Individual Special Projects for Coordination
Background and Summary:
The rules for Iowa’s state transit assistance program provide that the bulk of the funding goes out by formula to the designated public transit systems.  It also provides that $300,000 are set-aside each year for special projects to improve transit in the state of Iowa.  Through the 1980s and early 1990s, these funds were used for both individual special projects to allow a single transit system to carry out a proposed activity as well as state-wide projects benefiting multiple systems.  In the early years, the individual projects were often used to provide start-up funding for new services, since it takes 1-2 years for the stats from a new service to be reflected in the system’s STA formula allocation.  By the early 1990s, however, quite a bit of the special projects funding was being used for on-going marketing by a few systems, who would just change the theme of the marketing each year to qualify for a “new” special project.  Other systems were complaining about not getting their share of the funds, but also saying they didn’t think the amount of funds involved were worth the additional administrative cost involved in conducting a special project.  Meanwhile DOT’s Office of Local Systems, was pushing to reduce the level of effort involved in carrying out their duties to administer the transit agreements.  As a result, in 1996, DOT announced that the special projects funds would be used only for statewide projects or to respond to emergency situations.  Any funds not used in a particular year, were to be moved into the formula portion of the program for distribution to all the transit systems.

Since that time there have been a number of inquiries about getting some special projects help to start new services, but in most cases the answer has been that individual projects are not eligible for this funding.  There has been some use of special projects funds in the transitions between designated transit systems in Region 16 and Region 8 under the “emergency response” provisions.

In recent years, as OPT has worked on the renewed efforts to coordinate public transit and human service transportation, it has become increasingly clear that there needs to be some seed money to spur new coordination efforts.  Transit systems tend to feel that the funding they receive via the STA formula is already committed to existing service, since it is the statistics from those services that generated those funds.  The lag time before new service stats can be reflected in the STA formula allocations does create a barrier to starting up new services.  As a result OPT is proposing to bring back individual special projects for the purpose of supporting start-up of new coordination activities.  This will be in addition to the continuing use of these funds for state-wide or emergency projects, and funds not needed for special projects can still be moved into the formula portion of the program.  The special projects will be to help transit systems respond to needs identified by human service agencies, with preference given to projects involving match coming from the human services side.  Projects must involve open-to-the-public services.  Projects would allow start-up funding, until the services have a chance to be reflected in the STA formula.
This proposal was discussed with the Iowa Transportation Coordination Council as one way in which the Iowa DOT would be supporting efforts to increase coordination between public transit and human service transportation.  The Council heartily endorsed the proposal.  

The proposed policy was announced to Iowa’s transit systems at the June, 2006 IPTA meeting.  

One commenter expressed opposition to allowing any individual projects out of the special projects fund, and several expressed concern over how the previous special projects program degenerated into an entitlement programs where many projects were just fabricated to draw down the funds. Most commenters were asking questions about how the program would operate, which are answered in the responses section below.  
After reviewing the comments, OPT has decided to proceed with reinstating the eligibility of individual special projects based on coordination between public transit and human services agencies, as described above.  Projects may be requested at any time, beginning with a solicitation announcement at the Statewide Mobility Action Planning workshop November 1, 2006.  OPT will review applications with the Iowa Transportation Coordination Council, and IPTA will also be invited to be a part of that process.
Summary of comments received and OPT Responses: 

General

There are many times when transit systems get asked at the last minute to provide a valuable service to the community and are unable to accommodate these requests due to existing budget limitations. Also using funding from OPT to jump start these services could be very beneficial to the state and transit systems

There are projects that would certainly be helped by this concept.

Want more detail on proposed process

If a program is initiated, it needs to be well defined and the process for review and approval well developed. 

There would need to be guidelines established for what is eligible. 

What will be considered a “new coordination effort?” In other words, what types of projects will be eligible for funding consideration?

The proposal is that STA could be used to initiate new open-to-the-public services that are identified as needed by human service agencies through the joint human services/public transit planning process.  Projects for targeted outreach to human service client groups or for cooperative travel-training programs for human services clients would also be eligible.  Preference will be given to project that have human services funding participation as well.  The special projects funding would be limited to start-up (until the service has a chance to be reflected in the STA formula allocations).   
Are we talking new services only?

The intent is to increase coordinated services, so generally “yes.”  There may well be cases where a service has existed, but been limited to a single clientele in the past, where the cost of opening it to other clients would be eligible for special projects funding.  In this case, funding limited to the original clientele would not be countable as match to the special project.  This option is also not available if the service has already been supported with STA funds.

It should be used for coordination efforts or emergency service

The special projects funds are currently limited to statewide and emergency projects—those uses would continue to be eligible.

Will individual system projects be acceptable? Or will the projects have to have a statewide or multi-system impact?

As spelled out in our presentation to IPTA, the proposal is to reinstate individual system special projects for coordination projects.  Multi-system projects of this nature would, however, be eligible as well. 
Will the projects have to be coordinated with other human service organizations?

The intent of this proposal is to help Iowa transit systems respond to specific transportation needs identified by human services agencies through the Mobility Action Planning workshops or the subsequent Passenger Transportation Development Planning process. As noted above, financial participation by one or more human service agencies is a preference, though not an absolute requirement.

In regards to “New Coordination Effort,” do you see this as a “transit-social program coordination effort” or as a “public transit-private transit coordination effort?”

The project should be responding to specific needs identified by human service agencies, and should have human services involvement to some degree.  The actual implementation could involve public transit/private transit cooperation or cooperation among public transit systems (since service boundaries were identified as an issue in many of the MAP workshops), but this is not the primary focus.

How much can one individual system apply for in a year?

We do not plan to establish a strict “cap” on what a system can get per year, but we think it would be highly unlikely that we would ever give more than $50,000 to a single system in a year.  We are visualizing that most projects would be in the $5,000 to $25,000 range.  In future years, we might anticipate about $150,000 to $200,000 of the $300,000 special projects set-aside being available for this type of projects.  This year, however, in order to help people respond to the needs coming out of MAP workshops, etc., we anticipated the establishment of this program and rolled forward some STA special projects funding that didn’t get obligated last year, so we do have a larger pool to work with.  

What type of application process will occur?

Will this be an open application process, whereby applications are accepted at any time, or will there be submission and award deadlines?

I do not think the program should be an annual application process and allocation of funds. It should consider projects as they arise. If annual, it contributes to the “thinking up” a project for each year.

As discussed during our presentation at the June IPTA meeting, our plan is to have what is called here an “open” application process, with applications accepted at any time, as opposed to establishing an annual solicitation, such as through the Consolidate Transit Funding Application.  We agree that our previous annual process for special projects resulted in people trying to anticipate what opportunities may come up over the next year, and because of this we often get extremely vague proposals, that even when approved for funding never got implemented.  For this incarnation, we would expect project proposals to be well developed, and ready to go if/when funding is approved.  If an approved project is not up and running within a couple months, we will follow up to find out why and may cancel it.  We will not support the practice of getting approval for one project and then trying to cook up some other way to use the funds, as used to happen under the special project program of the past.
Who will evaluate applications? What evaluation criteria will be used to do so?

Input from the transit community should be incorporated in some fashion, in the approval process.

OPT will be responsible for reviewing applications and recommending them for approval by the DOT director, as with other state and federal transit programs we administer.  We had anticipated getting input into our reviews from the Transportation Coordination Council, and would be willing to incorporate some IPTA representation in that process as well.  Since the Council meets monthly we are anticipating that the application review and approval process may take up to sixty days.
Is that a one-year grant at 50%?

To increase the potential for a project to have long-term success, I would recommend a high local match requirement—75%.

Initial project applications should generally be based on one year’s operating budget, though projects of shorter duration will also be considered.  Near rhe end of the initially approved project period, we will consider a request to extend funding for and additional partial year, until the project has been fully reflected in the STA formula allocations.  Such follow-through projects will not just be a pro-rated extension based on the original application, but will require an application giving information on project status, including performance statistics, as well as updated costs, sources of support, etc.

We will consider projects requesting up to 50% of the net project cost from STA.  We agree that long-term viability will likely be higher with a lower STA participation rate, but don’t want to arbitrarily substitute our judgment for that of the local transit system on this particular issue.
Don’t expect interest in coordination if services must be open-to-the-public, so proposal is of no value

Coordination will become much more difficult if the proposed rule in 1B is adopted, and unless the special projects funds indefinitely replaces STA funds, this proposal is not of significant benefit.

We are in favor of funding for STA Special Projects, but are concerned with the earmarking of these funds towards coordination. Without some flexibility in the “open to the public” policy, we feel that any efforts by our transit system to improve coordination will be greatly hampered.

Based on what we heard at the MAP workshops around the state and in our discussion concerning this proposal with the Iowa Transportation Coordination Council, we are more optimistic than the commenters.  We feel that this is a valid emphasis for the special projects program, and at this time it is the sole emphasis for individual special projects.  Should there be no interest, as suggested here, we retain the option of transferring unused special projects funds into the STA formula program.
Concern that previous program of individual special projects became problematic

In theory, such a program has merit, but in practice I am very suspect of the value—especially based upon past experience with the special projects program. My biggest concern is that projects will be “invented” to leverage funds, rather than projects arising because they make good sense.

I am in favor of this as long as it doesn’t become a marketing bank for just a few systems like the last time.

I would not want “new versions” of the same old projects to be funded time and again.

It is our intent to avoid the problems that befell the special projects program earlier when individual system projects were being accepted.  We think the move away from an annual application cycle and away from the concept that any transit system was entitled to a “share” of the special projects funding will allow us all to focus on real and meaningful projects.  If we don’t get applications for worthwhile projects, we will not hesitate to pass and let the money go for either statewide projects or back to the formula.

Individual special projects are inherently problematic

Our fear is that these funds will only benefit certain areas of the state, thus creating “winners” and “losers” when it comes to receiving these funds.
I have been through the discretionary funding programs at the Office of Public Transit, and it is pretty ugly, at best. It pits your own staff against each other, and it also is divisive to the transit systems.
Establishing a special projects fund again would benefit some and not all, yet we all have needs.
Another concern is that the program may have a very high administrative cost—application, review, reporting, monitoring, etc.

Will this be another burden that you place on your staff?

We will start by saying that we do not intend to administer this program based on a concept that every transit system is entitled to their “share” of the funding no matter the nature of the proposal they submit.  Projects will be approved on the basis of merit.  Unfortunately in an open application system as is proposed, there is also an aspect of timing, as funding may run out before some meritorious applications come in.  .  

There is also no disagreement that there is more administrative effort required on both ends when funds are distributed through special projects as opposed to being just put through the formula process.

All in all, however, we feel that the concept of the special projects fund, allowing a small amount of funding to be focused on specific goals remains valid.  We also feel that increasing coordination is a goal that justifies reinstatement of the individual special projects program.  It will increase the workload within the Office of Public Transit, but that is something we have already committed to address.

Thought policy had changed to only allow statewide special projects

Several years ago the “special projects” fund was eliminated because there was genuine concern that the fund only benefits certain places, but everyone has needs that are not being met.

The response (to proposal to create funding pool for regional marketing) indicated a discomfort with funding projects that excluded some transit systems.

In the mid-1990’s, while there was no transit unit within the Iowa DOT, a decision was made to discontinue the availability of individual projects.  That decision has now been reconsidered and we’ve decided to reinstate the program as a way of demonstrating transit’s commitment to coordination with the human services programs.

Concern OPT was slow to respond to proposal to create regional marketing fund

We recall an effort by several regional systems to access these funds for coordinated marketing efforts. Our documentation illustrates that it took months to receive a response from OPT.  Hopefully, OPT responses to requests will be more timely.

As noted earlier, prior policy decisions had limited use of special projects funds to statewide programs or emergency projects.  When, in the midst of working with IPTA on a proposal for a new statewide transit video, we got a letter advocating that the bulk of the special project funding be dedicated to creating a fund that regional systems only could draw upon to fund their local marketing efforts, it was not originally perceived as an “application.”  We apologize for the delay in providing a formal response.   
As noted above, we anticipate that the proposed program should be able to provide approval decisions within 60 days.  While this could also be described as taking “months,” we feel that the consultation with other state funding agencies through the Iowa Transportation Coordination Council that was part of the original concept plus the newly agreed to inclusion of some type of IPTA input makes any shorter timeframe unrealistic. 

