during October and November 2006 she filed a number of complaints about ride times home from work ranging from 2 to 2-1/2 hours.  She believes the problem is that the runs are “overscheduled” (packed) and not routed efficiently.  She said she no longer uses the service for return trips from work because the ride times were too long.  One person noted that drivers will sometimes run the routes out of the scheduled order to make them more efficient.
Comments about the drivers were mostly positive.  They were described as respectful, helpful and professional.  One person noted that 80 percent of the drivers are very good.  A couple people noted that drivers do not always provide assistance outside the vehicle (to the door) even though this had been requested.  Again, though, this was reported to be only a small number of all drivers.  One person had a different opinion, though, and said that two-thirds of the drivers did not provide assistance to the door.  One person said she had filed complaints about drivers’ using cell phones while driving.

A few issues were cited with the vehicles and with vehicle maintenance.  Five of the nine respondents felt that the vehicles were in good condition.  Two people cited some specific problems with some vehicles, such as no heat, emergency windows that pop open, and vehicles that are “loud.”  Two others indicated that they had heard drivers commenting on maintenance.
When asked for “other comments,” five of the nine people contacted raised issues with the complaint process.  This was felt to be a significant issue with four people.  Two people noted that complaints are not acknowledged and sometimes there is no response.  Several people said that the general feeling in the community is that complaints are not adequately addressed.  The person who filed the formal complaint with FTA indicated that this is one of her primary remaining issues.  She said that responses are often not received and that when responses are received they do not always address the issues raised.  She also said that COTA considered complaints “closed” once a response was provided, whether or not the response addressed the issues raised.  Another person noted that it did not seem that the people handling complaints knew the paratransit service and therefore did not know if good responses were being provided by the contractors.
When discussing service experiences with riders, it is important to note that riders did not always clearly differentiate between the various services (ADA trips, non-ADA trips, the Will Call service, and the Sedan Voucher service).  When additional inquiries were made about the exact service being referred to, it seemed that some riders considered all services to be just part of COTA paratransit.

Rider Comments on File at the COTA
While on site, the review team examined COTA’s complaint log (“Roll Up Report”) for 2006.  Of the 485 customer contacts that referred to Mobility Services, 186, or 38 percent, were commendations or operator compliments.  Of the 299 customer contacts that involved complaints, COTA placed 188 (39 percent of all contacts and 63 percent of all complaints), in the following categories:

· Bus running late


65

· Other





36

· Service delivery


29

· Service availability

21

· Unsafe driving



21

· Sedan voucher service

16
4. Summary of Findings

This section of the report 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 sections of this report.  The findings should be used as the basis for any corrective actions proposed by the COTA.
4.1
Findings Regarding Service Criteria and COTA Complaint Handling Process
1.  COTA’s policy of providing a base level of curb-to-curb service and then providing additional assistance as needed meets regulatory requirements.  Most of the time the processes for recording and providing additional assistance appear to work.  There was some evidence from riders and drivers that the need for additional assistance sometimes may not be requested or may not be recorded on run manifests.  COTA may find it helpful to review and strengthen these procedures.

2. COTA provides ADA complementary paratransit service in all areas where it provides fixed route bus service.

3. COTA does not appear to have a formal process for double-checking the geo-coding of addresses when trips are denied because they are outside the service area and riders ask for these decisions to be reviewed.  COTA staff appear to do a review if a rider questions the accuracy of the system’s geo-coding, but no documentation of these reviews is kept.

4. The service hours for ADA complementary paratransit service are defined on a route-by-route basis.  In areas with no midday bus routes, COTA does not provide ADA complementary paratransit service during those same midday hours.  This applies often to the portions of the COTA service area that have only express bus routes, which generally run during the morning and afternoon peaks.

5. The fare for ADA complementary paratransit service is $2.25.  This is less than two times the $1.50 fixed route cash fare for all but one of COTA’s local fixed routes.  However, the cash fare for COTA bus route #74 is 50 cents.  Thus, the ADA paratransit fare exceeds the maximum allowable fare for any trip with an origin and destination within 3/4-mile of route #74.

6. COTA does not place any restrictions on trip purpose for its ADA complementary paratransit service.

7. COTA Connection does not appear to have a consistent policy for acknowledging and responding to customer complaints.  One COTA timeline indicated a goal of responding in 10 days.  COTA Connection staff indicated they have an internal, informal goal of 14 days.  Project Mainstream public information indicates that responses to concerns will be provided in three days.

8. It appears that Mobility Services and COTA Connections do not have standard procedures for handling requests for documents in accessible formats or for responding to customers who require communication in accessible formats.  Mobility Services maintains a list of preferences for a dozen or so individuals, and refers to that list when sending its materials, but assumes that COTA Connection responds to complaints in accessible formats when required.  On the other hand, COTA Connection assumes that Mobility Services handles responses to customers who need information in accessible formats, but independently responds to some customers who have indicated a preference for e-mail, voicemail, or fax.

9. COTA Connections’ logging system for customer complaints includes codes for Project Mainstream and the Sedan Voucher program, but not for the Will Call program.  COTA Connections staff does not have a process for clearly determining which type of paratransit service is being cited by complainants.  This appears to result in complaints being forwarded to the wrong provider and then closed if that provider cannot find a record of the trip in question.
4.2
Findings Regarding ADA Complementary Paratransit Eligibility Determinations

10.  COTA’s ADA paratransit eligibility determination process appears to result in proper and accurate determinations.  A review of 30 randomly selected application files showed that the eligibility determinations that were made were appropriate.

11. COTA appears to make ADA paratransit eligibility determinations in a timely way.  Of a sample of 30 applications examined by the review team, 57 percent of determinations were made on the same day that a completed application was received.  Most determinations that involved an in-person interview were made in 14 to 20 days after the receipt of a completed application.  All instances where determinations took more than 21 days appeared to be the result of applicants not appearing for an initial scheduled interview appointment.

12. Following the determination of eligibility, applicants must obtain a photo ID.  This involves a trip to the COTA Customer Service Office in downtown Columbus.  For the applicants who were asked to appear for an in-person interview, this means a second trip related to the eligibility process is needed before the service can be used.  Appendix D, relating to 49 C.F.R. Part 37.125, states that “The [eligibility determination] process may not impose unreasonable administrative burdens on applicants…”  Requiring applicants to make a second trip to get a photo ID, after submitting a paper application and then appearing for an in-person interview, could be considered burdensome.

13. Although COTA provides free transportation to and from eligibility interviews, it charges fares if applicants need transportation to and from the site where photo IDs are made.  Appendix D, relating to 49 C.F.R. Part 37.125 states that “since it [the eligibility determination process] is part of the entity’s nondiscrimination obligations, [the process] may not involve ‘user fees’ or application fees to the applicant.”  Charging a $4.50 or $6.00 fare for travel to and from the photo ID site could be viewed as an eligibility process fee.

14. COTA’s late cancellation policy considers cancellations to be late if notice is provided less than four hours before the scheduled pickup.  The regulations allow transit systems to suspend service for a reasonable period for riders who abuse the system by regularly “no-showing” for scheduled trips.  While transit agencies have in recent years also considered “late cancellations” to be an abuse of the system and have considered this in their suspension policies, in order to be allowed under the DOT ADA regulations, the effects of such a late cancellation must be operationally equivalent to a no-show in terms of the negative impact on the service.  A cancellation made three to four hours before a ride is scheduled does not seem to pose the same level of operational impact as a no-show.  To the contrary, the slack time created by a cancellation that far in advance in many cases can be used to assist with other trips.

15. A relatively small proportion of applicants are determined to be conditionally eligible (4.5 percent in 2006).  The current eligibility determination process does not appear to identify more common endurance and path-of-travel issues, such as maximum walking distances, walking speeds, and street crossing abilities.  In-person functional assessments, not part of the existing COTA process, would likely be needed to gather sufficient information to accurately set endurance and path-of-travel eligibility conditions.

16. COTA’s no-show policy imposes suspensions on riders for no-showing three or more times per month for two or more months in any given year.  Considering only three no-shows in a one month period to be excessive and an abuse of the service may unreasonably limit service to ADA eligible customers.  Appendix D of 49 CRF Part 37 states that suspensions of eligibility for no-shows are intended to prevent a “pattern or practice of ‘no-shows.’”  It is further noted, “a pattern or practice involves intentional, repeated or regular actions, not isolated, accidental or singular incidents.”

17. At the time of the review, the eligibility administrator maintained several different databases and types of software to track the status of applications and to generate determination letters.  The existing process was very labor intensive.
4.3
Findings Regarding Telephone Access

1. During most hours of the week, it appears that COTA has sufficient telephone capacity and staff to handle calls for trip requests without significant hold times for callers.

2. COTA has established a standard and goal of answering 98 percent of all calls within 50 seconds.  This is a very aggressive goal and standard.  It appears to have been based in part on incorrect calculations of hold times from the weekly call reports, which excluded data for abandoned calls.
3. A review of weekly call reports for two sample weeks—December 11 to 15 and December 18 to 22, 2006—indicates that 66 percent of all calls in the reservations area were answered in 50 seconds or less.

4. Current telephone performance reports do not show the hold time distributions for those calls that are on hold more than 50 seconds.  Also, the current reports provide aggregate hold time distributions for the entire week without a breakdown of the data by day of week and hour of the day.

5. Riders indicated that hold times can be long in the mornings.  Review team observations indicated hold times of up to four minutes on the morning of Friday, February 9.

6. Riders also indicated that some calls to dispatch go unanswered in the late evenings.  According to the dispatchers’ schedule, after 7:30 p.m. on weekdays and at almost all hours on weekends, only one dispatcher is on duty.  Dispatchers indicated that when they step away from the phones, calls can go unanswered.  They indicated that they generally try to get someone else in the building to cover while they step away, but that this is not always done.

7. According to reservationists, call volume appears to be highest on Fridays and Monday mornings.  This may be due in part to COTA’s accepting trip requests on weekends by voicemail only, and only for next-day trips (Saturday calls for Sunday trips, Sunday calls for Monday trips).
4.4
Findings Regarding Trip Reservations
1.  Some ADA eligible trip requests were reported to have been denied in 2004 and 2005.  In 2004, COTA reported that one percent of requests for ADA trips were denied.  In 2005, 0.21 percent of ADA requests were denied.  Since mid-2005, COTA has not recorded or reported any ADA paratransit trip denials.

2. It is COTA’s current policy not to place ADA paratransit trips requests on “standby” (a form of wait list).  It appears, though, that trips were wait-listed in the past.  Some reservationists appear to have continued to place some ADA trips on the “standby” list as recently as fall 2006.

3. During its on-site visit, the review team did not observe any ADA trip denials or instances where ADA eligible trips were placed on the standby list.  If a reservationist could not place an ADA trip request on a vehicle run, she confirmed the requested time with the caller and labeled the trip request in Trapeze as an unscheduled ADA trip.  Such trips were eventually scheduled for the requested times.

4. All trip requests for non-ADA trips were placed on standby.

5. If a caller is offered a trip within one hour of the requested time and the trip is not taken, it is marked as “Refused.”  If the rider subsequently calls back to request a similar trip, it is COTA’s policy that the trip will only be served on a standby basis.

6. Reservationists appeared to be well trained in dealing with callers and confirming all key information for each trip request.

7. Reservationists were not consistent in booking trip requests for which the caller provided an appointment time.  Sometimes reservationists entered the appointment time into Trapeze, while other times they entered a time that was 15 minutes earlier to create a “cushion.”

8. COTA does not appear to instruct reservationists to use the “Earliest Time” (ET) feature in Trapeze when booking return trips where the rider cannot leave earlier than the requested pickup time.  Not using this feature may cause Trapeze to generate solutions that might not meet riders’ trip needs.  While reservationists are trained to not insist that riders take these times if it is indicated the times do not meet trip needs, allowing these times to be generated and potentially quoted to callers could result in some inappropriate trip offers.

9. When a caller provided a requested appointment time, reservationists would create a pickup time one hour before the appointment time and use it to schedule the trip request.  This practice could result in very early pickups and very early drop-offs, depending on the actual length of the trip.  This practice also could be leading the Trapeze system to find some trips not ADA eligible.

4.5
Findings Regarding Service Performance
1. COTA indicated that its goal in 2006 was to be on-time 90 percent of the time for pickups.  An anticipated new goal (still being negotiated at the time of the on-site review) is to be on-time 100 percent of the time and to have the contractor perform at least 95 percent of pickups on-time.  During 2006, COTA reported the overall on-time performance to be 91.2 percent.  The performance by month ranged from 87.4 percent (September) to 92.8 percent (March).

2. Based on an analysis of a one-day sample of 157 completed trips (roughly 25 percent of all trips for that day), COTA was on time or early for 91.7 percent of it pickups.  Of the late trips, 6.4 percent were up to 15 minutes late and 1.9 percent (three trips from the sample) were between 16 and 30 minutes late.

3. COTA does not have standards for on-time drop-offs.  COTA does not track on-time performance of drop-offs.

4. Based on a subset of 66 completed trips with requested drop-off times from the one-day sample, on-time performance for drop-offs was 87.9 percent.  It is possible that actual performance—from the perspective of the rider—may be more favorable, as some reservationists indicated that when a caller gives an appointment time, the reservationists enter a drop-off time into Trapeze that is 15 minutes earlier.  However, if this is a common practice, then the proportion of drop-offs that are very early could be significant.  The analysis indicates the 53 percent of trips with requested drop-offs were at least 15 minutes early.  Adding that 15-minute cushion would mean that 53 percent of trips were at least 30 minutes early.

5. The one-day sample of 157 trips had average (mean) trip length of 23 minutes.  Most trips (91 percent) were completed in 30 minutes or less.  Over 98 percent of trips were completed in 60 minutes or less.  Only three trips in the sample took longer than 60 minutes.

6. COTA’s maximum travel time standards are 60 minutes for trips less than 15 miles and 80 minutes for trips of 15 or more miles.

7. COTA does not have a goal or target percentage of paratransit trips that must meet the travel time standards in its contract with First Transit, but has informally agreed upon a standard of no more than 5 percent of trips in each distance category to exceed maximum on-board travel times.

8. COTA does not appear to regularly track or monitor on-board travel times for paratransit trips.

9. When creating schedules, COTA appears to measure passenger trip distance by using the on-board scheduled miles rather than the direct distance.  This method causes trips to look longer than they really are, which results in excessive travel time standards for some trips.

10. For the week of December 3 to 9, 2006, five COTA paratransit trips under 15 miles in length, (0.2 percent of trips of that length) exceeded the COTA travel time standard of 60 minutes.  Sixteen COTA paratransit trips of 15 miles or more in length, (2.3 percent of trips of that length) exceeded the COTA travel time standard of 80 minutes.

11. In a travel time analysis of 18 long COTA paratransit trips from the week of December 3 to 9, 2006, eight of the 18 trips were longer than their comparable fixed route trips, while 10 were shorter.  The mean travel time of the 18 paratransit trips was nearly identical to the mean time on the fixed route (86 minutes versus 85 minutes).

12. While COTA has both mobile data computers and automatic vehicle location technology, neither is integrated with the Trapeze scheduling and dispatch system.  As a consequence, dispatchers spend significant amounts of time manually transferring data from one system to the other.  Additionally, they are prevented from utilizing the valuable “dispatch” screen that is in Trapeze.  This dispatch screen shows all upcoming trips for all runs and highlights any that are predicted to be late.  This gives dispatchers the ability to focus primarily on runs and drivers that need assistance.

13. .Dispatchers attempt to call riders about trips that were scheduled by the scheduler the evening before, but whom the scheduler was not able to reach by phone.  The trips are left on vehicle runs even if the dispatchers do not contact the riders.  Dispatchers acknowledged that this could sometimes result in vehicles going for pickups when the rider has never been notified that their standby trip was scheduled.
4.6
Findings Regarding Resources

1  In 2006, 21 of the 50 vehicles used in paratransit had over 200,000 miles of service and three had over 325,000 miles of service.  Average fleet mileage has improved in 2007 with the replacement of 12 of these vehicles.  COTA plans to replace another 10 vehicles with high mileage in 2007.

2 The COTA paratransit service operates with a tight 15 percent spare ratio, given the current average age of its fleet.  By performing vehicle maintenance on weekends and in the evenings, it does not appear that scheduled runs are closed for lack of vehicles.

3 The COTA paratransit operation would benefit if it had more drivers.  One or two scheduled runs appear to be closed each month because there are no relief drivers or drivers who can be called in to cover scheduled runs, which may cause decreased on-time performance.

4 Paratransit driver turnover in 2006 was 25 percent.  Given that there was a change in contractors in 2006, this turnover rate does not appear to be excessive.

5 The planning and budgeting process employed by COTA considers ridership trends, past performance, and constraints.  The budgets set in recent years appear to have been adequate to meet expressed ADA paratransit demand.

6 The expressed demand for COTA’s ADA paratransit service appears to be quite low.  The 2006 trip-making rate was only 0.11 ADA trips per capita per year.  Other large paratransit systems have trip-making rates that range from 0.23 to 0.85 ADA trips per capita per year.  The low trip-making rate at COTA may be due to relatively recent denials of ADA trips and wait-listing of ADA trips and COTA’s strict enforcement of ADA service area and hours of operation.
5. Regulatory Service Criteria and the COTA Complaint Handling Process
The “Background” section of this report (Section 3) describes the fixed route service and the ADA complementary paratransit service provided by COTA.  The first part of this section of the report compares the fixed route and ADA complementary paratransit service policies to the regulatory criteria for ADA complementary paratransit services contained in 49 CFR sections 37.129, 37.131(a), and 37.131(c) through (e).  These service criteria address: type of service, service area, fares, days and hours of operation, and trip purposes.  The remaining service criteria—response time and capacity constraints—are addressed in other sections of this report.

The last part of this section then provides information about the process used by COTA to address complaints about paratransit services.

5.1
Regulatory Service Criteria

Type of Service

Section 37.129 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 may also include policies and procedures for providing this assistance in a safe and reasonable way.

The base level of service for COTA’s ADA complementary paratransit service is curb-to-curb.  Additional assistance beyond the curb is provided as needed.  Page 4 of COTA’s “Accessible Services Guide for Paratransit Users” (hereafter “User Guide”) states that “COTA and all partners will assist passengers, upon request, from their door (or first area of reception) to the door of their destination without losing sight of the vehicle.  This includes maneuvering a wheelchair over the curb or up and down one step.”  If riders request additional assistance during the trip booking process, reservationists code this into the “Comments” field on the trip booking screen.  Drivers then know that additional service is needed.
As noted in Section 3, riders contacted in advance of the review indicated that most drivers provided the additional assistance that was needed.  Some of the individuals interviewed indicated that sometimes assistance beyond the vehicle was not provided, but that this seemed to include only a small number of drivers.  One person indicated a different experience and said that “two-thirds” of the drivers did not provide assistance beyond the vehicle.

Firsthand observations of the trip booking process indicated that reservationists did ask, “Do you need door-to-door service?” when taking trip requests and entered any requests into the proper comment fields on the trip booking screen.  A review of sample run manifests also showed that these comments were included on the schedules that went to drivers.
As part of the review, seven drivers were interviewed.  They were asked about the information on their manifest and specifically about instructions for those riders who needed additional assistance.  Four drivers said that the special instructions about the need for assistance were accurate.  Two other drivers said that they always assume door-to-door service is needed and will go to the door all of the time.  One driver said that “nine times out of 10” the information is accurate.  Two drivers said that sometimes more information would be helpful and that sometimes the information provided was vague.
The current policy for passenger assistance appears to be appropriate and to work most of the time.  COTA may find it useful to re-emphasize this process with reservationists and drivers.

ADA Complementary Paratransit Service Area

DOT ADA regulations require transit providers operating 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 area for ADA complementary paratransit service must include any area outside of the defined fixed route jurisdiction—such as beyond political boundaries or taxing jurisdictions—if that area is within 3/4-mile of the transit operator’s fixed route.

COTA has very precisely defined its ADA service so that it provides ADA complementary paratransit service to mirror its fixed route bus service on a route-by-route basis, in an effort to reduce service area to the minimum ADA requirements.  This means that in areas where bus routes start early and run late, ADA complementary paratransit service will begin early and end late.  In areas with no midday bus routes, COTA does not provide ADA complementary paratransit service during those same midday hours.  This practice is particularly applicable to the portions of the COTA service area that have only express bus routes, which generally run during the morning and afternoon peaks.

Non-ADA service may be available during the times ADA service is not available on a space-available basis.  Non-ADA service may also be available in areas outside the 3/4-mile service zones but inside the COTA service area (taxing jurisdiction), which includes all of Franklin County and small portions of Delaware and Fairfield Counties.

This policy complies with the DOT ADA regulations.  In practice, the Project Mainstream reservationists rely on the GIS and bus route data stored in Trapeze and provided by COTA planning and scheduling staff.  This information is updated quarterly, or as changes occur to COTA fixed route service.  Trapeze analyzes the origin, destination, and time of a trip request, and determines whether the requested trip is:
· Within the ADA service area and during operating hours of a bus route—local or express

· Within the ADA service area of a bus route but not during its operating hours

· Not within the ADA service area of any bus route

One of the issues raised in the formal complaint on file with FTA concerned service area.  The complainant reported that she had been receiving ADA complementary paratransit service, but was contacted by COTA and informed that she was outside the ADA service area and service could no longer be provided.  She also lived across the Franklin County line, so was told that non-ADA service also was not available.  Her request for a trip was denied.  This rider had apparently requested that the decision made on her location and trip request be reviewed, but reported that she had not heard back from COTA.  The complaint record on file with FTA indicated that an “appeal” had been requested on March 30, 2006 and that as of May 10, 2006 no response had been received from COTA.
Prior to the on-site visit, a follow-up call was also made to this rider to get information on the status of this issue.  The rider informed the review team that the original trip request was not scheduled and that she had not heard back from COTA on her request to have the decision reviewed.  When asked for more detail on who she had contacted regarding a review, she indicated that she had sent a letter to the Eligibility Administrator and had sent a copy of the letter to COTA’s CEO.  The rider said she had since moved to an area that was within the ADA complementary paratransit service area.

While on-site, the review team investigated the complaint further.  A COTA staff person at the paratransit operations center was familiar with the complainant’s situation, but indicated that the request for a review had come through the reservations staff and that she had not received any formal written request for an “appeal.”  Contact was also made with the Eligibility Administrator and the CEO’s administrative secretary and a search was done of their correspondence during 2006.  No record was found of a letter either to or from the complainant.

The COTA staff person on site at the paratransit operations center did recall the incident in question.  She indicated that a correction had been made to the underlying GIS maps in the Trapeze system in early 2006.  She noted that correction had resulted in the defined ADA service area “shifting” about “a quarter of a mile.”  This change had resulted in the rider in question being found to be outside of the ADA area.  She also indicated that the corrections made in the map resulted in changes for other riders as well—in terms of being able to receive ADA trips to and from their homes.
A screenprint of the rider’s old address and the ADA service area was made while on site.  This map is provided in Attachment C.  To double-check the location of the rider’s home as reported by the Trapeze system, the same address was plotted using the online MapQuest system.  That map is also contained in Attachment C.  As these two maps show, the locations are different, though both are still outside the defined ADA service area.  On the Trapeze map, the address is several blocks outside the service area.  On the MapQuest map, the address is only about one block outside the ADA service area.
The COTA staff person at the paratransit operations center was asked about the process used to make map checks of this type.  She indicated that if a rider or a reservations agent questions a decision by the Trapeze system regarding whether a location is inside or outside the ADA service area, then she will go into the system and map the location.  She said she also will double-check the location using MapQuest.  She will then get back to the reservations agent with her findings.

Regarding the complainant, the COTA staff person said she recalled doing a check, but that she did not keep any documentation of her review of the issue.  She was not sure how the rider had been contacted about the results of her review, but indicated that no written response had been provided.  Other COTA and contractor staff were also questioned about procedures used to review ADA service area decisions.  It did not appear that COTA had a consistent process for verifying whether an address was in COTA’s paratransit service area.
Days and Hours of Service

DOT ADA regulations require a transit operator to provide complementary paratransit service, at a minimum, during all days and times that its fixed route service operates (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 (provide trips) on weekdays but not weekends; an area that has bus service until 9 p.m. must have ADA complementary paratransit service until 9 p.m.

As stated above, COTA defines the service hours for ADA complementary paratransit service relative to each of its fixed routes.  The earliest weekday service is 4:54 a.m. (for Route #16, Long Street/Easton) and its latest weekday service is 12:45 a.m. (for Route #10, East Broad Street).  Saturdays and Sundays have reduced service hours.

A review team member looked at a random sample of 30 trip requests for Friday, February 9, 2007 that COTA had identified as non-ADA in order to judge whether COTA’s determinations were proper.  Twenty-one of the 30 trips had origins and destinations within 3/4-mile of a bus route, but the route was not operating at the time of the requested trip.  Nine of the 30 trips had an origin, destination, or both that were not within 3/4-mile of any COTA bus route.  Consequently, all of the sample determinations appear correct.  Attachment D presents a list of these 30 sample trip requests.

While COTA is in compliance with the minimum requirements of the DOT ADA regulations, it still might consider simplifying its service hours policy.  It might consider offering ADA service for the midday hours between the morning and afternoon peaks in those areas covered only by express bus routes.  This would reduce confusion for riders who may not understand why, for a given address, they can get an ADA trip at 8 a.m. or 4 p.m. but not at 10 a.m. or 3 p.m.  Additionally, by setting the legal minimum for service area and times as its service standard, COTA risks occasionally violating the legal requirements as a result of human or computer error.  COTA should consider implementing safeguards, including a cushion between its service standard and the minimum legal requirements, in order to avoid such violations.
Fares
DOT ADA regulations allow fares for each ADA complementary paratransit service trip that are 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 base fare includes any potential transfer charges on the fixed route (which COTA does not have).  The Project Mainstream fare for ADA trips is $2.25, which is less than twice the fixed route fare of $1.50.  COTA charges $3.00 for non-ADA paratransit trips.

COTA has one exception to its general fixed route fare, on route #74, “Linden Link.”  The fare for this route is 50 cents.  Therefore, any ADA trip that starts and ends within 3/4-mile of Route #74 may have a maximum fare of $1.00.

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.

COTA appears to be in compliance with this requirement.  All riders and advocates contacted in advance of the on-site visit indicated that all types of trips are served and that there is no trip prioritization in the scheduling process.  The review team also did not find any trip purpose restrictions or prioritization while observing the reservations and scheduling processes.

5.2
COTA’s Complaint Handling Process

While requirements for complaint handling are not included in the DOT ADA regulations, the regulations issued by the United States Department of Justice for public entities covered by Title II of the ADA do require that entities have a process for investigating complaints related to required ADA service.  These regulations require that timely responses to complaints be provided.

As noted in the “Consumer Comments” portion of Section 3, several riders and agency staff contacted as part of the review expressed concern about the current COTA complaint process.  The complaint process also was a main topic of the formal ADA complaint on file with FTA.

The review team therefore examined COTA’s complaint process and files as part of the review.  Information was gathered from COTA’s Customer Service Office and staff at that office were interviewed.

Complaint Policies and Procedures

Customers with commendations or complaints regarding COTA fixed route or paratransit services are asked to call the COTA Connection Customer Service Center (614-228-4110 or 614-228-1776) or submit a comment online through the COTA website.  Commendations and complaints may also be faxed or e-mailed to COTA Connection.  Currently, COTA has 1-1/2 full-time equivalent customer care specialists who are dedicated to handling complaints and compliments; one individual exclusively handles complaints/commendations regarding Project Mainstream services.

For each complaint, a customer care specialist fills out a COTA Customer Contact Report, which describes the incident and documents the response from the appropriate department.  Information from each Customer Contact Report is also entered into a database using Trapeze INFO-COM, and transmitted to the appropriate COTA department via e-mail.

In the past, an acknowledgement postcard was sent in response to each commendation/complaint by COTA Connections staff.  That practice was discontinued because most commendations/complaints are placed by phone, not mail, and most customers therefore know that when their comments are received.

COTA Connections has developed procedures and a timeline for handling and responding to complaints, but staff who were interviewed indicated that those were not strictly adhered to in 2006 due to a departmental reorganization and staff changes.  A COTA internal document dated 2004 indicated a goal of responding to each complaint in 10 days.  Staff indicated that the existing internal goal for a response to the customer is 14 days.  The review team noted that page 5 of the User Guide states that responses to concerns will be provided within three days.

One of the commendation/complaint categories is “Project Mainstream.”  The customer care specialist transmits copies of commendations or complaints regarding Project Mainstream service to: the Director of Mobility Services; the COTA staff person who is on site at the First Transit operations center; and the appropriate contractor representative.  For Project Mainstream service, the contractor representative is the First Transit general manager; for the Sedan Voucher program, the contractor representative is the Urban Express general manager.  (Since the Will Call program is relatively new, it has not yet been incorporated into the commendations/ complaints process.)

Once a complaint has been investigated, Project Mainstream staff responds to COTA Connections.  The response may take the form of a customized letter to be sent to the customer, or information to be included in a general form letter from COTA Connections.  In the case of Project Mainstream complaints, the response is more often customized to the particular complaint, due to the nature of the complaints.  The Customer Care Specialist may return the response to the department if she feels it is insufficient.
Each month, COTA Connections generates a report of open and closed complaints, and a tally of all commendations/complaints received by each COTA department and for each subject.  Customer care specialists may contact a department to check on responses to complaints that remain open.  COTA Connections staff and the COTA staff person on-site at First Transit can also review contacts and extract information from the database.  COTA does not currently generate any regular detailed reports for commendations/complaints received in a month, or reports that distinguish complaints concerning Project Mainstream or other COTA services.  Notably, Trapeze is capable of generating such reports.

One of the issues raised in the formal complaint on file at FTA was that complaint responses were not provided in accessible formats, even where those formats have been requested.  The review team learned that the Mobility Services office, at the main COTA headquarters building, maintains a list of format preferences for a dozen or so individuals and refers to that list when sending out general information, such as rider guides or notices.  The list does not, however, appear to be shared with the COTA Connections staff that handle complaints.  It is therefore possible that the COTA Connections staff are not aware that complainants have asked the Mobility Services office for information and communications in accessible formats.  It appeared that Mobility Services and COTA Connections do not have a shared standard procedure for handling requests for accessible formats and responses to customers who require accessible formats.
If COTA Connections staff know that a customer requires materials in an accessible format, they forward the response letter to the mobility specialist in the Mobility Services department for conversion into the appropriate format.  A copy of the final response is not sent to COTA Connections, but COTA Connections is notified that the response was sent.  That information is logged into the Trapeze database.

COTA Connections staff do not have a process for clearly determining which type of paratransit service is being cited by complainants.  As noted in the “Consumer Comments” portion of Section 3, riders do not always understand that the ADA complementary paratransit service, the Will Call Program, and the Sedan Voucher program are separate services contracted to different companies.  Some riders seem to consider all of these programs to simply be “Project Mainstream” and under one COTA service.  And, as noted above, the COTA Connections database did not seem to include a category for the Sedan Voucher program.
The review team interviewed the First Transit on-site manager, who is the point of contact for complaints for the main paratransit service.  He indicated that he sometimes receive complaints from the COTA Connections office that appear to be for trips on the Will Call or Sedan Voucher services.  He determines that he has mistakenly received such complaints when he cannot find any record of the trip requests in his trip database.  When this happens, he simply returns the complaints to COTA Connections with a finding that there was no record of the trip.  It is likely that these complaints are simply closed rather than being referred to the other service providers.
5.3
Findings

1. COTA’s policy of providing a base level of curb-to-curb service and then providing additional assistance as needed meets regulatory requirements.  Most of the time the processes for recording and providing additional assistance appear to work.  There was some evidence from riders and drivers that the need for additional assistance sometimes may not be requested or may not be recorded on run manifests.  COTA may find it helpful to review and strengthen these procedures.

2. COTA provides ADA complementary paratransit service in all areas where it provides fixed route bus service.

3. COTA does not appear to have a formal process for double-checking the geo-coding of addresses when trips are denied because they are outside the service area and riders ask for these decisions to be reviewed.  COTA staff appear to do a review if a rider questions the accuracy of the system’s geo-coding, but no documentation of these reviews is kept.

4. The service hours for ADA complementary paratransit service are defined on a route-by-route basis.  In areas with no midday bus routes, COTA does not provide ADA complementary paratransit service during those same midday hours.  This applies often to the portions of the COTA service area that have only express bus routes, which generally run during the morning and afternoon peaks.

5. The fare for ADA complementary paratransit service is $2.25.  This is less than two times the $1.50 fixed route cash fare for all but one of COTA’s local fixed routes.  However, the cash fare for COTA bus route #74 is 50 cents.  Thus, the ADA paratransit fare exceeds the maximum allowable fare for any trip with an origin and destination within 3/4-mile of route #74.

6. COTA does not place any restrictions on trip purpose for its ADA complementary paratransit service.
7. COTA Connection does not appear to have a consistent policy for acknowledging and responding to customer complaints.  One COTA timeline indicated a goal of responding in 10 days.  COTA Connection staff indicated they have an internal, informal goal of 14 days.  Project Mainstream public information indicates that responses to concerns will be provided in three days.
8. It appears that Mobility Services and COTA Connections do not have standard procedures for handling requests for documents in accessible formats or for responding to customers who require communication in accessible formats.  Mobility Services maintains a list of preferences for a dozen or so individuals, and refers to that list when sending its materials, but assumes that COTA Connection responds to complaints in accessible formats when required.  On the other hand, COTA Connection assumes that Mobility Services handles responses to customers who need information in accessible formats, but independently responds to some customers who have indicated a preference for e-mail, voicemail, or fax.

9. COTA Connections’ logging system for customer complaints includes codes for Project Mainstream and the Sedan Voucher program, but not for the Will Call program.  COTA Connections staff does not have a process for clearly determining which type of paratransit service is being cited by complainants.  This appears to result in complaints being forwarded to the wrong provider and then closed if that provider cannot find a record of the trip in question.

5.4
Recommendations

1. COTA should consider highlighting in its public information the need for riders to indicate when they are booking trips if they require assistance beyond the vehicle.  COTA also should consider strengthening procedures to record detailed information on the need for assistance during the trip booking process.  Finally, COTA should emphasize in driver retraining the need to provide additional assistance as noted on the schedules.
2. COTA should establish a formal process for handling rider requests for reviews of trip denials based on origin or destination address geo-coding and service area issues.  COTA staff should document any requests made by riders to review service area and trip eligibility questions and document their review findings.  Finally, if a trip is being denied because of a service area question and the rider has asked for a review, COTA’s process should include a written response to the rider with the results of the review.  This might include copies of the maps prepared, which would then give the rider the opportunity to point out if the Trapeze system has geo-coded their actual address incorrectly.

3. COTA should consider simplifying its policy for service hours for ADA complementary paratransit service.  COTA should also consider increasing its service area beyond the minimum legal requirements, in order to avoid violations that result from human and computer errors.  Even if COTA continues to offer the legal minimum for service area, it should also consider increasing service hours for the entire service area so that paratransit service is available anywhere in the service area throughout the service day.  Uniform service hours would require extending ADA service continuously through the midday between the end of the morning fixed route service and the resumption of fixed route service in the afternoon along fixed routes that currently only operate in the mornings and afternoons.

4. COTA should adjust its fare for ADA complementary paratransit service trips that begin and end within 3/4-mile of Route #74 so that it does not exceed two times the fare of Route #74.  If COTA offers other fixed route service with fares lower than the standard base fare, it should make sure that the fare for corresponding ADA complementary paratransit service does not exceed two times the fixed route fare. 

5. COTA should review its complaint handling procedures and establish formal and consistent goals or target dates for acknowledging and resolving customer complaints.  It should then ensure that these goals are consistently communicated in all public information.
6. Mobility Services and COTA Connections should develop a consistent procedure for recording requests for accessible information and communications and for responding to customers who require information in accessible formats.  All COTA offices and staff could be directed to forward requests for accessible formats to a single point (e.g., the Mobility Services office).  The Mobility Services office should regularly provide updated lists indicating which customers have requested accessible information and communications to all offices that communicate with the public.

7. COTA should add a code to its complaint logging system for the Will Call program.  In addition, customer care specialists who handle customer contacts should be provided with information about the three Mobility Services programs so they are familiar with the differences among the programs.  COTA should establish a procedure for clearly identifying with complainants the service that is at issue so that complaints are forwarded to the correct provider.  Finally, if a provider indicates that they are not able to find any record of the trip in question, COTA Connections staff should follow up to determine if the complaint was about one of the other services.
8. COTA should develop additional public information for riders about the three Project Mainstream programs so that riders are more aware of the differences and are able to identify the correct program when lodging a commendation or complaint.
6. ADA Complementary Paratransit Eligibility Determinations

The FTA team reviewed the process used 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.  The review included the following steps:

· Input about the eligibility determination process was obtained through interviews with riders and advocates and a review of rider comments on file at COTA
· An understanding of the handling and review of applications was developed through an assessment of current eligibility materials and interviews of eligibility determination staff
· Eligibility determination outcomes for calendar year 2006 were reviewed.

· The application files of 30 recent applicants who had been granted conditional eligibility or who had been denied ADA paratransit eligibility were reviewed
6.1
Consumer Comments

As noted in the “Customer Comments” portion of Section 3, the riders and disability agency staff contacted prior to the review indicated that they thought the outcomes of the current process were fair and accurate.  Several had concerns, though, with the multiple steps involved in the process.  The need to potentially make two trips—one for an interview and a second to have an ID made—was felt to be burdensome by three of the six riders and agency staff that offered opinions on this part of the service.

None of the individuals contacted had issues with the timeliness of the process.  Their experiences were that decisions were made in a timely manner (within 21 days of the submittal of a completed application form).

The formal complaint on file with FTA did not cite eligibility determinations as an issue.  Also, none of the 188 customer complaints on file at COTA for 2006 indicated issues with the eligibility determination process.
6.2
Overview of the Eligibility Determination Process and Materials

Initial Determination Process

Individuals interested in applying for ADA paratransit eligibility call COTA and receive an application form through the mail.  The application form is nine pages long, all in large print.  The first six pages are completed by the applicant.  The last three pages must be completed and signed by a “licensed or certified professional.”

The application form requests the following information from the applicant:

· General information (name, address, etc.)
· Condition(s) that prevents use of the fixed route service
· Current use of fixed route service
· Mobility aids used and needs for PCA services
· Specific functional abilities that relate to being able to use the fixed route service
· Any prior travel training to use the fixed route service
This portion of the application form also asks applicants to sign a release form that allows COTA to follow up with professionals who provide information about the applicant’s disability and functional abilities.
The three-page professional verification portion of the application asks for more detailed information about the applicant’s disability, information about mobility aids used, and the professional’s opinion about the applicant’s ability to perform specific tasks related to traveling independently in the community.

In addition to the form, applicants also receive a two-page cover letter that explains the eligibility determination process, a four-page list of frequently asked questions about ADA paratransit eligibility and the determination process, and a one-page summary of the key policies of COTA’s ADA complementary paratransit service.  The cover letter also includes the following information statements:
If you do not receive notification within 21 days after we receive a completed application, you will be given temporary eligibility to use Project Mainstream until you are officially notified otherwise.  If you are denied eligibility, you have a right to appeal the decision.
Applicants return completed applications to COTA’s main office at 1600 McKinley Avenue in Columbus.  Each day, a courier then brings all applications received to the eligibility administrator, whose office is at 1333 Fields Avenue.  The eligibility administrator date stamps each application and reviews the application forms for completeness.  If key information is not included, the form may be returned with a cover letter asking the applicant to complete the form.  The cover letter contains a checklist that lets the applicant know exactly which sections need to be completed.  Additionally, the eligibility administrator indicated that he goes through and highlights the portions of the application that need to be completed so the applicant will know exactly what needs to be done.
The eligibility administrator, who is a licensed clinical counselor, then reviews each completed application.  Where possible, the administrator will make a final determination based on the information provided in the form by the applicant and the professional.  In some cases, follow-up calls might be made to ask additional questions.

The eligibility administrator noted that he is able to make informed decisions for about 60 percent of the applicants based on the information provided in the application form.  These determinations typically are for individuals who are clearly unable to use fixed route service under all circumstances and are therefore unconditionally eligible for ADA paratransit service.  The administrator noted that he typically does not make conditional determinations or deny eligibility based exclusively on the paper application.  Many applicants who are given interviews are ultimately given unconditional eligibility (see Section 6.4).
The 40 percent of applicants who are not given unconditional eligibility based on their paper application are asked to participate in an in-person interview.  These interviews are conducted either by the eligibility administrator or by the staff at a local disability services agency: Goodwill Columbus.  COTA has a contract with Goodwill that calls for certain staff to be available to assist with eligibility interviews.  The staff at Goodwill who are involved in the process are Rehabilitation Specialists.  Typically, Goodwill staff conduct interviews for applicants with physical or vision disabilities, and the eligibility administrator conducts interviews for applicants with cognitive or psychiatric disabilities.

If the eligibility administrator needs to interview an applicant, he calls the applicant directly and arranges a date and time for the interview.  If transportation is needed to the interview, it is arranged through the Project Mainstream contractor and transportation is provided free of charge.

If the administrator determines that the Goodwill staff need to conduct an interview, he sends a letter to the applicant requesting that they participate in an interview at Goodwill.  The letter notes that the interviewer from Goodwill will be contacting the applicant and that transportation will be arranged if needed.  Simultaneously, the application form is couriered to Goodwill.  The administrator indicated that his goal is to make decisions on the need for interviews at Goodwill within one day of receipt of a completed application and to send the forms to the applicant that day or the next day.  The staff at Goodwill contact appropriate applicants directly to arrange a date and time for the interview.  COTA’s agreement with Goodwill calls for completion of the interview and transmission of the results of the interview to the eligibility administrator within 14 days of Goodwill’s receipt of the application form.

The COTA eligibility administrator considers the results of interviews, along with the information from the application form, in making determinations for interviewed applicants.  In some cases, he may still need to follow up with the professionals who assisted in completing the application.

Once a final decision has been made, the eligibility administrator prepares a letter to the applicant that indicates the determination outcome and informs those applicants who have been found eligible that they need to obtain an ADA photo identification card (photo ID) before they can use the service.  Applicants must go to the COTA Customer Service Center located at 60 East Broad Street in downtown Columbus to have their photo taken and a photo ID prepared.  Applicants can arrange transportation through the Project Mainstream paratransit service to and from the Customer Service Center.  The letter notes that a fare is charged each way for these trips to get a photo ID.  The round-trip fare is either $4.50 or $6.00, depending on whether the trip is ADA or non-ADA (discussed in Section 3.2).  Initial photo IDs are issued free of charge.  There is a $5.00 charge for replacements.

Finally, the eligibility administrator enters updated information about all new eligibility determinations into the Trapeze software system.  COTA has not purchased the Trapeze eligibility module, which allows application form information to be entered and tracked and updates rider records automatically when determinations are made.  The eligibility administrator maintains several different databases and types of software to track the status of applications and generate determination letters.  It is the opinion of the onsite review team that the existing process, as they observed it, is very labor intensive.
Eligibility Determination Letters
As part of the review, COTA provided the review team with samples of all types of eligibility determination letters.  They included copies of letters granting unconditional eligibility, conditional eligibility, 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 Section 37.125(d) and (e).  Section 37.125(e) of the DOT ADA 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) 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.

Each COTA letter that was examined contained all five pieces of information required by Section 37.125(e).  Letters that conveyed denials of eligibility also contained very clear and detailed descriptions of the reasons for these denials.  Several denial letters were reviewed and each was individually tailored to that determination.  Each denial letter also invited applicants to submit any additional or new information that they felt COTA needed to consider.  Each letter contained the following statement which was bolded and underlined:

If you have any new information, detailed, supportive evidence by a licensed professional and/or have any questions regarding the outcome of your application and interview, please do not hesitate to call me at 272-3027.
Finally, all letters that conveyed denials or limitations on eligibility included information about the appeal process and how to request an appeal.

Types of Eligibility Granted and Recertification
COTA grants several different types of ADA paratransit eligibility.  These include:
· Unconditional eligibility.  COTA grants this type of eligibility to applicants who are found to not be able to use fixed route service under any reasonable circumstances
· Conditional eligibility.  This type of eligibility is granted if it is felt that the applicant can use the fixed route service for some trips but requires paratransit service for other trips
· Temporary eligibility.  This type of eligibility is given if it is determined that the applicant’s functional ability to use fixed route service might change in a period of time that is shorter that the term of eligibility typically granted.
COTA grants eligibility for two years for first-time applicants.  If existing riders apply to be recertified, they are granted three years’ eligibility each time they re-apply.  The process also identifies applicants who are unconditionally eligible and whose functional abilities are not likely to improve in the future.  Permanent eligibility is granted to these applicants.  COTA sends a one page form every three years to applicants granted permanent eligibility that asks them to update their general information and asks them if anything about their travel abilities or needs has changed.  All other riders reapply using the standard application form.

COTA sends out letters to all riders about 90 days before their eligibility is to expire.  The letters notify the riders of the need to reapply and provide instructions for doing this.  As long as existing riders start the recertification process, COTA does not terminate their eligibility at the expiration date, but instead continues the rider’s eligibility until the recertification decision is made.

6.3
Appeal Process

Applicants who wish to appeal initial determination decisions are instructed in the letters of determination to send a written request for appeal to the main Paratransit Services Office, located at the COTA headquarters at 1600 McKinley Avenue.  A mobility specialist in the Paratransit Services Office receives these requests and makes the appeal decisions.  There is separation of authority between the mobility specialist and the eligibility administrator who made the initial determination.

Prior to scheduling and hearing a formal in-person appeal, the mobility specialist reviews the applicant’s file and invites the applicant to provide any additional information that might address the reasons for the denial.  If additional information is provided, the mobility specialist may make a change to the initial determination.
At the time of the review team’s site visit, the appeals were handled by one COTA staff person.  The eligibility administrator indicated that COTA was considering revisions to the process.  The proposed new process would include a pool of professionals in the community with various relevant medical and disability specialties.  The pool also would include current paratransit riders.  For each appeal, three individuals from this pool would be asked to review the eligibility materials and hear the appeal.  Two individuals would be chosen from the group of community disability professionals.  The third person would be a current paratransit rider.

6.4
Reported Determination Outcomes

As of February 2007, there were 3,114 individuals who had been determined ADA paratransit eligible by COTA.  Table 6.1 shows the initial determination outcomes for applications received and reviewed in 2006.  As shown, COTA reviewed a total of 1,413 completed applications.  Of these, 1,200 applicants (84.9 percent) were granted unconditional eligibility.  Another 63 persons (4.5 percent) were granted conditional eligibility.  Eighty-three applicants (5.9 percent) were granted eligibility on a temporary basis.  Sixty-seven applicants were found to be able to use the fixed route service and were found ineligible.
Table 6.1 – ADA Paratransit Eligibility Determinations Outcomes:
Initial Determination Outcomes for Calendar Year 2006

	Determination Outcome
	Number
	% of All Determinations

	Unconditional eligibility
	1,200
	84.9%

	Conditional eligibility
	63
	4.5%

	Temporary eligibility
	83
	5.9%

	Not eligible
	67
	4.7%

	TOTAL
	1,413
	100%


The review team examined the files for all 67 applicants who were denied eligibility.  Nine of the 67 applicants requested a formal appeal.  In addition, 14 other applicants submitted additional information in response to the initial denial.  Eleven of these individuals were subsequently granted eligibility based on the additional information received.  
Based on the 2006 data, it appears that a relatively small proportion of COTA paratransit service applicants are determined to be conditionally eligible.  National data from systems that employ in-person interviews and functional assessments suggests that 20 to 33 percent of all applicants typically can use fixed route services some of the time.  A review of the types of conditional eligibility outcomes at COTA showed that the current process identifies general conditions such as “unfamiliar places,” “non-routine trips,” “nights only,” (related to night blindness), and “winter only” (related to general travel issues in snow, ice and cold weather).  The current process does not appear to identify more common endurance and path-of-travel issues, such as maximum walking distances, walking speeds, and street crossing abilities.  In-person functional assessments, not part of the existing COTA process, would likely be needed to gather sufficient information to accurately set endurance and path-of-travel eligibility conditions.  The eligibility administrator indicated that COTA was considering including in-person functional assessments as part of its process in the future.
6.5
Process Observations and Reviews of Recent Determinations

As part of the review, team members examined the files of 30 recent applicants.  The documentation in each of the files was reviewed and the determinations made by COTA were discussed with the eligibility administrator.  The applications were randomly selected from those received in August and September 2006.  The sample included applicants who were determined unconditionally eligible, temporarily eligible, conditionally eligible, and denied eligibility.

All 30 determinations appeared to be appropriate.  In one case, a rider had been granted conditional eligibility for only trips made during the winter months.  The file showed that the rider had degenerative joint disease and had only indicated travel limitations when the weather was cold or when there was snow that aggravated the condition.  The file also indicated that the eligibility administrator had followed up with the applicant to make sure that these were the only travel limitations.  While it is rare that riders who have issues with snow and cold weather do not also have issues traveling at other times of the year, this determination seemed appropriate.

In a second case, a rider had been granted conditional eligibility only for trips to and from dialysis treatments.  The file indicated that the applicant was in the early stages of dialysis treatment and was able to travel at all times except after treatment.  Again, while it is often the case that individuals undergoing dialysis treatment experience severe fatigue at times other than treatment, this determination also appeared appropriate.  Rather than tying eligibility to a specific trip purpose, though, it was suggested that decisions of this type should probably be worded to say that the applicant is “conditionally eligible when severe fatigue due to dialysis treatment prevents you from using fixed route bus service.”

Review of Application Processing Times

In addition to examining the appropriateness of the determinations made for the 30 files in the sample, the review team also analyzed the processing time for each of the sample applications.  The review team compared the date of the time-stamp for when the completed application was received to the date for when the letter of determination was sent to the applicant to determine the total time taken to make the decision.  Table 6.2 shows the breakdown of elapsed times for the 30 sample files. 

COTA made determinations for 17 of the 30 applications on the same day that it received the completed application.  These determinations were made based exclusively on the information in the paper application.  The remaining 13 applications involved in-person interviews.  Nine of these were completed within 14 to 17 days.  One determination that involved an interview took 20 days.  Two additional determinations took 23 days, and one determination was made in 37 days.

Table 6.2 – Application Processing Time for 30 ADA Paratransit Determinations Made In September and October 2006
	# of Days Required to Make Determination
	# of Determinations

	1 day
	17

	14 days
	2

	15 days
	2

	16 days
	4

	17 days
	1

	20 days
	1

	23 days
	2

	37 days
	1

	TOTAL
	30


For the three determinations that took longer than 21 days, the files contained documentation indicating that applicants had been given appointment dates and times for in-person assessments, but failed to show up for these appointments.  The delays were, in part, due to having to reschedule the interviews.  All three would have likely been completed within 21 days if the applicant attended the initial in-person assessments.

Based on this sample of applications, it appears that COTA is making eligibility determinations in a timely way.

6.6
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.”  COTA’s policies and practices regarding no-show suspensions were reviewed as part of the assessment.

COTA’s no-show suspension policy is explained on pages 23 to 26 of its User Guide, which states that cancellations are considered late if made fewer than four hours before the scheduled pickup time.  COTA records and tracks riders’ late cancellations and no-shows.  No-shows and late cancellation are removed from a rider’s record one year after the date of occurrence.  All no-shows and late cancellations within the past year are used in determining whether a suspension is appropriate.

Riders can be suspended from service if they no-show or cancel at the door three or more times a month in two or more months.  A warning letter is sent to the rider after the first month of three no-shows or cancels at the door.  If the rider no-shows or cancels at the door three or more times in a subsequent month within the year, he or she can be suspended from paratransit service for one week.  A third month of three or more no-shows or cancels at the door can result in a suspension for one month.  A fourth month of three or more no-shows or cancels at the door within a year can result in a six-month suspension from service.

Riders can also be suspended from service if they cancel trips late seven or more times a month in two or more months.  A warning letter is sent to the rider after the first month of seven or more violations.  If the rider late cancels seven or more times in a subsequent month within the year, he or she can be suspended from paratransit service for one week.  A third month of seven or more late cancels can result in a suspension for one month.  A fourth month of seven or more late cancels within a year can result in a six-month suspension from service.

Before sending any warning letters or imposing a suspension, a staff person in COTA’s Paratransit Services Office reviews all no-shows, late cancels, and cancels at the door.  A special printout from the trip database is prepared that contains detailed information about all such incidents.  For late cancellations, the scheduled pickup time for each incident is compared to the time the person called to cancel the trip.  For no-shows and cancels at the door, the time the vehicle arrived and then departed is compared to the scheduled pickup time to ensure that the driver arrived during the pickup window.  For no-shows, COTA also considers whether the driver waited the required five minutes, under COTA’s service policies, before departing.  Incidents that do not appear to meet service policies are removed from the rider’s record.
Suspension letters sent to riders also include details for all incidents recorded and inform the rider that she can contact the Paratransit Services Office to question any no-shows, late cancels or cancels at the door that are on the record.  The letters also inform riders of their right to appeal any proposed suspension.  
COTA appears to be actively implementing the no-shows/late cancel suspension policy.  There have not, however, been a large number of suspensions from service.  In calendar year 2006, COTA sent warning letters to 39 riders.  It imposed only two one-week suspensions, and only one rider was suspended for a two-week period.  No riders were suspended for the maximum six-month suspension period.
6.7
Findings

8. COTA’s ADA paratransit eligibility determination process appears to result in proper and accurate determinations.  A review of 30 randomly selected application files showed that the eligibility determinations that were made were appropriate.
9. COTA appears to make ADA paratransit eligibility determinations in a timely way.  Of a sample of 30 applications examined by the review team, 57 percent of determinations were made on the same day that a completed application was received.  Most determinations that involved an in-person interview were made in 14 to 20 days after the receipt of a completed application.  All instances where determinations took more than 21 days appeared to be the result of applicants not appearing for an initial scheduled interview appointment.

10. Following the determination of eligibility, applicants must obtain a photo ID.  This involves a trip to the COTA Customer Service Office in downtown Columbus.  For the applicants who were asked to appear for an in-person interview, this means a second trip related to the eligibility process is needed before the service can be used.  Appendix D, relating to 49 C.F.R. Part 37.125, states that “The [eligibility determination] process may not impose unreasonable administrative burdens on applicants…”  Requiring applicants to make a second trip to get a photo ID, after submitting a paper application and then appearing for an in-person interview, could be considered burdensome.
11. Although COTA provides free transportation to and from eligibility interviews, it charges fares if applicants need transportation to and from the site where photo IDs are made.  Appendix D, relating to 49 C.F.R. Part 37.125 states that “since it [the eligibility determination process] is part of the entity’s nondiscrimination obligations, [the process] may not involve ‘user fees’ or application fees to the applicant.”  Charging a $4.50 or $6.00 fare for travel to and from the photo ID site could be viewed as an eligibility process fee.
12. COTA’s late cancellation policy considers cancellations to be late if notice is provided less than four hours before the scheduled pickup.  The regulations allow transit systems to suspend service for a reasonable period for riders who abuse the system by regularly “no-showing” for scheduled trips.  While transit agencies have in recent years also considered “late cancellations” to be an abuse of the system and have considered this in their suspension policies, in order to be allowed under the DOT ADA regulations, the effects of such a late cancellation must be operationally equivalent to a no-show in terms of the negative impact on the service.  A cancellation made three to four hours before a ride is scheduled does not seem to pose the same level of operational impact as a no-show.  To the contrary, the slack time created by a cancellation that far in advance, in many cases, can be used to assist with other trips.
13. A relatively small proportion of applicants are determined to be conditionally eligible (4.5 percent in 2006).  The current eligibility determination process does not appear to identify more common endurance and path-of-travel issues, such as maximum walking distances, walking speeds, and street crossing abilities.  In-person functional assessments, not part of the existing COTA process, would likely be needed to gather sufficient information to accurately set endurance and path-of-travel eligibility conditions.

14. COTA’s no-show policy imposes suspensions on riders for no-showing three or more times per month for two or more months in any given year.  Considering only three no-shows in a one month period to be excessive and an abuse of the service may unreasonably limit service to ADA eligible customers.  Appendix D of 49 CRF Part 37 states that suspensions of eligibility for no-shows are intended to prevent a “pattern or practice of ‘no-shows.’”  It is further noted, “a pattern or practice involves intentional, repeated or regular actions, not isolated, accidental or singular incidents.”
15. At the time of the review, the eligibility administrator maintained several different databases and types of software to track the status of applications and to generate determination letters.  The existing process was very labor intensive.

6.8
Recommendations

1. COTA should streamline its eligibility determination process so that applicants can have their photo taken in the same trip as their in-person interview, so that if applicants are approved they do not have to make a second trip to get a photo ID.

2. COTA should provide paratransit service free of charge if it continues to require applicants to make a trip to get a photo for their photo ID.
3. COTA should consider revising its policy of equating cancellations made up to four hours ahead of the scheduled pickup time as no-shows.  A more reasonable threshold might be two hours before the scheduled pickup time.
4. Before imposing suspensions for ADA complementary paratransit service, COTA should consider not only a rider’s absolute number of no-shows, but the proportion of no-shows relative to the total number of trips scheduled.  Three no-shows in a month for a rider who travels two or more times each day would still only be a small percentage of that person’s total trips scheduled.
5. COTA should consider obtaining the Trapeze eligibility module to assist the Eligibility Administrator with the management of the eligibility determination process.

6. COTA should consider utilizing in-person functional assessments as part of its eligibility determination process to more completely identify all conditions that prevent fixed route bus travel as well as conditions under which some riders might be able to use fixed route bus services.  Functional assessments would likely be particularly useful in identifying endurance and path-of-travel conditions, which typically are some of the most common conditional eligibility issues.

7. Telephone Access

The review team collected information about telephone access to the COTA 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 could therefore be considered a form of capacity constraint.

Team members collected the following information:

· Consumer input on this issue was 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 reports (automatic call distribution reports)

7.1
Consumer Comments

As noted in the “Consumer Comments” portion of Section 3, comments from riders and agency staff contacted for input in advance of the on-site visit were mixed regarding telephone access.  Five of the nine individuals contacted did not have an issue with getting through to the reservations number to place trip requests on weekdays.  Two people indicated that getting through on the phone can be a real issue and that holds can sometimes be 20 minutes or more.
Three people also indicated some issues with calls to the dispatch line to check on late rides.  One person noted that dispatchers often pick up but then place you on hold before even asking anything about your issue or need.  The second person noted that sometimes when she calls between 9 and 11 p.m., she gets no answer.  The third person noted that only one dispatcher seems to be on duty late at night and when this person takes a break, the phones might not be answered.

7.2
Phone Service Standards
COTA’s telephone call handling standard is that the hold times should not exceed 50 seconds.  COTA’s stated goal is to have no more than 2 percent of all calls on hold for more than 50 seconds.

7.3
Phone System Design and Staffing
COTA uses separate phone numbers and systems for calls to the reservations area and to the dispatch area of the paratransit operation.  These systems are described below.
Reservations Phone System

COTA has an automatic call distribution (ACD) system for calls to the reservations area.  The reservations staff handle trip bookings as well as advance cancellations.  Six incoming lines channel calls to a central queue.  Up to 15 calls can be held in the queue before a caller gets a busy signal.  Riders also are able to place trip requests or cancel existing trips by fax or online by going to www.cota.com.
Callers receive a recorded greeting when they call the “Reservations and Advance Cancellations” number, 614-272-3033.  If the call is not picked up immediately and they remain on hold, the recorded message provides service policy information, such as information about fares, the distinctions between ADA and non-ADA trip booking procedures, the on-time pickup window, rider assistance, and how to check on late rides.
After 7 p.m. on weekdays, when the reservation office closes, the message switches and informs callers that the office is closed and provides the regular weekday reservation hours.  The message also informs callers of the online booking option as well as how to get in touch with dispatch to check on a late ride.

On the weekends, the reservation phone lines are not staffed.  Callers are switched to a voice mailbox where they can leave a request to book a trip.  Riders can only place “next day” requests on the weekend (i.e., Saturday for Sunday and Sunday for Monday), but no requests for trips further in advance.
At the time of the on-site review, conversations between reservationists and callers requesting rides through the reservations lines were not recorded.

Dispatch Phone System

In the dispatch area, each dispatcher has two phones at her work station.  Each phone has several incoming and outgoing lines.  The main number, 614-272-3007 (hereafter “x3007 line”), is intended for riders to use to check on a late ride.  Calls to the x3007 line ring on each phone and are picked up by the first dispatcher who is available.  If the x3007 line is busy, it “cascades” to one of the other lines in the phone system (x3008, x3045, and x3579).  The cascade enables dispatchers to handle up to four calls.  If there are more than four calls at the same time, the system gives a busy signal and a caller has to call back.
COTA paratransit dispatch has several additional phone lines for other needs.  There is a line dedicated to drivers for same-day sick calls or other needs.  Additionally, two other lines are intended to be used for outgoing calls.  Dispatchers noted, however, that they often receive calls from riders on the lines that are meant for outgoing callers.  Apparently, riders record these numbers using call ID technology when they receive calls from the dispatchers.

At the time of the on-site review, conversations on the dispatch phone lines were not recorded for quality assurance review.

Reservations Staffing

First Transit, the paratransit contract operator, has a call center supervisor and five full-time “customer service” staff (reservations agents).  The call center is open weekdays from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m.

The work schedule of the supervisor and the five agents is shown in Table 7.1.
Table 7.1 – COTA Paratransit Reservations Agents and Supervisor Work Schedules
	Staff
	Sun
	Mon
	Tue
	Wed
	Thu
	Fri
	Sat

	Supervisor
	OFF
	7 a - 6 p
	7 a - 6 p
	7 a- 6 p
	7 a - 6 p
	7 a - 6 p
	OFF

	Agent #2
	OFF
	7 a - 4 p
	7 a - 4 p
	7 a- 4 p
	7 a - 4 p
	7 a - 4 p
	OFF

	Agent #1
	OFF
	9:30 a -4:30 p
	9:30 a – 4:30 p
	9:30 a – 4:30 p
	9:30 a – 4:30 p
	9:30 a – 4:30 p
	OFF

	Agent #3
	OFF
	8 a - 5 p
	8 a - 5 p
	8 a - 5 p
	8 a - 5 p
	8 a - 5 p
	OFF

	Agent #4
	2 p - 8 p
	8 a -7 p
	10 a -7 p
	8 a - 5 p
	8 a - 3 p
	OFF
	OFF

	Agent #5
	OFF
	OFF
	8 a - 5 p
	10 a - 7 p
	10 a - 7 p
	10 a - 7 p
	2 p - 8 p


Given these schedules, there are two staff on duty on weekdays at 7 a.m. when the phones first open.  There are then four staff from 8 a.m. on Mondays through Thursdays, and three at the same times on Fridays.  Between 9:30 and 10 a.m., one or two additional agents report (depending on the day of the week).  A maximum complement of six staff is available Tuesdays through Thursdays from 10 a.m. to 3 or 4 p.m.  The maximum staff on Mondays and Fridays is five, again between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m.  After 3 to 4 p.m. on weekdays, the staffing scales back each hour.  Two staff are scheduled to be on duty between 5 and 6 p.m. on weekdays, and one person is on duty between 6 and 7 p.m. on weekdays.

On the weekends, all calls go to a voice mailbox and callers leave details about their trip requests.  One reservation agent is scheduled to come in on Saturdays and Sundays from 2 to 8 p.m. to check the voicemails, to schedule any trips requested, and to call riders back to confirm that their requests have been scheduled.
The reservationists who work the weekends were interviewed about the call volume.  They indicated that only about 15 voicemail messages are received on a typical Saturday for Sunday trips and that about 20 to 40 messages are left on Sundays for Monday trips.
As noted above, trip reservations and advance cancellations are also taken by fax and via e-mail.  The supervisor and four of the reservationists handle e-mails.  Each is assigned a weekday when they are responsible for checking and keeping up with any e-mails received.  One reservationist handles faxes all five weekdays.  On the weekends, the reservationist scheduled to work handles all e-mails and faxes in addition to taking calls. 

The supervisor indicated that faxes and e-mails help to smooth out the workload.  Reservationists look for e-mails and faxes when the phones are less busy.  They then focus just on the phones at times when call volume is high.

The supervisor also noted that handling calls and scheduling trips is not adversely impacted by handling faxes and e-mails.  If a reservationist is working on an e-mail and a call comes in, she simply switches from e-mail to the trip booking screen.  Faxes are also set aside if a call comes in.
Dispatch Staffing

First Transit has six dispatchers, plus an assistant general manager who supervises the dispatch function.  The work schedule of the six dispatchers is shown in Table 7.2.

Table 7.2 – COTA Paratransit Dispatcher Work Schedules

	Staff
	Sun
	Mon
	Tue
	Wed
	Thu
	Fri
	Sat

	Dispatcher #1
	OFF
	3:30 -11:30 a
	3:30 -11:30 a
	3:30 -11:30 a
	3:30 -11:30 a
	3:30 -11:30 a
	OFF

	Dispatcher #2
	OFF
	3:30 -11:30 a
	3:30 -11:30 a
	3:30 -11:30 a
	3:30 -11:30 a
	3:30 -11:30 a
	OFF

	Dispatcher #3
	OFF
	10 a - 6 p
	10 a - 6 p
	10 a - 6 p
	10 a - 6 p
	10 a - 6 p
	OFF

	Dispatcher #4
	OFF
	OFF
	11:30a -7:30 p
	11:30a -7:30 p
	11:30a -7:30 p
	11:30a -7:30 p
	3:30 a –

2 p

	Dispatcher #5
	6:30 a  – 2 p
	6 p – 2 a
	6 p – 2 a
	6 p – 2 a
	6 p – 2 a
	OFF
	OFF

	Dispatcher #6
	1 -9 p
	10 a -6 p
	OFF
	OFF
	OFF
	6 p -2 a
	2 p -2 a


On weekdays, two dispatchers report at 3:30 a.m. to start the day.  Two weekday afternoon dispatchers then report late morning and work through the afternoon peak.  At least two dispatchers are on duty from 3:30 a.m. until 7:30 p.m. each weekday.  A late night dispatcher reports at 6 p.m. and works until vehicles are off the road at 2 a.m.

On Saturdays, there is one morning and one afternoon/evening dispatcher.  Both work long shifts to ensure that there is one dispatcher on duty from 3:30 a.m. through 2 a.m.
On Sundays, one morning and one afternoon/evening dispatcher work standard eight hour shifts to provide coverage from 6:30 a.m. until 9 p.m.
7.4
Telephone Performance
Performance Reports

COTA is able to generate telephone hold time reports only for the reservation lines, which are on an ACD system.  Staff noted that reports are generated and analyzed weekly.  The review team analyzed hold time reports for the weeks of December 11 to 15 and December 18 to 22, 2006.  These reports are provided in Attachment E.
As shown, the reports track calls on weekdays only.  This is because there are no hold times associated with calls that go to voicemail on the weekends.  The reports show the total number of calls received each week, the number answered within 10 seconds, 20 seconds, 30 seconds, 40 seconds and 50 seconds, and the average hold time for all calls for the week.

For the week of December 11 to 15, 2006, a total of 1,594 calls were answered in the reservations area.  Of these calls, 62 percent were answered within 50 seconds and 51 percent were answered within 10 seconds.  The average hold time for all calls for the week was 88 seconds.
For December 18 to 22, a total of 1,396 calls were answered in the reservations area.  Of these calls, 70 percent of all calls were answered in 50 seconds or less; 58 percent of all calls were answered within 10 seconds.  The average hold time for all calls that week was 64 seconds.

As currently designed by COTA, the reports do not provide a breakdown of the hold times for calls answered in more than 50 seconds.  It therefore is not possible to see the hold time distribution for those calls on hold for more than 50 seconds.  For the two-week sample, 34 percent of all calls were on hold longer than 50 seconds.  COTA does not have hold time distribution for these calls.

It also is important to note that the reports, as currently designed by COTA do not show hold times by day of week and time of day.  Typically, systems design reports to show calls for each hour of each day.  This allows managers to adjust staffing levels to meet periods of higher call volumes.

Finally, COTA has been using an improper methodology to derive the percent of calls not answered within 50 seconds.  Notably, the unmodified hold time reports already provide a measure for calls answered within 50 seconds for each week (38 percent for December 11 to 15, 30 percent for December 18 to 22).  However, the COTA reservations supervisor modifies the measure, using a statistic to account for number of calls abandoned.  The modification yields a substantially different measure of 2 percent for calls not answered within 50 seconds during the week of December 11 to 15.  The review team discussed this methodology with several COTA staff.  They were not able to explain the basis for their methodology for calculating the percent of calls not answered within 50 seconds.  Abandoned calls should not be discounted when evaluating hold time performance.  To the contrary, abandoned calls are often indicative of caller frustration.
First-Hand Observations

Team members observed the reservations and dispatch areas for several hours on February 6 to 9.  The observations included early morning hours, midday hours, and late afternoon hours.  Periodically during the observations, the queue in the reservations area was checked to see how many callers were in line and the maximum hold time was noted.  Most of the time, calls in the reservations area were answered immediately or within 10 to 20 seconds.  There were a few instances, though, when hold times in the queue exceeded three minutes.  The longest hold time observed during these four days was four minutes at 8:55 a.m. on Friday morning, February 9.
The reservations supervisor and several reservationists indicated that the vast majority of calls have fairly short hold times.  They added, though, that call volumes are high on Monday and Friday mornings, and can be several minutes.  The call volume seems to spike on Friday mornings because riders are getting their requests in before the weekend when only voicemail is available.  Similarly, calls seem to spike on Mondays from riders who would have otherwise called on the weekend if they were not restricted to requests for Sunday and Monday trips.
In the dispatch area, the review team observed that most calls were answered immediately.  In a few cases, dispatchers were handling two calls simultaneously and would place one caller on hold for a short time—perhaps 30 to 60 seconds.  Review team members did not observe any long hold times in the dispatch area.
Dispatchers indicated, however, that after 7:30 p.m. on weekdays and on weekends, when there is only one dispatcher on duty, they sometimes step away from their workstation for a few minutes.  During these times, incoming calls may go unanswered.  If there are other staff in the building, they try to ask them to cover the phones, but the dispatchers indicated that this is not always done.

7.5
Findings

1. During most hours of the week, it appears that COTA has sufficient telephone capacity and staff to handle calls for trip requests without significant hold times for callers.
2. COTA has established a standard and goal of answering 98 percent of all calls within 50 seconds.  This is a very aggressive goal and standard.  It appears to have been based in part on incorrect calculations of hold times from the weekly call reports, which excluded data for abandoned calls.
3. A review of weekly call reports for two sample weeks—December 11 to 15 and December 18 to 22, 2006—indicates that 66 percent of all calls in the reservations area were answered in 50 seconds or less.

4. Current telephone performance reports do not show the hold time distributions for those calls that are on hold more than 50 seconds.  Also, the current reports provide aggregate hold time distributions for the entire week without a breakdown of the data by day of week and hour of the day.
5. Riders indicated that hold times can be long in the mornings.  Review team observations indicated hold times of up to four minutes on the morning of Friday, February 9.
6. Riders also indicated that some calls to dispatch go unanswered in the late evenings.  According to the dispatchers’ schedule, after 7:30 p.m. on weekdays and at almost all hours on weekends, only one dispatcher is on duty.  Dispatchers indicated that when they step away from the phones, calls can go unanswered.  They indicated that they generally try to get someone else in the building to cover while they step away, but that this is not always done.
7. According to reservationists, call volume appears to be highest on Fridays and Monday mornings.  This may be due in part to COTA’s accepting trip requests on weekends by voicemail only, and only for next-day trips (Saturday calls for Sunday trips, Sunday calls for Monday trips).
7.6
Recommendations

1. COTA should reconsider its current telephone performance standard and goal.  The current standard appears to be based on incorrect calculations of hold times.
2. COTA should redesign the current weekly telephone reports to show the percentage of calls answered within specific increments of time, up to three minutes—rather than only up to 50 seconds.  Reports should also show hold times by day of week and hour of the day.  Once these reports are prepared, COTA should review and adjust its staffing schedules for reservationists to address any days and times when holds are consistently long.
3. COTA should develop procedures to ensure that there is always telephone coverage in the dispatch area.  The procedures should address problems that occur on days and times when there is only one dispatcher on duty and that person needs to step away for a short period of time.
4. COTA should consider having a reservationist take trip requests on the weekends and discontinue use of voicemail.  Using only voicemail on the weekends is highly atypical for a paratransit system in a city the size of Columbus.  It also appears that high call volumes on Mondays and Fridays, as well as the longer hold times on these days, are caused partly by riders who are uncomfortable using the voicemail system or have trip requests that are not for next-day service.  COTA currently has a reservationist working on Saturday and Sunday for six hours to check the voicemail requests and make confirmation calls.  The current staffing may preclude the need for COTA to increase its reservationist staffing on Mondays and Fridays to address any longer hold times it may discover once new reports are developed.
8. Trip Reservations
In this portion of the compliance review, the onsite review team examined how COTA handled trip requests from riders.  Particular attention was given to COTA’s policies regarding trip reservations, and whether COTA uses any form of trip caps or waiting lists.  The review also considered whether there was a pattern or practice of denying a significant number of ADA eligible trip requests.  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 COTA and at FTA

· Reservations policies and performance standards

· Service reports prepared by COTA 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 staff about the ability to accommodate trip requests
8.1
Consumer Comments

As noted in the “Consumer Comments” portion of Section 3, eight of the individuals contacted as part of the review provided feedback concerning the trip booking process and getting trips scheduled reasonably close to what was requested.  Two of these people did not indicate any issues, but the other six people had a variety of issues.  One person indicated that she gets “good rides” about 60 percent of the time.  Other times she cited being offered pickups between 5:45 and 6:15 a.m. for arrival times at work of 7:30 to 8 a.m., which she considered far too early for the distance being traveled.  A second person said she gets reasonable scheduled times about 50 percent of the time.  Others cited issues with being placed on “standby.”  Two people said that trip requests, including requests for ADA eligible trips, are sometimes placed on “standby” and not guaranteed.  Riders said that in such cases they have been told that they would be called back if the trip could be scheduled.  Another person indicated that she has been told “we will call you back tonight,” and then not received a call.  All four people who discussed the issue said that the standby list had been used more frequently in the past, and that in recent months they had not had issues with ADA trips, only non-ADA trips.

8.2
Trip Cap, Wait Lists, and Denial Policies and Practices

As noted in Section 3, it is COTA’s policy not to deny any ADA eligible trip requests.  The new contract terms being negotiated with First Transit at the time of the review called for a $100 disincentive deduction for every ADA trip denied by First Transit.

It also is COTA’s policy not to use trip caps or waiting lists for ADA eligible trips.  The COTA mobility services director indicated that because of capacity issues, some ADA trips were being denied up to mid-2005 and that ADA trips were placed on standby in the past.  She stated that since mid-2005, it has been COTA’s policy not to deny or wait-list any ADA trip requests.  When the complaint filed with FTA was investigated in fall 2006, COTA discovered that some reservationists were still placing ADA trip requests that could not be scheduled onto a standby list.  The mobility services director indicated that reservationists were reminded of the correct procedure and no ADA trips have been wait-listed since fall 2006.
Table 8.1 presents trip denial data for COTA paratransit from 2004 to 2006.  COTA provided information on the total number of trip requests and the denial rates for ADA and non-ADA service.  The number of denied trips was calculated by multiplying the rates for each category by the total number of trip requests each year.

As shown, COTA reported ADA trip denials for 2004 and 2005.  In 2005, COTA reported that one percent of requests for ADA trips were denied.  In 2005, 0.21 percent of ADA requests were denied.  By 2006, COTA had no denials for ADA trip requests.  COTA continues to have denials for non-ADA trip requests, though the number and percent have decreased each year. 
Table 8.1 – Reported ADA and Non-ADA Paratransit Trip Denials, 2004 - 2006

	Year
	Total Trip Requests
	Trip Denial Rate
	Trip Requests Denied (calculated)

	2004

	ADA Trips
	222,031
	1.00%
	2,220

	Non-ADA Trips
	
	3.57%
	7,926

	2005

	ADA Trips
	204,748
	0.21%
	430

	Non-ADA Trips
	
	2.33%
	4,771

	2006

	ADA Trips
	203,470
	0.00%
	0

	Non-ADA Trips
	
	2.03%
	4,130


8.3
Trip Reservation Policies and Practices
Riders can make requests for ADA complementary paratransit trips seven days a week.  On weekdays, trip reservations are accepted by staff at the paratransit call center from 7 a.m. until 7 p.m.  On weekends, riders can call from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. and leave a voicemail message.  A reservation agent comes in on weekends from 2 to 8 p.m. to check messages, to schedule any trips requested, and to contact riders to confirm their trips.  Also as indicated previously, riders can request trips by e-mail or by fax.
On weekdays, trip reservations are accepted up to seven days in advance.  On weekends, riders can only leave voicemail messages for trip requests for next-day service.  Callers can book up to six one-way trips (or three round-trips) per call.
COTA’s policy, as stated on page 18 of its User Guide, states that riders must allow at least one hour between drop-offs and pickups. 
All trips must be booked in advance with a scheduled pickup time (unless left on the standby list).  “Will call” return trips are not accommodated by COTA for ADA complementary paratransit service.  Riders who are not sure of return trip pickups times can call dispatch on the day of service for a same-day ride, but these requests are not guaranteed.  Riders also have the option to use the Will Call Program provider or the Sedan Voucher Program provider for same-day service.
Riders can request subscription service for regular, ongoing trips.  Requests for subscription service go the lead scheduler, who tries to fit the request into existing runs.  The scheduler indicated that there are no formal policies for the types or frequencies of trips that qualify for subscription service.  Requests for any trip purpose are accepted and trips made as infrequently as once a week have been accommodated.  The scheduler indicated that there is a waiting list for subscription service.  At the time of the on-site review, there were 71 ADA eligible trips on the subscription waiting list.  There were also 41 non-ADA trips on the waiting list for subscription service—even though non-ADA demand trips are taken only on a standby basis.
COTA and First Transit have developed a detailed script for reservation agents to use when booking trips.  The script covers general phone etiquette as well as technical trip booking procedures.  The script was thorough and included the types of information verification that minimize errors in the trip booking process.  A copy of the script is provided in Attachment F.
First Transit uses Trapeze software to assist with the trip booking process.  When riders call to book a trip, reservationists follow this process:

· Enter the rider name into the Trapeze trip booking screen, which calls up the rider’s information from the client file.  Reservationists then confirm key information such as the rider’s home address, and home phone number
· Enter the date of the trip and confirm the day and date
· 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
· Ask how the rider will be paying (cash, pass, or tickets)
· Ask if the rider will be traveling alone to determine if an attendant or companions need to be accommodated
· Ask if the rider would like curb-to-curb or door-to-door service
· When applicable, confirm the type(s) of mobility aid the rider will be traveling with
For “going” trips, once this initial information is entered, the reservationists then ask callers what time they need to be at their destination or what time they would like to be picked up.  If a caller provides desired pickup time, this time is entered, and the Trapeze system searches for solutions within an hour of this time.  If the caller provides an appointment or desired drop-off time, the reservationist enters the appointment time and then enters a “requested” pickup time that is one hour before the stated appointment time.  The Trapeze system then searches for trip options based on the “requested” pickup time calculated from the appointment time.

For return trips, callers state the time they would like to be picked up.  This time is entered into the system, and the Trapeze system searches for solutions that are one hour before to one hour after the requested pickup time.  Reservationists do not use the “Earliest Time” (ET) feature in the Trapeze system.  This feature is intended for pickup times where the rider cannot be picked up any earlier than the time stated.  For example, if a rider indicated they were returning from work, asked for a 5 p.m. return trip pickup, and indicated they did not get out of work until that time, the reservationist could enter that time into an ET time field.  When this is done, the Trapeze system only searches for solutions up to one hour after the stated time (not before).  Since COTA’s reservationists do not use this feature, the Trapeze system can generate trip offers that may not meet rider needs.  The reservations supervisor indicated that agents are trained to consider rider trip needs.  If a trip time is offered and the caller indicates that this is before they can leave, agents are trained to look for other solutions.
Once the trip has been completely scheduled, reservation agents go to a final trip confirmation screen and read back to the caller all of the vital trip information.  At this time, the agents also state to each caller that the vehicle can arrive 10 minutes before and up to 20 minutes after the scheduled pickup time.  This practice is important for getting riders to understand the on-time window.

Before generating possible trip solutions, the Trapeze system compares the origin address, destination address, and the requested pickup time, with the fixed route system service area and schedule.  The underlying GIS database created in the system includes 3/4-mile corridors around all fixed routes as well as the schedule times when buses are running in each corridor.  If this check determines that fixed route service is not running at the requested time for either the origin or destination locations, the system will display a pop-up screen that tells the reservationist that the trip is not ADA eligible.
If a trip request is determined to not be ADA eligible, reservationists offer to put the trip on a standby list.  Reservationists do not assign non-ADA trips to runs.  All non-ADA trips are placed on standby and coded in the system as “NAS” trips (non-ADA standby).  If callers agree to have trips placed on standby, they are told that it is their responsibility to call back on the evening before the day of service to see if the trip has been scheduled.  On the evening before each day of service, after all ADA eligible trips have been scheduled, the First Transit scheduler goes through the non-ADA requests and schedules as many of these as she can.  If she is able to schedule the trip, she attempts to call the riders to inform them.  Non-ADA trips that are not scheduled the evening before the day of service remain unscheduled going into the day of service.  If openings develop, dispatchers attempt to call riders still on standby to see if they still want the trip.  If a rider cannot be reached, the dispatchers go to the next person on the list.  Non-ADA riders not scheduled the evening before can also call on the day of service to see if the trip can be scheduled.  If they call, dispatchers look to see if there are openings.
If during the trip booking process a reservationist cannot find an acceptable solution for an ADA eligible trip because the schedule is full, she places the trip into a different standby category.  ADA unscheduled trips are coded as “SBY” to distinguish them from non-ADA trips.  If an ADA eligible trip is placed on standby, reservationists are trained to simply tell the caller that the trip has been booked at the time requested.  Reservationists are not supposed to tell callers that these trips are on standby.  SBY trips are then scheduled manually by the First Transit scheduler.  All SBY trips are scheduled before any non-ADA standby trips are scheduled.
One possible issue was identified with the way that the Trapeze system determines if a trip is ADA eligible or not.  As noted above, if a rider gives an appointment time for a going trip, reservationists automatically enter a “requested” time into the system that is 60 minutes before the appointment time.  This is not a time that is actually requested by the rider, but is a time calculated by the reservationist based on the given appointment time.  Trapeze then uses this calculated time to see if fixed route service is running in the applicable corridor at that time.  It therefore is possible that relatively short trips that could be performed in less than 60 minutes are being inappropriately classified as not ADA eligible.  For example, in one of the express bus corridors, the service might not start until 4:00 p.m.  If a rider called and asked to be at an appointment at 4:30 p.m., the reservationist would enter 3:30 p.m. as the calculated pickup time and the trip would be found to be not ADA eligible.  The trip, however, could be a short one that could be made in 30 minutes.  If the trip really could be served with a 4 p.m. pickup, the trip should be considered ADA eligible.

The review team discussed this issue with COTA staff during the on-site visit.  Technicians from Trapeze also were contacted by phone to verify how the system was checking for ADA trip eligibility and to discuss possible solutions.  It was determined that this issue could be addressed by scheduling “going” (usually from the rider’s home) trips based on stated appointment times (rather than calculated pickup times) and by having Trapeze use a direct (shortest-path) travel time to back up to the latest possible pickup time to serve the request.  This latest possible time—based on direct travel time—could then be used to make the check against fixed route service.  Once the ADA check as completed, Trapeze could then set a pickup time based on ride-sharing (rather than direct travel).
In addition, by assuming pickup times that are one hour before stated appointment times, COTA could be offering riders pickup times that are too early and as a result could be getting riders to appointments very early.  For example, if a rider indicates a 9 a.m. appointment and 8 a.m. is entered into the system as the “requested” pickup time, Trapeze could generate pickup solutions as early as 7 a.m.  If the trip is relatively short and few other riders end up being grouped with that person, the rider could get to the appointment 60 to 90 minutes early.  Notably, early arrivals were identified as an issue by riders contacted as part of the review.
Finally, page 18 of COTA’s User Guide states that “if a trip is refused [by the caller], a modified schedule request may not be accommodated.”  COTA managers and call center staff said that this policy was established to keep riders from making multiple requests in order to get trip times closer to what they requested.  For example, if a rider calls and requests an 8 a.m. pickup, the reservationist might offer a time from 7 to 9 a.m.  If the caller is offered 7 a.m., he or she might feel that this is too early and decide not to take the trip; the reservationist would then code the trip as a “Refusal.”  Reservations staff explained that if the rider should subsequently call back and re-request a trip for the same day and time (to see if a better offer exists), COTA’s policy is not to book the trip as a guaranteed ride.  Instead, subsequent requests for trips that were initially “Refused” are coded as “Offered ADA Standby” (“OAT”) trips.  OAT trips are treated as un-guaranteed standbys and riders are informed that they must check back the evening before the day of service, or on the day of service, to see if these trips have been scheduled.  This policy was detailed in several notices posted on the walls in the reservations area.  Attachment G includes two notices given to reservationists: one titled “Refusal Trips, Offered ADA Trip (OAT), and Standby Trips,” and one titled “Refusal Trips.”

8.4
Observations of the Handling of Trip Requests

Review team members sat with several different Project Mainstream reservationists to observe their handling of trip requests.  The team members collectively made over seven hours of observations during the afternoon of February 6 (Tuesday), the morning of February 7 (Wednesday), and the morning of February 9, 2007 (Friday).  Team members recorded each trip request called in, along with other observations of the practices of the reservationists.

COTA uses Trapeze computer software to take and schedule Project Mainstream trip requests.  At the time of the review team’s site visit, there were up to four reservationists, in addition to the supervisor, who were available to take calls (one reservationist position was vacant).  Team members observed requests for a total of 104 trips.  Eighty-four of the requests were for ADA trips, while 20 were for non-ADA trips.  All ADA trips were confirmed and there were no denials.  Reservationists negotiated pickup times with the callers, all of which were within 60 minutes of the requested times.

In accordance with COTA’s established policy, if the caller requested an ADA trip that the reservationist could not place on a vehicle run, the reservationist confirmed the requested time with the caller and labeled the trip request in Trapeze as an unscheduled ADA trip (coded as “SBY”).

All requests for non-ADA trips—trips that were in the COTA service area but either beyond 3/4-mile of a fixed route or not during the time when COTA was operating fixed route at that address—were automatically put on standby (as NAS trips).  For non-ADA trips, riders would not receive confirmation until the evening before the day of the requested trip.

Table 8.2 shows the distribution of observed ADA trip requests by the number of days ahead each request was made.  The high proportion of trips (36.9 percent) that were requested seven days in advance could indicate that some riders are concerned about getting the time that they wanted for the trips, and believe that calling closer to the trip day will result in undesirable trip times.  However, as noted, COTA does not have any denials for ADA trips.

Table 8.2 – ADA Trips Requests by Days Ahead Requested

	Days Ahead
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	Total

	Number
	13
	6
	9
	4
	11
	10
	31
	84

	%
	15.5
	7.1
	10.7
	4.8
	13.1
	11.9
	36.9
	100.0


The reservationists appeared to be well-trained in call handling.  All reservationists observed by review team members were consistent in:

· Confirming trip information: date and time, addresses, fare and fare media, PCA, companion

· Confirming rider information: telephone numbers and use of mobility aid

· Stating the pickup window: 10 minutes before to 20 minutes after the negotiated pickup time

As noted in Section 5, callers sometimes provided drop-off or appointment times for their trip requests.  Reservationists entered appointment times into Trapeze.  They were inconsistent, however, in the time entered.  Sometimes reservationists entered the time stated by the caller; in other instances, they entered a time that was 15 minutes earlier to provide a “cushion.”  In addition, even when provided an appointment time, the reservationist appeared to be scheduling the trip request by entering an estimated pickup time (e.g., 60 minutes prior to the appointment time).

8.5
Findings

8. Some ADA eligible trip requests were reported to have been denied in 2004 and 2005.  In 2004, COTA reported that 1 percent of requests for ADA trips were denied.  In 2005, 0.21 percent of ADA requests were denied.  Since mid-2005, COTA has not recorded or reported any ADA paratransit trip denials.

9. It is COTA’s current policy not to place ADA paratransit trips requests on “standby” (a form of wait list).  It appears, though, that trips were wait-listed in the past.  Some reservationists appear to have continued to place some ADA trips on the “standby” list as recently as fall 2006.

10. During its on-site visit, the review team did not observe any ADA trip denials or instances where ADA eligible trips were placed on the standby list.  If a reservationist could not place an ADA trip request on a vehicle run, she confirmed the requested time with the caller and labeled the trip request in Trapeze as an unscheduled ADA trip.  Such trips were eventually scheduled for the requested times.
11. All trip requests for non-ADA trips were placed on standby.

12. If a caller is offered a trip within one hour of the requested time and the trip is not taken, it is marked as “Refused.”  If the rider subsequently calls back to request a similar trip, it is COTA’s policy that the trip will only be served on a standby basis.
13. Reservationists appeared to be well trained in dealing with callers and confirming all key information for each trip request.

14. Reservationists were not consistent in booking trip requests for which the caller provided an appointment time.  Sometimes reservationists entered the appointment time into Trapeze, while other times they entered a time that was 15 minutes earlier to create a “cushion.”

15. COTA does not appear to instruct reservationists to use the “Earliest Time” (ET) feature in Trapeze when booking return trips where the rider cannot leave earlier than the requested pickup time.  Not using this feature may cause Trapeze to generate solutions that do not meet riders’ trip needs.  While reservationists are trained to not insist that riders take these times if it is indicated the times do not meet trip needs, allowing these times to be generated and potentially quoted to callers could result in some inappropriate trip offers.
16. When a caller provided a requested appointment time, reservationists would create a pickup time one hour before the appointment time and use it to schedule the trip request.  This practice could result in very early pickups and very early drop-offs, depending on the actual length of the trip.  This practice also could be leading the Trapeze system to find some trips not ADA eligible.
8.6
Recommendations

1. COTA should periodically monitor calls to ensure that ADA trips are not placed on standby.  To aid in this monitoring, COTA should consider purchasing equipment that allows phone calls to be recorded for later review.
2. COTA should revise its reservations policy to allow riders to call back and request trips even if they previously refused an offer for the same trip.

3. COTA should develop consistent procedures for booking a trip with a requested appointment time.  COTA should train its reservationists in this procedure.

4. COTA should consider using the “Earliest Time” (ET) trip booking feature provided by the Trapeze system.

5. COTA should consider using the requested appointment time as the basis for scheduling going trips where there is an appointment.  COTA also should consider having the Trapeze software reprogrammed to calculate a direct ride time for appointment times.  Doing so would allow Trapeze to calculate a “latest possible pickup time” which could be used to test whether a trip is ADA eligible.
9. Service Performance
The DOT ADA regulations for ADA complementary paratransit service note that service quality, and 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 and on-board ride times for COTA’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 FTA and COTA
· Reviewed COTA’s relevant service policies, procedures, and standards

· Observed COTA’s scheduling and dispatch functions and interviewed schedulers and dispatchers

· Interviewed drivers about schedules provided and dispatch support received

· Reviewed COTA’s on-time performance and travel time reports

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

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

As noted in Section 3, riders and advocates contacted as part of the review had poor opinions of COTA paratransit service quality.  Eight individuals provided feedback on this issue.  Only one person indicated that she did not have concerns with on-time performance and that trips were only late very occasionally.  One person said about one in 10 trips is late.  Two others said trips are late approximately two out of every 10 times.  The remaining four people felt that on-time performance was a significant issue and that five or more trips out of every 10 were late.  In addition, two individuals had concerns with on-time drop-offs and pickups.  In particular, one person described a situation where a rider was late to work most days in a two-week period despite repeatedly asking for earlier pickups.

Responses also were mixed when riders were asked about on-board ride times.  Two people indicated that ride times were reasonable.  Two others said that ride times had been an issue in the past but had improved in recent months.  The other four respondents felt that ride times were still sometimes too long.  Two of those four respondents cited ride times of up to two hours.  Another respondent indicated that during October and November 2006 she filed a number of complaints about ride times home from work ranging from 2 to 2-1/2 hours.

Two people also indicated issues with the scheduling of routes.  They noted that rides are sometimes circuitous.  One of them cited an example of being driven past her house to another stop, and then being brought back to be dropped off.  She believed the problem results from “overscheduled” (packed) runs and inefficient routing.  She said she no longer uses the service for return trips from work because ride times are too long.  Another person believed that drivers sometimes make pickups and drop-offs out of the scheduled order to make them more efficient.

The formal complaint on file with FTA included numerous alleged incidents of poor service quality.  These included:

· Late pickups

· Cancellations not getting to drivers and riders being charged with no-shows when vehicles arrive

· Being put on standby and not hearing back, and then having vehicles showing up without any notice

· Vehicles being sent to wrong addresses and drivers not getting pickup address information
· Dispatchers changing pickup and drop-off times and not informing riders

When contacted at the time of the on-site review, the complainant indicated that service seemed to have improved in recent months.
Of the 188 complaints on paratransit service recorded by COTA in calendar year 2006, 36 percent (65 complaints) related to late trips.  Another 11 percent (21 complaints) cited unsafe driving.  Another 11 percent (21 complaints) cited other “service delivery” issues.
9.2
Service Standards and Policies

On-Time Performance Policies and Standards

When riders make a trip request and receive a confirmed trip, they are given a 30-minute pickup window within which they are asked to be ready and waiting for vehicles to arrive.  This window is from 10 minutes before to 20 minutes after (‑10/+20 minutes) the initial scheduled time (negotiated time).  COTA considers a pickup to be on time if it occurs within this 30-minute window.  In addition, COTA considers pickups that occur before the beginning of the pickup window as on time.
At the time of the on-site review, COTA’s stated goal was to make at least 90 percent of all pickups on-time.  COTA staff indicated, however, that COTA was negotiating new performance standards with First Transit.  The proposed new contract terms included a goal to be on-time 100 percent of the time.  The proposed terms also set a desired performance level of 95 percent on-time service, with incentives for performance above 95 percent and disincentives for performance below 93 percent.

At the time of the review, COTA did not have an on-time drop-off window or standard.
Travel Time Policies and Standards

COTA’s on-board travel time standards are:

· The maximum travel time for trips less than 15 miles is 60 minutes
· The maximum travel time for trips of 15 or more miles is 80 minutes
The contract between COTA and First Transit does not specify a goal or requirement for the percentage of trips that meet COTA’s travel time standards.  However, at the time of the on-site review, COTA was working with First Transit to establish standards for a number of performance indicators.  The proposed standard for on-board travel time was that no more than 5 percent of trips in each distance category (less than 15 miles and 15 miles or more) exceed the maximum on-board travel time for trips of that length.
When creating schedules, COTA uses odometer readings to determine trip length for identifying trips that exceed on-board travel time standards.  The purpose of travel time standards is to ensure that vehicle schedules are not constructed in such a way that passengers are kept on board vehicles for more than a reasonable amount of time for particular trips.  However, vehicle odometer readings from origin to destination reflect how trips have been scheduled, and may result in some trips being improperly subjected to the 80 minute travel time standard.  A more direct measurement of trip distance, such as straight-line mileage or direct path (street network) mileage, would be a more accurate way to determine the appropriate travel time.  On-board travel time could then be evaluated against the travel time for the actual distance between origin and destination, rather than the distance that resulted from the scheduling process.
Furthermore, COTA managers do not regularly track or monitor on-board travel times of service provided.  COTA does not conduct an analysis of trip length, such as presented later in this section of the report (Section 9.5).

In addition, Trapeze gives users the ability to generate a report that identifies trips with long travel times.  COTA does not appear to be using that function to track long trips.
9.3
Daily Operations

Scheduling Procedures

First Transit employs one full-time scheduler.  The review team met with the scheduler on Thursday, February 8, 2007 to observe the process used to prepare schedules for the next day.

The scheduler typically reports each weekday in the early afternoon and works into the evening.  She first does what she calls a “revamping” of the routes.  This involves scrutinizing each route in the system and looking for ways to improve the schedules.  She looks for any parameter violations (e.g., late pickup, excessive on-board travel time) and attempts to eliminate them.  She also looks at the general routing to make sure that it is reasonable.

At about 1 p.m. each day, she begins working on the unscheduled ADA trips (those coded “SBY”).  She manually places each unscheduled ADA trip on a route.  She indicated that she first searches for options with the “Use Neg” field toggled on.  This instructs Trapeze to look for solutions that are at the same time as the time given to the rider (the “negotiated” time).  If no solutions can be found, she toggles this option off and instructs the Trapeze system to search for solutions within one hour of the requested time.  If this still does not provide solutions, she manually “forces” the trip onto a run at a time that is as close to the negotiated time as possible.

If a negotiated time has to be changed in order to find a solution for a trip, the scheduler indicated that she attempts to call the rider to give them a new negotiated pickup time.  If she is unable to reach the rider, she leaves a note for the dispatchers to call the person the following day.

When all unscheduled ADA trip requests are scheduled, the scheduler then begins working on non-ADA standby trips (those coded as “NAS” trips).  The same procedure is used to try to find solutions for these trips.  As each trip is scheduled, she attempts to call the rider to let them know that the trip has been scheduled.  She maintains a call-back log that shows which riders she was able to reach.  If she is unable to reach a rider, the trip is still left on the schedule and a note is left for dispatch to try to reach the person on the day of service.

The scheduler indicated that she attempts to schedule as many non-ADA trips as possible.  Not all non-ADA trips can be added to the schedules.  When the scheduler cannot fit non-ADA trips on the schedule, these trips remain unscheduled on the day of service.  Dispatchers then attempt to place the unscheduled non-ADA trips on vehicle runs if openings are created due to same-day cancellations or no-shows.  
On the day of the on-site review that the scheduling process was observed, there were 664 trip requests for the following day (Friday, February 9).  Of these, 627 were ADA trips and 37 were non-ADA standby trips.  The scheduler was able to place 23 of the non-ADA trips on runs.  Fourteen non-ADA trips remained unscheduled for dispatchers to try to place on the day of service.
The scheduler also indicated that when manually scheduling the unscheduled ADA trips and the non-ADA standby trips, she attempts to do so using only the standard runs in the system.  If there are large amounts of such trips, she may try to get additional drivers and may open new runs.  She also indicated that she has the authority to place trips on the “relief” runs.  These runs are intended to be available for dispatchers to assist with same-day issues, such as drivers being unexpectedly absent on the day of service.  On the day of the on-site review when the scheduling process was observed, the scheduler ended up using all of the planned relief runs.

When asked about subscription trips and runs, the scheduler noted that she is given all requests for subscription service and attempts to meet as many as she can.  She noted that there was a waiting list for subscription service consisting of 71 ADA riders and 41 non-ADA requests.  When asked if she periodically reworks the subscription runs, she indicated that this was not being done.  She agreed that with people being regularly added to or deleted from the subscription “template,” that it would help if that template was periodically examined and re-scheduled.
Dispatch Procedures

The review team observed COTA’s dispatchers for paratransit service and interviewed several dispatchers on Wednesday and Thursday during the on-site review (February 7 and 8, 2007).  As noted in the Section 7, First Transit employs three dispatchers.  This level of staffing allows for two dispatchers to be scheduled for duty from 3:30 a.m. to 7:30 p.m. each weekday and for one dispatcher to be scheduled after 7:30 p.m. on weekdays and on Saturdays and Sundays.  If a dispatcher is unexpectedly out, the shift is taken by the assistant general manager who supervises the dispatch function, or a dispatcher who is not scheduled is called in to work overtime.

At the time of the review, the assistant general manager noted that there had been some turnover in the dispatch area in recent years.  Employment records indicated that one of the current dispatchers had just recently been hired, two were hired in 2006, two in 2005, and the dispatcher with the longest tenure was hired in 2003.  It was interesting to note that the dispatchers’ pay rate was only slightly higher than that of drivers ($10.50 per hour versus $9.96 per hour at start).  First Transit managers noted that they were examining the pay rates to try to stabilize the dispatch function and develop more experience in that area.
A review of the run structure showed that there was a peak pull-out of up to 43 vehicles.  This means that each dispatcher manages a maximum of 21 to 22 runs during peak hours.  This is well within paratransit industry norms, which suggest a maximum of 25 to 30 runs per dispatcher.

All vehicles are equipped with MDCs and AVL technology.  Ideally, this would allow for the easy transmission of information to and from vehicles.  The MDC and AVL systems are not, however, integrated with the Trapeze trip scheduling and dispatching system.  These two systems function separately at COTA, which is a highly unusual arrangement.  Dispatchers have two computer screens: one for the Trapeze system and one for the AVL system, “OrbitalCAD NT.”  As a result, large amounts of manual transcribing and copying are required to move information from one system to the other, creating a risk of errors.

When riders call to cancel a trip, COTA dispatchers use the following process:

· The cancellation must first be entered into the Trapeze system

· The cancellation must then be entered a second time into the Orbital system and sent to the driver

· The driver must acknowledge the receipt of the transmission within a short period of time.
If the driver does not acknowledge receipt of the transmission from the Orbital system, the system will show it as “Failed” and it has to be re-sent.  Dispatchers therefore closely watch the acknowledgement screen to see if drivers have acknowledged the transmission.  If not acknowledged quickly the dispatchers contact the drivers on the radio
In contrast, an integrated system would permit a relatively simple dispatch function where information is entered into the Trapeze (or another dispatch system) and a cancellation message is automatically sent.  The driver’s manifest would be automatically updated.

Similarly, to transmit an add-on trip to a driver using COTA’s current setup requires the following process:

· The dispatcher first reschedules the trip using the Trapeze system

· After rescheduling the trip, the dispatcher re-types the trip information into the Orbital system

· The information is then sent to the driver via the Orbital system

· The dispatcher then manually verifies the receipt

· The driver must manually write the add-on onto the paper manifest

In an integrated system, the add-on would be transmitted directly from the Trapeze system once it was rescheduled.

To keep the Trapeze system up to date with the status of each run, COTA dispatchers must manually enter actual pickup and drop-off times into Trapeze as the information is received on the Orbital system.  The Orbital system is designed to give a ring tone every time a new “performed’ time is received from a vehicle.  This alerts the dispatchers to the need to check the Orbital screen for a newly received time.  They then enter this time into the correct run in the Trapeze system.  The review team noted that a considerable amount of time was spent by each dispatcher manually entering these times.  By contrast, in an integrated system, actual times from vehicles would automatically be received and entered into the Trapeze system.

A consequence of the need to manually enter all performed times is that the dispatchers must stay in the individual run screens.  They are not able to utilize the valuable Trapeze “dispatch” screen.  The dispatch screen shows all upcoming trips for all runs and highlights any that are predicted to be late.  The dispatch screen enables dispatchers to focus primarily on runs and drivers that need assistance.

Dispatchers noted that that the MDC and AVL systems are owned and maintained by COTA.  If a unit is not working, they must notify COTA.  COTA then arranges for maintenance.  On the days that the dispatch area was being observed, three MDC/AVL units were not operating.
The review team observed dispatchers rescheduling several trips.  In each case, the dispatchers used the “drag-and-drop” feature in Trapeze or had Trapeze look for a new option with the “Sch W” field toggled off.  Rescheduling trips in this way is good practice and ensures pickup times given to riders are not changed.
Team members also observed dispatchers’ handling of several no-shows.  In each case, the driver radioed and the dispatcher attempted to contact the rider by phone.  Only after an attempt was made to contact the rider did the dispatchers authorize drivers to proceed to the next pickup or drop-off.  Dispatchers were also observed checking the actual arrival times of vehicles and the amount of time spent waiting for the riders before they authorized riders to be marked as no-shows.

As noted in earlier sections of this report, dispatchers also attempt to schedule any non-ADA trips that remain unscheduled on the day of service.  If time opens up on a run due to cancellations or no-shows, the dispatchers call riders on the unscheduled list to see if they would still like to take the trip.  If the rider is reached and still wants the trip, the dispatcher schedules it.  They also noted that they attempt to call any riders about trips that were scheduled by the scheduler the evening before, but whom the scheduler was not able to reach by phone.  It was noted that if the rider still cannot be reached, the trip is left on the run, because it is possible that the rider called into reservations and confirmed that the trip had been scheduled.  Dispatchers acknowledged that this could sometimes result in vehicles going for pickups when the rider has never been notified that their standby trip was scheduled.

Driver Interviews

While on site, the review team interviewed seven paratransit drivers at the 1333 Fields Avenue facility.  Drivers were randomly selected as they finished their runs.  A mix of new and long-term drivers were interviewed; the shortest tenure was 3-1/2 months and the longest tenure was 18 years.  Drivers were asked several questions about schedules and dispatch support, training, and understanding of service policies.  Attachment H 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, four of the seven drivers said the schedules were okay.  One noted that he could not run the schedules to the exact times on the manifests, but if he used the 30-minute window, he could stay on schedule.  Another noted that while the schedules were okay, they were getting a little tighter in recent months.  One driver said the schedules were about right “7 out of 10 times.”  The seventh driver said they were too tight “99 percent of the time.”  This last driver said more time needed to be allowed in the schedules for waiting for and picking up riders.
When asked how often they ran late (meaning outside the 30-minute window), most indicated that it was not too often.  One driver said “never,” another said once or twice a week, another said only twice per month, one driver said less than one in 10, another said one in 20, and one said that it “depends on the schedule.”  Only one driver indicated being late often.  This driver said he was late on “four of 10” trips.
When asked about the assistance they receive on late trips from dispatchers, most indicated that dispatchers are responsive and help if they can.  Five of the seven drivers said dispatchers were responsive.  One of these drivers said that if drivers give dispatchers enough notice, they move trips that could be a problem.  One of the seven drivers said that it “depends on the dispatcher.”

Five of the seven drivers had a good understanding of the 30 minute on-time window and correctly indicated that they were “on-time” if they arrived from 10 minutes before to 20 minutes after the scheduled time shown on the manifest.  Two drivers only indicated that they could be up to 10 minutes early and did not cite the 20-minute allowance after the scheduled time.  Two of the five drivers who did understand the on-time window also commented that dispatchers sometimes ask “why are you running late” if they are past the scheduled pickup time—even if they are not yet 20 minutes past. 

When asked if they needed to run early to stay on time, all seven drivers said they like to arrive early if possible to be able to keep on schedule.  One driver said that it is necessary to be early to stay on schedule.  This was the same driver who felt the schedules were too tight.  All seven indicated that they when they arrive very early, they will just wait, and do not try to get riders to leave early. 
Six of the seven drivers said that riders were aware of the 30 minute pickup window.  One driver responded that “some know it, some don’t.”

Six of the seven drivers indicated that sometimes riders indicate that the times they were given are different from what is on the manifest.  The six drivers said that this was infrequent, though, with two saying it was very occasional.  Most noted that the differences were typically five to 15 minutes, but one driver said the differences could be up to one hour.
All seven drivers also seemed to have a very good understanding of the no-show policy and what to do if riders do not show up to board the vehicle.  All knew they were to wait at least five minutes within the pickup window and then contact dispatch.  Most noted that dispatchers would try to contact riders and, if contact could not be made, the dispatchers would then authorize the no-show.  All seven drivers also said they typically knock at the door if the rider does not come out within a few minutes.
Drivers were also asked if information on the manifests about riders needing door-to-door service was accurate.  The drivers indicated that there were no significant problems.  Four said the information was accurate, two said they always assume door-to-door service is needed and go to the door, and one said the information was correct “nine times out of 10.”  Two drivers did indicate, however, that information about rider needs can sometimes be vague and that it sometimes would be helpful to have more information.
When asked the general question, “what is the most difficult part of the job?” two drivers said “nothing” is too difficult, three cited traffic and extreme weather, and the other two cited “staying on schedule.”  One driver again indicated that it would be better to allow more time in the schedules for waiting for and picking up riders.
Finally, drivers were asked for “other issues” and general input.  One driver said that “old information” (e.g., old addresses or old information about riders) is sometimes on the schedules.  One driver said that paratransit drivers are paid much less than fixed route drivers.  Another driver said that there was a shortage of drivers.
9.4
On-Time Performance

COTA reports on-time performance for pickups on a monthly basis.  During 2006, COTA reported the overall on-time performance to be 91.2 percent.  The performance by month ranged from 87.4 percent (September) to 92.8 percent (March).  Two months reported on-time performance below COTA’s 90 percent standard: September and October (89.1 percent).  In December 2006, the reported on-time performance for pickups was 92.6 percent.

COTA does not track on-time performance for drop-offs.

Calculated On-Time Performance for Sample Days

In order to develop an independent estimate of on-time performance, the review team evaluated a sample of COTA paratransit trips completed on Wednesday, December 6, 2006.  The review team created a 25 percent sample, selecting each fourth trip listed on the completed set of driver manifests for December 6, including those from Capital Transportation.  This yielded a total of 157 passenger trips.  For each trip in the sample, the team recorded the scheduled pickup time printed on the manifest.  From a separate Trapeze report (“Cross Reference Report”), the team recorded requested drop-off (appointment) times for trips that had one.  The team also recorded the actual pickup arrival times, pickup departure times, and drop-off times written on the manifests by the drivers.  Using the pickup window of ‑10/+20 minutes, the team analyzed the on-time performance of these sample trips.  Table 9.1 presents a summary of this analysis for pickups.

Table 9.1 — On-Time Distribution for COTA Pickups, December 6, 2006

	
	Number 
	%

	Total Sample
	157
	100.0%

	% in Window
	125
	79.6%

	% in Window or Early
	144
	91.7%

	All Early Trips
	19
	12.1%

	
	1-15 mins
	19
	12.1%

	
	> 15 mins
	0
	0.0

	All Late Trips
	13
	8.3%

	
	1-15 mins
	10
	6.4%

	
	16-30 mins
	3
	1.9%

	
	> 30 mins
	0
	0.0


The review team’s analysis of on-time performance shows that COTA was on time or early for 91.7 percent of it pickups, exceeding its 90 percent goal on this sample day.  Of the late trips, 6.4 percent were up to 15 minutes late and 1.9 percent (three trips from the sample) were between 16 and 30 minutes late.  No pickup in the sample was greater than 30 minutes late.
COTA should be aware, however, that while it is meeting its own standard for on-time pickups, a standard of 90 percent is fairly low for a paratransit service that uses a 30-minute pickup window.  Many other transit agencies with 30-minute windows have on-time standards of 93 to 95 percent.

From this same sample of 157 completed trips, 66 trips had requested drop-offs (appointment times), representing 42 percent of the sample.  The review team computed drop-off performance for these 66 completed trips.  Table 9.2 presents a summary of this analysis.

Table 9.2 — On-Time Distribution for COTA Drop-offs, December 6, 2006

	
	Number 
	%

	Total Sample
	66
	100.0%

	All Trips before Drop-off Time
	58
	87.9%

	
	1-15 mins
	23
	34.8%

	
	16- 30 mins
	23
	34.8%

	
	> 30 mins
	12
	18.2%

	All Late Trips
	8
	12.1%

	
	1-15 mins
	5
	7.6%

	
	16-30 mins
	1
	1.5%

	
	> 30 mins
	2
	3.0%


Of this sample, 87.9 percent of trips had drop-offs at or before the scheduled appointment, while 12.1 percent were after the scheduled appointment.  This is high rate of late drop-offs.  Furthermore, 4.5 percent of drop-offs were more than 15 minutes late.  For a rider who uses COTA paratransit to commute to work five days a week, this is the equivalent of being late almost three times per month and being more than 15 minutes late once per month.  Some reservationists indicated, however, that when a caller gives an appointment time, the reservationists enter a drop-off time into Trapeze that is 15 minutes earlier (e.g., if a caller asks for a 9 a.m. appointment, the reservationist may enter 8:45 a.m.).  Consequently, actual performance—from the perspective of the rider—may be more favorable.   It is not clear, however, if all reservationists consistently move up the appointment time.

On the other hand, the sample of trips analyzed shows a large portion of very early drop-offs.  More than half (53 percent) of drop-offs were more than 15 minutes early, with 18.2 percent more than 30 minutes early.  If reservationists were, in fact, adding the 15-minute cushion, this would mean that over half of the drop-offs were more than 30 minutes earlier than the requested drop-off.  This is problematic for riders who arrive at buildings that may not be open that far in advance, and particularly serious for riders who are forced to wait outside during cold weather.
Since COTA does not track on-time performance for drop-offs, the poor performance is not surprising.  Unlike pickup times, drivers do not have appointment times printed on their manifests, and the dispatcher screens do not typically display the appointment times.  Consequently, dispatchers and drivers are likely more concerned with on-time pickups than with drop-offs.
Setting a standard for on-time drop-offs and tracking performance would be very useful, as many riders, particularly on “going” trips, are more concerned with getting to a destination on time and less so with getting picked up on time.

9.5
Analysis of On-Board Ride Times

To assess on-board travel times for COTA’s paratransit trips, the review team conducted an analysis of a sample of 157 trips provided by COTA on Wednesday, December 6, 2006 (the same sample of trips used to evaluate on-time performance).  Table 9.3 shows the distribution of trip duration for those trips, as determined by actual pickup and drop-off times recorded on the driver manifests.
As shown, the average trip length was 23 minutes (individual travel times ranged from 4 minutes to 67 minutes).  The majority of trips (73 percent) were completed in 30 minutes or less.  Nearly all trips (98 percent) were completed in 60 minutes or less.  Three trips (2 percent) took longer than 60 minutes.
Table 9.3 – Trip Length for Sample of Trips Provided on December 6, 2006

	Number of Trips
	157

	Average Travel Time
	23 minutes

	15 minutes or less
	35.0%

	16-30 minutes
	37.6%

	31-45 minutes
	18.5%

	46-60 minutes
	7.0%

	Over 60 minutes 
	1.9%


Next, the review team analyzed a sample of driver manifests from First Transit, compared paratransit travel times to those of comparable fixed route trips, and examined a report generated by COTA using data from Trapeze.  The review team then identified paratransit trips with travel times that exceeded the applicable COTA maximum travel time standard.

After reviewing all COTA paratransit trips provided during the week of December 3, 2006, trips that exceeded COTA’s internal on-board travel time standards were selected for further analysis.  The review team analyzed 21 trips, representing 0.7 percent of all the ADA paratransit trips provided that week.  The selected trips included trips of under 15 miles with travel times of more than 60 minutes and trips of 15 miles or more with travel times of more than 80 minutes.  Travel times for these trips were compared to fixed route travel times to determine whether the paratransit trip travel times were significantly longer than comparable trips taken on fixed route service.

The review team worked with COTA’s customer service staff to develop fixed route trip itineraries using Trapeze “INFO-Agent,” the trip planning software used by COTA’s customer service staff to estimate the comparable fixed route travel times.  Itineraries were developed for 18 of the 21 paratransit trips; for the other three paratransit trips, no fixed route service was in operation in the location and/or at the time of the trip.
Each estimate of fixed route travel time included the following components:

· Travel time on each bus

· Time for transfers (waiting time) for multi-bus trips

· Walking time between the bus stop and origin or destination, at each end of the trip, using an estimated speed of three miles per hour (20 minutes per mile)

For each paratransit trip, Table 9.4 shows the time of day at which the trip was made, the origin and destination, and the actual paratransit trip travel time.  Table 9.4 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, an estimate of walking time to the bus stop(s), and a calculation of total fixed route travel time.
The final two columns of Table 9.4 compare the ADA complementary paratransit services with COTA 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 9.4, the average travel time for this sample of the longest paratransit trips was 86 minutes.  The average travel time for the comparable fixed route trips was 85 minutes, which includes both ride time on the bus and walking time to and from the bus route.  Four of the fixed route trips could have been completed on one bus route; 12 would have required one transfer, and two would have required two transfers.
Eight of the itineraries had paratransit travel times that were longer than the comparable fixed route travel time.  The differences in travel time between paratransit and COTA’s fixed route service ranged from seven minutes to 112 minutes.  The majority of those paratransit trips were longer than the comparable fixed route trip by 36 minutes or less.  One paratransit trip had an on-board travel time of 139 minutes, which was 112 minutes longer than a comparable trip on the fixed route service.  Based on a review of the final Trapeze schedule for the vehicle run on which the trip was provided, it appears that the passenger remained on board while another passenger was picked up and driven to Riverside Hospital and made a brief stop.  The passenger with the long ride time then made a brief stop at another location.
Comparison to COTA’s Travel Time Standards

As noted above, the selected group of 21 ADA paratransit trips provided from December 3 to 9, 2006 were those that exceeded COTA’s internal onboard travel time standards that week.  COTA’s standards set a maximum allowable travel time of 60 minutes for trips under 15 miles and 80 minutes for trips of 15 miles or more in length.
Of the 21 trips, five were under 15 miles in length and had travel times that were over 60 minutes.  These five trips represented 0.2 percent of all 2,361 ADA trips under 15 miles in length provided during the same week.  The travel times for these five trips ranged from 63 to 71 minutes.
Sixteen of the 21 long trips were 15 miles or more in length, with travel times greater than 80 minutes.  These 16 trips made up 2.3 percent of the 690 trips of that length provided in the same week.  The travel times for these 16 trips ranged from 82 to 139 minutes.  Most trips had travel times of 95 minutes or less.  Three trips were significantly over the 80-minute standard, with travel times of 106 minutes (two trips) and 139 minutes (one trip).
The percentages of trips that exceed COTA’s standards for maximum on-board travel times match the percentages presented in First Transit’s Performance Status report for August through November 2006.  For January to November 2006, 0.27 percent of trips under 15 miles had travel times of more than 60 minutes, and 2.5 percent of trips 15 miles or longer had travel times of more than 80 minutes.
Table 9.4 – Comparison of Travel Times on COTA Paratransit vs. Fixed Route for Selected Long Trips: December 3 to 9, 2006

	Trip#
	Origin
Destination
	Paratransit
	Fixed Route Comparison
	Notes
	Travel Time Difference Para - FR (mins)
	Paratransit Trip within COTA Standard? (60 mins. for trips <15 miles, 80 mins. for trips >15 miles)

	
	
	Start time

End time
	Travel Time (mins)
	Fixed Routes
	Ride + Transfer Time (mins)
	Walk Time to/from Stops (mins)
	Total Travel Time (mins)
	
	
	

	1
	400 N. High 

300 Akeya Court
	19:38

21:01
	83
	4
	30
	20
	50
	Last bus on Sundays is at 6:23 p.m.
	33
	No

	2
	4300 Equity Drive

4700 Lodgelane Drive
	16:32

17:54
	82
	5, 8GK 
	74
	20
	94
	
	-12
	No

	4
	1800 Olentangy River Rd

3800 Homecomer Drive, Grove City
	15:13

16:42
	89
	84, 3, 15
	99
	20
	119
	
	-30
	No

	5
	1400 N. High

1800 E. Blake
	15:48

16:55
	67
	8GM, 81
	33
	20
	53
	
	14
	No

	6
	1400 N. High

1600 Lattimer
	16:01

17:24
	83
	2, 1
	69
	20
	89
	
	-6
	No

	7
	6600 Doubletree Ave.

1000 E. 26th Ave.
	15:42

16:49
	67
	95, 8S
	26
	20
	46
	Closest stop is about 5 blocks away
	21
	No

	9
	1300 Edgehill

600 Bonnington Way, Gahanna
	18:22

19:55
	93
	3, 41
	47
	20
	67
	
	26
	No

	10
	2400 Citygate Drive

1500 Willow
	15:35

17:02
	87
	16, 3
	79
	20
	99
	Final stop is closest to Willow Dr., but is approx. 1 mile west
	-12
	No

	11
	4600 Heaton Road

3700 Santiago Drive, Westerville
	15:48

17:15
	87
	95, 38
	41
	20
	61
	Only 1 bus run daily
	26
	No

	12
	4700 Henley Ave.

2100 Kenny Road
	8:01

9:04
	63
	84, 5
	81
	20
	101
	
	-38
	No

	13
	5400Sawatch Drive

3700 Olentangy River Road
	7:46

9:32
	106
	10E, 18
	94
	50
	144
	First stop is over 2 miles from 5400 Sawatch
	-38
	No

	14
	5200 Refugee Road

2700 Elliott
	14:29

16:15
	106
	89, 92, 10K 
	140
	50
	190
	Final stop is over 2 miles from 2700 Elliott
	-84
	No

	15
	1400 N. High

4000 Karl Road
	15:31

16:53
	82
	8GK
	26
	20
	46
	
	36
	No

	16
	600 E. Spring Street

4700 Tuttles Woods Drive, Hilliard
	15:37

17:08
	91
	16, 18
	83
	20
	103
	
	-12
	No

	17
	900 Thurber Dr. W

500 High Street
	8:53

11:12
	139
	7
	7
	20
	27
	
	112
	No

	18
	200 Broadmeadows Blvd

3500 Olentangy River Road
	9:16

10:46
	90
	2, 18
	84
	20
	104
	
	-14
	No

	19
	5800 Chantry Drive

500 Fairwood
	16:32

17:40
	68
	2
	41
	20
	61
	
	7
	No

	21
	600 Berkeley

300 Gramercy St
	11:08

12:19
	71
	2, 84
	58
	20
	78
	
	-7
	No

	AVERAGES
	
	86
	
	62
	23
	85
	
	1
	


Notes:
All street addresses rounded to nearest 100 block



All addresses in Columbus unless town noted

9.6
Findings
1. COTA indicated that its goal in 2006 was to be on-time 90 percent of the time for pickups.  An anticipated new goal (still being negotiated at the time of the on-site review) is to be on-time 100 percent of the time and to have the contractor perform at least 95 percent of pickups on-time.  During 2006, COTA reported the overall on-time performance to be 91.2 percent.  The performance by month ranged from 87.4 percent (September) to 92.8 percent (March).

2. Based on an analysis of a one-day sample of 157 completed trips (roughly 25 percent of all trips for that day), COTA was on time or early for 91.7 percent of it pickups.  Of the late trips, 6.4 percent were up to 15 minutes late and 1.9 percent (three trips from the sample) were between 16 and 30 minutes late.
3. COTA does not have standards for on-time drop-offs.  COTA does not track on-time performance of drop-offs.

4. Based on a subset of 66 completed trips with requested drop-off times from the one-day sample, on-time performance for drop-offs was 87.9 percent.  It is possible that actual performance—from the perspective of the rider—may be more favorable, as some reservationists indicated that when a caller gives an appointment time, the reservationists enter a drop-off time into Trapeze that is 15 minutes earlier.  However, if this is a common practice, then the proportion of drop-offs that are very early could be significant.  The analysis indicates the 53 percent of trips with requested drop-offs were at least 15 minutes early.  Adding that 15-minute cushion would mean that 53 percent of trips were at least 30 minutes early.
5. The one-day sample of 157 trips had average (mean) trip length of 23 minutes.  Most trips (91 percent) were completed in 30 minutes or less.  Over 98 percent of trips were completed in 60 minutes or less.  Only three trips in the sample took longer than 60 minutes.

6. COTA’s maximum travel time standards are 60 minutes for trips less than 15 miles and 80 minutes for trips of 15 or more miles.

7. COTA does not have a goal or target percentage of paratransit trips that must meet the travel time standards in its contract with First Transit, but has informally agreed upon a standard of no more than 5 percent of trips in each distance category to exceed maximum on-board travel times.
8. COTA does not appear to regularly track or monitor on-board travel times for paratransit trips.

9. When creating schedules, COTA appears to measure passenger trip distance by using the on-board scheduled miles rather than the direct distance.  This method causes trips to look longer than they really are, which results in excessive travel time standards for some trips.
10. For the week of December 3 to 9, 2006, five COTA paratransit trips under 15 miles in length, (0.2 percent of trips of that length) exceeded the COTA travel time standard of 60 minutes.  Sixteen COTA paratransit trips of 15 miles or more in length, (2.3 percent of trips of that length) exceeded the COTA travel time standard of 80 minutes.
11. In a travel time analysis of 18 long COTA paratransit trips from the week of December 3 to 9, 2006, eight of the 18 trips were longer than their comparable fixed route trips, while 10 were shorter.  The mean travel time of the 18 paratransit trips was nearly identical to the mean time on the fixed route (86 minutes versus 85 minutes).
12. While COTA has both mobile data computers and automatic vehicle location technology, neither is integrated with the Trapeze scheduling and dispatch system.  As a consequence, dispatchers spend significant amounts of time manually transferring data from one system to the other.  Additionally, they are prevented from utilizing the valuable “dispatch” screen that is in Trapeze.  This dispatch screen shows all upcoming trips for all runs and highlights any that are predicted to be late.  This gives dispatchers the ability to focus primarily on runs and drivers that need assistance.
13. .Dispatchers attempt to call riders about trips that were scheduled by the scheduler the evening before, but whom the scheduler was not able to reach by phone.  The trips are left on vehicle runs even if the dispatchers do not contact the riders.  Dispatchers acknowledged that this could sometimes result in vehicles going for pickups when the rider has never been notified that their standby trip was scheduled.
9.7
Recommendations

14. COTA should finalize its proposed new on-time performance standards and adopt a goal of 100 percent with a performance standard of 95 percent on-time pickups.
15. Since current on-time pickup performance is below the planned new standard, COTA should review scheduling procedures, dispatch procedures and available capacity and should work to improve on-time pickup performance.  One action COTA should consider is periodically reviewing and reworking the subscription trip template.

16. COTA should place appointment times on driver manifests and have appointment times on the screens that dispatchers are usually viewing.  COTA should also establish a standard for on-time drop-off performance.  Finally, COTA should track and report data for on-time drop-off performance.
17. COTA should review scheduling procedures, dispatch procedures and available capacity and should work to improve on-time drop-off performance.

18. COTA should formalize the standard of not more than five percent of trips in each distance category to exceed maximum on-board travel times.

19. COTA should regularly track and monitor on-board travel times for paratransit trips.

20. COTA should use a more direct method for measuring trip length (distance), for purposes of checking the reasonableness of on-board ride times.  A more direct measurement of trip distance than odometer readings, such as straight-line mileage or direct path (street network) mileage, would be a more accurate way to determine the actual length of a trip.
21. COTA should consider reviewing existing use of MDC and AVL technology and consider actions that would allow this technology to be integrated with the Trapeze system.  Utilizing these technologies would allow dispatchers to spend more time monitoring and reassigning potentially late trips.  COTA should also consider integrating the dispatch area phones to be part of the overall ACD system, including an option that riders can select to reach dispatch.

22. COTA should develop a procedure to inform dispatchers whether a rider has confirmed a standby trip.  This would avoid needlessly dispatching a vehicle when a rider is not expecting a trip.
10. Resources

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

· Input on driver performance and vehicle condition from riders
· Input from drivers on training and on vehicle condition

· Information on the vehicle fleet
· Number of drivers and driver tenure/turnover

· Availability of vehicles and drivers to cover scheduled runs
· Operating budget for the service and the process used to estimate funding needs
10.1
Consumer Comments

Riders contacted in advance of the on-site review had generally positive comments about drivers.  Riders felt that drivers were respectful, helpful, and professional.  One person said that “80 percent of the drivers” are very good.  Two people noted a few drivers do not always provide assistance outside the vehicle (to the door) even though it had been requested, and one person said that two-thirds of the drivers do not provide assistance to the door.  One person said she had filed complaints about drivers using cell phones while driving.

The riders cited a few issues with the vehicles and vehicle maintenance.  Five of the nine respondents felt that the vehicles were in good condition.  Two respondents, however, cited specific problems with some vehicles, including having no heat, emergency windows that pop open, and vehicles that are “loud.”

10.2
Driver Comments

As noted in Section 9, seven drivers were interviewed as part of the review, following a standard set of questions (Attachment H).  Three of the interview questions related to training and vehicle condition.  Drivers were asked if the training they received adequately prepared them for the job.  Six of the seven drivers said that they thought the training was good or very good.  One said he would rate the training as “seven on a scale of one to 10.”  The newest drivers who had gone through the First Transit training said that the training was two weeks long, with two days of classroom training, followed by on the road training.  The new drivers indicated that the training included instruction on assisting passengers, “disability awareness” training, and training in the use of lifts and securement systems.

Drivers also were asked if they received periodic refresher training.  The drivers indicated that they periodically receive refresher training on safety issues and on securing mobility aids.  They said that the mobility securement training focused on securing the latest types of mobility aids.
Drivers were also asked about vehicle condition.  A few drivers noted that First Transit tries to keep the same vehicles with the same drivers, although this is not always possible.  Consequently, drivers indicated that vehicle condition depends in part on the vehicle they are assigned.  Three of the seven drivers said that they had no problem with vehicle condition and that maintenance staff would make repairs promptly if issues were noted.  The other four drivers, however, cited vehicle condition and maintenance issues.  One said that he had problems with the vehicle heater as well as windshield cracks.  It was noted that these problems did not get fixed when reported.  Another driver said “about five out of 10” vehicles have minor issues that need attention.  One driver just responded “so-so” when asked about vehicle condition and one driver said he had “no comment.”
10.3
Vehicle Fleet and Vehicle Availability

As noted in Section 3, COTA paratransit services operated with a fleet of 50 vehicles at the time of the on-site review.  The fleet included 48 body-on-chassis type minibuses, plus two ramp-equipped minivans.  There were also two retired vehicles that were used solely for training.

A review of the fleet roster and of recent replacements indicated that COTA was operating with a somewhat aged fleet at the end of 2006.  The fleet included two model year 1999 vehicles with over 325,000 miles of service and 18 vehicles from model years 2002 and 2003, each with over 200,000 miles of service.  Twelve of these 20 oldest vehicles were replaced in January 2007 and another 10 replacements were scheduled for 2007, under COTA’s capital replacement plan.  The additional 10 vehicles will replace the remainder of the 20 oldest vehicles and allow for two expansion vehicles.  In addition, COTA plans to add two expansion vehicles each year, through 2009, which represents a growth rate of about 4 percent per year.
On a typical weekday at the time of the review, COTA needed 43 vehicles to meet peak pullout requirements.  With a fleet of 50 vehicles, COTA had only seven spares, which is a 15 percent spare ratio.  Given the age of the fleet, this is a tight spare ratio.  The maintenance supervisor noted that he and the mechanics do preventative maintenance in the evenings and on weekends to maximize the number of vehicles available each day.
10.4
Run Coverage, Relief Drivers, and Back-up Runs

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 for six days in December 2006 (December 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, and 9).  The review team paid particular attention to:

· Number of scheduled relief drivers for that day
· Number of unscheduled driver absences (“call-outs”) received
· Number of planned backup runs (“900” runs)
· Number of trips scheduled to those backup runs the night before
· Number of backup runs that were actually available on the day of service
· Whether any scheduled runs had to be closed due to a lack of drivers or vehicles

Canceling runs causes trips on those runs to go back into “unscheduled” status for same-day assignment.  This can impact on-time performance and on-board ride times, particularly if unscheduled trips have to be added to already-full runs.

On Sunday, December 3, 2006, two backup runs were planned.  A third backup run had to be closed due to the lack of a driver.  One backup run was already fully scheduled the night before.  Consequently, only one backup run was available on the service day (after 7:00 a.m.).

On December 4, five relief drivers were planned, but three were used to cover additional runs created by the scheduler to serve unscheduled and standby trips.  One relief driver was used to assist with a vehicle breakdown.  There were no unscheduled call-outs that day and one relief driver remained available to assist as needed.

On December 5, all backup runs were fully scheduled the night before by the scheduler.  There were no unscheduled call-outs, though, and all runs were covered.

On December 7, one backup run was planned.  It was fully scheduled the night before, leaving no backup runs for the day of service.  There were three relief drivers available and no unscheduled call-outs.  Consequently, all runs were covered.

On December 8, four backup runs were opened and used to handle a high number of unscheduled and standby trips.  There were no unscheduled call-outs and two relief drivers were available on the day of service.

On December 9, three backup runs were opened and used to handle a high number of unscheduled and standby trips.  There were no unscheduled call-outs and all three relief drivers were available on the day of service.

The assistant general manager (a First Transit employee) in charge of the dispatch area noted that the usage of backup runs observed in the records above was typical for COTA.  She indicated that runs are only occasionally closed.  This happens not because of a lack of vehicles, but because of unscheduled call-outs and no available relief drivers.  She said that, typically, there will be a driver out once a week.  She added more than one driver is out only one or two days a month.

10.5
Drivers and Driver Turnover
At the time of the on-site review, First Transit employed 41 full-time drivers and nine part-time drivers.  Another 10 drivers are provided by Capital Transportation, a local DBE company that subcontracts to First Transit.  Given the number of runs scheduled each day, this number of drivers does not provide much leeway for scheduled vacations or relief drivers.  The lead scheduler indicated that she sometimes opens additional runs when there is high demand, but that drivers are not always available to work extra time.  The First Transit on-site manager also noted that they hoped to increase the number of drivers and were in the process of hiring new drivers.

To get a sense of turnover, the review team looked at driver hiring records.  These records showed that 15 of the 60 drivers had been hired in calendar year 2006.  This suggests about a 25 percent turnover rate.  Given that there was a contract transition in August 2006, this level of turnover seems reasonable.
10.6
Planning, Budgeting, and Funding

The review team met with COTA’s chief financial officer to review planning, budgeting and funding of the paratransit services.  He explained that the following elements are considered when formulating the budget for paratransit services each year:
· Ridership from prior years
· On-time performance for the prior year
· Productivity for the prior year
· Projected ridership for the coming year
· Increases in capacity needed to meet projected ridership for the coming year and address any on-time performance issues.  Calculations use existing productivity data to estimate ridership and then project the number of vehicle-hours needed.
· Projections for other costs associated with vehicle-hour and contractor rates.
COTA staff indicated that the budgeting process also considers how many non-ADA trips COTA plans to provide each year.  In 2006, about 82 percent of all paratransit trips in 2006 were ADA eligible and about 18 percent were non-ADA trips.  COTA has an informal goal of a 90 percent/10 percent mix of trips.

Table 10.1 shows the COTA paratransit ridership for the past three years.  As shown, ridership during this period has been fairly constant.  Ridership rose less than one percent between 2004 and 2005, and less than 0.5 percent between 2005 and 2006.
Table 10.1 – COTA Paratransit Ridership, 2004-2006

	Calendar Year
	Ridership
	% Increase

	2004
	146,059
	—

	2005
	147,319
	0.9%

	2006
	147,882
	0.4%


COTA staff indicated that they are typically conservative and have been projecting and budgeting for ridership increases of 3 to 5 percent per year in recent years.  As noted in the “Vehicle Fleet and Vehicle Availability” section above, the capital replacement plan allows for two expansion vehicles each year, from 2007 through 2009 (about 4 percent growth).
Actual expenditures and final budgets for each of the past three years also were also reviewed.  This information is shown in Table 10.2.
Table 10.2 – COTA Paratransit Operating Cost Appropriations and Expenditures,
2004 through 2006
	
	Final Appropriation
	% Increase
	Annual Expenses
	% Increase

	2004
	$4,010,000
	NA
	$3,836,722
	NA

	2005
	$4,331,000
	8.0%
	$3,911,942
	2.0%

	2006
	$4,303,000
	(-0.6%)
	$4,425,054
	13.0%


As shown, actual annual operating expenses for paratransit services increased 2 percent from 2004 to 2005, and then 13 percent from 2005 to 2006.  Part of the increase in 2006 is related to the change in service providers and the new contract bid prices.  By comparison, the final appropriation for paratransit services in 2005 was 8 percent higher than in 2004, and for 2006 the appropriation was decreased from 2005, but held essentially constant.  Final actual expenses in 2006 exceeded final appropriations.

Finally, the review team noted that the number of paratransit trips provided by COTA is relatively low compared to other large transit systems.  The total population of the COTA service area is 1,057,915 (2005 NTD).  As presented in Table 10.1, COTA provided a total of 147,882 paratransit trips in 2006, and about 82 percent of these were “ADA eligible” trips.  This translates into a trip-making rate of about 0.11 ADA eligible trips per capita per year.  Even if all trips are counted (ADA and non-ADA), the trip-making rate is still only 0.14 trips per capita per year.

Data collected for current research on ADA paratransit demand for the Transportation Cooperative Research Program (TCRP) includes trip-making rates for several large transit systems.  This information is summarized in Table 10.3.  As shown, trip-making rates in these cities range from 0.23 to 0.85 ADA trips per capita per year, two to eight times COTA’s rate.  
Table 10.3 – Population and Paratransit Trip-Making Rates for Large Transit Systems

Being Studied for the Transportation Cooperative Research Program (TCRP)

	Transit System
	City
	Population
	Annual ADA Ridership
	ADA Trips per Capita per Year

	RTD
	Denver
	2,144,983
	493,346
	0.23

	DART
	Dallas
	2,149,492
	580,363
	0.27

	UTA
	Salt Lake City
	1,675,000
	502,341
	0.30

	SORTA
	Cincinnati
	629,372
	245,455
	0.39

	SAMTRANS
	San Mateo County, CA
	703,495
	281,398
	0.40

	PAT
	Pittsburgh
	1,362,176
	572,114
	0.42

	Fort Worth Trans. Authority
	Fort Worth, TX
	555,121
	288,663
	0.52

	TriMet
	Portland
	1,207,240
	1,026,154
	0.85


These systems were reported to have been operating without trip denials and with good on-time performance for several years.  Several of these systems also conduct in-person functional assessments to determine ADA paratransit eligibility, which would tend to lower trip-making rates.

The low trip-making rate at COTA could be due to several factors.  First, it appears that there were ADA trip denials until mid-2005.  The on-time drop-off performance also appears to be below 90 percent.  Some ADA eligible trip requests also appear to have been placed on “standby” until as recently as fall 2006.  These apparent constraints probably have constrained demand for the service.

COTA’s strict definition of the ADA paratransit service area and the days and hours of service may also have limited the demand for the service.  Even though non-ADA eligible trips are provided, it is only on a standby basis, which tends to discourage non-ADA trip demand.  None of the systems cited in Table 10.3 use as strict a definition of area and hours as COTA does.

10.7
Findings

1. In 2006, 21 of the 50 vehicles used in paratransit had over 200,000 miles of service and three had over 325,000 miles of service.  Average fleet mileage has improved in 2007 with the replacement of 12 of these vehicles.  COTA plans to replace another 10 vehicles with high mileage in 2007.

2. The COTA paratransit service operates with a tight 15 percent spare ratio, given the current average age of its fleet.  By performing vehicle maintenance on weekends and in the evenings, it does not appear that scheduled runs are closed for lack of vehicles.

3. The COTA paratransit operation would benefit if it had more drivers.  One or two scheduled runs appear to be closed each month because there are no relief drivers or drivers who can be called in to cover scheduled runs, which may cause decreased on-time performance.
4. Paratransit driver turnover in 2006 was 25 percent.  Given that there was a change in contractors in 2006, this turnover rate does not appear to be excessive.
5. The planning and budgeting process employed by COTA considers ridership trends, past performance, and constraints.  The budgets set in recent years appear to have been adequate to meet expressed ADA paratransit demand.

6. The expressed demand for COTA’s ADA paratransit service appears to be quite low.  The 2006 trip-making rate was only 0.11 ADA trips per capita per year.  Other large paratransit systems have trip-making rates that range from 0.23 to 0.85 ADA trips per capita per year.  The low trip-making rate at COTA may be due to relatively recent denials of ADA trips, wait-listing of ADA trips, and COTA’s strict enforcement of ADA service area and hours of operation.

10.8
Recommendations
1. COTA should consider increasing the paratransit fleet to allow for a 20 percent spare ratio.
2. COTA should encourage First Transit to expand its driver recruitment efforts to increase the number of available paratransit drivers.

3. COTA should study why paratransit trip-making in its area is very low relative to other transit systems.  COTA should address any identified factors that seem to be in appropriately constraining demand.
Attachment A

COTA’s Response to Draft Report

From: Perkins, Carol L. [mailto:perkinscl@cota.com] 
Sent: Thursday, August 30, 2007 1:15 PM
To: Klein, Jonathan <FTA>
Subject: 
 

Mr. Klein,
 
Please see responses to the FTA Audit conducted in February. Thanks so much for your time and cooperation. The provided information from the final report was valuable and will assist COTA’s mission to provide the best quality transportation service to residents in the central Ohio area. Please feel free to contact me directly if you have questions.
 
I will also send the information in hard copies this afternoon.
 
Sincerely,
Carol Perkins
Director of Mobility Services
Attachment B

On-Site Review Schedule

ADA Complementary Paratransit Compliance Assessment

Central Ohio Transit Authority (COTA), Columbus, OH, February 6-9, 2007

SCHEDULE

	Time
	Activity
	Who
	Where

	Tuesday, February 6, 2007

	9:00 a.m.
	Opening Conference
	FTA, COTA Staff, All Assessment Team Members
	1600 McKinley Ave.

	9:30 a.m.
	Review Project Mainstream Design; Service Policies, Procedures and Standards; Service Statistics; and Service Monitoring Procedures.
	All Assessment Team Members

Carol Perkins, COTA Mobility Manager, and other appropriate staff
	1600 McKinley Ave.

	10:30 a.m.
	Review Customer Comment Process; Review Complaints for the Past Year
	Patricia Monahan;

COTA staff who coordinate paratransit complaint process.
	1600 McKinley Ave.

	10:30 a.m.
	Planning and Budgeting for Project Mainstream; Review Recent Operating Budgets and Capital Purchases and Plans
	Russell Thatcher, David Chia

COTA Budget Director
	1600 McKinley Ave.

	1:00 p.m.
	Meet with First Transit Manager; Tour Paratransit Operations Center
	All Assessment Team Members
	1333 Fields Ave.

	1:30 p.m.
	Review Phone System Design;

Review Phone Performance (ACD) Reports;

Review Staffing Levels, Training, and Turnover.
	Russell Thatcher, Patricia Monahan;

First Transit Paratransit Manager, Call Center Manager
	1333 Fields Ave.

	1:30 p.m.
	Service Area and Days and Hours Analysis
	David Chia
	

	2:30 to 5:00

PM
	Observe Trip Reservations Process

(using phone splitters if possible)
	All Assessment Team Members

Reservationists
	1333 Fields Ave.

	Wednesday, February 7, 2007

	8:00 a.m.
	Observe Reservations Process

(using phone splitters if possible)
	All Three Assessment Team Members
	1333 Fields Ave.

	10:00 a.m.
	Meet with Lead Scheduler; Discuss Scheduling Procedures, Run Structure; System Parameters.
	Russell Thatcher;

Lead Scheduler
	1333 Fields Ave.

	10:00 a.m.
	Work with IT Manager to Generate Special Reports on Long Trips, Travel Times, No-Shows, On-Time Arrivals
	David Chia, Patricia Monahan

IT Manager
	1333 Fields Ave.

	11:00 a.m.
	Review Sample Manifests for On-Time Performance
	David Chia
	1333 Fields Ave.

	11:00 a.m.
	Travel Time Analysis: Generate Trip Sample, Obtain Paratransit Times
	Patricia Monahan


	1333 Fields Ave.

	11:00 a.m.
	Review Eligibility Determination Process and Records; Review No-Show and Service Suspension Records
	Russell Thatcher;

Bill Stepp, COTA Eligibility Coordinator
	1333 Fields Ave.

	1-3:00 p.m.
	Interview Drivers
	Patricia Monahan, David Chia

Pullout/Window Dispatch Mgr.
	1333 Fields Ave.

	3-5:00 p.m.
	Observe Dispatch Process

(using phone splitters if possible)
	All Assessment Team Members

Lead Dispatcher
	1333 Fields Ave.

	Thursday, February 8, 2007

	8:00 a.m.
	Review Pull-out and Run Coverage Records; Extraboard Availability
	Russell Thatcher

Pullout/Window Dispatch Mgr.
	1333 Fields Ave.

	8:00 a.m.
	Continue On-Time Performance Analysis; No-Show Analysis
	David Chia


	1333 Fields Ave.

	8:00 a.m.
	Generate Comparable Fixed Route Travel Time Information
	Patricia Monahan

COTA Connections Staff
	COTA Connections

	1-3:00

PM
	Interview Drivers
	All Assessment Team members
	1333 Fields Ave.

	1-5:00 p.m.
	Additional Reservations and Dispatch Observations; Additional Special Reports
	All Assessment Team members

Call Center manager; IT Manager
	1333 Fields Ave.

	Friday, February 9, 2007

	8:00 a.m.
	Tabulate and Analyze Data
	All Assessment Team Members
	McKinley Ave.

	1:00 p.m.
	Exit Conference
	FTA, COTA Staff, All Assessment Team Members
	McKinley Ave.


Attachment C

Screenprints of Maps from Trip Eligibility Investigation
Attachment D

Investigation Results of ADA Eligibility of 30 Requested Trips

Trip Requests Determined to be Non-ADA (February 7, 2007)

	Address
	Requested Pickup Time
	Fixed Route Covering Address

	2700 Taylor Road SW, Reynoldsburg
	9 a.m.
	Route #44 stops 7:50 a.m.

	2600 Copperwood Road, Hilliard
	5:30 a.m.
	Route #57 starts 6:33 a.m.

	2600 Copperwood Road, Hilliard
	12:45 p.m.
	Route #57 stops 7:31 a.m.

	1000 Windbourne, Gahanna
	8:30 a.m.
	Route #39 stops 7:18 a.m.

Route #40 stops 7:55 a.m.

	3900 Lakedale Drive, Hilliard
	11:15 a.m.
	Route #56 stops 7:56 a.m.

Route #67 stops 7:44 a.m.

	600 Hidden Bridge Lane, Blacklick
	9 a.m.
	Route #44 stops 7:50 a.m.

	1800 Lancashire Road, Columbus
	4:52 a.m.
	Route #9 starts 5:26 a.m.

	2500 Brixton Road, Columbus
	11 a.m.
	Route #19 stops 8:57 a.m.

	2500 Brixton Road, Columbus
	1:40 p.m.
	Route #19 starts 3:11 p.m.

	3700 W. Dublin Granville Road, Columbus
	4 p.m.
	Route # 58 beyond 3/4-mile

	3700 W. Dublin Granville Road, Columbus
	7:15 p.m.
	Route # 58 beyond 3/4-mile

	4600 N. Hamilton Road, Columbus
	8:30 a.m.
	Route #39 stops 7:18 a.m.

Route #40 stops 7:55 a.m.

	4700 Lyndenhall Drive, Columbus
	9 a.m.
	Route #4 beyond 3/4-mile

	6600 Doubletree Avenue, Columbus
	2:10 p.m.
	Route #35 beyond 3/4-mile

Route #36 starts 4:10 p.m.

	4700 Lyndenhall Drive, Columbus
	4:10 p.m.
	Route #4 beyond 3/4-mile

	6200 Bush Boulevard, Columbus
	1:10 p.m.
	Route #29 starts 4:49 p.m.

Route #33 starts 4:39 p.m.

Route #34 starts 4:35 p.m.

	6200 Bysewood Drive, Columbus
	6 a.m.
	Routes #2, #44, #45, #46, #47 all beyond 3/4-mile

	6200 Bysewood Drive, Columbus
	3:45 p.m.
	Routes #2, #44, #45, #46, #47 all beyond 3/4-mile

	7300 Fall Creek Lane, Columbus
	11:45 a.m.
	Route #30 stops 7:52 a.m.

	7300 Fall Creek Lane, Columbus
	3:30 p.m.
	Route #30 stops 4:33 p.m.

	1200 Colony Drive, Westerville
	11:15 a.m.
	Route #39 stops 7:18 a.m.

	1200 Colony Drive, Westerville
	3:15 p.m.
	Route #39 starts 4:39 p.m.

	3000 Dunlavin Glen Road, Dublin
	2:40 p.m.
	Route #56 starts 4:05 p.m.

Route #67 starts 4:34 p.m.

	1700 Parkford Lane, Columbus
	8 p.m.
	Route #34 stops 6:38 p.m.

Route #35 stops 5:38 p.m.

Route #36 stops 6:09 p.m.

	6800 Refugee Road, Canal Winchester
	12 noon
	Route #2 beyond 3/4-mile

	6400 Georges Creek Drive, Columbus
	6 p.m.
	Route #89 beyond 3/4-mile

	2300 Petzinger Court, Columbus
	11:30 p.m.
	Route #89 stops 10:41 p.m.

	6200 Sawmill Road, Dublin
	2 p.m.
	Route #58 starts 3:46 p.m.

	500 Michael Avenue, Westerville
	3:15 p.m.
	Routes #1, #36, #37 all beyond 3/4-mile


Note: street addresses rounded to nearest 100

Attachment E

December 2006 Telephone Service Performance Reports
Attachment F

Trip Reservations Script
Attachment G

Posted Notices on Trip Handling Placement List
Attachment H

Driver Interview Form
ADA Complementary Paratransit Assessment

Site:_____________________________________________________________

Date:________________________________________

DRIVER INTERVIEW FORM

1.
How long have you been a driver?

2.
Did the training you received when you were first hired adequately prepare you for the job?

3.
Since you were hired, have you received refresher training?

4.
What is the most difficult part of the job?

5.
How would you describe the schedules you are given?  Too loose, too tight, about right?

6.
What is your understanding of an “on-time pick-up?”

7.
Do riders seem to understand the pick-up window?  Are they ready when you arrive?

8.
Do riders ever indicate that they were given a different pick-up time than what you have on your schedule?  Is it sometimes very different (more than 15-20 minutes)?

9.
Do you sometimes find it necessary to arrive early in order to stay on schedule?  What do you do if you arrive early and the rider is not ready to go?

10.
If riders do not board as scheduled, what do you do?

11.
How often do you end up running late?

12.
If you are running late, do you request dispatcher assistance?  Do the dispatchers reassign trips when you are running late or do you just do the best you can?  Are these trips reassigned in advance so that the next driver can still get there on time?

13.
Is the information about who needs door-to-door assistance on the manifest accurate?  Are other special pick-up instructions accurate?

14.
Are vehicles in good repair?  When you report a problem, is it fixed?

15.
Are there any other issues I have not asked about?

Interviewer:___________________________________________________________________
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