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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  |   SECTION I

T his report provides guidance to local agencies and 
governments in Mobile County, Alabama, regarding 
the feasibility of a countywide transit system. 

Through stakeholder interviews and data analysis, the project 

team investigated the need for public transit throughout 

Mobile County, the type of service that could meet those 

needs, and the funding that would be required to operate the 

service. 

The study concluded that there is a significant need for 

improved public transportation options in Mobile County, 

particularly in rural areas that are not served by The Wave 

Transit System.1 In particular, the most urgent transit need 

appears to be on the part of individuals who lack access to 

an automobile or are unable to drive, typically due to limited 

income to spend on transportation, health issues, disability, 

or age. These ‘transit dependent’ riders often have no reliable 

alternative available and rely on friends, family, community 

transportation providers, and healthcare providers for trips. 

In addition to this need for “lifeline” mobility, there may also 

be an opportunity to provide affordable transportation for 

new entrants to the workforce, like graduates of vocational 

training programs, to help them get to and from their jobs until 

they are able to afford a vehicle. 

1 In some rural areas, transit options exist for seniors and people with disabilities,  
although these services are typically limited to only certain passengers and trip purposes.

In assessing the feasibility of different transit service models 
to meet the needs of Mobile County residents, the service 
analysis determined the following:

• Service Zone: A county-wide service will be most useful 
to residents, allowing all trips except those that are 
served by the City of Mobile’s bus network, known as ‘The 
Wave’. In particular, the zone should include high transit 
need areas such Prichard, Saraland, and Bayou La Batre. 
Operating costs could be reduced if a smaller or more 
restrictive service zone is selected (several alternative 
service zones are described in Section 2.3 Service Zone). 

• Service Model and Routing: A demand-response service 
will provide the most cost-efficient transit coverage. 
Fixed route buses are unlikely to generate significant 
ridership due to the low population and employment 
densities in areas outside the City of Mobile. 

• Booking Requirements: A pre-scheduled service, where 
passengers must book in advance, will enable vehicle 
productivity up to 40% higher than an on-demand service. 
An on-demand service will perform better in denser, 
higher-demand areas of the county, and may become 
more feasible as demand grows over time. 

• Vehicle Hours: It is estimated that between 16,000-
38,000 annual vehicle revenue hours would be required, 
assuming 6-15 vehicles operate from 7 AM - 7 PM on 
weekdays only. The fleet size and vehicle hours required 
to operate the service will vary depending on the service 
zone and operating model selected. If feasible, weekend 
and late-night service is also desirable.

• Walking Requirements: A corner-to-corner service, 
where passengers are asked to walk to meet a vehicle, 
will reduce the number of vehicles required. However, 
this is unlikely to be feasible in rural areas of the County, 
where sidewalks are not available. In these areas, a curb-
to-curb or door-to-door service is the only feasible option.

• Fares: Distance-based fares can incentivize passengers 
to limit their travel to nearby destinations, increasing 
the number of trips that can be completed. Four of the 
five peer counties investigated as part of this study use 
distance-based fares. 
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The estimated net cost of providing a demand-response transit 
service in Mobile County is $1 - $2M per year. This estimate is 
based on a travel demand model and cost model developed 
for this study. If $1.0M in annual funding is available, the 
service will need to have limited weekday service hours and is 
likely to reach capacity during busy periods. Additional funding 
beyond $2M will enable a higher quality of service by reducing 
wait times, increasing ridership capacity, and extending 
service hours. 

The project team has determined that the Federal Transit 
Administration (FTA) Formula Grants for Rural Areas (5311) 
program is the most promising funding source to support a 
transit service in Mobile County outside of the City of Mobile.1 
Currently there is no sub-recipient for this grant in Mobile 
County and through conversations with Alabama Department 
of Transportation (ALDOT) and other counties in Alabama, 
this grant is expected to cover approximately 50-65% of 
the annual cost of the service.2 This means that for every $1 
of local funding, approximately $1 - $2 of FTA funding would 
be provided through this grant. Local funding commitments 
are required for the remaining 35-50% of the cost, which 
are typically provided by the local county commission and 
municipalities that benefit from the service. While additional 
funding is likely from social services providers and private 
employers, the service is unlikely to succeed without 
local government support . Many local organizations were 
interviewed for this study and were unable to commit to 
providing funding. However, the majority indicated they 
support the idea of a countywide transit service and may be 
willing to re-evaluate funding priorities if presented with a 
service proposal. 

On March 26th, 2020, the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 
Security (CARES) Act was passed, which appropriated over 
$25 billion in funding for public transportation, including $54 
million for Alabama. This funding does not require local match, 
and public transportation systems that have not previously 
received FTA formula funding can receive CARES Act funding.3 
This means that Mobile County could be eligible for funding. If 
successful, it may be feasible to launch a countywide transit 
service without any immediate local funding. However, once 
this funding is exhausted, local funding sources would be 
required for ongoing operations. 

2Mineta National Transit Research https://merritt.cdlib.org/d/ark:%2F13030%2Fm50305n0/1/producer%2F890415059.pdf 
3Subrecipients may include state or local government authorities (such as SARPC), nonprofit organizations,  
and operators of public transportation or intercity bus service. 
4Source: Frequently Asked Questions from FTA Grantees Regarding Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19)  
https://www.transit.dot.gov/frequently-asked-questions-fta-grantees-regarding-coronavirus-disease-2019-covid-19

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  |   SECTION I

Service Overview
A shared, demand-response 
transit service—where vehicles 
are routed based on demand—is 
recommended in Mobile County. If 
feasible, the service should cover 
all of Mobile County as this would 
be most useful for passengers, 
but would also require the largest 
fleet and budget. 

Cost
A countywide demand-response 
transit service in Mobile County 
is expected to cost between $1M 
and $2M to operate each year (net 
of fare revenue). A service of this 
scale will meet the most critical 
needs of Mobile County residents 
based on projected demand.

Funding 
The FTA Formula Grant for Rural 
Areas (5311) could provide the 
majority of funding for a demand-
response transit service. The 
remaining 35-50% of funding will 
require local contributions.

Mobile County Demand-Response Transit Feasibility Study
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STUDY OVERVIEW |   SECTION I I

Source: Map produced by the Cartographic Research Lab, College of Arts and Sciences, 
The University of Alabama (http://alabamamaps.ua.edu/). 

Study Overview
Mobile County is the second most-populous county in the 
state of Alabama, with a population of 413,000. Nearly 
half the population live in the City of Mobile, located on 
the Mobile River at the head of the Mobile Bay. The Mobile 
Urbanized area is larger than the City of Mobile, with over 
317,000 residents and extending from Creola in the north 
to Bayou La Batre in the south. The major industries in the 
County are aerospace, steel, ship building, retail, services, 
construction, medicine, and manufacturing. 

Less than 0.3% of all workers use public transportation. 
Unlike many Alabama counties of its population and size, 
Mobile County does not have a rural public transportation 
system. Current transportation options in Mobile County are:

• Private vehicle: The most common mode of travel in 
Mobile County is private vehicle, with 94% of trips to 
work completed by car, truck, or van.

• Public transit: The Wave Transit System serves the 
City of Mobile and a limited number of additional stops 
outside City limits, such as the City of Prichard. 

• Specialized transportation: Some specialized 
transportation services are available for seniors, 
individuals with disabilities, and other groups. However, 
these trips are restricted to eligible passengers for 
specific trip purposes. Trips are typically only allowed 
within certain parts of the County. 

• Active transportation: Walking and biking are options for 
short trips, although large areas of the County do not 
have sidewalks or bicycle lanes. 

• Private and non-profit services: Several taxi companies 
operate in the area. However, these services tend to 
be relatively expensive compared to private vehicles, 
public transportation, and active transportation. In 
certain parts of the County, subsidized services are 
offered by organizations such as senior centers, local 
municipalities, or medical facilities. These services are 
typically limited to certain individuals and trip purposes.

In sum, there are only very limited affordable transportation 
options for those living outside the City of Mobile who do not 
own a private vehicle. 



SECTION 1

Transit Needs 
Assessment

1.1 ...................................     Review of existing data

1.2 ...................................  Stakeholder interviews

1.3 ...................................  Stakeholder working group

1.4 ...................................  Findings and conclusions
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TRANSIT NEEDS ASSESSMENT  |   SECTION 1 

Mobile County Demand-Response Transit Feasibility Study

The level and nature of demand for public transportation  
in Mobile County was assessed using qualitative  
and quantitative analyses.

Review of existing data. 

Transit Needs Assessment Rationale.
Assessing demand is important for several reasons:

• Identifying potential use-cases: Transit has different 
use-cases in different geographies. Common use-cases 
are: commuting to and from work, providing first-and 
last-mile connections to and from frequent fixed route 
services, providing late night service, and providing 
critical access to medical appointments, shopping, 
and social/recreational opportunities. In many car-
dependent parts of the United States, transit typically 
serves those who are unable to drive. One important 
goal for this study was to determine whether this 
service would likely attract ‘choice’ riders (those with 
easy access to a private vehicle who choose to use 
transit), or ‘dependent’ riders (those who are unable 
to drive themselves or to easily access a ride in a car). 
While this categorization may be an oversimplification, 
different levels of service are more suited to different 
trip types, and an important part of this task is 
understanding what the needs of each group of riders 
and different use-cases are. 

• Determining the demand for a service: The level and 
density of demand for a service can have a significant 
impact on the cost and quality of service that is 
recommended. For example, higher demand typically 
requires a larger fleet and in denser areas may be 
more efficiently served using fixed route buses.  

• Building support for transit: In order to convince 
stakeholders that there is a need for transit, a fact-
based understanding of transit need is required. This 
task helps to develop a case for transit through data 
analysis and stakeholder interviews. 

Transit demand was assessed through a review of existing 
data, stakeholder interviews, and a focus group, each of 
which are described in detail in the following section. 
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TRANSIT NEEDS ASSESSMENT  |   SECTION 1 

Source: The City of Mobile GIS Data (https://maps.cityofmobile.org/GIS/gisdata_download.aspx) 

Wave Transit 
system map.
The location of bus routes  
operated by Wave Transit.

Wave Transit System routes are displayed. In total, there 
are 12 fixed routes and two circulator routes (not shown) 
covering the City of Mobile, with limited coverage in the 
City of Prichard. In the top left corner, the bus routes are 
shown relative to Mobile County. This illustrates the limited 
coverage offered by Wave  Transit outside the City of Mobile. 
There are no routes in the southern portions of the Mobile 
Urbanized Area, or in any of the rural areas of the County.
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TRANSIT NEEDS ASSESSMENT  |   SECTION 1 

Travel demand 
heatmap.
The most common trip origins  
and destinations by TAZ.

Trip origins and destination by Traffic Analysis Zone (TAZ) 
are displayed. Darker blue indicates areas with higher travel 
demand (measured as the number of trips originating or 
ending in each TAZ on a typical weekday). Wave Transit 
bus routes are overlaid using dark blue lines. This illustrates 
that the majority of travel demand is not served using Wave 
Transit due to its limited service area. In fact, over 75% of trips 
within Mobile County are not currently accessible using transit.

Source:  SARPC Travel Demand Data 
Note: Trips that could be completed using transit were defined as those that started 
and ended within a TAZ that is less than half of a mile from a Wave Transit route.
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TRANSIT NEEDS ASSESSMENT  |   SECTION 1 

Population 
density.
Population density  
by  census block group.

Population density is displayed by census tract.  
Mobile County has a total population of 413,000, while  
the City of Mobile has a population of ~190,000. Wave 
Transit bus routes are overlaid on the map using  
dark blue lines. This map illustrates that many of the  
more densely populated areas of the County are served by  
Wave Transit. However, a significant portion of the 
urbanized area is not served by Wave Transit.

Source:  US Census Bureau
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TRANSIT NEEDS ASSESSMENT  |   SECTION 1 

Total population.
The number of residents  
by census tract in Mobile County.

Population is displayed by census tract. This map  
(and the previous map) illustrate that while Wave Transit 
serves the most densely populated areas of the County,  
a significant number of people live in low-density suburban 
and rural areas outside Wave Transit’s service area. 

Source:  US Census Bureau
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TRANSIT NEEDS ASSESSMENT  |   SECTION 1 

Total 
employment.
The number of jobs by employer 
location in Mobile County.

The size of the dot indicate the number of employees  
by employer. In total, there are 176,000 jobs in Mobile 
County. This map shows that a significant number of 
employers are not located in the downtown Mobile area. 
In particular, there are thousands of jobs along Route 43 
(north of the City of Mobile), and in the southern areas  
of the county, that are not accessible using Wave Transit 
bus routes (shown in dark blue).

Source:  US Census Bureau, Center for Economic Studies
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TRANSIT NEEDS ASSESSMENT  |   SECTION 1 

Zero vehicle 
households.
The number of zero vehicle  
households by census tract.

The number of households that do not own a vehicle are 
displayed. Households that do not have access to a private 
vehicle are more likely to be dependent on transit. In areas 
where transit is not available, they may be forced to rely 
on friends, family, or expensive taxi services. There are 
approximately 10,000 zero-vehicle households in Mobile 
County and a significant portion of these are outside the 
current Wave Transit service area. 

Source:  US Census Bureau
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Senior 
population.
The number of individuals  
aged 65 or older by census tract.

The number of individuals aged 65 and older are displayed. 
Seniors rely on transit more frequently than other 
demographics as they are often unable to drive a private 
vehicle. The map shows that many of the areas with a high 
number of individuals aged 65+ are not served by Wave 
Transit bus routes (overlaid in dark blue). 

Source:  US Census Bureau
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TRANSIT NEEDS ASSESSMENT  |   SECTION 1 

Low-income 
population.
The number of individuals living  
in poverty by census tract.

The number of individuals living below the poverty line 
(as defined by the US Census Bureau) are displayed. 
Low-income households rely on public transportation 
services more frequently than other groups due to the 
cost of private vehicle ownership. The map illustrates that 
many of the census tracts with the highest number of 
low-income individuals are far from Wave Transit routes 
(overlaid on the map in dark blue). 

Source:  US Census Bureau
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TRANSIT NEEDS ASSESSMENT  |   SECTION 1 

The project team conducted one-on-one 
interviews with over 15 stakeholders. 
Stakeholders fell into one of several 
categories. 

• Local Government: Mayors 
and other stakeholders from 
Mobile County’s nine cities, 
two towns, and ten census-
designated places. All three 
Mobile County Commissioners 
were also interviewed. These 
stakeholders were selected 
because they regularly hear from 
their constituents regarding 
transportation. 

• Education Providers: Universities, 
colleges, and public school 
systems. These stakeholders 
were selected because of their 
strong understanding of the 
transportation needs of several 
populations—students, employees 
(including campus service 
workers), and recent graduates 
seeking employment. 

• Nonprofits and Community 
Organizations: A broad range 
of nonprofits focused on 

improving quality of life, access 

to jobs, education and healthcare 

outcomes, and more. Many of 

these stakeholders work closely 

with disadvantaged individuals, 

a demographic that is likely to be 

frequent transit riders. 

• Vocational Training Providers: 

Organizations that provide training 

for a particular job function or 

trade. These organizations often 

offer affordable transportation for 

new entrants to the workforce, 

like graduates of vocational 

training programs, to help them 

get to and from their jobs until 

they are able to afford a vehicle. 

• Private Employers: Major private 
employers from across Mobile 
County. Mobile has a large industrial 
and manufacturing workforce 
with several major employers in 
the area. Emphasis was placed on 
speaking with employers located 
outside of the City of Mobile, as 
transportation is more likely to be 
an issue for these businesses. 

• Transportation Providers: Wave 
Transit and other agencies who 
provide transportation services. 
In many cases, these other 
transportation services are partially 
funded by SARPC through the FTA’s 
Section 5310 Enhanced Mobility 
of Seniors & Individuals with 
Disabilities Program. 

Interviews were conducted both in-
person, and over the phone. Where 
feasible, representatives from SARPC 
and the consulting team—Via Strategies, 
and Goodwyn, Mills & Cawood (GMC)—
attended each interview. A full list of 
interviewees can be found in Appendix 
A: Stakeholders.

~40
stakeholders were  
engaged through  

interviews or focus groups 
during the project. 

Stakeholder 
interviews.
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TRANSIT NEEDS ASSESSMENT  |   SECTION 1 

In addition to stakeholder interviews, 25 stakeholders 

attended a working group held on Jan 29, 2020. During 

this meeting, the project team presented the Study goals 

and purpose and the preliminary findings from the Transit 

Needs Assessment. 

Attendees were divided into groups and given the 

opportunity to discuss the following:

• The stakeholder group they represent

• Their response to the transit needs assessment data

• Their assessment regarding the level of transit  

need in Mobile County

All attendees strongly felt that there is a significant need 

for improved access to public transportation in the County, 

especially outside of the Wave Transit service area. In particular, 

stakeholders representing vulnerable and disadvantaged 

groups spoke of the urgent needs of transit-dependent 

individuals who lack reliable and affordable ways to travel to 

medical appointments, grocery shopping, and for critical trips.

Representatives from the community 
gathered to share their knowledge 
about transit need in Mobile County.

Stakeholder 
working group.

Attendees at a stakeholder working group held on Jan 29th, 2020 at 
the GMO building in Mobile, Alabama.
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TRANSIT NEEDS ASSESSMENT  |   SECTION 1 

There is a significant need for  
countywide transit options in Mobile 
County, particularly for individuals who 
are unable to drive due to limited income, 
health issues, disability, or age. 

Findings and 
conclusions. 

Key Findings.
The transit needs assessment determined the following:

• Overall, there appears to be a need for public 

transportation in Mobile County. In particular, the 

following high potential use-cases for transit were 

identified:

 » Due to the low-density of Mobile County outside of the 

City of Mobile and the relatively long distances that 

many County residents travel to work, ingrained with 

a strong culture of car-ownership and driving, there 

was a consensus among stakeholders interviewed 

that the vast majority of those able to own and drive a 

car would do so for commuting and other trips.

 » The most urgent need, therefore, appears to be on 

the part of people who are unable to drive, typically 

due to limited income to spend on transportation, 

health issues, disability, or age. Many of these riders 

are “transit dependent” as they have no reliable 

alternative for transportation. Currently, many of 

these individuals currently rely on friends, family, 

community transportation providers, and healthcare 

providers for trips, although these can be unreliable 

and inconvenient for all those involved.

6 Walking distance’ was defined as up to half a mile. This is longer than the industry standard quarter mile walking distance as transit  
dependent riders are often willing to walk further than this if no other option is available. 

 » Another common use-case is access to employment. 
For some individuals, transportation is required 
during the job interview stage and the first few 
weeks of work. Once the economic situation for 
these riders improves, many will choose to use a 
private vehicle. However, other people said they 
would choose to use transit to reduce transportation 
costs or to avoid the stress of driving long distances.  

 » A third common use-case that was discussed was 
access to education. Many students have limited or 
no income and are unable to afford a private vehicle. 

• Wave Transit does not meet the needs of a significant 
number of individuals. Wave Transit focuses on providing 
transit within the City of Mobile. More than half of the 
population of Mobile County does not live within walking 
distance of a bus stop.6  Even though some individuals live 
close to a bus stop, their nearest bus route often does not 
connect with their desired destination. Because the Wave 
Transit network is relatively low frequency, transfers 
may be inconvenient. All individuals living outside the 
urbanized area of Mobile, as well as most of those living 
in the northern and southern parts of the urbanized area, 
are unable to access the Wave Transit network. Many 
stakeholders requested that Wave Transit expand service 
to cover more areas outside the City of Mobile. However, 
Wave Transit says that this is unlikely due to funding 
constraints. 

Only 14% of trips in Mobile County are accessible by bus. For those 
without access to a car, getting around is challenging. 
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TRANSIT NEEDS ASSESSMENT  |   SECTION 1 

• The areas of highest need appear to include a 
northern zone (Route 43, Citronelle, Saraland, 
Satsuma, and parts of Prichard) and a southwestern 
zone (Theodore, Bayou la Batre, and Grand Bay). 
These parts of the County have significant populations 
and job markets, while also having limited or no public 
transportation options. They also tend to display 
characteristics that indicate a higher transit need and 
potential, with relatively high poverty rates, vehicle-
free households, SNAP benefit dependence, and elderly 
populations. See the map (left) for the approximate 
boundaries of these higher need areas. 

• Healthcare access is a priority for many 
stakeholders: There appears to be a significant number 
of individuals who struggle to find transportation to and 
from healthcare. In particular, recurring appointments 
such as dialysis can pose a challenge, as many 
individuals struggle to find options that are affordable 
and reliable. For example, feedback from stakeholder 
interviews and the Study’s public workshop indicates 
that some individuals are forced to pay $40 or more for 
taxi service for each trip, an amount that is higher than 
many can afford. 

• FTA Section 5310 Enhanced Mobility of Seniors 
& Individuals with Disabilities provides critical 
funding for many community services. Many of the 
stakeholders spoken with were direct recipients of 
Section 5310 funding. They described how this funding 
addresses some of the needs of transit dependent 
riders. However, they also recognized several gaps in 
their service, and the need for a consolidated service 
across Mobile County. In addition, there was recognition 
that the current fragmented network of trips and 
eligibility requirements for each of these services can be 
difficult to navigate for riders. 

Areas in Mobile County that have 
a higher need for transit are 
displayed in purple on the map 
above. These areas have no access 
to existing bus routes and have 
relatively high poverty levels, 
senior populations, zero-vehicle 
household rates, and other factors 
that indicate transit need.  



SECTION 2

Transit Service 
Analysis

2.1 ...................................    Vehicle hours

2.2 ...................................  Quality of service

2.3 ...................................  Service model and zone

2.4 ...................................  Other service analysis decisions
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TRANSIT SERVICE ANALYSIS   |   SECTION 2 

In order to weigh the feasibility of service alternatives  
that could meet the transit needs identified by the project  
team, three main variables were considered. All of these  
variables affect each other—for example, increasing the zone  
size will require a larger fleet or a reduction in the quality of  
service to complete the same number of trips. 

Transit service analysis. 

Vehicle hours.
Vehicle hours are the number of 
hours each vehicle is online and 
available to complete trips. Vehicle 
hours are a function of fleet size, 
service hours, and shift lengths. 
The more vehicle hours that are 
provided, the more expensive the 
service will be to operate. 

Quality of service.
The quality of service is measured 
by several factors. The most 
important measures of service 
quality are:

• Wait Time: The time 
between requesting a ride 
and being picked up. 

• Walking Distance: The 
distance (if any) that a rider 
is asked to walk to meet a 
vehicle.

Service model/zone.
The service model is the type 
of transit being provided—fixed 
route bus, deviated fixed route 
bus, or demand-response bus. 
The service zone is relevant for 
demand-response services and 
refers to the geographic area 
within which trips can be booked.  
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TRANSIT SERVICE ANALYSIS   |   SECTION 2 

The number of vehicle hours that can be supplied will be 

determined by the budget available (see Section 3 - Transit 

Service Cost). However, the number of vehicle hours that will 

be required depends on the level of demand and design of 

the service. If the number of hours supplied is less than the 

number of hours required, some passengers may be unable 

to book a trip during periods of high demand.

In order to determine the number of Annual Vehicle Revenue 

Hours (AVRH) that will be required, an accurate estimate for 

the level of expected demand is required. As there is no existing 

service or historical ridership to base demand on, the number of 

annual vehicle revenue hours has been estimated by looking at 

similar services in five comparable counties in Alabama (see the 

table below). In order to compare services that cover different 

geographies, the number of AVRH  has been scaled based on the 

size of the zone and the population served.7

As illustrated in the table, the number of vehicle revenue 

hours required varies significantly. Using the median 

value of 16 AVRH per square mile and 193 AVRH per 1000 

individuals, the number of vehicles required for Mobile 

County’s ~1,000 square miles and ~200,000 individuals 

outside the Wave Transit service area is estimated 

at between ~16,000 - 38,000 hours per year. These 

estimates align closely with the budget estimates shown 

in Section 3. Transit Service Cost. Depending on the 

desired service hours each day, and whether weekend 

service is required, this will translate into a fleet of 

approximately 6-15 vehicles. Fleet sizes smaller than 5-6 

vehicles are unlikely to provide sufficient coverage for a 

zone of this size. It is possible that the fleet may grow 

beyond 15 vehicles in the medium-long term as demand 

and funding grows. 

The median utilization (passengers per vehicle hour) of 

the five peer agencies is 3.5 trips per AVRH. However, Via 

demand-response simulations showed a countywide service 

may average slightly lower than this due to the rural nature 

of many trips in Mobile County, at around 2.5 - 3.0 trips per 

AVRH. This means Mobile County can expect to complete 

between 40,000 and 130,000 trips per year depending on the 

number of revenue hours provided. 

A peer analysis shows that Mobile 
County is likely to initially require 16,000 
- 38,000 vehicle revenue hours each year.

Vehicle hours. 

MMaaddiissoonn  
CCoouunnttyy

CCuullllmmaann  
CCoouunnttyy

SStt  CCllaaiirr  
CCoouunnttyy PPiikkee  CCoouunnttyy

BBaallddwwiinn  
CCoouunnttyy MMeeaann MMeeddiiaann UUnniittss

Annual Vehicle Revenue Hours 5,106         39,829       10,652       8,790         39,259       2200,,772277                      1100,,665522            hours/year

Annual Unliked Trips 18,068       74,604       40,893       25,606       318,721     9955,,557788                      4400,,889933            trips/year

Utilization 3.5             1.9             3.8             2.9             8.1             44..11                                  33..55                          trips/vehicle revenue hour

Zone Size 605            755            646            673            2,027         994411                                667733                        square miles

Zone Population 111,768     81,289       88,199       33,000       203,709     110033,,559933                8888,,119999            people

AVRH per square mile 8                 53              16              13              19              2222                                    1166                            hours/square mile

AVRH per 1000 individual 46              490            121            266            193            222233                                119933                        hours per 1000 individuals

Sources: NTD 2018 Agency Profiles, ALDOT

Table 1: Comparison with peer counties

Source:  NTD 2018 Agency Profiles 
7These numbers do not include the area served by Wave Transit. 
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Booking requirements. 
On-demand: In an on-demand service, passengers book 
their trip shortly before they are ready to leave. Typically, a 
vehicle will arrive 5 - 45 minutes after it has been requested. 
Shorter wait times require a larger fleet, while longer 
wait times increase the likelihood that trips are shared, 
meaning fewer vehicles are required. On-demand services 
typically work best in areas where there is a relatively high 
concentration of vehicles and passengers as this means the 
likelihood of a vehicle being nearby to complete a trip is high.

Pre-scheduled: In a pre-scheduled service, passengers book 
their trip in advance. Advance bookings may be required only 
a few hours in advance, the day prior to travel, or even one 
or more weeks in advance. Pre-scheduled services are useful 
in very low density and rural areas as trips can be more 
efficiently aggregated when they are known in advance. 
Passengers are also typically more willing to adjust their 
travel time to fit with an existing trip when they know this in 
advance. 

Hybrid pre-scheduled and on-demand: As technology 
advances, some providers allow both pre-scheduled and 
on-demand rides using the same technology platform. This 
means riders that know their travel requirements in advance 
can confirm their trip, while on-demand trips are still allowed 
if the system has capacity at the time of booking. This is 
different from a pre-booked request, where an on-demand 
trip is automatically requested at the requested time. Pre-
booked trips are less desirable as1a passenger may believe 
they have booked, only to find at the time of request that 
there are no vehicles available.

8Via on-demand and pre-scheduled simulations

Walking requirements. 

Corner-to-corner: A corner-to-corner service requires 
passengers to walk to a nearby corner to meet a vehicle. By 
asking customers to walk a short distance at the start and 
conclusion of their journeys, vehicle detours are reduced and 
more trips can be completed with a smaller fleet. Maximum 
walking distance typically does not exceed ~1/4 mile.

Curb-to-curb: A curb-to-curb service provides each 
passenger with a trip to their requested address. Passengers 
are not escorted to their door, and vehicles will not typically 
travel down driveways or private roads. 

Passengers perceive the quality of service based  
on trip booking requirements, wait times, walking  
distances, and the quality of customer support. 

Quality of service. 

Discussion: A pre-scheduled service can achieve up 
to a 40% lower cost-per-trip than an on-demand 
service in Mobile County.8 However, pre-scheduling 
requirements may limit the utility of a service, 
particularly when a passenger must book a day 
or more in advance. An on-demand service across 
all of Mobile County may provide inconsistent and 
unpredictable wait times. However, if demand and 
the number of vehicles in the fleet grows significantly 
over time, an on-demand service may become viable.

Discussion: A corner-to-corner service will maximize 
efficiency. In rural areas or areas without sidewalks, a 
curb-to-curb service is the only feasible option as it is 
unsafe to require passengers to walk in these areas. 
Riders with mobility challenges should always be 
provided with a curb-to-curb service.
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Service model 
and zone.

Service model.
Fixed route bus: Fixed route buses perform best in high-
density areas where many passengers are within walking 
distance of bus stops. In lower density regions, fixed route 
buses typically struggle to generate demand. Fixed route buses 
do not require phone reservations, as passengers can simply 
wait at a stop for a vehicle.

Deviated fixed route bus: Deviated fixed route services are 
a hybrid between a fixed route bus and a demand-response 
service. Deviated fixed route services have a published route 
and timetable, but can make adjustments to meet passengers 
who request a pick-up near the bus route (usually within 
three-quarters of a mile). Deviated-fixed route services 
require technology and reservation tools as passengers must 
request a deviation in advance. 

Demand-response bus: Demand-response services do not 
follow a fixed-schedule or timetable. Instead, vehicles are 
routed based on the location of trip requests. These services 
can be either on-demand or pre-scheduled. These services 
require dynamic-routing technology and reservation tools. 

Connections to Wave Transit.
Allowing trips that have an origin and destination within 
the Wave Transit service area will require a larger fleet 
and budget yet provide limited benefit, as these trips could 
instead be completed using the Wave Transit System. For 
trips entering or leaving the Wave Transit System service 
area, a demand-response bus can serve trips by:

1. Providing a direct connection between the origin 
and destination. While convenient for passengers, 
this will require the largest fleet as vehicles will need 
to travel to/from all origins/destinations in the Wave 
Transit Service Area to points that may be far afield in 
Mobile County. 

2. Providing a direct connection only to key 
destinations in the Wave Transit service area 
(e.g. hospitals, community centers, and transit hubs). 
Passengers who wish to travel elsewhere within the 
zone can use the Wave Transit System for the final 
leg of their trip. This will require a smaller fleet than 
Option 1.

3. Allow trips to connect with the nearest Wave 
Transit route only. This option is the least convenient 
as passengers will need to connect to their closest 
Wave Transit route. It will require the smallest fleet.

As many Wave Transit routes operate infrequently, 
allowing trips only to the nearest Wave Transit stop will 
significantly reduce the utility of the service to passengers. 

The areas served by Wave Transit are shown in blue on the map above 
(1/2 mile radius from existing routes).

The service zone determines  
the number of residents  
and workers who will be able  
to access the service. 

Discussion: A demand-response service is likely to generate 
the highest ridership as it will serve the largest number of 
origins and destinations. While fixed route may make sense 
in some parts of the urbanized area, Wave Transit currently 
operates services in these areas. Deviated fixed route 
buses are typically unreliable for passengers, while also not 
providing the flexibility of an on-demand service. 
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1. Countywide rural and urban service.
This zone provides the most coverage, allowing passengers 

to book a trip between any two locations in the County, 

except trips that can be completed using Wave Transit.

Trip restrictions: Trips with an origin and destination served 

that are both served by the Wave Transit System should be 

directed to use that service. Trips can start or end within the 

Wave Transit zone shown in red, but cannot both start and 

end within this zone. 

Service zone options.
Four potential service zone options were investigated. This list is not exhaustive but represents a range of options that provide 
different levels of coverage within Mobile County.

Mobile, AL

Mobile County.kmz

Mobile County

Urbanized Area Boundary

Mobile, AL

2. Countywide rural service.
This zone allows all trips except those entirely within the 
Mobile Urbanized Area (shown in red). This option is not 
recommended as the most likely origins and destinations are 
in the urbanized area. Many of these locations are not served 
by the Wave Transit System. Therefore, this option should 
only be pursued if it is determined that for policy reasons 
related to funding sources or other considerations, only trips 
outside of the urbanized area may be permitted. 

Trip restrictions: Trips with an origin and destination within 
the Mobile Urbanized Area will not be accepted. While some 
of these trips can be completed using the Wave Transit 
System, many can not, which may limit potential demand and 
therefore the feasibility of the service. Given the restrictions 
on potential trips, demand is expected to be ~83% lower than 
a countywide service (Option 1).
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Mobile, AL

Alternative 2: Priority Areas Only

Northern Area

Southwestern Zone

Key Destinations (allowed from
both zones)

GM&O Transit Center

Downtown Mobile

USA Health University
Hospital

Springhill Medical Center

Infirmary Health

BayPointe Hospital

Mobile Food Stamps - DHR

City of Prichard

Walmart Supercenter

University of South Alabama

The University of South
Alabama

3. High-transit need areas.
These two zones provide coverage in areas with high transit 

needs, as identified during Task 1. The two zones shown 

cover 639 square miles of the total 1,159 square miles of land 

area within Mobile County and capture ~160,000 residents.

Trip restrictions: Trips must begin or end in the high transit-

need areas shown in purple. Passengers can also connect 

to dozens of key destinations outside these zones, such 

as healthcare providers, education facilities, and grocery 

stores (example locations indicated by blue stars). Given the 

restrictions on potential trips, demand is expected to be 

~62% lower than a countywide service (Option 1). 

Service zone options.
Four potential service zone options were investigated. This list is not exhaustive but represents a range of options that provide 

different levels of coverage within Mobile County.

Mobile, AL

3 Zone Model

Central

Point 2

South

North

Point 10

Wave_Routes_Buffer

1

4. Zone and hub model.
In this model, the county is divided into three subzones. Travel 
is allowed anywhere within a zone, but in order to transfer to 
another zone, passengers must connect through a transfer 
point (example locations shown in orange). Hubs should be 
locations with a sheltered waiting area and are ideally located 
in locations such as shopping malls or transit centers. 

Trip restrictions: Trips must begin and end within a zone. 
If a passenger wishes to travel between zones, they must 
transfer at the hub to connect with other key locations. 
Ideally, trips between zones can be scheduled and 
coordinated using a single, integrated booking process. Given 
the restrictions on potential trips, demand is expected to 
be ~7% lower than a countywide service (Option 1).

Given the restrictions on potential trips, demand is 
expected to be ~83% lower than a countywide service 
(Option 1). Wave Transit zone shown in red, but cannot both 
start and end within this zone. 
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Expected ridership.
Each of the zones were simulated to estimate the relative 
demand and relative number of vehicles required. The 
relative ridership for each zone (compared to Option 1) are:

1. Countywide rural and urban service - 100%

2. Countywide rural service - 17%

3. High-transit need areas - 38%

4. Zone and hub model - 93%

As highlighted by the results shown above, Options 2, 3, 
and 4 have lower relative demand as the service zones are 
smaller and/or have more restrictions on eligible trips. The 
number of trips per day was estimated based on the per 
capita ridership from the five peer counties selected for 
this study. During the initial year of operation, demand is 
estimated at ~290 - 430 trips per weekday for a countywide 
service (Option 1 - see table below). 

Ridership heatmap.
In order to estimate demand patterns, origins and destinations 
were generated using a demand model based on population 
density, employment density, and key destinations. The 
expected origins and destinations are shown on the heatmap 
(top left) where darker orange indicates a higher trip density. 

Estimated ridership, fleet size, and vehicle hours required for each zone

Zone Weekday ridership Fleet size (peak)
Annual vehicle  
revenue hours

1. Countywide rural  
and urban service

290 - 430 13 37,000

2. Countywide  
rural service

50 - 70 5 14,000

3. High-transit
need areas 

110 - 170 7 20,000

4. Zone and hub model 260 - 380 11 31,000

Discussion.
The actual level of demand will depend on fares, 
marketing, and the level of collaboration with 
community organizations and potential contracting 
partners such as the Alabama Department of Human 
Resources (DHR). 

A countywide rural and urban service (Option 1) will 
require the most funding, but also generate the highest 
level of demand and deliver the most benefit for the 
community. If the budget only allows for a smaller 
number of service hours (~15,000 - ~20,000), Option 2, 3, 
or 4 will allow the service to operate with a smaller fleet.
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Other service 
design factors.

Operating model.
There are three main transportation operating models 
(along with several hybrids of these models). For this 
study, both directly operated and purchased transportation 
service costs have been estimated in Section 3 - Transit 
Funding Sources.

1. Directly operated: These are transportation services 
provided directly by a transit agency, using their 
employees to supply the necessary labor to operate 
the revenue vehicles. In Mobile County, a directly 
operated transportation service would likely be 
provided by Wave Transit or SARPC.

2. Purchased transportation: These are transportation 
services provided to a public transit agency 
or governmental unit from a public or private 
transportation provider based on a written contract. 
Purchased transportation does not include franchising, 
licensing operation, management services, cooperative 
agreements or private conventional bus service. 
Purchased transportation could be provided by a 
broad range of companies or non-profit organizations 
and final costs would likely be determined through a 
competitive RFP process. 

3. Mobility management: These are arrangements 
where a mobility manager serves as a travel agent 
by brokering customer needs with a variety of 
service providers and providing one-stop customer 
information on available services. For this model to be 

successful, the mobility manager must have a range 

of transportation options available. In Mobile County, 

these trips could potentially be completed using a 

network of non-profits, taxi providers, and other 

contractors. Some of these providers may be funded, 

in part, through Section 5310 - Enhanced Mobility of 

Seniors & Individuals with Disabilities grants which is 

locally administered by SARPC.

Fleet type.
The make and model of vehicle can influence both capital 

and operating costs. Larger vehicles are typically more 

expensive to purchase. Larger vehicles also tend to have 

higher operating costs. Wheelchair Accessible Vehicles 

(WAVs) are usually also more expensive to purchase. Some 

or all vehicles will be required to be WAVs to comply with 

ADA requirements. 

A commercial driver’s license is required for any vehicle, 

regardless of size, designed to transport 16 or more persons, 

including the driver. Drivers holding a commercial driver’s 

license are typically paid more than those without. 

All financial models developed for this report assumed 

6-seat passenger vans such as a Chrysler Pacifica, Toyota 

Sienna, or Mercedes Metris. However, larger vehicles would 

also be satisfactory, although potentially more expensive. 

Depending on the fleet size, approximately 20-50% of 

the fleet should be WAVs to ensure equivalent access for 

wheelchair users.

Small passenger vans with dual sliding doors have proven popular for 
many demand-response transit services.

Several other decisions are required 
when analyzing a demand-response 
transit service.
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Service hours and days.
Service hours are the times and days during which a 
passenger can request a ride. Longer service hours will 
increase the number of vehicle revenue hours required, 
and therefore increase the cost of the service.

Service hours of 7:00 AM - 7:00 PM on weekdays were 
modeled. Longer service hours and weekend services are 
recommended if budget is available.

Other requirements.
Several other requirements may increase the cost of 
providing a service. Many of these requirements are 
mandatory when accepting FTA funding. 

• Buy America: Vehicles and materials purchased, 
leased, contracted for use and acquired must be 
assembled in the US and made with steel from the 
United States. Exemptions apply for mini-vans and 
limited waivers are available if Buy America products 
are not readily available.

• 13(c) labor protections: FTA law that requires employee 
protections must be certified by the Department of 
Labor and in place before federal transit funds can be 
released to a mass transit provider. Under 13(c) FTA 
recipients are not allowed to use funds in an effort to 
downsize their workforce.

• Drug & Alcohol: FTA policy that mandates testing of 
drivers for drugs & alcohol.

• Safety and Asset Management: Policies that establish 
asset management and safety training protocols and 
procedures.

• ADA requirements: Policies that require services can be 
provided to individuals with disabilities.

As this service is expected to rely on Rural Areas (5311) 
funding, service costs were estimated to include the costs 
of meeting all FTA requirements (See Section 3 - Transit 
Service Cost).
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3.1 ...................................     Peer agency cost model

3.2 ...................................  Turnkey contract cost model

3.3 ...................................  Summary of cost estimates
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Source: The City of Mobile GIS Data (https://maps.cityofmobile.org/GIS/gisdata_download.aspx) 

Cost model assumptions.
The following section estimates operating costs for 
a transit service in Mobile County based on the FTA’s 
National Transit Database (NTD). This database records 
the financial, operating, and asset conditions of transit 
systems. The actual cost of providing a service will vary 
depending on a variety of commercial factors, such as 
the competitiveness of the procurement process, fuel and 

vehicle prices, driver wage and hiring requirements, and 
more.

NTD data can be used to estimate the cost per vehicle hour 
to provide a demand response transit service. Using this 
information, annual costs can be estimated for a given fleet 
size and service hours assumptions. As shown in the figure 
below, the median cost per vehicle hour varies significantly. 
In Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Mississippi, the typical 
hourly cost ranges between $40 - $70 per vehicle hour. This 
is slightly lower than the average for the United States. 
Administrative costs are not included in these estimates. 

Another point of comparison from NTD data is Wave Transit’s 
demand response services, which provides paratransit within 
3/4 mile of fixed route services. These vehicles have an 
operating cost of $69 per vehicle hour. However, the existing 
Wave Transit demand response vehicles are larger than 
those recommended by Via, so actual operating costs may 
be lower if the agency or it’s contractor can procure, operate, 
and maintain smaller vehicles. It is important to note that 
Wave Transit has indicated that they are unlikely to have the 
resources to operate this service.

Costs were estimated using  
the National Transit Database  
(NTD) for similar agencies.

Peer agency  
cost model. 

Alabama $95 $42 $70 $34
Georgia $135 $34 $48 $26
Lousiana $201 $38 $72 $22
Mississippi $99 $38 $67 $22
All 4 States $201 $37 $68 $22
USA $321 $42 $81 $14

Estimated hourly operating cost by state

Minimum, lower quartile, upper quartile, and maximum hourly operating cost for demand-response transit in similar communities to Mobile, AL 
(Source: NTD)
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Source: https://www.transit.dot.gov/funding/procurement/third-party-procurement/capital-cost-contracting.  
Assumes the remaining percentage of the contract is operating expenses, matched at 50% by the FTA (this would likely be the case in Mobile County using Section 5311 funds)

Percent of contract allowed for capital assistance without further justification:

Contract type Description
Percent of Contract 
Eligible for 80%  
Federal Share

Percent of  
Contract Funded 
by Other Sources

Service contract
Contractor provides maintenance and transit 
service; recipient provides vehicles.

40% 38%

Service contract
Contractor provides transit service only; 
recipient provides vehicles and maintenance.

0% 50%

Vehicle mainten-
ance contract

Contractor provides maintenance; recipient 
provides vehicles and transit service.

100% 20%

Vehicle lease 
contract

Contractor provides vehicles; recipient 
provides maintenance and transit service.

100% 20%

Maintenance /  
lease contract

Contractor provides vehicles and maintenance; 
recipient provides transit service.

100% 20%

Turnkey contract
Contractor provides vehicles, maintenance, 
and transit service.

50% 35%

Vehicle service 
contract

Contractor provides vehicles and transit 
service; recipient provides maintenance.

10% 47%

Cost model assumptions.
Under this model, a third-party contractor would operate 
the service on behalf of the administering agency (SARPC). 
The third-party contractor would typically be selected 
through a competitive Request for Proposals (RFP) process. 
In a turnkey contract, the transportation provider would be 
required to provide vehicles, drivers, customer support, and 

software or another method of supporting trip assignment, 
scheduling, and routing. 

For turnkey contracts, agencies do not always have 
visibility into the breakdown between operating, capital, 
and administrative costs. To avoid imposing burdensome 
accounting rules, FTA allows the subrecipient to consider 
a percentage of leased service or contracted maintenance 
capital costs without further justification and will provide 
assistance for 80 percent of the resultant amount. This is 
known as the ‘Capital Cost of Contracting’ policy. 

For a turnkey contract, 50% of the contract value can 
be considered capital and administrative and will receive 
up to 80% federal share. Assuming the remaining 50% 
is operating expenses with a 50% federal share, this 
would result in an overall 65% federal share. A recipient 
may request FTA participation at a higher percentage of 
the contract than outlined above, but they must provide 
actual costs and justification. The percentages and the 
corresponding type of contract service are shown below:

The total annual net cost of 
a service is expected to be 
between $1.0 and $1.9M per year.

Turnkey 
contract model. 
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Turnkey contract cost estimates.
The following table includes funding estimates based 

on a turnkey contracting cost model. These costs are 

inclusive of operating, capital, and administration costs. As 

demonstrated, smaller fleets have a higher cost per vehicle 

hour due to the smaller base across which overhead costs 

are allocated. 

• A six-vehicle fleet is expected to cost $1.0M per year, 

and will require ~$360k in local funding.

• A 10-vehicle fleet is expected to cost $1.4M per year, and 

will require ~$520k in local funding.

• A 15-vehicle fleet is expected to cost $1.9M per year, and 

will require ~$730k in local funding.

The level of local funding required may be reduced if the 

operator can use an existing vehicle fleet or access volunteer 

drivers. Advertising and vehicle branding partnerships may 

also be a valuable tool to offset costs, and are considered 

local match for FTA funding purposes. 

Low Medium High
Estimated Fleet Size 6 10 15
Estimated Annual Vehicle Hours 16,800 28,100 42,100
Estimated Hourly Cost (Turnkey) $62 $53 $50
Total Annual Cost $1.03M $1.49M $2.09M
Less Fare Revenue $0.08M $0.13M $0.20M
Net Annual Cost $0.96M $1.35M $1.90M

FTA 5311 Funding (65%) $0.67M $0.97M $1.36M
Local Match Required (35%) $0.36M $0.52M $0.73M

Potential Local Match Sources
Community organizations and nonprofits $48k $68k $95k
DHR trip funding $72k $104k $147k
Advertisements and vehicle branding $30k $50k $75k
Total $150k $222k $316k
Percentage of Local Match 41% 43% 43%

Potential Cost Offsets
Volunteer drivers $258k $410k $615k
Provide own vehicles $84k $141k $211k
Total $342k $550k $825k

Standard Assumptions for All Scenarios
Hours of Operation 7am - 7pm, weekdays only
Contract Length (minimum) 1 year
Vehicle Type Chrysler Pacifica, Toyota Sienna, Mercedes Metris, or similar 
Wheelchair Accessible Fleet ~60% WAV fleet
Average Fare Assumption $3 per trip
Advertising Revenue per vehicle $5000 per year

Budget Scenario

Estimated annual turnkey contracting costs
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The most promising source of  
federal funding is the Rural and  
Small Area Formula Grant (5311).

Federal  
funding. 

Federal formula grant funding.
Federal formula grants provide funding based on a 
predetermined formula for distribution among the different 
states. Federal funding sources typically require a local 
funding source, often called a ‘local match’. This requirement 
means that the FTA will often only provide a percentage of 
the total costs of transit services. Typically, a maximum of 
50% of operating costs and 80% of capital costs are able to 
be provided through the FTA. Administrative costs are also 
matched at a maximum of 80% FTA share.

On March 26th, 2020, the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 
Security (CARES) Act was passed, which contained over $25 
billion in funding for public transportation deemed eligible 
under the federal formula grant program. Unlike the usual 
requirements, this funding does not require local match, 
and public transportation systems that have not previously 
received FTA formula funding can receive CARES Act funding. 
This means that Mobile County could be eligible for funding 
without any local funding match. However, the Alabama 
Department of Transportation (ALDOT) is the designated 
recipient of this funding and Mobile County would need to 
apply in order to receive the funding. Once the CARES Act 
funding is exhausted, local funding sources would be required 
for ongoing operations. 

The following federal funding programs have been identified 
as possible contributors to transit in Mobile County.

Section 5311 – Rural and Small Urban Area Formula Grant 
This program provides capital, planning, and operating 
assistance to states to support public transportation in rural 
areas with populations of less than 50,000. Typically, the 
federal share is 80 percent for capital projects, 50 percent 
for operating assistance, and 80 percent for Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA) non-fixed route paratransit service. 
The Job Access and Reverse Commute (JARC) funding is now 
included under this funding category. In Mobile County, there is 
currently no designated Rural Areas (5311) funding subrecipient. 

This funding source is likely to be a large contributor to the 
cost of operating a transit service in Mobile County. It is the 
primary funding source used by similar counties to fund rural 
transportation services. 

Transit services that are eligible for this funding must meet 
the criteria described below: 

• Eligible subrecipients: The funding formula is based 
on the non-urbanized population and land area of the 
states and is allocated to one recipient in each state. For 
Alabama, the recipient is ALDOT, which awards the funds 
to eligible subrecipients based on a competitive process. 
Eligible subrecipients include state or local governmental 
authorities, nonprofit organizations, operators of public 
transportation services, or intercity bus operators. In 
Mobile County, there are several potential subrecipients, 
such as SARPC, Wave Transit, the Mobile County 
Commission, the City of Mobile, and many local non-profit 
organizations. 

Section 5311  funding can be used to provide service in lower-density 
rural areas where fixed route buses do not operate.
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• Eligible trips: The purpose of the Rural Areas (5311) 
program is to provide public transportation in rural 
areas. However, many rural trips have origins or 
destinations that are located in an urbanized area, 
such as hospitals, universities, and employers. In 
recognition of this fact, Rural Areas (5311) funding 
may be used to fund trips that are primarily rural, but 
may begin or end in an urbanized area.  
 
An additional challenge in Mobile County is that 
some parts of the urbanized area are relatively rural 
in nature, with less than 1,000 people per square 
mile. Due to the methodology for determining the 
boundaries of the urbanized area, low-density 
census tracts north and south of the City of Mobile 
were considered urban due to a few small, isolated 
areas with higher populations. These areas do not 
have high enough population density to justify 
fixed route bus services. As a result, if transit is to 
be provided in these areas, it is likely to be part of 
a rural transportation service. As part of the Rural 
Areas (5311) funding application process, it will be 
critical to request permission from ALDOT and the 
FTA to use Rural Areas (5311) funding to serve lower-
density parts of the urbanized area. 

• Local match: Depending on the operator and cost 
structure, Rural Areas (5311) funding could cover 
approximately 55-65% of the total annual cost of 
a rural transportation service in Mobile County. This 
exact percentage of local match required will depend 
on the operating model and split between capital, 
operating, and administrative costs (see Estimated 
Funding Required for more details). The remaining 
35-45% of funding must be obtained through other 
sources. Potential sources of local match funding are 
discussed in the State, Local, Private, and Nonprofit 
funding sections. 

• Funding available: Rural Areas (5311) funding is 
allocated by ALDOT, which will receive ~$18M from 
the FTA in 2020. Three similar counties were studied 
to determine the amount of Rural Areas (5311) funding 
available for Mobile County. The table below shows 
that Rural Areas (5311) funding per person ranges 
between $3 - $19 per person and funding per square 
mile ranges between $500 - $2,000 per square mile.

Assuming Mobile County is able to obtain sufficient local 
match and is awarded funding at a level that is similar to other 
countries, this could translate into potential Rural Areas (5311) 
funding of $1.0M - $1.5M per year (see the table above).

Section 5310 - Enhanced Mobility of Seniors & Individuals 
with Disabilities 
This program provides funding for the purpose of assisting 
private nonprofit groups in meeting the transportation 
needs of older adults and people with disabilities when the 
transportation service provided is unavailable, insufficient, 
or inappropriate to meeting these needs. 

In Mobile County, SARPC is responsible for allocating this 
funding to selected private nonprofit groups. Approximately 
$300k of funding is allocated by SARPC, the majority of which 
is used to purchase vehicles for transportation services. 

As this funding source is typically oversubscribed each year 
and can only be used to transport seniors and individuals 
with disabilities, it would be operationally complex to 
allocate this funding to a rural public transit service. 
Therefore, it is unlikely to contribute significantly to 
operating a transit service in Mobile County. 

However, many of the private nonprofit groups who are 
currently recipients of this funding may prefer to fund 
the proposed transit service directly if it meets their 
requirements. These agencies typically have other funding 
sources that they may be able to use for this purpose. 

5311 Funding - 
Peer Analysis

 Madison 
County 

 Cullman 
County 

 St Clair 
County Units

Area Served               605               755              646 square miles
Population Served        111,768          81,289         88,199 population

Operating Cost $375,655 $997,600 $667,489 $ per year
Admin Cost $56,135 $723,400 $249,450 $ per year
Capital Cost $116,000 $692,000 $240,000 $ per year
Total Cost $547,790 $2,413,000 $1,156,939 $ per year

Total 5311 Funding $306,753 $1,509,620 $691,930 $ per year
Percent of cost 56% 63% 60%

5311 funds 
per sq. mile $507 $1,999 $1,071 $ per sq. mile

5311 funds 
per person $3 $19 $8 $ per person

 Analysis of 5311 funding in peer counties.
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Section 5307 - Urbanized Area Formula Grants 
This program makes federal resources available to urbanized 
areas and to governors for transit capital and operating 
assistance in urbanized areas and for transportation-related 
planning. An urbanized area is an incorporated area with a 
population of 50,000 or more that is designated as such by 
the U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census.

In Mobile County, this funding is allocated to the City of 
Mobile which operates the Wave Transit System. As the 
majority of this funding is required to maintain fixed route 
bus services, this is unlikely to contribute to a countywide 
transit service. However, Wave Transit has expressed 
an interest in combining Route 19 (the Schillinger/Airport 
Boulevard demand-response service) with a countywide 
transit service. Wave Transit may be able to reallocate some 
of this funding to a countywide service. 

Other federal funding sources 
There are several non-FTA administered federal funding 
sources available. A non-exhaustive list is outlined below:

• Department of Education (DOE): The DOE has several 
Offices of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, 
Educational Research and Improvement, and Elementary 
and Secondary Education.

• Department of Labor (DOL): Offices of Veterans’ 
Employment and Training Service (VETS), Office of 
Disability Employment Policy, and the Employment and 
Training Administration (ETA).

• Department of Agriculture (DOA): Offices of Rural 
Development (RD) and the Food and Nutrition Service.

• Department of Veteran Affairs (VA): Office of VA 
Health Administration Center.

• Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD): Office of Community Planning and Development 
(CPD), Public and Indian Housing, and the Federal 
Housing Administration.

• Department of Health and Human Services (HHS): 
Administrations for Health Resources and Services 
Administration (HRSA), Children and Families (ACF), 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA), Community Living (ACL), 

Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) and 
Indian Health Service (IHS) Office.

While there are many federal funding sources, the majority 
are not applicable to a service in Mobile County. In addition, 
many of these grants only accept applications during specific 
periods, making it difficult to secure funding prior to launch. 

There are two promising funding sources within this 
category. The  Older Americans Act (OAA) is managed 
through the Administration for Community Living (ACL). 
Approximately $100,000 of funding is allocated to SARPC 
each year from this source. This funding can be used for local 
match. 

The second is the Alabama Department of Human Resources 
(DHR), which is largely funded through federal sources. 
DHR staff were interviewed and indicated a need for 
transportation services, particularly for those participating in 
the JOBS program, which is designed to help clients become 
employed and eventually self-sufficient. While DHR recently 
contracted with a transportation provider, this contractor 
was unable to meet their requirements. 

Through a partnership with ALDOT, the full cost of trips 
that meet DHR and JARC eligibility requirements would be 
reimbursed. Not only does this result in additional funding for 
the service, the DHR portion of the funding also counts as a 
local match. Given that these trips are likely to be a relatively 
small percentage of all trips, DHR is expected to be a low-to-
moderate contributor to the cost of the transit service. 

State of Alabama funding.
State funding sources are typically significant contributors 
to public transit services. However, Alabama is one of five 
states that does not fund public transportation, so dedicated 
transit funding from the state is unlikely.
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Taxes
Local funds are often raised 
through taxes, including sales, use, 
property, gas, corporate franchise, 
severance, hotel, employer/
payroll, and realty transfer taxes. 

Fees
Another common source  
of local funds are fees, such as 
parking, vehicle registration, 
utility, vehicle leasing, rental and 
mortgage recording fees. 

Revenue
Some local public organizations 
have revenue sources from  
tolls, advertising, concessions, 
rental income, casinos, lotteries, 
and more. 

In the United States, most recent increases in public transit 
funding have come at the local level. Local funding sources 
are typically obtained through taxes, fees, and other 
revenue sources administered by local municipalities. In 
Mobile, these municipalities include Mobile County’s 12 
governing bodies: Mobile County itself, the cities of: Mobile, 
Prichard, Chickasaw, Saraland, Satsuma, Creola, Citronelle, 
Bayou La Batre, and Semmes; and the towns of Mount 
Vernon and Dauphin Island. 

Mobile County Commission. 
In some counties, the local county commission contributes 
to transit funding. In several peer counties, such as Madison, 
Pike, St. Clair, Baldwin, and Cullman Counties, the county 
commission allocated funding toward the service. 

All three County Commissioners were engaged as part of 
this study; Hon. Merceria L. Ludgood, Hon. Connie Hudson, 
and Hon. Jerry Carl. While at least one commissioner 
recognized that some Mobile County residents are isolated 
and would benefit from access to public transportation, the 
commissioners believe that there is not enough funding 
available in the county budget to contribute to the service. 

Local municipalities. 
The mayors of several of these governing bodies were engaged 
as part of this study. While many of these stakeholders 
indicated that they have funding constraints, they expressed 
some interest in funding a service once they were presented 
with a clear proposal describing where and how public transit 
could benefit their constituents. Local funding may therefore be 
a source of some match for a Rural Areas (5311) grant, but would 
very likely be insufficient to completely replace county funding 
as a component of the match.

Local funds may be available  
through some of Mobile County’s  
12 governing bodies.

Local public 
funding. 
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Community organizations, such as  
those that support individuals with 
disabilities, may contribute funding 
toward a transit service if it benefits their 
customers.

Private and non- 
profit funding. 

There are hundreds of companies and nonprofit 
organizations in Mobile County that could contribute funding 
to a public transportation service. It is relatively common for 
private and nonprofit organizations to pay their local transit 
provider to transport their clients, rather than providing 
transportation themselves. In Alabama, examples of these 
contracts include:

• Cullman County has contracts with several agencies, 
including the Cullman County Center for the 
Developmentally Disabled ($140k or 14% of annual 
operating costs), the Cullman County Commission on 
Aging ($23k or 2% of annual operating costs), and 
several other smaller agencies. 

• St. Clair County has contracts with The Arc of St. Clair 
County ($67k or 10% of annual operating costs), and 
M4A ($50k or 7% of annual operating costs).

Community organizations and nonprofits. 
Community organizations and nonprofits may be willing to 
contribute to a transit service if they feel that it will help 
to achieve their mission. For example, workforce training 
providers and philanthropic organizations often fund public 
transit services given the clear links between mobility 
and healthy, safe, and prosperous communities. Many 
nonprofit agencies that provide transportation for seniors 
and individuals with disabilities receive Section 5310 federal 
funding and may be willing to contribute to a public transit 
service instead. 

All Section 5310 recipients (Enhanced Mobility of Seniors 
& Individuals with Disabilities) are private non-profit 
organizations that provide funding for transportation 
services. If a high-quality transit service could meet their 
needs, some of these organizations have indicated they 
would be willing to allocate those funds to this service 
instead of running their own. As a result, we expect this to 
be a small contributor to a transit service. 

Private employers. 
Private employers in Mobile County may be willing to fund 
a transit service to increase access to their workplace. 
These companies may fund the transit service in a 
variety of ways including lump-sum annual contributions, 
direct reimbursement for employee trips, or purchase of 
transportation passes of employees. 

At this stage, no private employers spoken to have indicated 
a willingness to directly fund trips for their employees. 
Therefore, this is not expected to be a large contributor to a 
transit service. 

Educational providers. 
Schools and universities may be willing to fund a 
transportation service, particularly if it increases access for 
students and employees. 

At this stage, no educational providers have indicated a 
willingness to fund trips for their employees. Therefore, this 
is not expected to be a large contributor to a transit service. 
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Healthcare providers. 
Healthcare providers may be willing to fund a 
transportation service for patients and employees. Some 
patients may not have access to transportation and this 
often leads to missed appointments. Many providers and 
insurers will provide trips directly or fund trips through 
third-party operators such as taxi companies to increase 
healthcare access. 

At this stage, no healthcare providers have indicated a 
willingness to fund trips for their employees. Therefore, this 
is not expected to be a large contributor to a transit service. 

Vehicle advertising. 
Organizations may be interested in purchasing advertising 
to promote their business to customers. This advertising 
could include vehicle wraps, in-vehicle brochures, 
marketing through electronic distribution lists, or even 
naming rights for the service. Given the benefits a transit 
service could offer Mobile County, there may be interest 
in advertising as a form of sponsorship, meaning an 
organization may be willing to pay above market rate as a 
form of donation toward a service. 

We expect vehicle advertising to be a small contributor to a 

transit service. Given the limited fleet size and market rates 

for advertising, it is unlikely that advertising contracts will 

cover a significant portion of the total cost. 

Fare revenue. 
Fares can have a significant impact on the net cost and 

ridership of a service. Fares need to strike a balance 

between being affordable, yet still ensuring the service 

is financially viable. Four of the five peer counties 

selected for this study charge distance-based fares, 

as shown by the table below. Distance-based fares 

encourage passengers to travel to the nearest suitable 

destination, resulting in shorter trips and ensuring 

more trips can be completed. However, distance-based 

fares result in more expensive trips for those living 

in rural areas who need to travel longer distances. 

Fares
Madison 
County

Cullman 
County

St Clair 
County

Pike 
County

Baldwin 
County

Mean

0 - 5 miles $8.00 $2.00 $2.00 $2.00 $2.00 $3.20
6 - 10 miles $8.00 $4.00 $4.00 $2.00 $2.50 $4.10
11 - 15 miles $8.00 $4.00 $6.00 $3.00 $3.00 $4.80
15 - 20 miles $8.00 $6.00 $8.00 $3.00 $3.50 $5.70
20+ miles $8.00 $6.00 $8.00 $4.00 $4.00 $6.00

($8 one-way, 
$10 round-

trip)
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Summary of funding sources.

i

Highest potential funding sources in Mobile County. 

Funding Source Potential as a funding source in Mobile County
Expected 
Contribution  
(Percent of cost)

Section 5311 – Rural 
and Small Urban Area 
Formula Grant.

High potential - this is likely to be the largest source of funding 
for a demand-response transit service in Mobile County. 

55-65% 

Mobile County 
Commission.

Lower potential - Mobile County Commission has indicated that 
they are unlikely to fund public transportation in Mobile County 
at this time.  

0%  
(typically 10-30%).

Local public 
funding through 
Mobile County’s 12 
governing bodies.

Moderate potential - in similar regions, these governing 
bodies provide funding for public transportation. During initial 
conversations, some agencies indicated a willingness to fund 
transit once a clearer proposal was provided. Some of these 
agencies already fund smaller transit services (for example, for 
seniors) and would benefit from a higher quality, consolidated 
transit service for their residents.

10-30%

Fares.
Moderate potential - fares are expected to cover 5% - 15% 
of total operating costs, depending on the selected pricing 
structure.

5 - 15%

Other federal  
funding sources - 
Older Americans 
Act (OAA) and 
Department of 
Human Resources 
(DHR).

Moderate potential - SARPC currently receives approximately 
$100K in funding through the Older Americans Act (OAA). This 
funding can be reallocated to this service and is considered 
local match for the Section 5311 – Rural and Small Urban Area 
Formula Grant. Also, funding may be available through Alabama 
DHR for employment related trips made by qualified individuals 
such as DHR’s JOBS program. 

5-15%

Community 
organizations and 
nonprofits.

Lower potential - community organizations, particularly 
those who are already providing their own funds toward 
transportation services, are likely to be willing to re-allocate 
some or all of that funding to a countywide transit service. 

5-10%

Vehicle advertising.

Lower potential - vehicles can easily be branded with 
advertising from local businesses. The contribution of 
advertising will depend on the type of branding and the number 
of interested firms. 

2-10%
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RECOMMENDED NEXT STEPS 

If SARPC decides to proceed with a 
countywide transit service, the next 
steps are to secure local and federal 
funding before selecting an operating 
model and launching the service.

Recommended 
next steps. 

There are a number of critical tasks that must be completed 
in order to launch a countywide demand-response transit 
service. 

Coordinate with ALDOT and apply for funding: ALDOT 
administers the federal Section 5311 Rural and Small Urban 
Area Formula Grant, the most promising funding source 
for this service. The selected subrecipient should work 
with ALDOT to understand application timelines and 
requirements. ALDOT was consulted as part of this study 
and is supportive of establishing countywide transit in 
Mobile County. As part of the application process, Mobile 
County must designate an authority to manage the service 
on its behalf. While SARPC appears to be the most obvious 
candidate, other state or local government authorities, 
nonprofit organizations, operators of public transportation 
could also be considered.

Obtain commitments for local funding: Depending on 
the availability of CARES Act funding and the percentage 
of local match funding that will be required for the 5311 
grant, a commitment for the remaining required local 
funding should be secured through conversations with 
local government, non-profit organizations, and other 
potential funding sources. It is recommended that a written 
commitment is obtained from each contributor. 

Determine operating model: A decision is required on 
whether the service will be operated directly by the 
subrecipient or contracted to a third-party operator.

• Agency-operated model: In this model, the most likely 
operators are SARPC or Wave Transit. SARPC does not 
have experience operating this type of service and 
would need to develop or hire the right individual(s) 
to manage the service. In theory, this model may be 
cheaper without a third-party contractor and their 
associated operating margin. However, it is also 
possible that it may end up being more expensive if 
the service is not managed efficiently, particularly if 
the operator does not have the required experience. 

• Turnkey model: In this model, Mobile County must 
still designate an organization to administer the 
service. However, rather than operate the service, 
this organization will then outsource the service to 
a contractor. The organization managing the service 
will need to run a procurement process and ensure 
the contractor is providing the requested service, but 
does not need expertise on the day-to-day logistics of 
managing the service. 

Launch the service: The steps required to launch the 
service will depend on the selected operating model. In 
a turnkey model, the contractor will manage most of the 
following steps. In an agency-operated model, SARPC (or 
the designated agency) will need to complete the following 
steps. 

• Vehicle supply: Determine whether a fleet of vehicles 
are currently available for the service. If not, begin 
discussions with vehicle providers early as it may take 
up to 12 weeks to procure vehicles. Vehicles may be 
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purchased or leased, and the exact terms will depend 
on the dealer or vehicle provider selected. For this 
service, six-seater or larger vehicles are recommended. 
Approximately 20% of the fleet should be wheelchair 
accessible, assuming the routing and trip booking 
software has the capability to assign wheelchair 
passengers to the correct vehicles. If not, all vehicles 
may need to be wheelchair accessible, which will add 
cost to the service. 

• Vehicle storage and maintenance: A location to store 
vehicles should be identified. Ideally, Mobile County 
can use an existing facility. Keys should be stored in 
a secure location. A plan for maintaining and fueling 
vehicles should be developed. If drivers purchase the 
fuel themselves, a payment method or reimbursement 
process must be developed. Vehicles should be 
cleaned daily, with more thorough cleaning on a less-
frequent basis. 

• Drivers: Based on the size of the fleet and operating 
hours of the service, determine the number of drivers 
required. Typically, ~2-3x more drivers are required 
than vehicles. Ensure that drivers meet all local 
and state licencing requirements. For drivers that 
operate wheelchair accessible vehicles, disability 
awareness training is recommended. For this service, 
commercial drivers licences are unlikely to be required 
based on the recommended passenger capacities 
of the vehicles (less than 16 seats). When recruiting 
drivers, it is important to set expectations about shift 
durations and frequencies in advance. In order to build 
awareness among potential drivers, consider using 
job agencies, street marketing, social media such as 
Facebook, advertisements, and partnerships (e.g., 
driving schools, rental companies, unions).

• Software: For a service of this scale, trip planning 
software can maximize the number of trips that can 
be completed per vehicle. As discussed in this report, 
a pre-booked service is likely to be more efficient, but 
may also limit the number of passengers if it requires 
trips are booked the day prior to travel. However, 
some technology providers have relatively short 
pre-booking windows (just a few hours or less) which 
can provide significant efficiency benefits while still 
allowing for travel at short notice. Software is typically 

purchased through a Request for Proposals (RFP) or 
similar procurement process. If the software requires 
a tablet or smartphone for each driver, these must be 
purchased (including spares). Common devices include 
the Samsung Galaxy S8 or Google Pixel. A tablet mount 
and charging cables should be installed in each vehicle. 
Each tablet will require internet connectivity and a 
monthly data plan. 

• Administration: The service administrator is 
responsible for managing driver scheduling, resolving 
live passenger and driver concerns, managing phone 
bookings, responding to email and social media 
messages, lost and found, and more. For a service of 
this scale, a general manager will be required, along 
with additional support for managing real-time issues 
and phone bookings when the manager is unavailable. 

• Marketing: Once the service is ready to be launched, 
it should be marketed to potential passengers. As 
this service is likely to focus on those without access 
to a private vehicle such as seniors, individuals with 
disabilities, and low-income passengers, it may be 
most efficient to market to these riders through 
organizations and non-profits. Through this study, 
dozens of agencies were contacted and are willing to 
use their network to build awareness regarding the 
service. Marketing should focus on the benefits of the 
service, but also explain the practical steps required to 
book and take a trip. 

• Reporting: In order to maintain support for the service 
and continuously monitor and improve, regular 
reporting should be developed. Reports should 
focus on metrics such as ridership, cost, customer 
complaints, on-time performance, service for those 
with disabilities, and more. Data should be shared 
frequently with all stakeholders. 

Ongoing monitoring: Depending on the demand for 
the service during the initial months of operation, the 
subrecipient should work with all local stakeholders to 
determine whether to maintain, expand, or scale back the 
transit service.
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Appendix 1: List of stakeholders.

1.1 Stakeholder interview attendee list. 

Name Agency

Shannon M Shelley-Tremblay Director, Office of Community Engagement, University of South Alabama

Roma Hanks Chairperson, University of South Alabama

Dr. Josh Duplantis Southwest Alabama Workforce Development Council

Dr. Reginald Sykes Bishop State Community College

Hon. Merceria L. Ludgood Mobile County 

Hon. Connie Hudson Mobile County 

Hon. Jerry Carl Mobile County 

Hon. Jimmie Gardner Mayor, City of Prichard

Hon. Howard Rubenstein Mayor, City of Saraland

Hon. Thomas Williams Mayor, City of Satsuma  

Hon. Terry Williams Mayor, Mount Vernon 

Matthew Brown Director of Transportation, Baldwin County Commission

Damon Dash General Manager, Wave Transit

Gerald Alfred Director Of Planning and Capital Projects, Wave Transit

Constance (Addie) Ray Owner/Operator at Access For All, LLC

Stakeholders were engaged through 1:1 interviews, a stakeholder working group held during Task 1: Transit Needs 
Analysis, and a stakeholder feedback session conducted at the conclusion of the project.
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Appendix 1: List of stakeholders.

1.2 Focus Group Attendee List

Name Agency

Dan Berkovits Via Transportation

Cathal O’Gorman Via Transportation

Carolyn Green Full Life Ahead

Brandon Bias Goodwyn, Mills, Cawood

LeeAnne Green Creola

Tonya Moss Creola

Acquanita Westry Goodwill Easter Seals

Kurt Neufang Transit Advocate

Ginger Druhan Alta Pointe ID

Charles Courtney Mobile Advisory Committee for the Disabled

Nanetta Johnson Ahepa Management

Glenda Robbins Ahepa Management

Clinton Johnson Jr. AL Power

Ebonie Pugh Goodwill Easter Seals

Christina Boyington SARPC / AAA

Stephanie Woods-Crawford MCHD

Emily Blewas Gulf States HPC

Danny Patterson Gulf States HPC

John "Rickey" Rhodes SARPC

Mayor David Baker City of Semmes

Brooke Dolbare AM/NS Calvert

Shelby Glover Zaricor Mobile Chamber

Kathi Albell Goodwill Easter Seals

Danyale Davis Goodwill Easter Seals

Carol Statter Infirmary Health

Roma Hanks USA

Sherry Riley VIA

Shannon Shelley-Tremblay USA

Della Sanchez SARPC / AAA

Leslie Dobson Alta Pointe Health

Jason Snowden City of Mobile
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