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RE: Employment Access and Coordinated Human-services Transportation Needs Assessment

Whatcom Council of Governments (WCOG) is pleased to publish the 2013 Employment Access and
Coordinated Human-services Transportation (EACH) Needs Assessment. This report offers insight and
data that have not previously been available to help our community understand the extent of
transportation barriers faced by people with special needs in Whatcom County.

Until now, Whatcom County social service agencies have not had accurate data to show the degree of
transportation as a human services issue. With the Needs Assessment survey data, we now know that
one in four social service clients was unable to reach services due to transportation barriers in the past
year. Transportation barriers that affect medical care or job training to this degree can have larger social
costs that decision makers will be better able to consider given this wider context.

Encouraging walking and biking, building sidewalks and operating buses are all helpful in improving
mobility for special needs populations, but the degree of investment varies significantly and each of
those initiatives may or may not work for every person. This Needs Assessment can be useful to
policymakers in determining how transportation investments intended for those with special needs can
be “right-sized” to maximize their benefit while improving cost efficiency.

The report also documents successful transportation approaches currently in use. For example, bicycles
are shown to be a low cost transportation solution for people making trips shorter than five miles and
that they work well for more people with special needs than expected. Recognizing solutions and
increasing access to them where appropriate may provide opportunities to reduce costs for the
transportation system as a whole.

WCOG is honored to be a partner with innovative and dedicated social service agencies and we look
forward to utilizing the data in this Needs Assessment to continue to build transportation solutions.

Ellen Barton
EACH Program Manager
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WCOG Executive Summary

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Whatcom Council of Governments (WCOG) conducted research and outreach to
more fully understand existing transportation services and unmet needs for
transportation among people who have disabilities or other barriers to providing their
own transportation. The goal of the project is to clarify coordinated transportation
strategies and priorities and to inform future planning. Ultimately the information
collected should help WCOG to advocate for specific transportation recommendations
based on evidence from and opinions of community members.

The research consisted of four projects:

A county-wide survey of 401 residents

In-person surveys of 406 clients of those organizations
An online survey of 31 human service organizations

hobn =

Key informant interviews with twelve human service organizations and
transportation providers that serve special needs populations in Whatcom County

This report compiles the findings from all these research efforts in detail.

In the research we explored four main modes of transportation available to most people
in Whatcom County: driving cars, riding the bus, riding bikes and walking. While driving
is by far the most common mode of transportation, cars don’t always provide the best fit
for the traveler on every trip. In some cases using a bicycle, bus or walking are more
affordable and equally or more convenient. By exploring the use and barriers to using all
forms of transportation we hoped to clarify the best role for each mode among various
subgroups in the population. Since cars dominate the landscape, findings that indicate
exceptions to that rule will be highlighted.

COUNTY-WIDE SURVEY

Whatcom County residents hold varied opinions about how funding should be spent on
transportation. Only a quarter preferred that spending go to car-related improvements.
The balance of responses was evenly divided among non-car alternatives (bus, bike or
walk). People living outside of Bellingham showed a slightly stronger preference for
increasing road capacity while younger people and people living in single person
households were likely to prefer funding go to alternatives (bus, bike or walk).

One of the biggest barriers to driving a car is the cost of gas (58% considered it a
problem; 30% said that problem actually kept them from driving). However 85% of
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respondents said they use a car most of the time or every time they needed to go
somewhere.

Cars were by far the most frequently used form of transportation. This was followed by
walking, with 53% walking at least some of the time. Biking and bus riding are very
similar to each other in their distribution with about a third of the population using them
some of the time or more often.

The number one reason people cite for not taking the bus more often are service issues
(the schedule, the route or how long it takes). People said they don'’t ride their bikes
more often because of the weather and terrain in Whatcom County, and because they
live too far away from the destinations they need to reach. They also talked about health
issues that impair their ability to ride, and a lack of infrastructure like bike trails and
lanes. Respondents said that the distance between destinations creates a barrier to
walking more often and would like to walk more if destinations were closer.

Most bike riders were confident in their abilities to share the road with cars but had
concerns that drivers did not know how to share the road with bikes. Not surprisingly,
drivers have confidence in themselves but less confidence in the bicyclists.

About half the respondents have taken at least one trip without a car in the past month.
Among those who had not taken any trips without their car, about a third would like to
walk, bike or bus more often.

Over half of respondents said that they would like to reduce their reliance on cars and
use other forms of transportation more often. Primary reasons for this are improving
health and fitness, environmental concerns, and cost savings.

Human Services Client Survey

Less than half of the 406 clients of human service organizations we interviewed drove a
car they owned to the location that day (45%). Other car use included coming in a car
that was borrowed from someone else (7%), and some who carpooled with others
(20%). Among the 28% who came without a car:

14% said they walked (a median distance of half a mile)
14% took the bus, primarily the fixed route service
Many used multiple modes, including bicycles
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The large majority of respondents (72%) said they lived within 5 miles of the agency — a
distance ideal for biking and busing if service is available. Those who traveled more than
ten miles almost always used a car. Those who were coming less than a mile were as
likely to walk as to drive.

Barriers

Transportation barriers affected 25% of clients surveyed, who said they were unable to
get to that particular human service agency at least once in the past year; 17% said this
happened three or more times. Respondents who lived outside of Bellingham were more
likely to have been unable to reach the agency at least once in the past year due to
transportation. Respondents who reported that they have someone in the household
with a health condition were also more likely to have experienced a transportation
barrier.

Driving
Thirty-nine percent of respondents said that they do not own a car. Respondents who
identified themselves as disabled were less likely to own a car (52%).

When asked to identify problems they had faced in using a car for transportation, 53%
said that the cost of gas kept them from driving in the past year. Thirty-nine percent said
that the cost of car repairs kept them from driving in the past year. People with someone
in their household who has a health condition were more likely (than those without
someone in the household with a condition) to say that a cost-related factor had kept
them from driving.

Riding the bus

Just over one-quarter of respondents said that in the past year they used the bus every
time or most of the times that they needed to go someplace. Forty-four percent (44%)
said they never or almost never took the bus. Respondents who get disability payments
were more likely to say they take the bus mostly or every time (35%).

Clients who said they use the bus only some of the time, rarely, or never were asked to
share what keeps them from using the bus more often. Preference for using a car
topped the list (33%), followed by problems with the bus schedule (27%). Fifteen percent
(15%) said that the ride takes too long, and a similar portion said there was no service in
their area.
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About two-thirds of all respondents said they think it is very easy to get information about
how to use the bus. Slightly less than half (44%) said that they really liked riding the bus,
and only 15% said that they disliked riding the bus.

Riding a bicycle
Nearly half (47%) of the respondents surveyed said that they own a bicycle. When asked
how often they use a bike to get places, most (74%) said rarely or never.

One-third said that not having a bike is what kept them from using a bike to get places,
and one-quarter discussed a physical or mental disability. Other reasons included the
weather (14%) and concerns about safety (10%).

Respondents were asked for suggestions about things that would help them ride a bike
more often. Fifteen percent mentioned more bike lanes and trails. Eleven percent said
that personal improvements in their health might help them ride a bike more.

Walking

One-third of respondents said that they were regular walkers, that they walked most of
the time or every time that they needed to get someplace. When asked about their ability
to walk a mile or more, 15% of respondents said they were not capable of walking this
far (or for about 20 minutes).

Clients who said they walk only some of the time, rarely, or never were asked what
keeps them from walking more often when they need to get places. Over one-third said
that a physical or mental disability or limitation keeps them from walking more often, and
one-quarter (24%) said that the distances they need to go are too far. About one in five
(19%) mentioned the weather.

Respondents were asked to make suggestions of things that could help them walk more
often; improved physical health, sidewalks trails and benches, living closer to services
and better weather topped the list.

Walking and biking tended to be more common among people who had one or more of
these characteristics:

Male

Under the age of 40

Living alone

Have no kids in the house

Have no identified persistent health/emotional conditions in the household
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No disability benefits in the household

Knowing these characteristics can be helpful when designing outreach and behavior
change campaigns. Outreach materials should be reviewed by people from these
subgroups and designed so that they recognize themselves in the program messaging.
Also, channels chosen to reach these subgroups should be appropriate for their
demographic characteristics.

Community and Clients compared

Community members and clients differed substantially in demographic characteristics
and transportation experiences. Human service agency clients were less likely to own
cars and more likely to use other forms of transportation. Health problems and
disabilities were prevalent and prevent somewhat more clients from being able to walk or
bike ride than the general population. However, financial barriers were also evident,
especially with regard to bike ownership and the cost of operating and maintaining a car.
Clients were somewhat less likely to mention safety and infrastructure barriers, but more
likely to mention personal health as a barrier.

Human Service Agency Survey

Human service agencies believe that transportation issues pose a serious problem to
their current clients’ ability to access their services. They also believe that there are
substantial numbers who are not being served at all because of transportation.

Agencies are sharing some of the burden. Half of the agencies surveyed are providing
some form of transportation, in addition to information and coaching around
transportation and providing some subsidies, typically in the form of bus tokens.

Typically, agencies estimate that transportation is less than 3% of their overall budget.
Medicaid transport comprises the vast majority of the human service transportation
story. Aside from Medicaid transportation, the majority of trips that are provided by
human service agencies happen with youth and in busses.

Aside from Medicaid transport, the next largest public provider was school districts,
which are responsible for about half of the publicly-provided transportation miles
travelled in Whatcom County. At six million miles, their driving constitutes about 5% of
all miles estimated to be driven by public and private vehicles in Whatcom County.
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DISCUSSION

People with special needs including low income, disabled, elderly and the very young,
have much to contend with in meeting their own needs. Inadequate income tops the list
of culprits in producing these challenges, with car ownership being relatively low and the
cost of operating and maintaining a car a high hurdle to reach for many of them.

Public transportation for these vulnerable residents takes the form of school buses,
transit services, specialized transit and Medicaid-funded transportation. More than six
million miles were traveled last year by vehicles providing publicly-funded services in
Whatcom County. Nevertheless, one in four clients of human service agencies was
unable to reach services due to transportation barriers in the past year.

Fixed routes, service times and proscriptive service conditions (such as requiring several
days’ notice for pick up or requiring trips be used only for medical services) all contribute
barriers people experience in using public transportation options. These people need
more flexible service options from transit and beyond that will enable them to get to
places they need to go from the places they live when they need to be there.

Human service agencies provided very little support, if any, for the transportation needs
of their clients. While access to services is vital, often these organizations must focus on
their core services and cannot also support access via transportation subsidies or
services. The relevant tie-in for human service agencies is that helping their clients
reduce the cost per mile used for travel can free up resources for their clients’ other
needs such as food, housing, education and medical care.

People with special needs were familiar with and using alternatives to cars at a
substantially higher rate than the broader community. They were more willing to walk,
bike or bus to their locations if they were able to do so. In particular, younger folks
(under 40), males, single folks, and those with the lowest incomes were
disproportionately represented among those using non-car methods for getting where
they needed to go.

Walking is the most accessible means of getting from place to place, and it was often
used by the broader community as well. Barriers to walking included infrastructure and
distance. To alleviate these barriers, attention to urban planning so more people can live
within walking distance of essential services is important. These living spaces need to be
affordable for the very low income and built to make walking easy and safe.

Applied Research Northwest, LLC May, 2013



WCOG Executive Summary

Bicycling was unique in that bike use is not as cost prohibitive as car use, so clients with
bikes used them at an equal rate compared to those in the broader community. The key
discrepancy was that bike ownership is much less prevalent among human services clients
and in fact, bike ownership is the primary barrier to riding a bike for these residents.

A substantial portion of people in the broader community were interested in driving less
often to get where they needed to go. Motivations for getting out of their cars included
improving their health, saving money and doing less harm to the natural environment.
Any work done to remove barriers to walking, busing and biking will likely produce a
response from a broad array of residents. Women were particularly likely to express an
interest in driving less. Promoting non-car trips by noting that half of Whatcom County
residents biked, walked or rode a bus in the past month can help create new norms
about non-car trips.

One challenge frequently met by low income residents was the difficulty of getting to
services from outlying areas. Bus services can be very limited or non-existent, and car
ownership is often out of reach for many of them. Still, they choose to live in outlying
areas because of the relatively lower rents charged. Given the costs of car ownership
and driving, there should be a clearer calculus about the tradeoffs between lower rent
and living close to key services. Using existing tools, like walk scores for homes and
neighborhoods, could be valuable for communicating these tradeoffs. Developing a cost
of transportation calculator for low-income residents would also be helpful.

For example, if someone is looking to rent a one-bedroom apartment that is eight miles
from a center of employment, healthcare and human services, the cost of a round trip
every day in a car would be approximately $9.00." Over the course of a month that would
cost the renter $279 on average in fuel, repairs, maintenance and insurance. If a one-
bedroom apartment in the city cost $660/month,? the rent on the more remote apartment
would have to be $381/month for the renter to break even on car costs over time.

Other costs and savings would need to be accounted for to be perfectly accurate, but
this sort of calculation could help lower-income residents choose more accessible
locations. Rent subsidies that promote living in more centralized areas could also turn
into a savings overall when considering the costs of road maintenance and the
consequences of people being unable to access vital human and health services.

! Using 16 miles round trip and $.56.5/mile IRS mileage reimbursement rate for businesses. Actual costs for
Eeople with special needs may be higher if their vehicles are less efficient or more often needing repairs.
Average rent for 98225 zip code according to average-rent.findthedata.org.
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INTRODUCTION

The Whatcom Council of Governments (WCOG) conducted research and outreach to
more fully understand existing transportation services and unmet needs for
transportation among people who have disabilities or other barriers to providing their
own transportation. The goal of the project is to clarify coordinated transportation
strategies and priorities and to inform future planning. Ultimately the information
collected should help WCOG to advocate for specific transportation recommendations
based on evidence from and opinions of community members. WCOG would like to
better understand barriers to use of a variety of modes — bicycles, walking and transit —
as well as people’s perceptions of the benefits of using something other than a car for
some of their trips.

WCOG contracted with Applied Research Northwest to conduct the research, starting
wi