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Background Paper: 
Policy Direction and New Paradigms 

for Public Transportation 
 
 
The purpose of this paper is to present the opportunities and challenges for public 
transportation in Oregon and to discuss related policy direction of the Oregon 
Transportation Plan (OTP).  
 
This paper presents a consideration of the paradigm shift that is occurring in public 
transportation. Specifically, this paradigm shift involves an increased focus on the 
customer, the customer’s transportation experience, and the enhanced integration of 
transportation infrastructure, services, and the suite of related public agency goals (such 
as land use). This paper illustrates how principles of “paradigm shift” relate to public 
transportation and how they could be addressed in policies of the OTP update. 
 
The paper presents the conclusions that: 
• Public transit agencies in Oregon largely embrace the principles of this new 

paradigm. One agency focuses on the total trip experience and therefore implements 
principles that are just starting to be implemented around the nation.  

• The overall transportation context of roads, railroads and other infrastructure is 
significant to implementing new directions for public transportation.  

• More policy effort needs to be directed toward the interface between modes, facilities 
and services. 

 
1. Public Transportation in Oregon 
 
There are more than 230 public transportation providers1 in Oregon, including large 
transit districts (such as TriMet and Lane Transit), local governments, non-profit and for-
profit organizations, such as privately owned intercity bus service operators. In Oregon’s 
larger urban areas, such as Portland, Salem, Eugene, and Medford, transit agencies 
provide the majority of public transportation services. Smaller cities and rural areas are 
served by community public transportation services and subsidized taxi services. There 
are special needs transportation providers for elderly and disabled persons in every 
Oregon county. 
 
Public transportation services are operated by local agencies, private operators and 
Amtrak. In broad terms, the state’s role in public transportation involves planning, 
funding and coordination. Public transportation services overseen by the Oregon 
Department of Transportation (ODOT) include: public transit, special needs 
transportation, transportation demand management, intercity passenger transportation, 
and planning and capital programs. ODOT also coordinates public transportation 

                                                 
1 Oregon Public Transportation Plan (1997). This paper does not include air services as a component of public 
transportation. 
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program with other state agencies’ programs (e.g., Department of Energy, Department of 
Environmental Quality and Department of Land Conservation and Development).  
 
Planning and operation of public transportation services relies on cooperation and 
integration among the various state, regional, local agencies and private firms involved in 
public transportation. One of the policy implications of the new paradigm discussed 
below deals with enhancing cooperation and integration among these entities involved in 
planning, funding, and operating public transportation services. 
 
Table 1 presents the major public transportation services and their governance; and state, 
local, and regional roles. 
 
 

Table 1 – Public Transportation Services and Governance 
Service Governance ODOT/State Role Local/Regional Role(s) 

Intercity Pass. Rail Amtrak Coordination, planning, 
funding 

Coordination 

Intercity Bus Private providers Coordination, planning, 
funding (?) 

Coordination 

Metropolitan Area Transit Pubic transit agencies Coordination, (fleet 
management), funding 

Metropolitan planning 
(MPOs), local government 
integration/coordination 

Rural/Small City Transit Local agencies/private 
providers 

Coordination Planning and integration, 
coordination with metro area 
transit agencies where 
applicable 

Special Needs Local providers (public and 
private) 

Coordination and funding Coordination 

 
 

Intercity Bus and Rail Services 
Intercity passenger service in Oregon includes Amtrak passenger rail and intercity bus 
services. Amtrak operates the Amtrak Cascades corridor service between Eugene and 
Vancouver, BC, as well as the long-distance service that serves some communities in 
Oregon. Corridor train service is supplemented by Amtrak Thruway bus service in the 
Eugene-to-Portland corridor. Private bus operators provide intercity bus services 
throughout Oregon, both scheduled regular route and commuter type services. Figure 1 
on the following page illustrates major intercity public transportation corridors and 
services in Oregon. 
 
According to ODOT’s 2001 Intercity Passenger Transportation Program Biennial Report, 
the most comprehensive intercity transportation services are between cities in the 
Willamette Valley on the I-5 corridor (specifically, Eugene, Albany/Corvallis, Salem, and 
Portland).  
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Policy Implication of New Paradigms 
 
The new paradigms research suggested three broad areas of transportation policy that 
should be addressed to support the emergence of a new paradigm for public 
transportation: 
 
• Focus first on operations and how it affects the current and potential customer. This 

approach will shift focus from construction of new capacity to “infostructure” and 
operations and management. New capital investment is then seen as supporting and 
optimizing operations to provide the total trip experience of the customer and 
potential customer. 

 
• Focus on coordination and integration of all services and facilities affecting the 

customer’s experience, not just those owned and operated by the transit agency. 
Within this new paradigm, for instance, the relation of roads, sidewalks and traffic 
operations becomes a critical factor in evaluation of urban transit operations. In rural 
areas, the information systems through which customers access information and 
reservation systems become significant elements along with the number of vehicles 
and times of operation.  

 
• Transit funding at all levels might also be reshaped to support the paradigm shift by: 

- Ensuring that transit capacity requirements will be met over a multimodal system 
- Supporting the significant integration costs across facilities, equipment, services, 

functions, etc.  
- Facilitating broader and faster deployment of transit “infostructure” 
- Offsetting some of the costs of significant organizational change 
- Loosening constraints that discourage collaboration and integration 
- Revising funding eligibility rules so that necessary or essential activities across 

the dimensions of change (that might otherwise not be eligible) might be made 
eligible. 

 

Benefits of the “New Paradigm” 
 
There are several important benefits to public transportation providers and government 
agencies in adopting the principles of the new paradigms. These include: 
• More effective public transportation services. 
• Increased transit ridership. 
• Attraction of “choice riders” – that is, those riders who choose transit over other 

modes. In general, transportation system benefits accrue from attraction of choice 
riders, since single-occupant vehicle trips are reduced. 

• System optimization through mobility management can be cost effective in 
comparison to adding roadway capacity. 
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3. New Directions for Public Transportation in Oregon 
 
Many of Oregon’s public transportation system agencies have been implementing 
elements of the new paradigm, which has, in turn, improved transit efficiency and 
quality. Examples of programs that have embody the new paradigm include: 
 
• New and expanded transit services, such as Lane Transit’s Bus Rapid Transit, 

TriMet’s Light Rail system expansions, and the Washington County Commuter 
Rail demonstrate coordination among providers and other agencies. 

• The Governor’s Economic Recovery Team provides a forum that could be very 
helpful in promoting new paradigm concepts. 

• TriMet’s experience with planning and service delivery illustrates how some of the 
new paradigm concepts have been applied to public transportation. TriMet’s 
service planning seeks to integrate all elements of the rider’s trip. For example, 
work in the 57 – Tualatin Valley Highway/Forest Grove line in Washington 
County seeks to address access issues for riders that include lack of sidewalks and 
dangerous roadway crossings (for pedestrians). TriMet is working with ODOT and 
local governments to address these issues. 

 

Implications for Governance 
 
This new direction for public transportation does not imply a particular form of 
governance for transportation providers. However, any governance system must have 
several characteristics: 

• Customer focus 
• Ability to affect operations as related to the customer, as well as capital 

investment 
• Flexibility to coordinate services and facilities with other transportation and 

infrastructure providers/operators to improve the effectiveness of the customer 
experience 

• Ability to manage funding consistent with this new approach. The agency needs a 
dedicated/reliable source to plan changes in operations and the flexibility to 
coordinate capital and operation improvement, even if that means contracting 
with other providers  

 
Barriers to adopting the new paradigm’s direction on governance stem largely from the 
traditional separation of highway/roadway and transit systems. Cooperation and 
integration among public transportation providers and local and state agencies is crucial 
to affecting a total trip approach for transit riders. The new paradigm’s direction on inter-
governmental cooperation and integration has been realized in many elements of public 
transportation in Oregon, such as TriMet’s Transportation Investment Plan and new 
corridor services. Also, funding systems are frequently not able to manage funding 
consistent with the new paradigm approach. 
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Implications for Planning and Service Delivery Areas 
 
This new approach to transportation would seem to imply an approach to service delivery 
and planning areas in which the planning and service delivery areas reflect the “travel 
shed” of customers. For regional transit systems this is largely the case, with some 
notable exceptions. In both Salem and Portland, some of the providers of small city 
connections to the core area are outside of the district. Wilsonville, for instance, is an 
independent district from TriMet and Dallas, Silverton and Stayton, from which many 
commuters travel to Salem are outside the Salem district’s boundaries. In the case of 
Wilsonville there is a positive side to this tension as the provider has a very direct 
connection to the primary customer. In these cases, the new paradigm focus on the total 
trip experience should encourage integration of the small city connection provider with 
the agencies administering transportation, transit, and land use in the areas served by 
those providers. For example, the trip experience for riders on Wilsonville’s system 
making a connection to TriMet depends on both systems. 
 
In addition, changing commute and travel patterns require rethinking of traditional 
geographic and political boundaries of service areas. For example, employment centers 
have shifted to less dense suburban locations that are not well served by traditional 
suburb-to-center city transit spokes.  The proposed Washington County Inter-Urban 
Commuter Rail line is one response to these changing patterns. This unique system would 
provide suburb-to-suburb, peak period service between Wilsonville and Beaverton, with a 
linkage to TriMet’s westside light rail line and bus service.  
 
Small city and rural transit providers are, by their nature, needs-based and generally 
provide demand-responsive services, largely to transit-dependent persons. For small city 
and rural systems the application of the new paradigm to service delivery areas would 
also involve integration of services associated with the total trip experience. While small 
area and rural provider services are geared more toward providing mobility for riders 
without other travel options (as opposed to attracting “choice riders”), consideration of 
access and land use elements of the riders’ total trip experience adds to the effectiveness 
of small community providers. 
 
Intercity services present a different set of challenges, because coordination and planning 
of services crosses state lines and includes private operators. The Amtrak Cascade trains 
have an effective cooperative arrangement between the states of Oregon and Washington 
which has resulted in effective planning and service delivery within resources. For 
intercity buses the emphasis continues to be on state coordination of services. The 
question remains whether a different distribution of responsibility might yield either 
better coordination with local transportation systems with which intercity services should 
coordinate or interstate agreements that provide for planning and assistance across state 
lines.  
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4. Public Transportation Policies of the OTP 
 
The policy framework for public transportation in Oregon is addressed in several 
elements of the 1992 OTP and the 1997 Oregon Public Transit Plan (OPTP).  
 
Public transportation policies of the OTP are very broad and recognize the role and 
influence of public transportation within the various facets of the state’s transportation 
system. The OTP’s policies for public transportation include promoting accessibility to 
transportation; encouraging fuel-efficient modes; and enhancing livability by reducing 
congestion and vehicle miles traveled. The characteristics of the public transportation 
system embodied in the OTP include: 
• Balance and efficiency with respect to modes, corridors, and customers 
• Accessibility 
• Connectivity among places and modes 
• Stability and reliability 
 
The OTP also addresses public transportation with respect to livability (supporting 
transportation-efficient land use, providing mobility within and among places, providing 
connections for multiple modes, and supporting environmental goals). These policies and 
goals are generally consistent with the concepts of the new paradigm. 
 
The OPTP is an element of the OTP and provides the modal plan for public 
transportation. The OPTP provides specific policies and benchmarks for the state’s public 
transportation program. Public transportation is dependant on the cooperation and 
integration of the federal, state, regional, and local programs, and involves public and 
private sector providers. As such, public transportation involves ODOT and other state 
agencies (e.g., the Department of Human Services), metropolitan planning organizations, 
local and regional transit agencies, local governments, and private transportation service 
providers. 
 

Policy Development in the OTP Update 
 
In general, the policy framework of the OTP appears to be consistent with the direction of 
the state’s public transportation programs and new paradigms. There are, however, 
several areas in which existing policy could be strengthened by integrating new concepts.  
 

Mobility Management 
 

The shift in public transportation from agencies being providers of capacity to 
managers of mobility relates to all modes and entities involved in transportation. 
Concepts of mobility management could be integrated OTP policy goals related to 
system characteristics, livability, and implementation.  
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Mobility management also entails a cultural shift from transportation policies focused 
on building accessibility and mobility to policies that look to manage and optimize 
existing systems. 

 

Implementation 
 

Integration and cooperation among all public and private entities involved in 
planning, funding, and providing transportation infrastructure and services is key to 
providing the total trip approach to public transportation. Existing barriers or 
constraints to transit ridership can be elements of the transit service within a given 
corridor (schedules, frequencies of service, etc.), but could also be related to 
accessibility of riders to the transit services, related to sidewalks, unsafe pedestrian 
crossings, location of transit centers, etc.). The integration of planning and 
investments to address service and accessibility require cooperation of transit 
providers as well as state and local government agencies responsible for roadways, 
sidewalks, and land use. 

 

Transportation Equity 
 

Transportation equity is an increasing concern for states and regions. Similar in 
concept to environmental justice, transportation equity is the concern that the 
distributions of the burdens and benefits of public investments in transportation are 
shared equitably between income classes and racial and ethnic groups. Transit can 
play a key role because it is often more focused on low income groups than other 
investments such as suburban arterial roads.  

 

Sustainability 
 

Because of the environmental and social benefits of transit, it is a natural contributor 
to sustainability. This should be explicitly recognized in policy. In addition, 
development and expansion of transit should itself be pursued along sustainability 
principles.  

 

Performance Measures for Public Transportation 
 
As discussed previously, the 1992 OTP contains two sources of implicit performance 
measures for transit. First, the document contains transportation benchmarks, which were 
addressed by the plan. Second, the minimum levels of service described in the plan’s 
system element also provide measures of performance. These measures are summarized 
in Table 4 (Attachment 1 provides a detailed description of the OTP’s level of service 
standards for public transportation).  
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Table 5 – Transit-Related Performance Measures from the 1992 OTP 

From “Oregon Benchmarks Addressed by the OTP” 

Urban Mobility Percentage of Oregonians who commute to and from work during peak 
hours by means other than a single occupancy vehicle 

Air Quality Percentage of Oregonians living where the air meets government ambient 
air quality standards 

Livability  Transit hours per capita per year in Oregon metropolitan areas 

Economic Prosperity  Percentage of Oregonians living in communities with daily scheduled 
intercity passenger bus, van or rail service 

Minimum Levels of Service 

Intercity Passenger Services  

 Frequency of intercity services by market size 

 Connectivity of local transit and special needs services to intercity services 

 Degree to which intercity transit terminals (bus and train stations) are 
intermodal and open to all providers 

 ADA compliance for intercity services 

Intercity Rail Type and frequency of service by market size 

Urban Transit Frequency and capacity of service by corridor and area, by market size 
 
The existing OTP benchmarks generally address the types of results that are desired 
under the new paradigm. In addition, the following public transportation evaluation 
measures should be considered in updating the OTP: 
 
Mobility Management 

• Lack of barriers and ease of access to and from public transportation. 
• Availability information to riders that enhance the total trip. 
• Number of transit rides per person in “non-transit dependent” population (i.e., 

“choice riders”) 
• Percentage of senior and disabled population who can access shopping and 

medical services through normal (not special needs) transit 
• Special needs rides provided per senior citizen and disabled person in the 

population  
 
Implementation and Sustainability 

• Capital investment in public transit facilities and equipment. 
• Investment in transit-related infrastructure and access improvement (e.g., 

sidewalks, signals to address dangerous roadway crossings, etc.) 
• Coordination among transit, transportation, land use, and human services agencies 

in service planning and delivery. 
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5. Conclusions 
  
Public transit and transit policy in Oregon is well developed but can be improved. Oregon 
public transportation service providers and government agencies have been implementing 
the concepts embodied in the new paradigm. Transit agencies in particular are shifting 
their planning and operations to focus on the customer and manage mobility consistent 
with the new paradigm.  
 
Obstacles exist to implementation of changes. Areas of improvement would include 
enhanced inter-governmental cooperation and integration in planning and funding public 
transportation as an element of overall mobility; better defining the role of transit in 
sustainable development; and in better defining mobility in terms of a new paradigm 
which considers total trips and total mobility as opposed to simply the transit linkages.  
These improvements would be relevant to urban and small city/rural, intercity, and 
special needs public transportation providers. 
 
 
 




