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Need Statement Title: 

 
Measuring the Economic Impact of Rural Transit Service in Greater Minnesota 

   
Need Statement:  Describe the problem or the opportunity.  Include background and objective. 

 
• MnDOT currently supports 29 county and multi-county transit systems in Greater Minnesota, 

both financially and with staff and technical resources. The 29 transit systems use a demand-
response type of delivery, which is much different from the fixed-route service operating in 
cities over 50,000 population. Demand-response service is designed to work in rural 
communities, have fewer passengers per hour and is highly customer-based to meet the needs 
of seniors and individuals with disabilities. These transit systems provide transportation that 
enables people to live independently and involved in their communities. Specifically, the service 
provides access to health care, shopping, recreation, worship, family among other needs. 

• In 2011, the Minnesota legislature set a target for MnDOT to increase Greater Minnesota transit 
ridership by 40 percent by 2025. To reach this target, the transit providers need to add hours of 
service and connect communities with larger economic centers. MnDOT has the financial 
resources necessary to support the growth at 80 percent, but the transit systems need to raise 
the required 20 percent local share of operating costs. 

• Most local funds come from the counties or cities. The transit systems struggle to secure the 
20% funding especially when compared with other county program needs (i.e. safety, 
infrastructure, etc.) because the benefits of transit are not easily understood or recognized. The 
struggle will intensify in the future due to reduced resources for county and cities. This is a high 
priority problem for MnDOT and the Greater Minnesota transit providers as it a core barrier to 
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meeting MnDOT’s legislative target. 

• There are very few resources that calculate the impacts of transit, and very few that can be 
applied to Greater Minnesota. The majority of available research is focused on the benefits of 
fixed-route service, BRT, TOD or similar service in much larger communities, which are not 
applicable to understanding Greater Minnesota. 

• The objective of this research is to measure the economic impact of rural transit service. 
Impact examples include providing access to jobs, supporting local shopping, enabling 
independence, supporting community connections and reducing medical cost from ER and 
ambulance rides by preventative and maintenance health appointments. 

• The purpose of this project is 1) to provide data and information for the transit directors as 
they request and compete for local funding resources, 2) provide evidence for the 
Legislature when MnDOT requests increased funding to sustain the program and 3) enable 
MnDOT to better understand the benefits of our investments. 

 
 
Provide a summary of the potential benefits: 

• Potential Benefits: Through this study, MnDOT will contribute to the very limited body of 
research, provide information to local leaders about the benefits of transit and help MnDOT 
justify funding requests from the legislature for Greater Minnesota transit. In addition, MnDOT 
will benefit from an analysis of our financial contributions to Greater Minnesota and our 
investments in supporting a transportation system that maximizes the health of the people, the 
environment and our economy. 

 
 
How does this project build upon previous research (include title or reference to a completed 
research effort)? 

 
1. Economic Impact of Rural Transit Services, Jon Burkhardt. Transportation 

Research Record: Journal of the Transportation Research Board 1999 1666:, 55-
64.  http://trrjournalonline.trb.org/doi/abs/10.3141/1666-07 

2. Assessment of the Economic Impacts of Rural Public Transportation 
3. National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 2017. Practices for 

Evaluating the Economic Impacts and Benefits of Transit. Washington, DC: The 
National Academies Press.  https://doi.org/10.17226/24768. 

4. Economic Impact of Public Transportation Investment - May 2014 

mailto:bruce.holdhusen@state.mn.us
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https://doi.org/10.17226/24768
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5. Title:  ASSESSMENT OF THE ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF RURAL PUBLIC 
TRANSPORTATION.  

6. Title:  RURAL TRANSIT SERVICES: A LOCAL ECONOMIC AND FISCAL IMPACT ANALYSIS. 
7. Title:  Cost-Benefit Analysis of Rural and Small Urban Transit. 

http://rip.trb.org/view/1396085 
8. The Socioeconomic benefits of transit in Wisconsin  

 
See Attached Document for details of the listed research 

 
Provide names to consider for a technical advisory panel:  

Project Liaison: Sara Dunlap, Office of Transit 
 

Internal: 
• Tim Mitchell, Transit 
• Noel Shughart, Transit 
• John Wilson, Investment Planning 
• Michael Iacono, Investment Planning 

External: (potential) 
• Department of Human Services: Jacqueline Peichel or Matt Knutson 
• Department of Health: Chelsie Huntley (Rural Public Health Practice) or Tim Held 
• Regional Public Transit Provider: Melinda Estey, Transit Director, Southern Minnesota Area 

Rural Transit (http://smartbusmn.org/) 
• United Community Action Partnership, Shelly Pflaum, Community Transit Access 

Coordinator (https://unitedcapmn.org/services/community-transit/) 
• Digi-Key representative TBD - Major employer located in Thief River Falls, coordinate 

with transit to provide work rides. (https://www.digikey.com/) 
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NEEDS STATEMENT: RESEARCH NEED (#4) 
 
• Available research is not applicable to understand Gr. MN: 

o “Rural” is different between the federal and state definitions and the population density in 
Greater Minnesota 
 Example: CTAA report – “This report focuses on smaller cities, towns and rural 

places – loosely defined as places with populations of 50,000 or less” (Gr MN has 7 
MPOs). The case study with smallest population is 10,400. This would qualify as 
“small urban” in MnDOT OT terms. (Putting Transit to Work in Main Street America: 
How Smaller Cities and Rural Places Are Using Transit and Mobility Investments to 
Strengthen Their Economies and Communities. 
http://www.reconnectingamerica.org/assets/PDFs/201205ruralfinal.pdf 

o Majority of research is over 10 years old.  
o Different service delivery types: Gr MN transit systems use demand response service, much 

different from fixed-route urban service. There is little information on demand response. 
• Support MnDOT’s investments in Gr MN 

o Will have data to show the financial effective of our investments in rural transit 
o Provide an example of how Mndot is actively working to support people who need transit, 

especially seniors, low-income, and individuals with disabilities. 
o Also supporting the objectives of the Olmstead Plan by supporting an individual’s right to 

live independently in the community. 
• Benefit for the state: 

o Inform about the growth and importance of rural gr. Mn and contributions 

 
 
References to Assist Project Development 

1. Economic Impact of Rural Transit Services, Jon Burkhardt. Transportation Research Record: 
Journal of the Transportation Research Board 1999 1666:, 55-64. 
http://trrjournalonline.trb.org/doi/abs/10.3141/1666-07 

Abstract: Great economic benefits are attributed to transit systems serving large urban areas, such as 
providing mobility, reducing costs associated with automobile use (congestion and air pollution), 
encouraging greater economic growth in areas served, and increasing the nation's overall economic 
productivity. Like the larger urban public transit systems, rural public transit systems have real benefits 
for the communities they serve. Unlike those of their larger counterparts, the contributions that rural 
transit systems have made to the economic health and well-being of the communities they serve have 
gone largely unrecognized. A new report measures for the first time the economic benefits of rural 
transit operations. The report develops benefit estimates from 22 case studies of rural transit systems 
and from national transportation and economic data. Large economic benefits were found, 
demonstrating that public transportation is a good investment for rural communities. 
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2. Assessment of the Economic Impacts of Rural Public Transportation 

TRB's Transit Cooperative Research Program (TCRP) Report 34: Assessment of the Economic Impacts of 
Rural Public Transportation examines the economic impacts of selected rural public transportation 
services at the local level through case studies, and it estimates the national economic impact of rural 
public transportation on an average annual per county 
basis.  http://onlinepubs.trb.org/onlinepubs/tcrp/tcrp_rpt_34.pdf 
 
 

3. National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 2017. Practices for Evaluating the 
Economic Impacts and Benefits of Transit. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. 
https://doi.org/10.17226/24768. 

Description: TRB's Transit Cooperative Research Program (TCRP) Synthesis 128: Practices for Evaluating 
the Economic Impacts and Benefits of Transit provides state-of-the-practice information for transit 
agencies to help them in incorporating economic benefits and impacts into their decision-making 
processes, which may lead to more sustainable funding solutions for transit agencies. The report 
describes the methods used for assessing transit economic impacts and benefits, the types of effects 
that are covered by these methods, and the ways that agencies are using the information obtained for 
planning, prioritizing, funding, and stakeholder support. https://www.nap.edu/catalog/24768/practices-
for-evaluating-the-economic-impacts-and-benefits-of-transit 
 

4. Economic Impact of Public Transportation Investment - May 2014 
Groundbreaking analysis measures public transportation’s impact on the nation’s economic 
productivity for the first time. Investment in transit can yield 50,731 jobs per $1 billion invested, 
and offers a 4 to 1 economic return. Investment offers productivity gains long after the short-
term simulative effect. 

https://www.apta.com/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/Economic-Impact-Public-
Transportation-Investment-APTA.pdf ; 
http://www.apta.com/resources/reportsandpublications/Pages/Economy.aspx 
 
 

   

5. Title:  ASSESSMENT OF THE ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF RURAL PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION.  

Author:  Burkhardt J E; Hedrick J L; McGavock A T  
Citation:  TCRP Report. 1998. (34) 221 p.(10 Figs., Refs., 23 Tabs.)  
Abstract:  Almost 1,200 public transportation systems now exist in rural communities across the 
United States and receive Federal funding. Many of these systems have been in operation since the 
1970s and 1980s, but their economic impacts have seldom been quantified. This report examines the 
economic impacts of selected rural public transportation services at the local level through case 
studies, and it estimates the national economic impact of rural public transportation on an average 
annual per county basis. This report will be of interest to state and local transportation planners, 
analysts, and decisionmakers to assist them in matters pertaining to the introduction and expansion 
of public transportation services in rural areas. 
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6. Title:  RURAL TRANSIT SERVICES: A LOCAL ECONOMIC AND FISCAL IMPACT ANALYSIS.  

Author:  Peng Z R; Nelson A C  
Citation:  Transportation Research Record. 1998. (1623) p. 57-62(11 Refs., 2 Tabs.)  
Abstract:  Rural transit services are generally considered a tool to alleviate immobility for the elderly, 
the handicapped, and the carless and a form of income redistribution to them from society at large. 
But their economic impacts on local economies and governments are seldom realized and quantified. 
This study estimates two important transfer impacts of rural transit service on local (county) 
economies and governments in Georgia: the overall economic impacts and the fiscal revenue impacts. 
This study analyzed economic benefits of three major transit rider types in rural Georgia: elderly 
riders, work trip riders, and school trip riders. It found that rural transit services have a significant and 
positive economic impact on the local economy, indicating that, in addition to providing mobility and 
accessibility to the transportation disadvantaged, rural transit services promote local economic 
development. The fiscal revenue impact of rural transit service varies depending on the availability 
and the amount of federal transit subsidy. If the current level of federal transit subsidy continues, the 
fiscal revenue impact is positive and is larger than 1.0 for the state as a whole. It shows that providing 
transit service can bring positive fiscal revenues to local governments, realizing that some fiscal 
revenues are transferred from the federal government. Without federal transit subsidies, local 
governments would need to pay for all the costs. The revenue impact thus would become smaller yet 
still positive and greater than 1.0. 

 
 

7. Title:  Cost-Benefit Analysis of Rural and Small Urban Transit.  http://rip.trb.org/view/1396085 

Abstract:  The proposed objectives of this study are as follows: 
1) To develop a detailed methodology for assessing economic benefits of rural transit at the 
local, statewide, and national levels. 
2) To estimate the economic costs and benefits of rural and small urban transit. 
3) To identify and describe social, environmental, and other intangible benefits of rural and 
small urban transit. 
4) To develop concise educational material summarizing the costs, benefits, and funding of 
public transit operations in rural areas. 
 

8. The Socioeconomic benefits of transit in Wisconsin (see next page) 

http://rip.trb.org/view/1396085
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