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Purpose of the Assessment

Public entities that operate fixed route transportation services for the general public are required by the U. S. Department of Transportation (USDOT) regulations implementing the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) to also provide complementary paratransit service for persons who, because of their disability, are unable to use the fixed route system.  These regulations (49 CFR Parts 27, 37, and 38) include six service criteria which must be met by complementary paratransit service programs.  Section 37.135(d) of the regulations requires that 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 USDOT regulations which implement this civil rights law.  As part of its compliance efforts, FTA, through the FTA Office of Civil Rights, conducts periodic assessments of fixed route transit and ADA Complementary Paratransit services operated by grantees.

An on-site assessment of ADA Complementary Paratransit service provided by the Memphis Area Transit Authority (MATA) was conducted February 14-17, 2000.  The assessment was conducted for the FTA Office of Civil Rights by Planners Collaborative, Inc. of Boston, Massachusetts and Multisystems, Inc. of Cambridge, Massachusetts.  The assessment focused primarily on compliance of the MATA ADA Complementary Paratransit service with one specific regulatory service criteria - the “capacity constraints” criteria.  Section 37.131(f) of the regulations requires that ADA Complementary Paratransit services be operated without capacity constraints.

In the weeks before the assessment, FTA received a complaint from the Memphis Center for Independent Living regarding the ramps on the vehicles used to provide ADA Complementary Paratransit service.  The complaint alleged that the ramps did not comply with the ADA Accessibility Guidelines.  An inspection of the ramps on several ADA Complementary Paratransit vehicles was therefore also conducted as part of the on-site assessment.

This report summarizes the observations and findings of the on-site assessment of MATA’s ADA Complementary Paratransit service.  A description of key features of the MATA ADA Complementary Paratransit service is first provided.  A description of the approach and methodology used to conduct the assessment is then provided.  Observations and findings related to each element of the capacity constraint criteria are then summarized.  Findings from the inspection of ADA Complementary Paratransit vehicles are then summarized.  Finally, the major findings of the assessment are summarized in the last section of this report.  Recommendations of the review team for addressing issues identified are also provided.

Background

The Memphis Area Transit Authority (MATA) provides public transit services in the greater Memphis area.  This includes both fixed route and ADA Complementary Paratransit service.

ADA ADA Complementary Paratransit service, called MATAPlus, provides approximately 141,000 one-way passenger rides per year to about 1,600 riders who have been determined ADA Complementary Paratransit eligible.  MATAPlus service is dedicated entirely to transporting ADA Complementary Paratransit eligible persons.

MATAPlus service is provided largely in-house.  MATAPlus staff handles reservations, scheduling, and the dispatching of vehicles operated by MATAPlus drivers.  Approximately 29-30 vehicles are in operation during peak weekday hours.  Thirty-four (34) small buses (all accessible) and seven minivans make-up the 41-vehicle active MATAPlus fleet.

In addition to vehicles operated in-house, MATA contracts with Yellow Cab of Memphis for supplemental weekday and weekend service.  Yellow Cab operates 6 vehicles each weekday and provides daily subscription transportation to and from a local program for about 70 riders.  On the weekends, Yellow Cab provides about 20-25 trips (mainly in the evenings on Saturdays).  The MATAPlus faxes daily manifests to Yellow Cab.

The MATAPlus service criteria and policies are as follows:

Service Area:  ADA Complementary Paratransit service is provided for all trips with origins and destinations within ¾ of a mile of MATA non-commuter fixed routes.

Days and Hours:  ADA Complementary Paratransit service is provided during the same days and hours as the fixed route system.  In general, these hours are Monday through Friday from 4 am to 10 pm; Saturdays from 4 am to 8 pm; and Sundays from 7 am to 7 pm.  However, days and hours vary by fixed route corridor.

Response Time:  Trip requests are taken by the MATAPlus reservation office Monday through Saturday from 8 am to 4 pm.  On Sundays, the reservation office is open from 9 am to 4 pm.  Reservations can be placed up to three days in advance.

Fares:  The MATAPlus fare is $1.35 each way.  Companions pay the same fare and personal attendants ride at no charge.

Trip Purposes:  All trip purposes are served without prioritization.

A copy of the MATAPlus Rider’s Guide is provided as Attachment 1.

Policies and Service Standards Related to Capacity Issues

MATA has established several service standards and policies related to on-time performance, travel time, and phone capacity for the MATAPlus service.  Standards are described below.

On-Time Performance:  Vehicles are considered to be “on-time” if they arrive no earlier than the scheduled pick-up time and no later than 30 minutes after the scheduled pick-up time.  The goal established for on-time performance is 98% of trips provided. 

Travel Time:  MATA considers on-board ADA Complementary Paratransit travel time to be excessive if it is twice the comparable fixed route travel time.  As a general standard, MATA tries to schedule ADA Complementary Paratransit trips to be no more than a 90 minutes.

Phone Capacity:  MATA has established a goal of answering 98% of all calls on or before the 6th ring.  Also, if callers are placed on hold, the goal is to have 98% of callers on hold for less than 3 minutes.

Overview of the Assessment

As noted above, this assessment focused on compliance with the ADA Complementary Paratransit capacity constraints requirements of the regulations.  Several possible types of capacity constraints are identified by the regulations.  These include:

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

· “wait listing” trips; or

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

Capacity constraints also include other operating policies or practices which 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 assessment focused on observations and findings regarding:

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

· on-time performance; and

· on-board travel times.

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

· determinations of ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility; and

· reservations and telephone capacity.

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

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

· a description of how MATA’s ADA Complementary Paratransit service is structured;

· copies of current service provider contracts;

· a copy of the operator manual, which details service policies and practices to drivers and employees;

· the “Rider’s Guide,” which details service policies to customers; and

· a description of the service standards adopted by MATA related to on-time performance, trip denials, travel times, and telephone service.

Additional information was requested to be available during the on-site visit.  This included:

· copies of completed driver manifests for recent months;

· six months of service data, including the number of trips requested, scheduled, denied, canceled, no-shows, missed trips, and trips provided;

· a breakdown of trips requested, scheduled, and provided in defined areas served by the MATA;

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

· detailed information about trips in the last six months that exceeded the travel time standard set by the MATA;

· telephone call management records; and

· a listing of recent customer complaints related to capacity issues (trip denials, on-time performance, travel time, phone access).

In addition to reviewing the data provided by MATA, the assessment team also conducted telephone interviews with two human service and advocacy agencies and 10 riders of the ADA Complementary Paratransit service.  Individuals who had recently filed complaints with the FTA regarding capacity constraint issues were among those riders contacted.

The on-site assessment began with an opening conference, held on Monday, February 14, 1999 at 1:00 pm.  In attendance representing MATA were:  Mr. William Hudson, General Manager; Mr. Willie Lewis, Service Planner and ADA Compliance Officer; and Mr. James Anglin, Senior Manager of Paratransit Service Operations.  FTA review team members in attendance included Mr. Don Kidston of Planners Collaborative, Mr. Russell Thatcher of Multisystems, and Ms. Rosemary Mathias of Multisystems.  Participating by conference call were Ms. Cheryl Hershey, FTA Office of Civil Rights ADA Team Leader, and Mr. Frank Billue, FTA Region 4 Civil Rights Officer.

Ms. Hershey opened the meeting by explaining the purpose of the ADA assessments being conducted by FTA.  She noted that assessments were being conducted across the country as part of FTA’s efforts to monitor implementation of the ADA.  Ms. Hershey noted that assessments were being conducted as cooperative reviews.  Issue would be identified and recommendations developed in an effort to work with MATA to improve services.  She thanked MATA staff for their assistance in providing the information requested and with on-site visit arrangements. 

Don Kidston thanked MATA for providing information requested in advance by the review team.  He noted that Russell Thatcher would be the on-site team leader.  Mr. Thatcher then reviewed the on-site schedule. 

Mr. Hudson indicated that MATA staff would be available for any information or assistance that the review team needed and indicated that he welcomed any recommendations that would help improve service.

Following the opening conference, the assessment team met with Mr. Lewis and Mr. Anglin to review the service structure.  The data that had been requested to be made available on-site was then reviewed.  The team was then given a tour of the MATAPlus operations center, which included a review of the reservations and scheduling areas, the dispatch area, and introductions to other administrative staff.

Following the tour of the operations center, the review team observed the reservations and dispatch operations.  A peak afternoon call time (from 2:30-4 pm) was observed.  Information was collected about the handling of trip requests, the scheduling of trips, and the management of on-street services.

The review of the reservations and trip requests handling process continued on the morning of Tuesday, February 15.  The peak morning call time was observed.  During the mid-day the review team interviewed staff and collected information about the eligibility determination process, on-board travel times, and ADA Complementary Paratransit ridership and budget/expenses.  At the end of the day, the dispatch operation was again observed.  Tapes of the reservations process were also reviewed.

On Wednesday, February 16, the morning ADA Complementary Paratransit pull-out was observed.  Information about available drivers and vehicles and the ability to cover scheduled runs was collected.  Procedures for communicating last minute schedule changes and rider cancellations was also gathered.  During the mid-day, the review team gathered information about on-time performance by reviewing randomly selected driver manifests.  An inspection of the ramps on three different types of MATAPlus ADA Complementary Paratransit vehicles was also conducted.

Also on Wednesday morning, one member of the review team visited Yellow Cab and observed the dispatch and operation of runs scheduled for that day.  Yellow Cab drivers were asked to radio-in all pick-ups and drop-offs and observations about on-time performance were made.

On Thursday morning, the review team reviewed MATAPlus complaint records.  Data was also tabulated and organized in preparation for the exit conference.

The exit conference was held at 1:00 pm on Thursday, February 17.  The same individuals who attended and participated in the opening conference were in attendance.  Preliminary findings were presented by the assessment team and these findings were discussed with MATA staff.  It was explained that a draft report would be prepared and forwarded to MATA for review.  FTA would then work with MATA to resolve any issues raised in the report.

The draft report was provided to MATA for review on April 10.  MATA provided a response to the report findings on May 9.  The response is included in this report as Attachment 4.

Observations Regarding the Reservation Process and Telephone Capacity

The ability of customers to access the trip reservations process and have requests handled in an accurate way was assessed in the following ways:

· Input from customers and advocates was obtained through interviews and through a review of the MATAPlus complaint/comment records;

· The performance standard established by MATA for handling telephone calls was reviewed;

· The reservations process was observed at various times, including the peak afternoon and morning times on Monday and Tuesday, February 15-17.

Overview of the Phone System and Reservation/Scheduling Process and Staffing

The MATAPlus telephone system consists of 5 telephones located in one room where reservations, scheduling and dispatching are performed.  Two phones are assigned to reservations, one to scheduling and one to dispatching with the fifth line assigned to the supervisor.  Customers are instructed to use different phone numbers for different requests- one number for reservations, one (directed to the scheduler) for scheduling problems, and one (directed to the dispatcher) for “Where’s my ride?” calls or other same day service issues.  Calls can be transferred from one line to another.  The reservations line is equipped with voice mail.  There is no automated system for recording phone system performance such as number of calls, hold times, abandoned calls, etc.  

Reservations can be made between 8:00 am and 4:00 pm on Monday through Friday and 9:00 am to 4:00 pm on weekends and holidays.  The reservationist answers calls to the reservations number.  If the reservationist is already serving a customer, they place the customer on hold, answer the new call and place that customer on hold.  Callers placed on hold are served in the order that calls are received.  While answering one call, 4 additional calls can be placed on hold.   If all 5 lines are in use, or calls are not answered after several rings, the call is directed to a voice mail system and the caller is asked to leave a message.  The message that is heard by callers after they are switched to the voice mail system is:

“Your call is being answered by Audex.  The person you are trying to reach at extension 171 is not available.  Please leave a message.”

According to two MATAPlus staff, voice mails are supposed to checked either every 15 minutes or every hour.  Based on observations, though, it appears that checking voice mail is given a lower priority than answering incoming calls.

MATAPlus uses a computer reservations/scheduling/dispatching system (PTMS).  In addition to entering trip requests into this system, all trip requests are also recorded on a paper “Daily Reservations” form.  When a trip request call is received, the reservationist will call-up customer information on the computer based on the person’s name or ID number.  If time permits, reservationists will use the computer system to search for available pick-up times while customers are on the phone.  When the phone lines are busy, trip requests are simply recorded on the paper “Daily Reservations” form and then are entered into the computer system and scheduled at a later time.  According to MATAPlus staff busiest days for reservations are Friday, Monday and Tuesday with busiest times from 3:00 to 4:00 PM and Monday mornings.

MATAPlus staff consists of a Senior Manager, Operations Manger, two (2) Dispatchers, two (2) primary Reservationists who also assist with weekend scheduling and dispatching, one (1) primary Scheduler who also assists with reservations and weekend dispatching, and two (2) Road Supervisors.  This level of staffing provides for one person to be dedicated to the reservation process during weekdays.  At busy call times, the Scheduler, Operations Manager, and even the Dispatchers will assist in taking trip request calls.  On the weekends, there is typically one person to handle the entire operation (reservations, scheduling, and dispatch).  On Sunday afternoon a second person is available to assist with developing Monday schedules.

Because several staff in the office may be taking trip request calls, each person maintains a notebook with “Daily Reservations” forms.  To ensure that trip requests taken by various people are eventually entered into the computer system, each trip entry on the Daily Reservations form is initialed by the person who eventually does the data entry.  The recording of trip request information from the customer and the entry of this trip information into the computer may be done by different people.

If trips are scheduled at a later time, the Scheduler will try to honor the time requested by the customer.  It is often necessary, however, to adjust the requested time in order to accommodate all trips during peak travel times.  In keeping with ADA regulatory allowances, the Scheduler will ask riders to accept pick-up times that are up to one hour before or after the requested time.  If the riders refuse an alternate pick-up time, their originally requested time is honored.

If the requested time is adjusted by 15 minutes or more, it is MATA’s policy to call the rider to request approval of the change (as well as to inform them of the change in times).  If the requested time is adjusted by less than 15 minutes, there is no call-back to the rider to inform them of the change.

In addition to requests for reservations, reservationists also receive calls for schedule changes, pick-up status, cancellations, general information requests, requests for applications, and other calls.  Trip status (“Where’s my ride?”) or scheduling issue calls are transferred to the scheduler or dispatcher as appropriate.  Trip cancellation requests are recorded on a piece of paper for later entry into the system.  Other information (mailing addresses for application forms, questions about trips that might be out of the service area, new rider information, etc.) are also recorded on note pads or in various other ways.

Rider Comments and Input

Six of the 10 riders interviewed noted that getting through on the phone line can be a problem.  Early morning and late afternoon access was noted in particular.  Fours riders said they never got call-backs if they left a message in voice mail.  One person said the messages she left didn’t seem to be getting through because she would leave cancellations information and vehicles would arrive anyway.  Three riders said there were periodic problems with incorrect times or incorrect addresses.  One person noted that misinformation had caused some recent missed trips.

Of 52 customer complaints recorded during the period July 1 through November 30, 1999, 10 related to reservations and/or phone access.  Also 19 of the 52 complaints related to incorrect schedule information, 11 of which resulted in missed pick-ups. 

MATA Telephone Performance Standard

MATA indicated that the performance standard for phone access is to answer 98% of all calls on or before the sixth ring.  A goal of keeping 98% of all calls on hold for less than three (3) minutes also has been established.

The goal of answering calls on or before the sixth ring is achieved using the voice mail system which automatically answers calls after the fifth ring.

Observations of the Trip Reservation Process

The review team observed the reservation process between 3:30 and 4:00 pm on Monday 14 February, 8:00 to 10:00 am on Tuesday 15 February and 3:00 to 3:38 pm on Wednesday 15 February.  The handling of a total of 100 calls was observed and timed.  During these times, one reservationist was on duty.  On Monday, the regular reservationist was out and the phones were handled by the Operations Manager with the assistance of the Scheduler and other staff.  On Tuesday, the regularly scheduled reservationist was on duty and was assisted by the Scheduler and the Operations Manager.  Because MATAPlus does not have an automated call monitoring system, information about hold times and other phone performance was developed from these direct observations.

Results of the review are presented in Table 1 below.  As shown, of the 100 calls received, 35 were answered and served without being put on hold.  Forty-four calls were answered and put on hold.  Of these, 35 were served after an average hold time of 122 seconds.  The remaining 9 calls that were placed on hold were abandoned.  The average hold time for calls that were abandoned was 138 seconds.  The longest hold time observed was 7.5 minutes.

Twenty-one of the calls received were routed to voice mail.  The review team observed voice mail being checked during two of the three observation periods, once during the 2-hour observation period on Tuesday morning, and once on Wednesday afternoon.  The calls on Wednesday were for the period from 7:09 AM to 3:08 PM.  In total during these periods there were 51 voice mails.  Reservationists reviewed approximately 19 of the 51 voice mails during the observation period.  Of the 19 calls reviewed, approximately 11 were hang-ups, three (3) were for schedule verification, three (3) were to check on the status of their pick-up, one (1) was for a same day cancellation, and one (1) was for a reservation.  By the time the voice mails were checked, 7 of the 8 messages were no longer timely.  The one timely request was for a trip reservation outside of MATAPlus’ three-day reservation request window.  Because of unclear communication of the customer’s phone number, the customer could not be contacted regarding the trip request.

Table 1.  Handling of Sample Calls Observed on February 14-16, 2000

	Calls Answered and Served without being placed on hold
	
	35

	Calls answered and then placed on hold
	
	44

	       Calls served after being placed on hold
	35
	

	       Average hold time
	122 sec.
	

	       Calls abandoned after being placed on hold
	9
	

	       Average time before abandon
	138 sec.
	

	Calls routed to voice mail
	
	21

	TOTAL CALLS OBSERVED
	
	100


The time required to serve a customer ranged from about one to three minutes.  A fair amount of time seem to be used to clarify pick-up times and locations and clarify information such as the definition of the service area, hours of operation, status of customer eligibility, entering of new customer information into the computer during phone calls, etc.

The calls from persons looking for general information or seeking an eligibility application form were sometimes time consuming.  Reservationists would describe the service and would then get address information so that an application form could be sent.

During busy call times, it was observed that staff did not have time to fully review reservation information with callers.  The typical questions and exchange of information in handling a trip request was as follows:

· the caller would say they were calling for a trip on a particular day;

· the reservationist would call-up customer information on the computer;

· the reservationist would either confirm a home address listed on the computer or would ask for a pick-up address;

· the reservationist would ask when the caller needed a ride (“What time?”);

· the reservationist would ask for the destination address;

· the reservationist would ask what time the rider wanted to return;

· the conversation would end with the reservations saying something like: “I have you down for 9:00.”

It was not always possible for reservationists to confirm customer information (address, etc.) on the computer.  When a number of calls were on hold, the reservationists would simply record information on the Daily Reservations form.

One reservationist kept a different set of Daily Reservations forms for each trip request day.  All calls for Monday would go on one page, all Tuesdays on another, etc.  This reservationist typically would not repeat/verify the dates of trip requests (only the pick-up time).  As a result, it is possible that information might occasionally be placed on the wrong page/date.

In addition to observing the reservations process first-hand, tape recordings of reservation calls were also reviewed for several days in January.  This included January 11, from 2:44-4 pm; January 24, from 2-4 pm, and January 25, from 2-4 pm.  The handling of a total of 49 calls was reviewed.  Because the taping process compresses times when there is no conversation, it was not possible to assess hold times.  This review did, however, provide information on the types of calls received on the reservation lines.  As shown in Table 2 below, 20 of the 49 calls were new trip requests.  Four (4) calls were from riders looking to change a previous request or to cancel an existing reservation.  Another six (6) calls were customers checking on reservations that had already been made.  Five (5) “Where’s my ride?” calls were received – three were transferred to dispatch and two were handled directly by the reservationist with input from dispatch.  Ten (10) calls were for general information about the service or information about getting an eligibility application form or getting a photo ID.  Two (2) calls were from drivers looking for assistance (their radios were not working).  And two (2) calls were people looking to reach MATA staff in other departments.

Table 2.  Number of Calls to Reservation Lines by Type of Call

(49 Calls in January Reviewed from Phone Tapes)

	Reason for Call
	# of Calls

	Reservations-Related Calls:

	Placing a new trip reservation
	20

	Changing or canceling an existing reservation
	4

	Calling to verify/check on an existing reservation
	6

	Dispatch-Related Calls:

	“Where’s my ride?”
	5

	Drivers calling for assistance
	2

	General Information Calls:

	General service information/eligibility information
	10

	Calls looking for staff in other MATA departments
	2

	TOTAL CALLS MONITORED
	49


Findings and Recommendations:

1. Finding:  The reservation function at MATAPlus does not appear to be adequately staffed.  To handle incoming calls during the peak morning and afternoon times observed, staff was working extremely hard and fast.  Still, to handle calls in a timely manner during these peak times, several staff members from other areas had to get involved in the reservations process.  This causes trip request information to be spread throughout the office and increases the likelihood that information will not be fully and accurately reflected in the computer system when it is eventually entered.

Inadequate staffing of the reservation function appears to be impacting other parts of the operation.  The scheduler and dispatchers should not be distracted from their functions to handle trip request or general calls from customers.  Given the number of runs they are monitoring, Dispatchers need to devote full attention to assisting drivers and making same-day service adjustments.  The scheduler could use more time to complete call-backs to customers when times are changed.  It would also be helpful to allow the Scheduler more time to update standing order runs and to fine-tune schedules for the following day.

Recommendation:  It is strongly recommended that MATA provide for a second dedicated reservationist on weekdays and that reservations capacity at other times be evaluated (the review team did not observe weekend operations).

Finding:  The current phone system, which does not have a central queue and directs calls to the reservationists even if they are already serving customers, appears to cause stress and potential miscommunications in the reservations process.  It also appears that the use of the voice mail system may prevent customers from making timely contact with MATAPlus staff for the purpose of making or changing trip reservations.

Recommendation:  It was noted during the review that MATA is in the process of obtaining a new telephone system for the ADA Complementary Paratransit office.  It is recommended that this new system be set-up to place incoming calls in a central queue and then route them to the next available reservationist.  Directing calls, one at a time, to the next available reservationist will permit them to stay with one caller, without distractions, until the trip has been fully booked or other services have been provided.  While callers are on hold, a message could remind them to have address and other information available and to be ready to record pick-up time information.  The message could provide other phone numbers (to redirect callers seeking dispatch or eligibility information).  Other useful information about the service could also be provided.

The new system should also include a real-time call monitoring capability to allow the Operations Manager to monitor the number of callers on hold and the maximum hold time.  Additional staff can then be assigned to assist in reservations as needed.



2. The new phone system should also be designed to provide daily, weekly, and monthly call summaries, including hold times, service times, and abandoned calls by hour.  This information will allow MATA to better track phone service and reservations performance.

If a new phone system employing a central call queue is implemented, and adequate staffing to handle incoming calls is provided, the voice messaging system should be discontinued.  In the meantime, messages left on voice mail should be checked more regularly and call-backs made to customers as soon as possible.

3. Finding:  To handle multiple incoming lines, reservationists are often going back and forth between several calls.  This increases the chances for errors in the reservations process.  The use of paper forms, various written notes, and the computer system to record customer information requires reservationists to switch between these different information systems and also increases the likelihood of reservation errors.

Recommendation:  Increased staffing levels and an improved phone system should allow reservationists to enter information directly into the computer system.  This will allow for rider information (addresses, specific needs, special service instructions, etc.) to be verified.  It will also reduce inaccuracies in data entry that may now be caused by entering trip information from the Daily Reservations forms after the fact.

Once trip request information has been fully recorded, reservationists should read all of the information back to the customer to confirm the trip request.  Dates, times, addresses, and special instructions should be repeated to ensure that the entered information is accurate.  Accuracy in the reservations process is critical to efficient ADA Complementary Paratransit operations and can greatly reduce no-shows, missed trips, and cancellations.


4. Finding:  Because it can take a while for a new rider’s application form and ID information to reach the MATAPlus office, reservationists were observed entering general information about new riders into the computer system when these riders called to book their first trip.  This process was time consuming and often happened when the phones were busy.  It also required customers to repeat all of the information provided in their application.

Recommendation:  MATA should consider ways to have new rider information transmitted and entered into the computer system a more timely fashion.

Observations Regarding Service Capacity and Trip Denials

Information about service capacity and trip denials was developed as follows:

· MATA trip denial policy and information was reviewed;

· Information about service availability was obtained from customers through telephone interviews;

· The handling of trip requests was observed first-hand;

· Tapes of the reservation process were reviewed to assess the handling of trip requests for several days in January, 2000;

· Daily Reservations forms for January and February were reviewed; and

· Ridership and budget information for recent years was reviewed.

MATA Policy and Data

It is MATA’s policy to accept and schedule all trip requests.  Customers are sometimes asked to adjust their requested time by up to an hour, but if this is not possible MATA will honor the requested time.  MATA reports zero trip denials.

Staff indicated that, occasionally, customers requesting trips during peak hours are asked if they can travel at off-peak hours.  It was felt that this is a rare occurrence, though.  There were no formal statistics indicating the number of trip requests adjusted by more than an hour.

Customer/Advocate Interviews

For the most part, riders indicated that they were able to get trips scheduled within an hour of the times requested.  One rider noted that getting trips scheduled 1-2 years ago was an issue, but that service availability had improved in the last year.  Another rider noted that weekend evenings could be hard to book and that when requesting a Saturday evening ride she had recently been told that “the last pick-up is at 5:30.”

Three of the 10 riders contacted said, however, that getting trips for the next day was a problem.  One rider said that when calling for a next day trip she is often told “I don’t think we have any rides for tomorrow” even before she states the specific pick-up time or destination.  She said she has also been told “We don’t take next day trips.”  A second person indicated similar experiences.  He said that when asking for a next day trip he has been told “The bus is not available at that time” and that an alternative time is often not given.  He said that when alternative times are given they are often an hour or more later than the requested time.  The third person indicated that she has been told “You need to call three days in advance” when she has asked for a next day trip.

Three riders also questioned the process being used to determine if trips were within the service area or during the ADA Complementary Paratransit hours of operation.  They said that the decisions seemed to be inconsistent and random and expressed concern that only certain trips by specific individuals were being examined for eligibility.  One rider reported that she had been transported to a store but had been told she would need to get her own ride back home because the requested return time was after fixed route hours in that area.  When she got to the store, she discovered that she was being transported with several other ADA Complementary Paratransit customers who had been given return trips as late as the time she had requested.

First-Hand Observations of Handling of Trip Requests

The reservations process was observed for several hours from Monday afternoon, February 14, through Wednesday afternoon, February 16.  The handling of 100 calls was observed.  No denials of trips or negotiation of requested times by more than one hour was observed.

The review team did observe reservationists noting trip requests that needed to be reviewed by Road Supervisors for eligibility.  One trip involved travel to/from West Memphis and the other was for travel to/from the Collierville area.  The Road Supervisor took the information for review and reported back that both trips were eligible.  When asked how trips are identified for review, the staff indicated that they have a general sense of where and when fixed route service is running.  The identification of trips did not appear to be based on a geocoding of the trip origins and destinations and there were no guides or maps in the reservations area that provided information about the ADA Complementary Paratransit service area on different days or at different times.

The two trips referred for review, as well as several others recently referred, were discussed with the Road Supervisor.  The Road Supervisor noted that eligibility can sometimes be determined by consulting a map book to locate specific addresses and then consulting the fixed route schedules to identify the closest route(s) and the hours of operation in the areas.  Sometimes, the Road Supervisor drives to the address in questions and will measure the distance to the nearest fixed route stop.  Based on these discussions and the review of recent decisions, the Road Supervisor appeared to have a clear understanding of what would make a trip eligible or ineligible.

In discussions with staff about the service area/trip eligibility issue, it was noted that MATA does not always strictly adhere to the ¾ mile service area.  It was noted that some locations more than ¾ of a mile from fixed route are served at the request of community representatives.

Review of Reservations Tapes

Tape recordings of reservation calls were also reviewed for several days in January.  This included January 11, from 2:44-4pm; January 24, from 2-4pm, and January 25, from 2-4pm.  The handling of a total of 49 calls was reviewed.  Of these calls, 20 were for new trip requests.

The following conversations were noted for five of these 20 requests:

· On January 24, at about 2:00pm, a caller requested a next day 10:00am ride.  The reservationist told the caller that nothing was available until after 11:00am.  The reservationist then said “You need to make reservations three days in advance.”  The person was given an 11:30 pick-up time for the going trip and a 2:00pm return pick-up

· Also on January 24, a customer called at 3:21pm and asked for a ride for the next day.  No specific time or address was requested, yet the reservationist said “It is too late for tomorrow.”  The caller then asked for the first available time and was given a ride on Wednesday, January 26.

· A third caller on the 24th (also at about 3:30pm) asked for a ride the next day.  The reservationist asked “What time?” and the customer responded “8:30am.”  The reservationist said “Tomorrow is filled up.”  The caller then asked what time was available and was told “1:00 is the earliest.”

· A fourth person called at 4:01pm on the 24th.  The reservationist answered the call, but when the person said they were calling to book a ride, said “The reservation desk is closed.”  The caller said they needed a ride for Wednesday the 26th and asked “Is tomorrow going to be too late for Wednesday?”  The reservationist responded “If you don’t need an early morning appointment.”

· On January 11th, a person called at 2:44pm for a ride on Wednesday the 12th at 8:00am.  The reservationist said there was “nothing after 6:30 or before 9.”  The person then asked if 8:00 on the 13th was available and was told nothing in the morning was available.  They then asked for Friday at 8:00 and were told nothing was available in the morning.

This review of reservation call tapes appears to confirm information received from riders that were interviewed.  Next day requests appear to often be denied or moved to the mid-day.  Customers also appear to be told they need to call three days in advance and seem to be aware that calling for next day trips can be a problem.

Review of Daily Reservations Forms

To examine the issue of next day service availability, the review team examined Daily Reservation logs for the period from February 1 through February 15.  A total of 245 randomly selected trips during this time were reviewed.  The trip dates were compared to the dates that customers had placed the request to see if next day service was being provided.

Table 3 below provides information about how far in advance the requests for these 245 trips were made.  As shown, 123 trips (50%) were requested three days in advance.  Another 82 trips (33%) were requested two days in advance.  Only 40 trips (16%) were requested one day in advance.

Table 3.  Amount of Advance Notice Given for Trip Requests

(245 randomly selected trips from 2/1/00 to 2/15/00)

	Number of Days in Advance
	Number of Trip Requests

	One day in advance
	                     40 (16%)

	Two days in advance
	                     82 (33%)

	Three days in advance
	                   123 (50%)

	TOTAL
	                   245


These Daily Reservation logs also indicated that 5 of the 40 trips requested one day in advance were scheduled only one way.  In another four cases, the entries in the log appeared to indicate that the trip had not been scheduled.  Only partial information was recorded (the trip date and time) and the entry was not initialed (indicating it had not been entered in the computer).

MATAPlus Annual Operating Expenses and Ridership

Information about annual ridership and expenses for the MATAPlus service was collected and  reviewed.  The 1996 ADA Complementary Paratransit Plan Update (the last update prepared by MATA), provided annual ridership and expenditure information for the period from 1992 through 1995.  Information for the FY1998 – FY2000 period was obtained from staff while on-site.  Table 4 below shows ridership and expenditure information by year for these two periods.  As shown, MATAPlus expenditures have increased significantly since 1992.  From 1992 to 1995, operating expenditures increased by 21%.  Between 1995 and FY1998, annual operating expenses increased by another 68%.  Expenses increased again by 33% between FY1998 and FY1999.  The operating budget for FY2000 has been set at $2.34 million, a 60% increase over FY99 expenditures.

Table 4.  MATAPlus Annual Ridership and Operating Expenditures,

1992-1995 and FY1998-FY2000

	Year
	Annual Ridership

(one-way pass. trips)
	Annual Operating Expenditures

	1992
	127,000
	$640,000

	1993
	122,300
	$681,000

	1994
	136,313
	$750,000

	1995
	147,472
	$775,000

	FY1998
	121,910
	$1,300,000

	FY1999
	141,270
	$1,740,000

	FY2000
	NA
	  (budget)    $2,340,000


Ridership increased by 16% between 1992 and 1995.  Since 1995, ridership has actually decreased slightly, from 147,472 trips per year in 1995 to 141,270 trips per year in FY99.  There appears to have been a significant decrease in ridership between 1995 and FY1998.  Ridership increased back to 1995 levels in the most recent fiscal year.  MATA staff noted that the decrease in ridership in FY98 was due to a major recertification of riders.  With a new application form and stricter eligibility requirements, many former customers did not reapply.

Findings and Recommendations

1. Finding:  A significant financial commitment has been made to the MATAPlus service.  This level of financial commitment has been increased each year since 1992.  However, the MATAPlus service still appears to be capacity constrained during peak hours when a significant amount of vehicle time is dedicated to subscription service.

Recommendation:  MATA should add peak period capacity so that trips requested during peak hours can be accommodated.

2. Finding:  Next day service appears to be limited and at times discouraged by reservationists.  This appears to be due in part to peak-hour capacity problems, but also may be related to the scheduling process.  The review team had the sense that next day trips may be discouraged to allow time for trips to be efficiently scheduled.

Recommendation:  The scheduling process should be reviewed to ensure that the need to develop final manifests does not limit the ability to accommodate trip requests up to the close of business on the day before service.  Relieving the scheduler from reservations duties should be considered.  Also, providing adequate reservations staffing so that more trips can be scheduled at the time that customers call should also be considered.

3. Finding:  The case-by-case process used to review trip eligibility is somewhat arbitrary.  It could be confusing and inconvenient to riders.  It might even be considered retaliatory by some riders.  Reservationists do not appear to have the tools to thoroughly and accurately identify trips that are within both the fixed route area and the hours of operation in each fixed route corridor.  Trip requests are identified for review if the reservationist, based on a general knowledge of the fixed route service, feels that the trip may not be eligible.  It is likely that this process results in MATAPlus accommodating some trips that are not eligible while reviewing and denying other trips.  Also, there does not appear to be an easy way for customers to identify which trips they need are eligible.  The recently developed Rider’s Guide uses general language to describe the MATAPlus service area (trips within ¾ of a mile of fixed route...) and hours of operation (the same hours as the fixed route in each area...).

Recommendation:  MATA should consider ways to better define and describe the service area and hours of operation to riders.  For example, the Riders Guide might be revised to provide a “Basic Weekday” service area, a “Late Night” service area, and a “Weekend” service area.  These different service areas would be based on fixed route operation at those times.  Specific hours of operation could then be provided for each area.

MATA should also give reservationists and schedulers the tools to be able to more accurately identify eligible and ineligible trips when customers call and place trip requests.  This might include detailed maps of the service area and hours associated with each area.  It might also include software that can accurately geocode origin and destination addresses and check their proximity to fixed route service.

Observations Regarding ADA Complementary Paratransit Eligibility Determination

The process used to determine ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility was reviewed to assess whether determinations were being made in a timely way and to assess whether determinations appeared to accurately reflect the functional abilities of applicants.  The process was assessed as follows:

· An understanding of the handling and review of applications was developed through interviews of MATA staff and a review of records;

· Issues with the current process were identified from interviews with riders and recent applicants;

· Accuracy of determinations was assessed by reviewing recent decisions and overall process outcomes; and

· The timely processing of applications was assessed by comparing the dates on determination letter to the dates of receipt for 51 randomly selected applications.

Overview of the Eligibility Determination Process and Materials

The ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility determination process is overseen by MATA’s Director of Customer Service.  This person provides general oversight of the process and is marginally involved in the review and processing of applications.  As described below, several different individuals and departments are involved in the actual review and processing of applications.  The Director of Customer Service indicated that she spends about 10% of her time on the eligibility determination process.

The processing of MATAPlus eligibility applications is conducted as follows:

1. Individuals seeking to use the service call the MATAPlus office and are sent an application form.  Several human service agencies in the community also appear to keep copies of the applications so they can provide them to clients.

2. The application form used by MATA is five pages long.  The application requests information about the applicant’s disability (a detailed checklist of types of disabilities and health conditions is included); types of mobility aids used, and functional abilities to understand, get to, board, ride, and disembark from fixed route buses.  The applicant is also asked to provide the name, address and phone number of a physician, health care professional, or rehabilitation professional who can provide more information about the applicant’s disability and functional abilities, if needed.  A copy of the MATAPlus application form is provided as Attachment 2.

3. When an application is received, it is first reviewed by the MATA receptionist.  The application form is supposed to be date stamped at this point.  The receptionist looks to see if the application is complete.  If any requested information is not provided, the receptionist marks the incomplete sections with a yellow highlighter and sends the application back to the person with a form letter indicating that more information is needed.

4. When completed applications are received, they are circulated to a three-person team for review.  The team includes the Senior Manager of MATAPlus operations, the Director of Customer Service, and the Director of Human Resources/Employment Benefits.  The Director of Customer Service noted that the original idea of the team was to have all three staff members meet to review and discuss applications.  Because of difficulties scheduling times when all three are available, the reviews are usually done separately by each staff member and the application is forwarded from one person to the next.

5. Once all three team members have completed their review, the application form, along with team member recommendations and related paperwork, is forwarded to the Customer Service office at 444 North Main Street.  A letter of determination is then prepared by the staff at this office and sent to the applicant.  A copy of the application form along with a copy of the determination letter is then sent to the MATAPlus office so that information about approved applicants can be entered into the reservations/scheduling/dispatch computer database.

6. Individuals determined eligible for MATAPlus must then obtain a photo ID card and an ID number before they can use the service.  The approval letter sent to applicants who are determined eligible instructs them to call the MATAPlus office to schedule a time to have an ID made.  The approval letter serves as authorization for a MATAPlus ride to the Customer Service office where photos are taken and IDs are made.  A Fact Sheet describing how to use the MATAPlus service is sent with the approval letter.  Copies of a sample approval letter and a Fact Sheet are provided as Attachment 3.

7. The Customer Service office that produces photo IDs is located at 61 South Main Street.  The center takes photos and makes IDs on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays.  Once a photo ID has been made and an ID number assigned, another copy of the approval letter with this information noted at the bottom is sent to the MATAPlus office.  The ID number is then entered into the riders computer file and the person can then begin using the service.


8. Appeals of initial eligibility determinations are heard by an Appeals Committee comprised of consumers (Advisory Committee members) and MATA staff not involved in the initial determination (including the ADA Coordinator).

Staff indicated that the above described “team review” process was established in the summer of 1999.  Prior to that time, eligibility determination was handled by one staff person who handled all aspects of the process - from reviewing applications to requesting additional information to sending out letters.

MATA staff indicated that consideration was being given to adding an in-person interview and functional assessment to the current process.  MATA is currently negotiating with the University of Tennessee to have medical/rehabilitation professionals at the University assess applicants as needed.  MATA staff indicated that information in the application was not always conclusive.  They felt that having the option to ask applicants to participate in an in-person assessment might improve the accuracy of determinations.

MATA staff also indicated that, until recently, a check was made to see if individuals who were determined eligible also had applied for and received a photo ID card for reduced fares on the fixed route system.  This check was done by the Customer Service staff at the time that approved applicants came in to have an ID card made.  If an approved applicant was found to also have a fixed route reduced fare card, they were told that they would have to turn in this card before they could be issued a MATAPlus ID.  Staff reported that this was done because a decision had been made that individuals who used the fixed route service and paid a reduced fare should not also receive MATAPlus service.  Conflicting reports were received while on-site about the period of time over which this had been done.  The staff person who oversees the processing of photo IDs said that the process of checking for reduced fare cards had been stopped in the Fall of 1999.  The Director of Customer Service, however, asked the review team if allowing people to have both a fixed route reduced fare ID and use MATAPlus was okay.  A team member informed her that many people who need ADA Complementary Paratransit service can use fixed route some of the time (are “conditionally eligible”) and should be allowed to use MATAPlus even though they can sometimes use fixed route service.  Following this conversation, she stated that she would send a memo to Customer Service to make sure that MATAPlus applicants no longer will be asked to relinquish their fixed route reduced fare cards.  Other staff at MATA also asked about this policy of having people relinquish fixed route reduced fare IDs in order to receive MATAPlus service.  Based on these many conversations, it appeared that the policy was under discussion and if changed, had only recently been changed.

When informed of this policy, the review team asked for information about the number of people who had been requested to turn-in their fixed route reduced fare cards.  MATA staff indicated that the Customer Service office at 61 South Main did not keep this type of information, but that the number of people affected was believed to be small.

Recertification of Eligibility

Eligibility for MATAPlus service is for 2-3 years, depending on when in the year a person is determined eligible.  The standard “1999-2000 Certification Approval Letter”  states that eligibility “is valid until your birthday in 2002.”  For applicants certified early in 1999, and whose birthdays are late in calendar year 2002, this will provide three plus years of eligibility.  For applicants who are certified in early 2000 and whose birthdays are early in the calendar year, his will provide about two years of eligibility.  This process of tying eligibility to birthdates is being used so that, in the long-run, riders will have three years of eligibility and will be required to reapply on or before their birthdays in their third year of eligibility.

MATA staff indicated that “reminder” letters letting riders know that they need to reapply are not sent.  It is the rider’s responsibility to keep track of the period of their eligibility and to leave enough time before their eligibility expires to go through the certification process.  Staff said that eligibility expiration dates are in the computerized customer files that are displayed to reservationists when trips are booked.  They said that if reservationists notice that someone’s eligibility is about to expire, they will let the person know they need to reapply.  The recertification process involves completing a full application form (the same form used for initial determinations).

Rider/Applicant Comments

Riders and applicants contacted did not have concerns about eligibility decision being made by MATA.

One of the ten riders interviewed, however, indicated that she had problems being recertified to continue to use MATAPlus.  She said she noticed in June of 1999 that her eligibility would be expiring soon.  She called the MATAPlus office to see what she needed to do and was told that a letter would be sent.  She did not receive a letter and continued to call through the summer and fall.  She said she stopped calling in the fall and then received an application form in the mail in January.  She said she completed the form and sent it back in January.  This was after the date that her eligibility had expired.  She got a letter later in January saying that a decision on her recertification was pending.  She is a regular rider who uses the service to go to and from work and just continued to ride.  In early February, she called MATAPlus for a ride and was told that “You don’t come up on the computer.”  Even though she was a regular rider, she was told that she couldn’t use the service anymore.  When she said she had reapplied, she was told this didn’t matter and that she would have to wait until she was recertified to use the service again.  She eventually spoke to the Senior Manager of operations and with the help of a local advocacy agency had her eligibility reinstated.

The staff of the advocacy agency that assisted this person said they were concerned about confusion in the recertification process.  They indicated that it was their experience that different information about the process was given by different MATA staff.  They expressed concern for people who are not persistent or who don’t know their rights.

On-Site Observations

While monitoring the reservations process and reviewing tape recordings of the reservations process, the review team observed several instances where individuals who had been approved for eligibility were calling to set-up an appointment to have an ID made.  As noted above, the letter of approval sent to applicants instructs them to “call MATAPlus at 272-7171 to schedule a time to have your I.D. made.”  In each instance, the caller was asked something like “Is someone going to take you?”  If the person said “Yes,” they were told that they didn’t need an appointment and could go anytime during the day on Tuesday, Wednesday, or Thursday to the Customer Service office at 61 South Main Street.  No rides were scheduled to the ID center.

One caller said that he was a new rider and had received his ID number “about a month ago.”  The reservationist was not able to find the person in the system.  The reservationist had the person give them the ID number and then completed a computerized customer record (name, address, mobility aids used, need for a personal attendant, etc.) over the phone.  The Senior Manager of MATAPlus operations, who overheard the conversation, indicated that there is often a lag between the time that IDs are processed and the information is received from Customer Service and entered into the computer system.

Review of Application Processing Records

Applications and records of their processing are kept in several places in several different departments.  The MATAPlus office maintains files of all processed applications and letters of determination.  Files are in alphabetical order by person.  Two separate files are maintained.  One is for applicants approved prior to June of 1999.  The second is for recently approved applicants (after August, 1999) that have been reviewed since the new “team review” process has been implemented.  When information about approved applicants is received, the MATAPlus staff enters this information in the computer system before filing the forms and letters.  The MATAPlus staff then receives a second set of information from the ID center after applicants have gone to have an ID processed.  The ID number is then added into the system.  Staff noted that they will sometimes wait for the ID information before they enter any information into the computer system.

The Customer Service staff at 444 North Main Street, which sends out letters of determination, keeps a hand-written alphabetical list of “MATAPlus Approvals.”  This list appears to have been started in August of 1999.  The applicant’s name and the date of the approval letter is listed.  The list does not, however, indicate when the application was received.

The Customer Service staff at 61 South Main Street reported that they do not keep a list of applicants who come in to have IDs made.  They do, however, keep track of the number of IDs processed each month and the total to date so that they can assign ID number to new applicants.

No office appears to be keeping a list of completed applications received with a date when they were received and information about where in the review process they are.

To check on the timely processing of applications, the alphabetical rider files in the MATAPlus office were examined.  Every tenth application form was pulled from the files.  A total of 15 applications were pulled from the old files (applications to the summer of 1999).  Another 36 were pulled from the recent applicant file.  An attempt was made in each case to identify when a completed application was received and when an ID had been issued or an approval letter sent.

Checking dates proved to be a difficult task.  In a number of cases, application forms were not date stamped.  The box on the bottom of the first page of the application form indicated when the 444 North Main Customer Service office received the application and when a response was mailed.  The approval letters also often had several dates stamped or hand-written at the top and often had a separate “Date of Issue” in the process information box at the bottom (see sample in Attachment 3).

In doing the review, dates often had to be estimated.  If no “date of issue” of the ID was provided, the “date response mailed,” provided by the staff that sends out approval letters was used.  Also, if the application was not date stamped, the date the form was completed by the applicant was used.

Table 5 below provides information about the processing time estimated for the 51 applications that were randomly selected.  Information is separated between those that were reviewed under the old system (when one person was primarily responsible for reviews and letter processing) and the new system (with a team review and letters sent from a different location).  As shown, under the old system, 14 of 15 files reviewed showed processing times of 21 days or less.  Only one application took longer to process than the 21 days required by the regulations.  This one application was processed in 28 days.

By contrast, under the new system 22 of the 36 files examined showed that it took more than 21 days to make a final eligibility determination.  It took more than 40 days to process six of the applications examined.  The longest processing time was 102 days.

Table 5.  Comparison of Application Processing Time

Under Old Review System and New “Team Review” System

	Application Processing Time
	Applications Processes before 7/99
	Applications Processed from 8/99-1/00

	1-7 days
	9
	7

	8-14 days
	4
	5

	15-21 days
	1
	2

	22-30 days
	1
	10

	31-40 days
	0
	6

	41-50 days
	0
	2

	51-60 days
	0
	1

	61+ days
	0
	3

	TOTAL
	15
	36


MATA staff also described a curious application processing  phenomena.  They said that in many cases individuals would submit applications, would be sent letters of approval, but would not come in to have a photo ID made.  As a result, they would not actually begin using the service.  In an attempt to see how often this might be occurring, the review team collected and compared information from the Customer Service office that sent out approval letters and the office that processed photo IDs.

Table 6 below shows the number of approval letters sent out and the number of photo IDs processed from August, 1999 through January, 2000.  As shown, over this six month period, 331 letter of approval were sent out.  However, only 180 photo IDs were processed.  MATA staff was not able to explain this apparent discrepancy. 

Table 6.  Comparison of Eligibility Approval Letters Sent and Photo IDs Made,

August, 1999 through January, 2000.

	Month
	Approval Letters Sent
	Photo IDs Made

	August, 1999
	79
	34

	September
	72
	36

	October
	16
	21

	November
	89
	35

	December
	33
	34

	January, 2000
	42
	20

	TOTALS
	331
	180


Determination Outcomes

MATA staff indicated that if applications are complete and signed, applicants are approved for unconditional eligibility.  Records of recent reviews indicated this to be the case.  The staff was unable to identify an applicant who had been denied eligibility in the past 6-8 months.

MATA does not apply conditions of eligibility to its determinations.  All applicants who are approved for MATAPlus service are able to use the service under all conditions and circumstances.

Findings and Recommendations

1. Finding:  Access to the MATAPlus service does not appear to be limited by adverse eligibility determinations.  Virtually all applicants appear to eventually be made unconditionally eligible for the service.

2. Finding:  In recent months, the new “team review” process used to determine ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility appears to be impacting MATA’s ability to make eligibility determinations in a timely manner.

Recommendation:  MATA should consider how to streamline the process so that determinations can be made within 21 calendar days.  It is recommended that MATA address this issue before adding in-person functional assessments to the review process.  In-person functional assessments can be very helpful in ensuring accurate determinations of ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility, but they can add a week or more to the process.  MATA should ensure that its internal review of applications (before referral to an independent agency for an assessment) can be done more quickly so that total processing time of applications does not exceed 21 calendar days.

3. Finding:  The current “team review” also does not appear to allow for easy follow-up contact with the applicant or named professional.  Most systems find that follow-up by phone is necessary in a significant number of cases in order to fully understand the person’s functional ability and to make an accurate determination of eligibility.  Under the current process, team members would have to coordinate this contact to avoid multiple calls to the applicant or professional.

Recommendation:  It is recommended that either the process be streamlined or a method for coordinating follow-up with applicants and professionals be developed.

4. Finding:  MATA’s tracking of applications does not always clearly indicate when completed applications are received and when final determinations are made and communicated to applicants.

Recommendation:  All completed applications should be date stamped and this “date of receipt of completed application” should be entered into a central log.  The date of final determination (date a determination letter is sent) should then also be recorded in this log.  MATA staff should periodically review the log to ensure that applications are processed within 21 days (or that presumptive eligibility is then granted to the applicant).

5. Finding:  Requiring MATAPlus applicants to choose between ADA Complementary Paratransit service and reduced fare fixed route benefits is inappropriate.

Recommendation:  MATA should not require applicants for the MATAPlus service to relinquish fixed route reduced fare cards.  Additionally, MATA should review its recent records to identify individuals who have been given the choice of one ID or the other.  Any individuals who decided not to have a MATAPlus ID made because of this choice should be contacted immediately and provided with a MATAPlus ID card.  Also, reduced fare eligibility should be reinstated for all individuals who relinquished their half fare IDs for a MATAPlus ID.

6. Finding:  The apparent discrepancy between the number of persons sent approval letters and the number of individuals receiving ID cards indicates a potential problem with the process.

Recommendation:  MATA should contact recent applicants (as well as applicants from the summer and fall) to determine why so many apparently chose not to follow-through with getting ID cards.  It is possible that the statement in the current approval letters “MATAPlus subscription service is at capacity and we are unable to accept additional subscription riders at this time” is being misunderstood by applicants.  Even though “subscription” service is explained, it could still appear that if people need regular, ongoing service, they cannot be accommodated.  It is recommended that this sentence be removed from the approval letters and explained instead when riders call requesting subscription service.  It is also possible that the impact of making applicants choose between MATAPlus and fixed route fare reductions is greater than reported or estimated.  MATA should carefully review this issue and provide findings to FTA.

7. Finding:  The current recertification process, which allows eligibility to lapse if individuals do not remember to re-apply, appears to result in lapses in eligibility for service.

Recommendation:  To avoid misunderstandings with customers and lapses in eligibility, it is recommended that MATA develop a process to notify riders when their eligibility is due to expire.  This might be done 2-3 months before eligibility is to expire to allow riders the time to go through the application process.  A copy of the application form should be sent at that time to expedite the recertification process.

8. Finding:  The current process of having receptionists review applications for completeness and considering applications to be incomplete (and returning them to applicants) if a response is not provided to every part of the application (without consideration of its applicability) may be causing unnecessary delays in the eligibility determination process.

Recommendation:  In reviewing applications for completeness, it is recommended that MATA consider information already on-hand and information that might best be obtained through a follow-up call to the applicant.  For example, some information may already be on file for persons filing for recertification.  Also, some information may not be applicable (given a person’s stated disability or reasons for seeking MATAPlus service).  Applications should also be reviewed for completeness by staff that will understand what information is applicable and what might already be on-hand.  The current process of returning applications if any items are not completed may be causing applications to be returned unnecessarily.  

Observations Regarding On-Time Performance

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

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

· The MATA on-time service standard was reviewed;

· On-time performance statistics prepared by MATA were reviewed;

· Completed driver manifests for a randomly selected day (Monday, January 24, 2000) were obtained and the pick-up times negotiated with customers were compared with actual pick-up times recorded by drivers.  The results of this review were then compared to MATA statistics for that day to verify the accuracy of MATA reported performance;

· The operation at Yellow Cab was observed to verify the performance reported by this contractor; and

· Driver pull-out was observed to determine if there appeared to be an adequate number of drivers and vehicles available to cover scheduled runs.

Customer/Advocate Interviews

Two of the 10 riders contacted reported on-time performance to be an issue.  One person cited frequent late pick-ups.  The other had problems with frequent early pick-ups, but not late pick-ups.  Five riders said that on-time performance varies but is not a significant problem.  Early pick-ups as well as late pick-ups were cited.  No riders indicated that drivers pressured them to depart early if the vehicle arrived before the scheduled time.  One person noted that on-time performance has improved in the last six months.

Three riders noted that pick-up times are sometimes changed during scheduling and call-backs with new times are not always made.

One rider, citing a late pick-up, stated “at 8:00pm a vehicle still hadn’t arrived for a scheduled 7:30pm pick-up, so I got a ride from someone.”  As noted below, the on-time pick-up window established for MATAPlus service allows vehicles to arrive up to 30 minutes past the scheduled pick-up time.  While the vehicle was technically late, the rider reported leaving right at the end of this 30 minute pick-up window.  This comment indicated a possible misunderstanding of the pick-up window and on-time performance.

A second rider indicated that, when she first started using the service she did not understand the 30-minute pick-up window.  She also noted that she was never sent a “Rider’s Guide” that explained service policies.

MATA On-Time Performance Standard

The standard used by MATA for on-time performance is as follows:

· A vehicle is considered “on-time” if it arrives no earlier than the scheduled time and no more than 30 minutes after the scheduled time.

· MATA has established a goal of being on-time 98% of the time.

Note that drop-off time is not considered in the determination of on-time performance.  Note also that on-time performance is determined based on the scheduled time rather than on the time negotiated with customers.  As discussed below, pick-up times are sometimes changed when schedules are being finalized.  Customers are not always notified of changes in pick-up times.  It is MATA’s policy to call customers to inform them of the new pick-up time only if the time has been changed by 15 minutes or more.  As discussed below, these changes in times might be causing miscommunications between the system and customers regarding on-time performance.

Reported On-Time Performance

Verification of MATAPlus Performance Statistics

MATAPlus reviews completed driver manifests and summarizes on-time performance on a daily basis.  This summary shows the number of pick-ups made on or before the scheduled pick-up time, and the number made in 15 minute increments after the scheduled pick-up time (1-15 minutes after, 16-30 minutes after, 31-45 minutes after, 46-60 minutes after, and 61+ minutes after).  All pick-ups made on or before the scheduled pick-up time, plus those made up to 30 minutes after (within the on-time “window”) are considered to be “on-time.”

In order to verify the accuracy of the MATAPlus summaries, the assessment team randomly chose one weekday (January 24, 2000), and recorded scheduled and actual pick-up times from MATAPlus’ 46 driver manifests for that day.  This data was used to compute the number of pick-ups made late, on-time and early.  The results were then compared against MATAPlus’ summaries generated for the same day.

Table 7 below presents the results of this comparison.  Note that in addition to tabulating pick-ups made in 15 minute increments after the scheduled pick-up times, the assessment team also tabulated pick-ups made before the scheduled pick-up time to see how far in advance these pick-ups were being made.  As shown, the assessment team results show only minor variance from the MATAPlus summaries and attest to the reliability of the MATAPlus data.  The assessment team recorded 5 additional trips for the day, but this likely is a result of counting a few no-shows or cancellations that had recorded driver arrival times.  Overall, the assessment team review showed that 86.3% of all pick-ups made on January 24, 2000 were on or before the scheduled time or no later than 30 minutes after the scheduled pick-up time.  The MATAPlus summary for that day reported 86.5% of pick-ups made no more than 30 minutes after the scheduled pick-up time.

Table 7.  Reported Versus Verified Pick-Up Versus Scheduled Times,

In-House MATAPlus Runs for January 24, 2000

	
	MATAPlus Summary
	Assessment Team Verification

	
	# of Trips
	%
	# of Trips
	%

	Pick-ups made 60+ minutes early
	
	
	3
	0.6%

	Pick-ups made 46-60 minutes early
	
	
	1
	0.2%

	Pick-ups made 31-45 minutes early
	
	
	9
	1.8%

	Pick-ups made 16-30 minutes early
	
	
	23
	4.6%

	Pick-ups made 1-15 minutes early
	
	
	85
	17.1%

	Pick-ups made “on-time” (1)
	225
	45.8%
	91
	18.3%

	Pick-ups made 1-15 minutes after sched. time
	137
	27.9%
	147
	29.6%

	Pick-ups made 16-30 minutes after sched. time
	63
	12.8%
	70
	14.1%

	Pick-ups made 31-45 minutes after sched. time
	50
	10.2%
	51
	10.3%

	Pick-ups made 46-60 minutes after sched. time
	10
	2.0%
	9
	1.8%

	Pick-ups made 60+ minutes after sched. time
	6
	1.2%
	7
	1.4%

	TOTALS
	491
	99.9%
	496
	99.8%


(1)
MATAPlus summaries included all pick-up made on or before the scheduled time in this “on-time” category.

The assessment team’s analysis showed that a small percentage of trips were made more than 15 minutes early.  Based on dispatch observations, early pick-ups can occur for a number of legitimate reasons.  First, customers may have completed appointments earlier than expected and could have called for an earlier pick-up.  Second, scheduled times for group runs might not have been updated to show the latest times arranged between drivers, riders, and programs.

However, some drivers may have downtime in their schedule and may be arriving well before the scheduled pick-up times.  Comments from riders interviewed indicated that this does happen.  At the same time, riders noted that they had not been pressured to leave earlier than the scheduled time.

MATAPlus staff noted that a recent review had shown that one driver was consistently arriving early and was pressuring riders to leave early.  It is recommended that MATA continue to monitor very early pick-ups (tabulated by driver) as well as late pick-ups to ensure that this is minimized.

Observations of Yellow Cab On-Time Performance

In addition to reviewing actual pick-up times on the MATAPlus driver manifests, the assessment team observed the Yellow Cab operation on Wednesday, February 16.  MATA contracts with Yellow Cab to operate six standing order runs each day and to provide additional weekend capacity, particularly in the evening.  Yellow Cab provides about 140 trips per weekday and about 20-24 trips on the weekend.

Yellow Cab drivers were asked to radio-in pick-ups and drop-offs for the morning routes.  Radio times were then compared to scheduled times to determine on-time performance.  Of the six runs assigned for that day, five were run with vans.  One van driver called in sick and the trips for that run were “cabbed out.”  These trips were same-day dispatched through the taxicab part of the company.  The van run was split into two runs and assigned to two cabs.  Periodic check-in with the cab dispatcher showed these trips were performed on-time.

Table 8 below shows the recorded pick-up versus scheduled pick-up times for the five van runs observed.  As shown, the vast majority of trips were performed on time, with the vehicle arriving just before or a little after the scheduled pick-up time.  Only one pick-up was made after the 30-minute on-time window (32 minutes after the scheduled time).  For this trip. the dispatcher noted that the order of the run had changed and that a new pick-up time, not reflected on the schedule, had been arranged with the rider.  A few pick-ups were more than 15 minutes early, but again, it appeared that these times were regular times, known by the rider.  There was only one issue with a rider not being ready, and in this case, the vehicle had arrived on-time.

Table 8.  Actual Versus Scheduled Pick-Up Times,

Yellow Cab AM Runs for February 16, 2000

	
	Assessment Team Verification

	
	# of Trips
	%

	Pick-ups made 60+ minutes early
	0
	0

	Pick-ups made 46-60 minutes early
	0
	0

	Pick-ups made 31-45 minutes early
	0
	0

	Pick-ups made 16-30 minutes early
	6
	10.3%

	Pick-ups made 1-15 minutes early
	29
	50.0%

	Pick-ups made “on-time” (1)
	8
	13.8%

	Pick-ups made 1-15 minutes after sched. time
	12
	20.7%

	Pick-ups made 16-30 minutes after sched. time
	2
	3.4%

	Pick-ups made 31-45 minutes after sched. time
	1
	1.7%

	Pick-ups made 46-60 minutes after sched. time
	0
	0

	Pick-ups made 60+ minutes after sched. time
	0
	0

	TOTALS
	58
	99.9%


Based on these observations and discussions with the Yellow Cab staff, it appeared that the standing order trips and runs assigned to Yellow Cab were being performed with very few issues or problems.

MATAPlus On-Time Performance Statistics

With the verification of the accuracy of MATAPlus on-time performance data, it is reasonable to consider performance based on existing daily reports.  On-time performance data were obtained for the period from August 1999 through January 2000.  This data is provided in Table 9 below.  As shown, 92.5% of trips scheduled on in-house MATAPlus vehicles were recorded on-time for this six-month period.  Yellow Cabs on-time performance for this period was recorded as 98.8%.

Table 9.  On-Time Performance Based on MATAPlus Daily Summaries

(“On-time defined to mean the vehicle arrived on or before the scheduled pick-up

time and no more than 30 minutes after the scheduled pick-up time)

	Month
	% Trips “On-Time”

(MATAPlus In-House Service)
	% Trips “On-Time

(Yellow Cab Contracted Service)

	August 1999
	91.4%
	97.8%

	September 1999
	89.8%
	99.2%

	October 1999
	92.9%
	98.6%

	November 1999
	94.4%
	98.4%

	December 1999
	93.5%
	99.9%

	January 2000
	93.0%
	98.7%

	6-Month Average
	92.5%
	98.8%


Changes to Requested Times and Rider “Call-Backs”

While the on-time performance based on scheduled times appears to be quite good, the assessment identified one issue that might be contributing to miscommunications with riders and a lower on-time performance from the customer’s perspective.  This issue is the changing of requested/negotiated pick-up times and the process of call-backs when times are changed.

As explained by staff, if reservationists are not able to schedule a trip directly into the computer, the requested time is recorded on a paper “Daily Reservations” form.  This requested time is then added into the computer and scheduled later.  When scheduled, requested times can be changed by the scheduler to enable the trip to be fit onto an existing run.  If the requested time is changed by 15 minutes or more, it is MATA’s policy to call the rider and inform him or her of the new scheduled time.  MATAPlus staff maintains a “Reservation Confirmation/Negotiation List” to record call-backs to riders.

As noted above, several riders who were contacted noted that times are sometimes changed without notice.  To check the accuracy of the MATAPlus call-back process, the following analysis was undertaken:  Trips requested in January were randomly selected from the “Daily Reservations” forms.  These trips were then called-up on the computer to determine the final scheduled times.  The final scheduled times were then compared to the requested times.  If the requested time was changed by more than 15 minutes, the “Reservation Confirmation/Negotiation List” for that day was examined to see if a call-back had been made.  Table 10 below shows the results of this analysis.  A total of 82 trips were selected for review.  Of these, requested times were changed by more than 15 minutes for 14 trips.  Records showed call-backs for only four of these trips.

Table 10.  Random Review of Call-Back Records

	Total # of Trips Reviewed
	# of Trips with Times Changed by 15+ Minutes
	Call-Backs Recorded

	82


	14
	4


While it is possible that call-backs were made and simply not recorded on the “Reservation Confirmation/Negotiation List,” this analysis suggests that, given the pressure on reservations and scheduling to handle calls and get trips scheduled, call-backs might not always be made.

It is also important to note that an examination of the “Reservation Confirmation/Negotiation List” for the month of September 1999 showed that even when calls were made, riders were not always reached.  Table 11 below provides a summary of the results of September call-backs.  As shown, of the 212 call-backs recorded for the month, calls were successful (the customer or another person was reached) in 115 cases (54% of the time).  Messages were left in another 52 cases (24% of the time).  Calls were not successful in 45 cases (21% of the time) for a variety of reasons.  These included: no answer, a busy signal, wrong phone number, temporarily disconnected number, or no phone number on file. 

Table 11.  Recorded Results of Call-Backs in September, 1999

	Total Call-Backs

with Results Recorded
	Successful Calls (Reached Customers)
	Left Message
	No Answer or “Busy”
	No Phone #, Temporarily Disconnected, or Wrong #

	212


	115
	52
	31
	14


Changing trip times without providing notice to the customer could be having an impact on on-time performance because customers would then be expecting the vehicle to arrive at a time that is different from the time on the driver’s manifest.

In addition, changing times by even 10-15 minutes could be having an impact on on-time performance.  Where the original requested/agreed upon times vary from the scheduled times, the manifests show only the scheduled times – information about the originally requested time is not included.  This has the potential to cause miscommunications between operators and customers regarding the on-time pick-up window.  For example, if a customer originally requests a 2:00 pm return trip pick-up and this time is changed to 2:15 pm, the customer will be looking for the vehicle between 2:00 and 2:30.  The driver, however, will feel that he or she is on-time if he or she arrives between 2:15 and 2:45.

Observation of MATAPlus Pull-Out and Driver Interviews

Members of the assessment team observed operator pull-out on the morning of Wednesday, February 16.  This was done to see if an adequate number of drivers and vehicles was available to perform scheduled runs.

The dispatcher assembles information needed for the morning service including: manifests for each of the morning runs, a schedule of available vehicles, a list of cancelled trips and a list of unscheduled passenger trips (the 100 list) and a schedule of operator assignments.  On the observation day, manifests 1-23 were assigned for subscription customers; 24-29 were assigned to demand responsive customers, and 30 was assigned to MATAPlus contractor Yellow Cab for subscription customers.  Forty-five vehicles were available including 38 fully accessible buses and 7 vans accessible by ambulatory passengers.  Three of the buses (R52 Champions) are limited for use by qualified drivers.  Thirty-eight drivers were scheduled for work.  Twenty-three were assigned to the 23 subscription runs and 15 were assigned as extra board drivers.

Operators are scheduled to arrive 10 minutes prior to pull-out time to affirm their attendance and to prepare for pull out.  During check-in, drivers receive their manifests, check the list of trip cancellations, and receive their vehicle key.  Drivers inspect their vehicles before pull-out to identify any problems.  If vehicles are unsuitable for pull-out the operator notifies the dispatcher.  Of the 38 buses, 2 were pulled from service for repairs as a result of operator inspections.  If there are minor vehicle defects operators report them to the dispatcher while on route.  Additionally, the dispatcher announces cancelled trips to the operators over the radio. 

The dispatcher assigned the unscheduled passenger trips to runs as the pull-out progressed.  During the observation period the unscheduled trips were assigned to new runs identified as manifests 31-35. 

As of 6:30 am, 3 of the 38 drivers were absent.  Two of the absentees had been pre-assigned to subscription runs and 1 to extra board.  Two of the remaining extra board were assigned to subscription runs and 8 to demand responsive runs, leaving 4 extra board operators unassigned.

In an interview with several operators, they indicated that the manifest type font was difficult to read, a problem that the reviewers also observed.  They noted that some runs were quite long with as many as 20 passenger trips in one day.  They commented that many of the vehicles shake at highway speeds and that the steering pulls.  Some indicated that it was difficult to assist users of non-motorized wheelchairs on ramps but was not dangerous.  Drivers also cited positive support that they received in performance of their work from the dispatchers and fellow drivers.

Overall, the pull-out went relatively well and there were enough vehicles and extra board drivers to cover call-outs and maintenance problems.  It was noted that the method of informing operators of cancellations that are made before pull-out places the onus upon the operator to check the cancellation list.  The general radio announcement could be missed if the driver is away from his/her vehicle or difficult to record if the operator is driving.  To minimize miscommunication, the dispatcher could review each manifest before giving it to the operator and record cancellations and additions of unscheduled trips.  Consideration should also be given to using a larger and clearer type font in printing manifests.

Findings:

1. The on-time performance standard should be expanded to more thoroughly address all aspects of on-time performance.  The standard currently only addresses timely pick-ups.  Timely arrivals for appointments is not tracked.  While appointment/desired arrival times are often given to reservationists, driver manifests are not formatted to show this information.  The manifests show only the calculated drop-off time.  It would be helpful to have appointment times known by drivers and dispatchers so they could ensure that riders reach destinations on time.  Having an appointment time on the manifest would then also allow drop-off and appointment times to be compared.

2. MATA should monitor early pick-ups as well as late pick-ups.  While this did not appear to be a major issue based on the data collected, riders who were interviewed had specific records of early arrivals.  MATA should ensure that, if vehicles are arriving early, riders are not pressured to leave before the agreed upon pick-up window.  Monitoring of early arrivals should also be done to ensure that this is not contributing to recorded no-shows.

3. Driver manifests should also be formatted to show pick-up times communicated to customers as well as scheduled times.  This “agreed upon” time could be the original requested time or the time negotiated with the rider through call-backs.  Then, even if the final scheduled time varies slightly from the time given to customers, there will be a clear understanding by drivers and dispatchers of the 30 minute window (based on negotiated pick-up times) when customers will be expecting the vehicle to arrive.

4. The process of scheduling and making call-backs needs to be reviewed.  Ideally, as mentioned in the “Reservation and Phone Capacity” section earlier, adequate reservation capacity would exist to allow all trip requests to be scheduled while customers are making trip requests.  This way, fewer trips would need to be scheduled after the fact and fewer call-backs would be needed.  In the meantime, it would seem important to ensure that riders are made aware of significant changes to the expected pick-up times.  Additional time and effort should be made to contact riders if times are changed.  This appears to be a staffing issue.  The scheduler currently is often distracted by being required to back-up the reservations process.  The scheduler is also handling a significant number of trips given that many trips have to be scheduled after the fact.  Adequate staff time does not seem to be available to allow call-backs to be made in a thorough fashion.

Observations Regarding Travel Time

The observation and review of travel time/trip length was performed in the following ways:

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

· The MATA performance standard regarding travel time was reviewed.

· Systemwide travel times were reviewed for the months of September, 1999 and January, 2000.

· A comparison of ADA Complementary Paratransit and fixed route travel times was conducted for a random sample of 20 trips in January, 2000 that were reported to be over 90 minutes in length.

Customer/Advocate Interviews

Of the ten customers and two agencies interviewed, two mentioned travel time as an issue.  One person noted that the regular standing order ride that her daughter had frequently involved riding over two hours one-way.  The second person also noted periodic travel times of over two hours returning from the “UT Hospital.”

MATA Travel Time Standard

Page 11 of the MATAPlus Rider’s Guide states:

“A trip may require more than one hour from origin to destination due to the size of the MATA service area.  MATAPlus operates service that is comparable to the fixed route service.  We are committed to trips that are not excessive in length and have adopted the standard that no trips will be more than twice the length of comparable fixed route service.”

In a letter to the review team dated December 17, 1999, which provided service standard information, MATA described its travel time standard as follows:

“According to our plan, travel time does not exceed one (1) hour after pick-up time unless special arrangements are made with the family/customer.  One and one-half (1 ½) hours are considered too long on our vans, and our goal is to provide 95% of trips within the standard.”

While on-site, the travel time standard was clarified with MATA staff.  It was noted that the formal standard is twice the fixed route travel time and that the informal standard used in scheduling runs is 90 minutes.

Service Statistics

To determine how well the ADA Complementary Paratransit service was meeting the established travel time standard, a list of trips that exceeded 90 minutes in length was prepared from MATA computer trip records.  This listing of long trips was developed for the months of September 1999 and January 2000.

In September 1999, there were 798 trips in excess of 90 minutes.  That number represented 8.2% of the 9,743 trips provided during that month.  The average travel time for those trips was 124 minutes.  In contrast, during January 2000, there were 102 trips in excess of 90 minutes.  That number represented 1.2% of the 8,704 trips provided during that month.  The average travel time for those trips was 121 minutes.

The data suggest that there has been considerable improvement in the travel time performance for MATAPlus between September 1999 and January 2000.  According to MATAPlus staff, this improvement reflects a concerted effort to reduce travel times and improve on-time performance by hiring additional drivers and ensuring that sufficient drivers were available to cover all scheduled runs.

Comparative Analysis of Randomly Selected Trips

As part of the review of travel time performance, the assessment team compared a sample of driver-reported travel times on the ADA Complementary Paratransit service with the scheduled travel time that would have been required to complete those same trips using fixed route service.  The 20 trips were selected at random from the trips that were reported to be longer than 90 minutes during January 2000.  The travel times for the selected MATAPlus trips were taken from pick-up and drop-of times reported on driver manifests.  The travel times for the comparable fixed route trips were calculated by MATA’s customer service staff, who determined the scheduled fixed route(s) required to complete the same trips on the same days and times as the MATAPlus trips.  The results of this analysis are shown in Table 12 on the following page.

The data reported in Table 12 indicate that the average travel time for the MATAPlus trips included in this analysis was 105 minutes, ranging from 84 to 162 minutes.  The comparable fixed route time averaged 67 minutes, ranging from 22 to 154 minutes.  If the fixed route travel time is doubled to account for the fixed route travel time standard used for comparative purposes, then the average fixed route travel time standard would be 135 minutes, ranging from 44 to 308 minutes.

Table 12.  Travel Time Analysis of Sample Trips During January 2000

	MATAPlus
	Fixed Route
	Difference
	

	Sample
	
	
	
	Travel Time
	
	Travel Time
	2 x Travel  Time
	DR - FR
	DR – 2*FR
	

	Trip #
	Origin
	Destination
	P-U Time
	(mins.)
	Start Time
	(mins.)
	(mins.)
	(mins.)
	(mins.)
	Comments - Fixed Routes

	1
	3900 Delp
	700 Bullington
	3:18 p.m.
	162
	3:15 p.m.
	95
	190
	67
	-28
	Rte #20 to Rte #4

	2
	800 Lindon 
	2200 Whitten
	5:05 p.m.
	135
	5:21 p.m.
	111
	222
	24
	-87
	Rte #52 to Rte #20

	3
	300 Marthagene
	2600 Chelsea
	7:20 a.m.
	100
	7:09 a.m.
	80
	160
	20
	-60
	Rte #13 to Rte #4

	4
	1900 Todd
	2600 Chelsea
	7:50 a.m.
	110
	7:55 a.m.
	78
	156
	32
	-46
	Rte #53 to Rte #4

	5
	5700 Grassy Valley
	2500 Douglass
	7:58 a.m.
	138
	7:38 a.m.
	112
	224
	26
	-86
	Rte #81 to Rte #30 to Rte #52

	6
	400 Patterson
	1400 Gillman
	4:25 p.m.
	86
	3:59 p.m.
	96
	192
	-10
	-106
	Rte #2 to Rte #32 to Rte #53

	7
	3200 Woodhollow
	700 Tillman
	10:54 a.m.
	91
	10:26 a.m.
	154
	308
	-63
	-217
	Rte #69 to Rte #50 to Rte #53

	8
	3900 Austin Pleay
	1400 E McLamore
	1:50 p.m.
	150
	2:03 p.m.
	95
	190
	55
	-40
	Rte #52 to Rte #34

	9
	2200 Numelee
	700 Tanglewood
	7:52 a.m.
	105
	7:20 a.m.
	96
	192
	9
	-87
	Rte #11 to Rte #2

	10
	3300 Knight Arnold
	2000 Benford
	3:37 p.m.
	128
	3:51 p.m.
	65
	130
	63
	-2
	Rte #10 to Rte #31

	11
	2600 Chelsea
	1300 Elliston
	2:35 p.m.
	140
	2:29 p.m.
	61
	122
	79
	18
	Rte #4 to Rte #13

	12
	1200 Union
	2900 Coleman
	5:00 p.m.
	140
	5:23 p.m.
	53
	106
	87
	34
	Rte #31 to Rte #40

	13
	1000 Rozelle
	3500 Knight Arnold
	6:52 a.m.
	100
	7:10 a.m.
	22
	44
	78
	56
	Rte #10 

	14
	1900 Victoria
	3400 Jackson
	6:02 a.m.
	147
	7:30 a.m.
	55
	110
	92
	37
	Rte #32 to Rte #52

	15
	3900 Delp
	700 Tanglewood
	3:30 p.m.
	120
	3:15 p.m.
	115
	230
	5
	-110
	Rte #70 to Rte #2

	16
	1100 Estate
	3500 Knight Arnold
	7:18 a.m.
	97
	6:59 a.m.
	33
	66
	64
	31
	Rte #69 to Rte #10

	17
	400 Jackson
	0 W. Georgia
	6:29 a.m.
	151
	6:40 a.m.
	24
	48
	127
	103
	Rte #52 to Rte #53

	18
	4200 Double Tree
	3400 Jackson
	6:20 a.m.
	107
	6:56 a.m.
	86
	172
	21
	-65
	Rte #19 to Rte #52

	19
	3300 Dobbin Ferry
	700 Tanglewood
	7:42 a.m.
	84
	7:42 a.m.
	92
	184
	-8
	-100
	Rte #20 to Rte #2

	20
	700 Tanglewood
	3300 Dobbin Ferry
	2:30 p.m.
	102
	2:34 p.m.
	105
	210
	-3
	-108
	Rte #2 to Rte #20

	Averages
	105
	
	67
	135
	38
	-30
	

	Notes:  Origin and destination addresses have been rounded to the nearest 100 block.


As may be seen in Table 12, on average, MATAPlus trips were 38 minutes longer than the travel time for comparable fixed route service; however, MATAPlus trips average 30  minutes shorter than the standard travel time of twice the comparable fixed route travel time.  Of the 20 trips that were analyzed, MATAPlus exceeded the travel time standard of twice the comparable fixed route service in six cases, ranging from 18 to 103 minutes longer.  It should be noted that some of the trips that were included in the analysis were group trips to center programs.  These trips involved multiple pick-ups, which may add considerably to the actual travel time.

Findings and Recommendations

1. Finding:  Overall, the data suggest that MATA has made considerable progress in recent months to improve travel times experienced by MATAPlus riders.

Recommendation:  MATA should continue to monitor its travel time performance to ensure that travel times are not excessively long when compared to fixed route service.  Further, MATAPlus should periodically perform a similar analysis to the one reported here, including trips that are shorter in duration, to ensure that this travel time standard is being met.

Particular attention should be given to standing order group trips.  In some cases, to accommodate additional riders going to and from these sites, routes have been developed with total run times exceeding the 90 minute standard.  The January listing of trips over 90 minutes showed several ongoing group trips to frequent destinations that had times approaching two-and-a-half hours in length.  When developing these routes, MATA should work with program staff and riders to ensure that ride times are acceptable to all customers – particularly where the comparable fixed route travel time is less than the scheduled ADA Complementary Paratransit travel time.

2.
Finding:  The formal MATAPlus travel time standard of twice the fixed route time could be considered too long for some trips.  A standard that allows a longer ADA Complementary Paratransit ride time is often used to reflect the fact that ADA Complementary Paratransit is a door-to-door rather than a point-to-point service.  Fixed route riders experience walking times to and from bus stops in addition to the onboard travel time.  For longer trips, however, doubling the fixed route travel time might overcompensate for walking times to and from stops.  For example, where the on-board fixed route ride time is 60-90 minutes, allowing an additional 60-90 minutes on ADA Complementary Paratransit to compensate for walking time to and from bus stops would seem to be excessive.  On the other hand, for shorter fixed route trips with on-board times of 30 minutes or so, allowing an additional 30 minutes on ADA Complementary Paratransit to compensate for walking times might be more reasonable.

Recommendation:  A standard of fixed route travel time plus “x” minutes might be more appropriate.  A fixed amount of time would be added to scheduled fixed route travel times to reflect the difference between ADA Complementary Paratransit curb-to-curb service and point-to-point fixed route service.

Inspection of MATAPlus Vehicle Ramps

In the weeks prior to the on-site assessment, FTA received a complaint from a local Memphis disability agency alleging that certain MATAPlus vehicles did not meet the requirements of the ADA Accessibility Guidelines (ADAAG).  Specifically, the complaint alleged that the slope of the ramps on some MATAPlus vehicles was steeper than the maximum slope allowed by ADAAG.  To address this issue, several different MATAPlus vehicles were inspected as part of the on-site assessment.

Section 38.23(c)(5) of 49 CFR Part 38 includes guidelines for ramp slopes on vehicles considered to be “accessible.”  This section states:

“Ramps shall have the least slope practicable and shall not exceed 1:4 when deployed to ground level.  If the height of the vehicle floor from which the ramp is deployed is 3 inches or less above a 6-inch curb, a maximum slope of 1:4 is permitted; if the height of the vehicle floor from which the ramp is deployed is 6 inches or less, but greater than 3 inches, above a 6-inch curb, a maximum slope of 1:6 is permitted; if the height of the vehicle floor from which the ramp is deployed is 9 inches or less, but greater than 6 inches, above a 6-inch curb, a maximum slope of 1:8 is permitted; if the height of the vehicle floor from which the ramp is deployed is greater than 9 inches above a 6-inch curb, a slope of 1:12 shall be achieved.”

These requirements are summarized in Table 13 below.

Table 13.  ADAAG Vehicle Ramp Slope Requirements

	Finished floor height above a 6-inch curb
	Maximum allowable slope

	3” or less
	1:4

	>3 inches and < 6 inches
	1:6

	>6 inches and < 9 inches
	1:8

	> 9 inches
	1:12


Two different types of ramp-equipped vehicles are used in the MATAPlus service.  This includes Champion minibuses and ELF minibuses.  Also, two different orders of ELF vehicles are used.  This includes minibuses manufactured in 1995 and minibuses manufactured in 1998.  To obtain information about all of these types of vehicles, the review team inspected three different vehicles.  These were:  Champion #127, ELF #97 and ELF #121.

All vehicles inspected had a folding ramp mechanism.  When the ramp is deployed (unfolded), it uncovers a portion of the floor that slopes out to the entrance door.  The slope of this “upper ramp” section is fixed.  The hinged portion of the ramp then connects the outer edge of this sloped section of floor to the ground.  For measurement purposes, this was considered to be the “lower ramp” section.

Two of the vehicles inspected (Champion #127 and ELF #121) also had a “kneeling” feature that allowed the floor to be lowered.  Finished floor heights were measured with the bus in a kneeling as well as standard position.  For purposes of calculating required ramp slopes, however, the kneeling height was considered.

Finally, the newer ELF minibus (#127) had both a side and rear entrance door, both ramp-equipped.  Floor heights and ramp dimensions at both entrances were measured.

The tables below summarize the measurements made for each vehicle.  Following each table, comments on the compliance of each vehicle with ADAAG standards is discussed.

Table 14.  Ramp Measurements for ELF #121

	Side Entrance
	Rear Entrance

	Upper Ramp Section (in floor):
	
	Upper Ramp Section (in floor):
	

	     Rise
	5”
	     Rise
	5”

	     Length of ramp
	39”
	     Length of ramp
	39”

	     Run (calculated)
	38.7”
	     Run (calculated)
	38.7”

	     Slope
	1:7.7
	     Slope
	1:7.7

	Lower Ramp Section (to ground):
	
	Lower Ramp Section (to ground):
	

	     Floor height not knelt
	14”
	     Floor height not knelt
	14”

	     Floor height knelt (Rise)
	8”
	     Floor height knelt (Rise)
	9”

	     Length of ramp
	39”
	     Length of Ramp
	39”

	     Run (calculated)
	38.2”
	     Run (calculated)
	37.9

	     Slope
	1:4.8
	     Slope
	1:4.2


At both the side and rear entrances, the “upper ramp” section has a very gradual slope the is about 1:7.7 ( one inch drop over 7.7 inch run).  The lower ramp section at the rear has a slope of 1:4.2 and the lower ramp section on the side has a slightly more gradual slope of 1:4.8.  The finish floor heights of 8” (side) and 9” (rear) make the floor 3 inches or less above a 6-inch curb.  Therefore, the allowable slope at both entrances is 1:4.  Both entrances meet this standard.

Table 15.  Ramp Measurements for Champion #127

	Upper Ramp (built-in floor section):
	

	     Rise
	1.5”

	     Length of ramp
	39”

	     Run (calculated)
	38.9”

	     Slope
	1:26

	Lower Ramp (vehicle edge to ground):
	

	     Floor height not knelt
	13”

	     Floor height knelt (Rise)
	8”

	     Length of Ramp
	38”

	     Run (calculated)
	37.1”

	     Slope
	1:4.6


The “upper ramp” section of the Champion bus has a very gradual slope of 1:26.  The “lower ramp” section has a slope of 1:4.6.  With a finish floor height of 8 inches, this bus falls into the category of having a floor that is “3 inches or less above a 6-inch curb.”  The allowable slope is therefore 1:4.  The slope is slightly less, which means the ramp does comply with the ADAAG standard.

Table 16.  Ramp Measurements for ELF #97

	Upper Ramp (built-in floor section):
	

	     Rise
	5”

	     Length of ramp
	35”

	     Run (calculated)
	34.6”

	     Slope
	1:6.9

	Lower Ramp (vehicle edge to ground):
	

	    Floor Height (Rise)
	10.5”

	    Length of ramp
	35”

	    Run (calculated)
	33.4”

	    Slope
	1:3.2


The slope of the “upper ramp” section on this older ELF bus is 1:6.9.  The lower section has a slope of 1:3.2.  With a finished floor height of 10.5”, this vehicle falls in the category of having a finished floor that is “6 inches or less, but greater than 3 inches above a 6-inch curb.”  The allowable slope for a vehicle with this height floor is 1:6.  The existing slope is much greater and does not meet ADAAG standards.

With a floor height of 10.5” and a maximum slope of 1:6, the minimum run that would be permitted would be 63”, which would require a ramp of at least 63.9”.

Summary of Findings and Recommendations

Significant increases in resources have been dedicated to MATAPlus to improve and expand the service.  The review team also found that MATA staff at all levels was concerned about providing quality ADA Complementary Paratransit service in compliance with the regulations.  Once scheduled, trips appear to be provided with fairly high on-time reliability (92+% on-time performance was verified).  Travel times also have been shortened significantly in recent months.

The MATAPlus service does, however, appear to be capacity constrained during peak hours, when much of the vehicle time is dedicated to subscription service.  A review of the reservation phone lines in January 2000 indicated that customers are often not able to make next day reservations during peak times.  The calling pattern of customers also suggests that customers have learned that making next day requests can be risky (83% of trip requests are placed 2 or 3 days in advance).  Additional capacity needs to be provided during peak hours so that next day service can be reliably provided.

A number of procedural and operational issues were also identified that may be impacting access to the service and reliability of the service.  These included:

1. Requested pick-up times appear to be adjusted in the scheduling process without notice to riders, in many cases.  Small adjustments in the pick-up time (up to 15 minutes) are typically made without subsequent rider notice.  These changes are not shown on driver manifests and could be causing miscommunications between riders and drivers/dispatchers concerning the expected vehicle arrival times.

2. Notice (call-backs) for more significant changes of (15 minutes, 30 minutes, or more) appear to be made in some, but not all cases.  Based on a random sample of trips which had been adjusted 15 minutes or more, call-backs appear to have been made to only about 30% of the riders.  Even when call-backs are made, it is often not possible to reach the customer.  A review of call-back records showed that they are not successful (it is not possible to reach the rider or leave a message) about 20% of the time.  Again, this is undoubtedly causing situations where vehicles are arriving at times when customers are not expecting them.

3. The reservation function does not appear to be adequately staffed.  As a result, even though staff is working to full capacity, and several other staff in the office assist in taking calls at peak times, many calls are diverted to voice mail.  Given the pressure to handle incoming calls, enter information into the computer system, and get all trips scheduled for the next day, voice mail is not always checked in a timely manner and same day cancellations and other important customer information is lost.

4. Reservationists are also frequently forced to handle multiple calls and to go back and forth between customers in order to keep hold times reasonable and keep too many calls from going to voice mail.  While they appeared to be skilled at dealing with multiple requests, this process can lead to occasional mistakes in the recording or information or full understanding of customer needs.  Interviews with customers as well as complaint records suggest that information is sometimes recorded inaccurately, which causes trips to be performed late or missed.

5. The handling of trip request information could also be adding to the potential for inaccuracies in the reservations and scheduling process.  Given the time pressures in the reservation process, trip request information (including new requests, changes in requests, and cancellations) is manually recorded by several different staff.  Trip requests/changes are then entered into the computer when there is a break in calls and time permits.  This repeated handling of information could easily lead to inaccuracies in the reservations and scheduling process.  Even though MATA has instituted an “initialing” process to ensure that all requests are entered into the computer, the interpretation of written information after the fact could result in errors.

6. The understaffing of the reservation function also appears to be impacting other aspects of operation, such as the scheduler’s ability to make all (or repeat) call-backs when trip times are adjusted, or to review standing order runs on a more regular basis.

To address these issues, the following recommendations are made:

· MATA should consider increasing the number of staff available to take trip requests and handle other customer service requests.  A second dedicated reservationist on weekdays is recommended.

· MATA should consider installing a phone system that can place incoming calls in a central queue and then direct customers, one at a time, to reservationists when they are available.  The new system should be equipped to show the number of callers on hold and the maximum hold times in real time to allow the operations manager to assist or assign other staff to assist at peak call times.  The system should also be capable of producing regular phone performance reports.  It was noted that MATA is in the process of obtaining a new phone system.

· The staffing of the reservation function should be adequate to allow reservationists to enter information directly into the computerized reservations/scheduling/dispatch system.  This will eliminate multiple handling of information.  It will also allow reservationists to check for available ride times (thereby minimizing the need for schedule changes after the fact and call-backs).

· The scheduler should be allowed more time to review schedules and to regularly update and improve standing order runs.  Currently, the scheduler is often distracted from her duties in order to back-up the reservation function.  It is also recommended that the scheduler be given working space that allows her to better focus on her task.

In addition, MATA should address the following issues related to eligibility determination, trip eligibility reviews, travel times, performance standards, vehicle design, and public information:

1. The process used to review MATAPlus applications should be streamlined to permit decisions to be made in 21 calendar days.  A review of recent determinations showed in more than 60% of the cases it took more than 21 days to issue a letter of determination.

2. MATA should ensure that the former policy of requiring applicants to relinquish fixed route reduced fare IDs in order to receive MATAPlus IDs is not reinstated.  Further, MATA should conduct a review of past records to determine how many applicants were impacted by this policy and should contact any applicants it identifies as being forced to give up fixed route IDs or not pursue ADA Complementary Paratransit eligibility.

3. MATA should develop the tools (maps, software) to allow trip requests to be more thoroughly reviewed for eligibility.  The current process appears to rely on the reservationists’ general and basic fixed route understanding to select trips that are then reviewed.  This process is somewhat arbitrary and likely results in some ineligible trips being served while others are denied.

4. While travel times have been approved significantly in recent months, MATA should still review longer standing order rides to ensure that they are not excessive.  It is also recommended that MATA reconsider its travel time performance standard which permits ADA Complementary Paratransit trips that are twice as long as similar fixed route trips.  While this standard may be appropriate for shorter trips, it may not be comparable for longer trips.

5. MATA should consider ways to record appointment times (in reservations and scheduling as well as on driver manifests) to be able to ensure that customers are not only picked-up on-time, but arrive at appointments on-time.  On-time arrivals should also be considered in the on-time performance standard.

6. MATA should make sure that service policies and operating procedures are recorded and communicated to customers as well as staff.  It was noted that MATAPlus operated without a Rider’s Guide for some time before the on-site assessment.  It is possible that this could have resulted in different interpretations of policies and procedures by riders (particularly new riders) and different interpretations by staff.  The new Rider’s Guide should be helpful.  Efforts should be made in the future to keep the Guide updated and to communicate any changes in policies and procedures in a timely way.

7. The inspection of ELF #97 showed that it had a ramp that was steeper than allowed by the ADAAG standards.  Modifications should be made to older ELF vehicles to bring the ramps into compliance with ADAAG standards.
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