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SUMMARY 

This paper focuses on the innovative methods being utilized to serve a sparsely 

populated area with publicly funded subsidized transportation services, organized to 

serve older persons, persons living with disabilities, and/or persons with limited 

incomes. Among the states that provide good transportation system, COAST is the 

organization which provides transportation and other related services for the 

aforementioned special population serving both the states of Washington and Idaho, 

and the case study presented in this paper helps to illustrate the issues facing rural 

transportation services. A critical and unique factor is the nature of rural transit which 

requires management to adapt to their specific needs, making innovation an 

essential ingredient to their survival.  This is needed to meet changes between 

demographic, technology, economic and sometimes local/regional political factors. 

The value of the lessons learned may serve many parts of the world where similar 

unique situations exists requiring innovative approach to overcome the local 

challenges and provide an essential service without which communities may die. 
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PURPOSE 

Rural transportation has always been an area of major challenges and success 

when addressing the need of the rural population which over time may depend more 

frequently on public transportation as the population ages in place. This is 

particularly the case for parts of the US which have sparse population density, large 

rural expanse of natural forests or agricultural land with little or no service 
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infrastructure to support this population. As people age in rural areas, they become 

more dependent and have less income to pay for more services or relocate to areas 

with services such as townships or cities with existing social service infrastructure to 

provide essential support services such as transportation for essential trips. There is 

recognition for the innovation displayed by rural service providers as reflected in a 

recent TCRP report (TCRP Synthesis 94, TRB, 2011), where transit issues related to 

rural intercity bus services to changing rural communities’ transit are reviewed and 

investigated. Similarly, the issues involved in sustaining transit services in often 

remote tribal is recognized in the recent TCRP report (TCRP report 154, TRB, 2012), 

in which guidelines are provided for planning, inventory of existing resources, need 

assessment, funding and implementation. Prior to these studies, few study focused 

on rural transit. Each rural system has its own dynamics related to geography, 

quality of service, political issues, service design, cost, and other local factors such 

as cost sharing potential for overheads etc. The adage “necessity is the mother of 

invention” is perhaps more relevant to this particular industry than others as it is the 

only way most rural transit systems have survived. For this research a case study of 

an innovative approach to serving a rural area spread over two States is analyzed. 

                                       

Figure 1a: Parts Washington & Idaho           Figure 1b: Two State Service Area* 

       Serviced by COAST* 

 

                                                                                                          

 

 

 

 

 

*http://tti.tamu.edu/documents/0-633-1.pdf, p 147 

Discussion of the Case Study 

The Council on Aging & Human Services (COAST) provides transportation services 

and serves an area of over 17,000 square miles, much of which is designated as 

wilderness. Its service area includes three rural counties in the eastern part of 

Washington State and five mostly rural counties in the north central parts of Idaho 

(Figure 1a, 1b). The bi-state specialized transportation services of COAST provide 

many lessons for those in the transit industry and non- profit organizations that 

partner with social service and transit agencies.  A more detailed discussion of the 
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counties served in Washington and Idaho provides a larger view of why such 

services are essential in such a part of the US (Figures 2 &3). 

 

Figure 2: Counties of Asotin, Garfield                      Figure 3: The Five Rural Counties 

and Whitman, in Washington State                          of Idaho serviced by COAST                                                                                                                                                 

     

                                                                                                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                         

                                                                                          

 

Table 1: Counties in Washington State* 

Counties in Washington 
State            Asotin Garfield Whitman 

Population for 2010 21,623 2,266 44,776 

    % Population 65+ 19.4 23.1 9.8 

    % Females 52 51.2 49 

    % High School Grad. 88.9 91.7 95.7 

    Per capita income ($) 23,731 22,825 19,506 

    % Pop below poverty 
level 13.5 15.7 27.6 

    Federal Spending ($) 179,208 42,362 445,578 

    Land Area (in sq. miles) 636.21 710.69 2,159.09 

    Persons per sq. mile 34 3.2 20.7 

    

Metro/Micropolitan  
Lewiston      
ID/WA none 

Pullman,WA 

* http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/53000.html  
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              The distribution of population in the three Washington State counties, 

Asotin, Garfield and Whitman, is shown by Table 1. The key population 

characteristics show that almost 50% or more are women, most people are high 

school graduates, with poverty levels closely related to education completed. The 

density is low for this entire region of Washington State, accentuating the rural 

setting. Garfield stands out from the other two counties because there is no town or 

a city within the county. In contrast, the relatively higher population densities in the 

remaining two counties reflect their proximity to Metropolitan/ Micropolitan areas: 

Asotin County is close to Lewiston on the border of Idaho and Washington, while 

Pullman, although near the boundary of Idaho, is in Whitman County. Another factor 

for Whitman County is the campus of Washington State University at Pullman which 

adds 22,000 to the county population. Clearly in eastern Washington, there are large 

population clusters in Whitman County, with the remaining population scattered over 

among 15 small towns with no more than 900 individuals. The statistics for the five 

State of Idaho counties (Table 2) show a similar trend with low population density, 

low income, high concentration of women, and a high percentage of the population 

with up to high school graduate education.  This may be a factor in explaining the 

high poverty level in each county. While Latah County is the location of the 

University of Idaho, its influence is much less on Moscow as a town.                                                                                       

 

Table 2: Statistics on the Five Counties of Idaho* 

Counties in The State of 
Idaho 

Clear 
Water Idaho Latah Lewis 

Nez 
Perce 

Population for 2010 8,761 16,267 37,244 3,822 39,265 

      % Population 65+ 23.2 21.7 10.4 23 18.1 

      % Females 45.7 47.6 48.7 50 50.5 

      % High School Grad. 84.7 85.7 93.5 90.2 89.7 

      Per capita income ($) 20,,507 18,980 20,218 18,580 23,899 

      % Pop below poverty level 11.7 19.1 21.5 16 11.6 

      Federal Spending ($) 130,195 183,126 289,005 83,360 422,695 

      Land Area (in sq. miles) 2,457.27 8,477.35 1,076 478.8 848.09 

      Persons per sq. mile 3.6 1.9 34.6 8 46.3 

      Metro/Micropolitan Status none     none Moscow none Lewiston 
* http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/16000.html 

            

Both Tables (1& 2) when combined with figures 2 & 3 show that those counties 

closer to towns/ small cities with employment opportunities, seem to have higher per 

capita income and also have higher population density. This may also explain the 
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need for a public transportation system which can and will serve these low density 

and lower income areas, and require greater level of subsidies from different levels 

of governments. This observation is supported by the data as there is a greater 

amount of per head federal spending in the rural counties such as Garfield County in 

Washington State. While the same argument can be made for the counties in Idaho, 

the contrast between the rural and the more urbanized counties are not as obvious 

there (Tables 3a & 3b).   

Table 3a: Measures of Characteristics Associated with Per Capita Subsidy in 

Idaho* 

Counties in Idaho Clear Water Idaho Latah Lewis Nez Perce 

Pop. Below 
poverty 

11.7 19.1 21.5 16 11.6 

Per capita Income 20,,507 18,980 20,218 18,580 23,899 

Population 8,761 16,267 37,244 3,822 39,265 

Federal Spending 130,195 183,126 289,005 83,360 422,695 

Per capita subsidy 14.86074649 11 7.759773 21.81057 10.76519 

Nearby 
micro/metropolitan 
cities 

  Moscow  Lewiston 

 

Table 3b: Measures of Characteristics Associated with Per Capita Subsidy in 

Washington State* 

Counties in Washington State Asotin Garfield Whitman 

% Pop below poverty level 13.5 15.7 27.6 

Per capita income ($) 23,731 22,825 19,506 

Population  21,623 2,266 44,776 

Federal Spending ($) 179,208 42,362 445,578 

Per capita subsidy  8.28784165 18.69462 23451.47 

Nearby micro/metropolitan 
cities 

Lewiston/ID,WA  Pullman 

*Statistics computed from http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/16000.html  

Hence the need for transportation service provision to Eastern Washington State and 

Western parts of Idaho is critical for the local population, beset with aging population, 

almost 50% of whom are women, with a little opportunity to move or find better 

paying employment. This then addresses the issue of how can the transit provider 

meet the demands for transportation for the target population who are likely to need  

COAST’s mission is directed at mobility and customer orientation. Since 1984, 

COAST’s vision has been that mobility is a basic foundation of a democratic society 

irrespective of individuals’ circumstances such as income, age, disability, or other 

personal characteristics. The need for transportation in these rural parts of the US 
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has been met by COAST. It is in charge of arrangement of transportation services for 

various reasons ranging from doctor’s appointment to grocery shopping, attending 

congregate meal sites, and access to many other destinations. COAST has 

expanded options for providing mobility by providing safe, affordable, accessible and 

coordinated transportation and brokerage services. 

Funding for COAST’s operation comes from a number of different sources which are 

provided in Table 4: 

Table 4: Funding Source for COAST’s operation* 

 

Funding Source 

 

IDAHO (Fiscal Year April 

1-March 30) 

WASHINGTON (FY July 1-

June 30) 

  FY 2011     FY 2012    FY 2011  FY 2012 

5310 POS Contract ( for 

expanded service area) 

 105,000  114,800   

5316             0    16,500   

5317    41,000    30,000   

5311             0    49,800    137,000  

Medicaid    48,000    48,000    100,000  128,000 

State             0             0    137,000    251,000 

Area agency on Aging             0             0      36,000    36,000 

Volunteer drivers (In-kind)    48,000   48,000     90,000        90,000 

Total (excluding in-kind) 194,000  259,100    410,000  415,000 

*Data obtained directly from COAST 

Various categories of federal funds (5310, 5311, 5316, 5317, Medicaid) for 

transportation were available through both the State Departments of Transportation. 

In addition, The State of Washington, together with Area Agency on Aging, provided 

additional state funds, for transportation. Recently, in addition to the state funds, 

funds were given by the Area Agency on Aging for Washington State, while counties 

in Idaho have provided local funds. These funds are used for operations providing 

subsidized fares. Additionally,  COAST has generated revenue through a variety of 

complementary activities which include: running a vehicle insurance pool; acquiring 

and loaning vehicles; operating van pools; supporting volunteer car pools; providing 

training services; maintaining vehicles; operating an eight county Information and 

Referral; and dispatching rides throughout the region. The annual ridership of 

COAST is around 700,000. Its annual budget of $1,200,000 has recently been 

reduced to $900,000 due to the loss of the “Information and Assistance” contract for 

care management in Whitman County, in Washington State. With the decline in 



federal and state funding, COAST will have to find innovative means to continue to 

provide the essential life line to many of its clients who are dependent on its 

transportation services to live and age in place, without being forced to relocate. 

COAST provides demand response services, serves as broker for van pools and car 

pools, with coordination between fixed route services along the US Highways, while 

providing more personalized service using volunteers to meet the demand for 

accessible transportation services while achieving cost efficiency. 

 

 

Figure 4: Coordination of Services between COAST and local transit service 

providers. 

Although the original service areas in both Washington and Idaho uses volunteer 

drivers and diverse source of financing, the demand for transportation has benefited 

from coordination with transit providers such as Northwestern Trailways, Columbia 

Public Transit, Valley Transit and others.  The collaboration enables the provision of 

transportation services to the special needs population who need door to door 

service provided by COAST, to connect to the existing public transportation services 

and to access essential services in the nearest towns/cities. This service 

coordination with rural transit in this region is shown in greater detail (Figure 4), 

where COAST has also provided door to door service to connect those who are 



living in small towns, hamlets or remote rural areas, through coordination between 

fixed route services along the US Highways, while providing more personalized 

service using volunteers to meet their need to use their service most efficiently. 

 
 

Figure 5: COAST’s Service areas in Idaho State 

 
 
 

      Although there are rural transit service in Eastern Washington State, COAST is the 

primary provider to and from service between Orofina, and Lewiston, and between 

Grangeville and Lewiston in the Western Idaho (Figure 5). The service clearly 

provides trips to those in rural parts of Idaho living along routes US12, and US95 

running through both Washington State and Idaho. 



The statistics for these five counties in Idaho (Table 1) point to the need for door to 

door transportation and coordination between all transit providers due to low density, 

higher percentage of women who may not own a car/ and or do not drive, and low 

income level of majority of the residents. 

An important lesson to learn from this case study is the business of combining 

subsidies, good will, and volunteers to meet and sustain transportation services in 

remote communities while serving a genuine need. While the essential nature of the 

transportation service is demand-responsive, the vehicle types may vary depending 

on the need of the client and the availability of vehicle at any given time. Although 

the example is in the North West of US, the nature and form of services provided, 

the operations and the equipment used, lends itself to flexibility of location and 

service design based on local conditions and other resources available. Most of all, it 

is a demonstration of how the US, a country which has depended so much on the 

private automobile, is facing its challenge of sustainability (due to funding reduction) 

and the need to reduce CO2  emission. This case also demonstrates that the issues 

of rural accessibility do not require huge resources and can be met through a 

combination of service strategies which may be applicable to the South Asian 

Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) member nations. 

General lessons include the ability to overcome administrative barriers at the state 

level, provision of personalized services using a combination of financial resources, 

and utilization of screened and trained volunteers who drive their personal vehicles 

or agency-owned accessible vans. The transportation services help the special 

needs population who rely on public transportation services to age in place, have 

mobility, and survive in this rural region. 

Such examples may allow innovation of services to combine private payers with 

publicly funded services, in remote rural parts of the South Asia, such as Arunachal 

Pradesh, India, Bangladesh, Thailand, Nepal, or even Sri Lanka. These areas, 

although geographically different than the case study, have needs for accessible 

services for many of the same categories of riders. In addition, in SAARC member 

countries, the range of vehicles could vary from the conventional vehicles, to the 

three wheeler scooters, cycle rickshaws, motor-rickshaws, to tongas etc. Given the 

access to Internet Technology (IT) in the SAARC member nations, much of the 

innovations implemented such as in the North Western Part of the United States, can 

be readily applied as a pilot study, making use of other related technologies such as 

the use of Social Media (TCRP synthesis 99, 2012) for promoting new services and 

concepts, with a combination of funding source to provide affordable transportation 

to enhance mobility of the local people. Social media which include radio programs 

and cell phone advertisements can inform and enable many special needs people in 

the SAARC countries that need accessible transportation, to venture out and 

become active and mobile again. 

 



Conclusions 

The case study provides a lesson in innovation to meet local needs for transportation 

in low income areas regardless of the country or region with challenges that can be 

over come through targeting regions, and finding creative methods to generate funds 

to subsidize an essential service without which many people would be forced to 

relocate or be totally isolated and live in even more dire conditions. It is appropriate 

to quote a recently published report ( Forbes et al, May 2012), “Small communities 

are investing in transit as a way to address unique mobility challenges that stem from 

large geographic distances, an ageing population , and limited resources……Transit 

investment can make a difference…..The investment provide numerous benefits for 

local communities and residents by stimulating activity along central transit corridors; 

helping along connect people; jobs; and essential services and by reducing long 

term health care costs by improving access to medical centers” (35). 
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