Estimation and Documentation of Existing, Benefiting Transit Riders to Prove Eligibility for Very Small Starts

Small Starts projects that qualify as “Very Small Starts” projects are eligible to receive a “medium” rating for project justification if those projects meet some minimum eligibility criteria.  These criteria are designed to ensure that the project produces significant transportation benefits commensurate with the project’s costs.  One of key requirements for a Very Small Starts project is that it will benefit at least 3,000 existing transit riders in the project corridor on an average weekday.  In this way, FTA can ensure that the proposed project produces enough travel benefits to be considered “cost-effective” without having to do detailed travel forecasts or other complicated analysis to prove the project is “justified”.  To adequately document the required number of existing, benefiting riders in order to qualify for this highly simplified evaluation, the sponsoring agency must: 

1. Conduct a detailed counting of the existing riders in the project corridor,

2. Estimate the number of existing riders that will benefit from the Very Small Starts project, and 

3. Submit documentation of the data collection and estimation (first two steps) to FTA.

The purpose of this guidance is to describe the approach that sponsoring agencies should follow to meet these requirements.  FTA expects that this guidance will address the needs of most Very Small Starts projects.  If special situations arise that are not covered in this guidance, sponsoring agencies should contact FTA’s Office of Planning and Environment to discuss appropriate technical approaches.

1.  Conduct Detailed Counting of Existing Riders in the Project Corridor

FTA requires that complete boarding and alighting counts be conducted on a typical weekday on the routes serving the project corridor.  A boarding and alighting count is a stop-by-stop count of passengers getting on and off the bus.  This count also is known as an on-and-off count or a ride check.

FTA requires that complete counts be conducted.  A complete count means that passenger boardings and alightings are counted on all trips scheduled and operated on a single weekday.  It also means that the counts are conducted along the entire lengths of the routes and not just the portions of the routes which operate in the area of the proposed project.

Counts shall be conducted on a typical weekday defined as: 

· An average weekday which often means that the count is scheduled on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, or Thursdays since Mondays and Fridays have higher ridership.  

· A weekday when no extra service is scheduled to meet special service needs such as civic celebrations, parades, or holiday events.  

· A weekday during the schedule period in which the maximum number of buses are scheduled in annual service for the routes in the corridor.  For most systems, this schedule period is either the fall (e.g., September to December) or spring (March through June) timetable.  FTA will permit counts to taken in the “lighter” of these two schedule periods (e.g., spring when more buses are operated in the fall) if the difference in buses operated is less than 10 percent.  FTA would like the counts to taken either in October (fall schedule) or May (spring schedule).  

FTA requires that the counts be conducted on existing routes serving the project corridor that either: 

· Operate on the street segments where the Very Small Start will operate, or 

· Operate on parallel or nearby streets to the street segments on which the Very Small Starts project operates, but will be rerouted to operate on the Very Small Starts street segments after the project is completed.

2.  Estimate the Number of Existing Riders That Will Benefit from the Very Small Starts Project

FTA requires that the number of existing riders that will benefit from the Very Small Starts project be estimated from the one-day boarding and alighting counts.  This can be accomplished using a three-step process as follows:

1. Estimate the number of benefiting riders on existing routes that operate on the street segments that will be enhanced by the Very Small Starts project.

2. Estimate the number of benefiting riders on existing routes that operate on parallel streets to the street segments that will be enhanced by the Very Small Starts project, but will be rerouted to operate on the street segments after the project is completed.

3. Adjust the estimated number of benefiting riders to reflect the average weekday for the month in which the counts were taken.  

1. Estimate Riders on Routes Operating on Street Segments Where the Very Small Starts Project Operates.

The number of benefiting riders is the sum of: 1) the number of riders onboard the buses when they begin travel into the Very Small Starts project area: and 2) the number of riders who board the buses in the Very Small Starts project area.  The numbers of riders should be summed in both route directions (e.g., inbound, outbound) as long as the route serves the project area in both directions.

For example, a hypothetical “Route 12” operates on Main Street between 54th Street and the system downtown terminal.  The downtown terminal is a major transfer point for the system.  A Very Small Starts project is proposed for Main Street between 16th street and the downtown terminal.  A one-day boarding and alighting count was conducted on Route 12 on October 18.  As shown in Exhibit 1, 2,554 riders, who currently use Route 12, are estimated to benefit from the proposed Very Small Starts project.
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2. Estimate Riders on Routes Operating on Parallel Streets That Will Be Rerouted.

The process for estimating benefiting riders for these routes involves adjusting the rider counts to reflect the increased walking distances for some riders.  First, the number of potential benefiting riders estimated as stated above as the sum of: 1) the number of riders onboard the buses when they begin travel into the Very Small Starts project area: and 2) the number of riders who board the buses in the Very Small Starts project area.  The potential benefiting riders estimate is then adjusted based on the distance between the parallel route and the right-of-way on which the Very Small Starts project is proposed to operate. The adjustment factors are presented in Exhibit 2.

[image: image4.emf]Riders Onboard at 16th Street 1,143

Boarding Riders between 16th Street and Terminal 129

Total Inbound Benefiting Riders 1,272       

Riders Onboard at Terminal (Transfer Riders) 126

Boarding Riders between Terminal and 16th Street 1,156

Total Outbound Benefiting Riders 1,282       

Total Benefiting Riders 2,554       

Outbound

Inbound

Exhibit 1

Route 12

Estimation of Benefiting Riders


For example, Route 53 operates on Roberts Street between 68th Street and the system downtown terminal.  Roberts Street parallels Main Street — a distance of 660 feet.  It is proposed that Roberts Street will be rerouted between 16th street and the downtown terminal and will operate on Main Street when the Very Small Starts project is completed.   

A one-day boarding and alighting count was conducted on Route 53 on October 18.  As shown in Exhibit 3, after adjusting for the distance that the existing route would be shifted if the proposed project were implemented, 1,578 riders from Route 53 are estimated to benefit from the proposed Very Small Starts project.
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3.  Adjust Estimated Benefiting Riders to Reflect the Average Weekday

The final step is to adjust the benefiting riders estimated in the first two steps to reflect the average weekday for the month in which the boarding and alighting counts were taken — either October (fall schedule) or May (spring schedule).  The computation of the average weekday should be based on the system’s daily ridership.  This computation should not include weekdays when extra service is scheduled to meet special service needs such as civic celebrations, parades, or holidays or other special events or when abnormally low service levels were provided because of poor weather.

For example, the daily system ridership was recorded as shown in Exhibit 4.  The average weekday average ridership was 11,197 on October 18.   The adjustment factor is simply the system’s daily ridership divided by the average daily ridership during the period of interest.  Multiplying daily ridership by the adjustment factor results in average daily ridership and may be used to compute average daily ridership from the actual counts on day the ride check sample was performed.
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Only Routes 12 and 53 will benefit from the Very Small Starts Project.  Based on the boarding and alighting counts and estimation described in steps 1 and 2 (Exhibits 1 and 3), a total of 4,132 daily riders are estimated to benefit from the project (Exhibit 5).  Since the counts were taken on October 18, the total riders are increased by the adjustment factor of 1.062 to produce the estimate of 4,388 average daily riders estimated to benefit from the proposed Very Small Starts project.
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3.  Submit Documentation of the Data Collection and Estimation (First Two Steps) to FTA.

FTA requires that project sponsors seeking to qualify as Very Small Starts submit documentation of the one-day boarding and alighting counts on routes serving the project corridor and the estimation of the benefiting riders that will benefit from the proposed project.  The following information should be summarized by route for the boarding and alighting counts:

· Total passenger boardings,

· Total riders onboard the buses when they begin travel into the Very Small Starts project area, 

· Total passenger boardings in the Very Small Starts project area, and

· A statement by the director of the transit agency certifying that the ridership data was properly collected and reviewed by supervisors.

The raw data should be stored and be available for review if requested by FTA.

The documentation of the estimation of the benefiting riders should follow the formats shown in Exhibits 1 and 3-5.  Maps should be provided to show the existing route structure and, if needed, proposed rerouting of existing services.  The documentation of benefiting riders should accompany a Very Small Starts project sponsor’s submission requesting entry into project development.
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