INCREASED FUNDING FOR RURAL TRANSPORTATION NEEDS

ISSUE

The rural intercity bus program in 49 U.S.C. Section 5311(f) has helped stem the decline in bus
service to rural communities. In the last two years ABA has supported the FT A Private Match
Pilot program this program needs to be institutionalized and far greater federal support is needed
to ensure that rural communities have adequate connections to the nation’s public transportation
system including air service.

BACKGROUND

Intercity buses provide daily scheduled service to over 4,000 communities nationwide. This
service not only provides essential passenger services, its incidental package express service is
the only form of daily, scheduled freight service for many of these small towns. Although
motorcoaches serve roughly eight times as many communities as either the airlines or Amtrak,
more than 20,000 communities have lost their motorcoach service over the last 30 years.

Congress recognized the need to reverse this trend in SAFETEA-LU by reauthorizing the rural
intercity bus program and allowing for additional funding under the 5340 program to accomplish
many of the objectives that were proposed in the “Essential Bus Service” program proposed by
ABA during the reauthorization process. The rural intercity bus transportation program provides
funds for either buses and stations or operations. The 5311(f) program is funded at approximately
$70 million per year through 2009, for rural intercity bus transportation, which doubled what was
previously available. This represents 15% of a state’s total FTA rural transportation funding. A
state can spend more than 15% and can only allot less than that amount if after doing a statewide
plan and consultation process with private operators the governor finds that rural intercity bus
needs are already being met. Furthermore, all eligible bus companies in a given state must be
made aware when the state has begun their transportation planning process so that these
companies may be included in the process and propose projects.

ABA POSITION

ABA supports the rural intercity bus transportation program authorized by SAFETEA-LU. ABA
has committed resources to ensure that the implementation process proceeds as the legislation
intends. ABA urges the FTA to track and enforce compliance with the SAFTEA-LU intercity bus
operator consultation requirements. Any states’ consultation with intercity bus operators be
substantive and any subsequent certification must be rationally related to that consultation. FTA
requires that prior to certification, a state must solicit written comments and proposals from
carriers concerning unmet intercity bus needs. If a state chooses to certify, it must set forth in the
certification letter, a description of any proposals received and its rational basis for choosing to
certify, notwithstanding those proposals. FTA should refuse to allow a state to certify unless it
meets these standards. ABA worked with FTA to adopt a new policy that allows states to expand
section 5311(f) projects to include local match provided by the cost of the unsubsidized intercity
bus service that connects with the subsidized service. This increases the percentage of the net cost
of the subsidized service that section 5311 (f) funds can subsidize from 50% to 100% and
requires collaboration and connection for services using the private match process. Finally FTA
should specify in its guidance that SAFTEA-LU clarifies that intercity bus operators are eligible
“sub-recipients” for section 5311 funding.
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