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Introduction
In 2004, President Bush signed in to law Executive Order number 13330, directing federal agencies to ensure that “transportation services are seamless, comprehensive and accessible”.  This Executive Order became know as the United We Ride (UWR) initiative.  The UWR initiative established the federal Transportation Coordinating Council on Access and Mobility (CCAM).  New Jersey also established a state CCAM.  In 2005, the Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act, A Legacy for Users was adopted by congress and signed into law mandating that projects selected for federal funding be derived from a coordinated public transit-human services transportation plan.  As a result of these mandates, Somerset County convened a group of stakeholders to review and update existing transportation plans and set a plan for the future to address the mandates of the Executive Order.  Because this plan affects federally funded projects, this plan involves a broad cross section of users and interested parties as multiple municipalities and private non-profit agencies are eligible to apply for some of the federally funded projects.
The federally funded initiatives required for inclusion in this plan are Job Access Reverse Commute funding, Section 5310 funding and also the New Freedom funding.  The County of Somerset has elected to examine a broader range of transportation concerns than those funded only by these programs as the county only participates in one of the above funding categories. However, in order to provide for the needs of the senior, person with disabilities and the economically disadvantaged as well as the general public, we felt it would be remiss to only examine a minute portion of the transportation system present in the County.  For these reasons we are looking at the total Somerset County transportation program and will include all municipal, private and public agencies which choose to participate in the coordination plan.

The County set the first meeting of stakeholders for March 8, 2007.  This meeting established a baseline of transportation initiatives and concerns which would be included in the developing public transit-human services transportation plan.  The County also worked with RideWise, the transportation management agency for Somerset County, to administer a survey of transportation resources and needs.  
Survey of stakeholder groups
This survey tool was cooperatively developed by New Jersey Transit, Somerset County and RideWise to ensure the greatest participation rate possible.  Somerset County and RideWise examined the 14 page survey requested by NJ Transit and made the determination that the survey as presented was too long and confusing.  After some modification a shorter survey  was developed for application within Somerset County.  The shortened survey was mailed to fifty four non-profit agencies, municipalities and continuing care communities in Somerset County.  Agencies and municipalities were given approximately two weeks to complete the survey and those who did not respond were contacted again and requested to complete the survey tool.  Approximately sixty four percent of those contacted completed the survey by May 24, 2007.  A complete analysis of all surveys and a copy of the original survey document is contained in appendix A of this document.
Seventy percent of the respondents indicated that they provided some type of transportation services.  The majority of the respondents indicated that they provided services to senior citizens with a smaller number serving the general public and persons with disabilities.  In examining the type of transportation provided, most indicated that they were providing demand response service (53%), twenty-one percent indicated that they provide fixed route transportation services of some type.  

In looking at the open ended responses to how transportation could be improved to provide for services, the range of answers included additional very low cost transportation or no cost transportation to eligible residents, more transportation to out of county destinations,  evening hour transportation and additional medical or employment transportation services.  It must be noted that in reviewing the surveys there were several areas where the respondents answered questions regarding services by responding what services were provided by the County.
Somerset County Demographics and Transportation Services

The development of the coordinated transportation plan for the County of Somerset required that several prior documents and data sources be examined and updated, as well as a review of the current survey results.

The data sources requiring consideration included the 2000 census and age cohort data for the county.  This data provides a wealth of information on the location of senior citizens in the county.  
The US Census reported the 2000 county population at 297,490 people.  Of this population fifteen percent is aged 60 or older.  Nearly five and one half percent of this senior population is aged 75 and older.  This segment of the senior population is often the population who relies most heavily on public or para-transit and/or friends and family to provide for transportation needs.    By 2006 the estimated population was 324,186, representing a 9% increase.   The population is predominately suburban in nature although there are some towns with more dense pockets of population.  Given that the population is predominately dispersed in a suburban growth pattern there is very little public transportation service available or economically feasible.  The most densely populated communities are North Plainfield, Bound Brook, South Bound Brook, Manville, Somerville and Raritan.  These are some of the oldest developed communities in the county and most are served by heavy rail and/or public bus routes enabling at least some transportation option other than the passenger car.     

Franklin Township, Bridgewater Township and Hillsborough Township together comprise approximately 45% of the County’s population base.  The county has recognized this concentration of population and has structured two public fixed route buses to service these areas.  Franklin Township is served by the DASH bus connecting residents and businesses in a north and south direction.  Hillsborough and Bridgewater Townships are served by the SCOOT bus which also provides north south transportation connecting residents and businesses.   Both the DASH and SCOOT buses operate Monday to Friday.  Ridership on both of these routes has shown substantial increases in the past year as fuel prices have increased.
The county has also recognized that there are pockets of senior citizen housing and special needs housing located in discrete regions of the county.  The increase in Senior Citizen and Disabled Resident Transportation Assistance funding in 2006 allowed the county to provide limited bus service to most of the twenty one municipalities one day per week.  This service is specifically designed to maximize the transit options for senior citizens and persons with disabilities, however the service is open to the general public and is marketed as such.  This route, known as the CAT (Community Access Transit) provides service to the County seat, regional shopping facilities and large housing complexes one day per week in five regions of the county.  Ridership on this line has shown some increase over the initial numbers but is still in its first full year of service.
Municipal Responses
It should be recognized that the three largest municipalities participate in the delivery of transportation services to their residents.  Each of the three largest municipalities provide some transportation service to their residents either directly or under contract to the County.  Bridgewater Township provides transportation to persons age 65 and older using two part time drivers totaling 40 hours of service per month.   Hillsborough Township provides services directly to their residents for a limited number of trips based on age (60+) and income. The township indicated that they provide approximately 300 trips monthly.  Franklin Township contracts with the County to provide transportation to eligible senior citizens to transportation to the Franklin Community center.  Additionally the Township recreation department provides transportation to youth for programs which it sponsors.  The Township estimates that this is approximately 500 trips monthly.
Six additional municipalities completed the survey and indicated that they provide some level of service to their residents.  One municipality, Warren Township did not complete a survey but does contract with the County to provide limited recreational transportation on a three day per week basis.

Bedminster Township indicated that it uses one van to transport senior citizens primarily to medical appointments, recreational trips and shopping facilities.  No estimate of number of trips or hours per month was provided.  Montgomery Township Recreation Department indicated that they provide transportation to senior citizens for nutrition programs, shopping and medical appointments.  No estimate for number of trips was provided although the Township did indicate that it provides service Monday through Friday five hours per day.  North Plainfield  indicated that it provides transportation to senior citizens and persons with disabilities for medical and shopping trips, averaging 250 one way trips per month. 
Bernards Township provides senior citizens with transportation to medical appointments averaging 24 hours of service per month.  The Borough of Peapack and Gladstone provides senior citizens with transportation to shopping and medical appointments approximately 60 hours per month using one part time driver.  Bernardsville Borough indicated that it provides transportation for medical, recreation and adult day services for persons age 65 and older.  Bernardsville estimated that it provides approximately 473 one way trips per month. 
As the survey indicated, there are some limited transportation options for a large majority of the seniors who live in the county.  To a lesser degree there are some service options for other age groups and persons with disabilities provided by the municipal governments.  The County is the largest provider of transportation services.  The county in 2006 provided more than 422,000 para-transit trips and more than 97, 000 public transit trips to destinations both inside and outside the county.  The County has seen an increase in the number and types of trips being taken especially since the institution of the public transit services in 2001.  

Human Service Agency and related resources

Several human service agencies and assisted living and/or retirement communities also provide for limited transportation to their eligible residents or participants.  Three assisted living facilities completed a survey.  Each of the facilities provides transportation only to their residents and for limited purposes.  None of the facilities indicated a number of trips or hours of service for their transportation, thus it is impossible to determine the level of service available.   Wilentz Senior Residence indicated that they provided limited service to their residents averaging a monthly vehicle miles of service of 20 miles.  No other service measures were provided.  Ridge Oak Senior Housing indicated that it provides approximately 400 monthly miles of service, no other service measures provided.  NJ Eastern Star Home provides approximately 80 monthly one way passenger trips to its residents.

Two human service agencies, the Red Cross and the American Cancer Society provide limited services to the general public.  The Red Cross indicated that they provide approximately 200 trips per month and the American Cancer Society indicated that they provide between 10 and 30 trips per month. 
Five human service agencies primarily representing persons with disabilities also indicated that they provide some transportation services to their eligible clients.  Midland Adult Services indicated that it provides approximately 232 one way passenger trips to either employment or educational destinations.  Matheny Medical and Education Center indicated that it provides a vast range of transportation service types totaling approximately 2200 miles per month.  The vast majority of these service miles are for social service trips.   The ARC of Somerset indicates that it provides a range of transportation service types however, no estimate of number of trips or vehicle miles traveled was provided. 
Community Options, Inc provides services to persons with disabilities over the age of 18 to any destination.  The agency estimated that it provides approximately 1000 vehicle miles of service monthly.  Alternatives Inc also provides transportation services to their clients age 18 and over.  The agency provided an estimate of service miles of 25,000 per month; however it is not possible to determine the level of service provided only in Somerset County as the agency provides services to six counties in the state.
The final human service agency to report service provides services to youth age 5 – 13 in a child day care setting.  The Martin Luther King Youth Center estimates that it provides 55 monthly one way passenger trips to its clients.  This was the only child day care center to provide a response to the survey.
As can be seen many of the respondents failed to provide data on transportation service levels making it extremely difficult to provide details on service availability.  There is however, little disagreement that additional services are necessary and desirable across all age groups within the county.  Much has been done in the past five to ten years to address a lack of public transit for the most densely populated corridors in terms of business density or residential density.  More can certainly be accomplished.  However, funding constraints continue to hamper expansion programs.  
As was evident in the survey responses most of the services detailed above are funded by either local or county programs (40%), there is only minimal state and federal funding available for transportation services within the County of Somerset.  The bulk of the state and/or federal funding was administered through the Division of Developmental Disabilities or Department of Human Services ( 23%) and the Medicaid program (12%), residents fees, fares and donations and grants/bequests represent the remainder of the funding (25%).  
New Jersey Transit operates both heavy rail and public bus service within Somerset County.  The Raritan Valley line passes through the heart of the county providing east-west service into Newark with connecting service to New York. The Gladstone Branch of the Morris and Essex line provides east-west service to Newark as well.  The Gladstone Branch operates in the northern section of the county and provides access in an east-west direction.  This rail service operates seven days per week with more frequent service provided during the peak commuter times.  New Jersey Transit also operates six bus lines predominantly serving the central east west transportation corridors (Route 22 and 78). The buses serving this corridor are the 114/117, 65, 989,884 and 822  routes.  The only NJ Transit bus serving a north-south orientation is the 605 which provides service to Montgomery Township and then proceeds south to Mercer County.   A map of all transit lines operating in the county is included as Appendix B.  

Service Needs and Opportunities

Somerset County has studied the availability of transportation options in the area for many years.  There are several prior studies that were examined in consideration of the present study.  The most recent document is the 1998 Statewide County and Community Transportation Planning Services authored by Multisystems, Inc as well as the 1996 Update of the Somerset County Comprehensive Services Plan.  These plans were considered the most relevant as they were the most recently developed comprehensive plans.  Also considered were suggestions made by the public at the public meetings held in 1998 and the Passenger Satisfaction survey conducted in 2005.  All of these past studies, meetings and surveys address some unmet needs as judged by users, providers or human service agencies located in the County.
Evening and Weekend Service

All of the prior studies as well as the current survey indicate a need for evening and weekend services to address medical, employment and recreational transportation.  Currently there is no service for vast areas of the county during the evening and weekend hours.  This lack of service affects seniors, persons with disabilities and economically disadvantaged persons who benefit from both public transit and para-transit services.  While there is long standing knowledge of this lack of service there has been no availability of consistent stable funding to address any expansion of service to address this need.
Expanded Public Transit to include north south travel
The 1998 Community Transportation Plan clearly indicated a need for expansion of the NJTransit 605 vehicle to provide service to Somerville.  This need has never been fulfilled although some increased service along the County operated SCOOT bus has been developed.  Additionally, there is one day per week service available on the CAT (Community Access Transit) which provides connection between Rocky Hill/Montgomery and Somerville/Manville/Bridgewater.  This service does allow the outlying area of the county to access the county seat, shopping and medical facilities.  Operation of the CAT bus is partially funded using the Senior Citizen and Disabled Resident Transportation Assistance funds available to the County.   There however remains a need for more continuous service to connect the county in a north south manner.

Expansion of DASH services
The County of Somerset fully funds the operation of the DASH bus which provides service between New Brunswick (Middlesex County) and Davidson Ave (Somerset County) and also between Bound Brook/South Bound Brook and the Davidson Ave area of Franklin Township.  This service operates in the peak commuting hours only.  The 1998 Study and ongoing discussions with Franklin Township have asked that the service be expanded both in hours of service and to the more residential areas of the Township to provide connections to the rail facilities and employment locations both in Somerset County and Middlesex County.  The issue of funding for any expansion has always been the barrier to expansion of service.

Expansion of Suburban Transit’s New Brunswick to Somerville route
The 1998 plan and ongoing discussions with Work First counselors have indicated a need for expanded service between these two areas.  The reality is that this service was discontinued by Suburban Transit approximately two and one half years ago and there is no possibility of resuming service without additional stable ongoing funding.  To some degree limited connecting service is available on the DASH route but service is only provided to Bound Brook not into Somerville.

Service for persons with disabilities aged 18-21

The para-transit service operated by the County of Somerset Division of Transportation has had a policy of transporting persons with disabilities aged 21 and over.  This policy was instituted more than 25 years ago and has been maintained for a number of reasons including the lack of on-going sustained funding.  Many individuals and agencies have cited this as a problem for their clients who need services and have no transportation options.  While there is certainly some possibility for this age group to use the public transit services available through NJ Transit and the County there have been no options if you did not live within the service area for these routes.  The County has elected to begin a small program using Senior Citizen and Disabled Resident Transportation Assistance funds to employ one para-transit driver to allow for persons with disabilities to have access to services. It is anticipated that this service will begin during the spring of 2008.  While this will not address all of the needs of this age group it is at least a beginning for an age group that has been unserved.

Transportation to volunteer positions
The County para-transit services has never provided for transportation to volunteer positions.  This has been a long standing criticism of the county’s services as it impacts an individual’s ability to job sample or socialize in order to develop marketable job skills or to have an opportunity to give back to the community through volunteering.  Currently given the capacity constraints on the para-transit system there is no opportunity to provide for this service.  The only available options are those available through the use of public transit to access the volunteer position.
Transportation for children under age 18
Currently there is no para-transit service for children under the age of 18 who are not Medicaid recipients.  This too has been long standing county policy.  The drivers at the county division of transportation are not certified to transport school aged children.  There are currently no plans to expand the Somerset County para-transit services to include this group of individuals.  Children however, can and do use the public transit routes available within the county.

Transportation to recreational events
The issue of transportation to recreation activities or weekday shopping opportunities is another open issue and has been for many years.  Several municipalities, agencies and non-profits as indicated by the 2007 survey do provide transportation for recreational and or shopping opportunities during weekday hours.  While this is not a countywide service, there are some areas that have weekday recreational opportunities available to their residents.  Additional service available through the CAT routes provides some residents along the routes or ADA route deviation areas with additional recreational and other services.  The financial constraints associated with providing additional transportation opportunities is the primary reason many of the identified services are not available.
Expanded para-transit opportunities

Currently the existing para-transit services are severely stretched and at capacity on many peak hour routes.  There is a waiting list for some passengers requesting dialysis and employment transportation.  Additionally, not every medical trip can be accommodated on the date and time it is requested and the passenger finds it necessary to reschedule the trip so that transportation can be arranged.  The County has sought to expand the transportation opportunities as grants or fare and donation money becomes sufficient to provide the funds for a driver and related fringe benefit costs.  Currently the fare and donation funds received by this division provide the funding for six drivers within the division dedicated to providing expanded para-transit services.  We continue to look for additional sustained funding to supplement this critical lifeline for County residents.  It must be noted that the County provides substantial funding to provide for this service to eligible county residents and has continued when possible to provide additional funds to assist in the delivery of these services.
Coordinated Transportation Services?

The purpose of this executive order was to forge a working relationship among all providers of transportation services.  Somerset County enjoys the fact that much of the coordination has already occurred. The County began working cooperatively with other county providers of service and has taken over the scheduling and dispatching of most of the services which were available within the county structure.  
Services which had been provided through the Office on Aging and the Board of Social Services were shifted to the Division of Transportation to allow for the full coordination of transportation funding and provision of services.  The County has contracts for the provision of transportation services with a number of non-profit agencies in the county; these include the Adult Day Center of Somerset County, Somerset Hills Adult Day and the ARC, Somerset Unit.  Additionally, the county provides services under contract to Franklin and Warren Townships, Veterans Affairs and an Assisted Living Center (Arbor Glen).  The County has consistently sought to coordinate services where there would be a direct benefit to the passenger base or maximize the use of capital equipment through the consolidation of the transportation programs.   Currently two additional programs are interested in contracting with the County for transportation services, however as of this writing the contracts have not been approved for inclusion in the county coordinated program.
Several human services and municipal agencies provide a variety of services that are currently not available through the coordinated program operated by the County.  Services provided by these agencies and the municipalities provide a link for county residents which would otherwise not be provided.  These services include, but are not limited to, same day short notice medical trips, recreational trips, social service agency trips and numerous other trip purposes otherwise unmet by the county para-transit program.  This provision of service is recognized as being a part of the county transportation coordinated effort without the need for any formal recognition of the agencies or municipalities through contract or other means.  The County does not feel the need to enter into contracts with these entities in order to see the benefit of having a network of service providers available within the County.  It is the intent of the County to certify all entities which provide for transportation services, either directly or through contract as being an integral part of the County network of transportation providers.  In making this statement, the County is certifying these entities as eligible to apply for and receive any and all grants, contracts or funds as might be made available through any state or federal program.
Specific details regarding unmet needs and the means to address them were addressed within the paragraphs above.  It must be noted that the issue with any transportation service is the direct labor costs associated with providing service.  In many cases, funding is made available for a short term with the caveat that long term funding be identified by the local entity developing the new program.  This has been the case with several recent federal programs including Job Access Reverse Commute (JARC) funds and the proposed New Freedom Initiative.  Both of these programs provide seed money with a requirement that sustained funding come from other sources.  Frankly, this type of funding is the reason there are so many unmet needs in a county such as Somerset which has a dearth of public transit.  The County, local and private  funds are spent trying to make up for the fact that there are no transportation options available to the general public, passengers who are disabled or senior citizens who do not or can not drive.  Local resources are consumed attempting to fill the entire range of service options for this population base as the public transit program is not adequate to address any, but the most limited service areas in the suburbs.  It has been the County who has taken the lead in Somerset, developing public transit options and funding them with minimal assistance from State and Federal agencies.  Somerset County has also funded para-transit services at a substantial level for many years.  Somerset County presently has the largest para-transit fleet in the State.  It is anticipated that without substantial new sources of state or federal funding that the county will be required to continue funding para-transit services in order to meet the needs of our residents.
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