Escambia County Mass Transit Advisory Committee Meeting 

Old County Courthouse Board Chambers

Thursday, December 10, 2010

Call to Order - Jane Birdwell

This meeting was properly advertised. Everyone should have received minutes from the last meeting.  “Did everyone receive those?” (Everyone agrees that they received the minutes from the last meeting.) “I don’t see Mrs. Connors here. She is one of the critical contenders to knowing a lot of persons with disabilities and what we did previously.  As we stated last meeting, few of us had the honor of serving on the previous board.  We thought that it would be important to dump that historical knowledge to the rest of the members.”  We provided everyone with a copy of the power point and want to cover the highlights.  “I am excited to get input as to what is happening.”  Just so that you are aware of my record, after my service I reinstated in the loop, but not as nearly intimately as I did the previously.  “I have some hear say and I have heard some stuff so I will be interested in getting your feedback as well.” 

Development Review – Jane Birdwell

“I stated that I am very excited about passing along this interim position to someone who has time and passion and energy that they can dedicate to this.  As many of you know I work fulltime, I have a full plate right now and I would love any suggestions or if anyone has the inition to do so please know that you will not step on my toes at all.” I feel that a vibrant city and community has to have a riding public transportation system. “I have learned that a public transportation doesn’t necessarily have to make a profit.  It’s most certain that it could break even and run and sustain itself.  So, in knowing that with the abundant research that we had kind of collectively gathered on our own we set to task at looking at how we could drive the revenue, where was the disconnect because a lot of us, Mr. Gordon for you, felt the frustration in unanswered questions”.  Things just did not seem to add up and still do not seem to add up.  We looked at two big areas.  One was, we went to the largest employers in the county and the community as a whole and asked them would your employees use public transportation to get to and from work if the routes were easier or faster.  They said yes but the routes were not available.  “That puzzled us, we didn’t understand why there wasn’t a conservative effort to unite with these large employers.”  In the report we named Landrum, Sacred Heart, Pen Air, Lowe’s, Baptist Hospital, PJC, UWF, West Florida Hospital and Government Agencies.  “Those were identified as a way… One, those were people who were employed and could afford to pay.  It was astounding to me that the number of riders that ride the bus every day were really people going to work.  I think that there were a lot of misperceptions but we were able to work through the committee that proved that.  A big part of the economic puzzle and the fiscal issues played at is kind of what has happened there, where are the opportunities, and how can we solve them.” Another part was looking at more creative ways to take the tourist that visit Pensacola and use it as a fun entertainment tool. “I have two young children and when we go on vacation we park the car and vote to never get into it again until it is time to leave, if we’ve driven to the destination.  My kids are boys, they like big vehicles and riding on a bus to them is fun.” There was a logical link to taking people off the beach, which these passengers did not oppose because we were able to prove to them that there were so many activities available to them inside city limits that would encourage people to increase their stay.  The beach has two main concerns, which are increasing one’s stay and the average daily rate.  Using the bus to bring the passengers in to tour the city was a way to encourage tourist to stay a couple days longer.  Bringing tourist over on a bus into the downtown and the historic area and dropping them off for a few hours will encourage them to explore the entertainment and activities that are available to them.  It will also provide them with the opportunity to spend more money.  This is a good economical development for downtown.  From downtown the passengers can be moved on to the Naval Museum and then maybe to Perdido Key.  This will help the small “mom and pop” businesses downtown to stay up and running. “Think about this, we know the numbers from Pensacola Beach and we know Orange Beach and Gulf Shores is bigger in tourist population and when you are sucking that money from both sides bringing it in to the city that is a very very good thing.” There was a way that some of the routes were implemented but they were only done on certain days, even maybe every other week and the irregularity of the routes to me says, “I don’t know if that was ever given a fighting chance to really work and I certainly don’t know of any promotional efforts associated with it, which is pretty easily done.  I am in marketing and so I look at it with a little bit of a selfish eye.  I know my people on the beach care about the length of stay, so they will help you promote it.” Generation x & y don’t have a stigma to riding the bus like my generation did.  Generation x & y cares more about the environment.  Recreational riders, shoppers, medical recipients, the Military and civilian, and students are more opened to riding the bus.

Question: Jane Birdwell

Did those routes ever take place?

Answer: Ken Gordon

“Well I would like to respond to the first one first.  You opened up by saying that you realized that public transportation never made money but it should at least b.  I don’t believe that there is a transit system in the U.S. that is not subsidized.  Unfortunately, that is just the nature of the beast. If you go to Europe you’ll find a lot of transit systems that do operate out of the fare boxes. Unfortunately, we haven’t put together a transit system here in the States to do that. The fares would be astronomical. There are some service development funds and we have captured one to implement the service to.” The service development funds are for a three-year period, design to operate the service so it gives them an opportunity to catch on.  Then hopefully it will be supported by additional taxes and once the ridership shows up then you will be able to point out that the ridership is there and this is a valuable route that needs to be supported. 

Question: Jane Birdwell

Where does it pick up?

Answer: Ken Gordon  

It started at the Target and Wal-Mart at the corner of Blue Angel and Sorrento. It service NAS, Perdido Key, and out to the state line.  The ridership started to increase towards the end of the summer.

Question: Jane Birdwell

Was it everyday?

Answer: Ken Gordon

It was Friday, Saturday, and Sunday.  That was the way that it was originally designed because we were trying to capture the tourist and not necessarily the workers.  We were notified that the service development funds would be available for the third year.

Question: Jane Birdwell  

Do you have a promotional plan?

Answer: Ken Gordon

With the limited funds that we have television and radio advertisement is not in the budget.  However, we have been in contact with the businesses and the people at NAS to promote ridership and to help us market.  The budget was cut close to ¼ million dollars. 

Jane Birdwell

“Because we do so much work with resorts and stuff it’s not a television type promotion. It is really paper work that they can get to those resorts to keep people who have vacationers to let them know that it is coming.  I think that was one of the big disappointments is we always kind of knew what the problems were and it was very clear that there was never a solution and money was always the issue. And so we have to find a way to heal that.” It is constantly a double edge sword.  If three million people ride that route and pay one dollar that is three million dollars in revenue.  

Ken Gordon

Unfortunately, three million dollars would not provide that level of service.

Jane Birdwell

“I don’t understand that and I really really want to because to me you’re bringing people in two different times in a day, even five days a week I think we resolved, and we were never able to get the cost of what that really meant.” That’s three million people that we know we can pull off of those two destinations areas easily and to me when I looked at the numbers that were needed to make you whole and to get you closer that is what got us so excited. It was easy money and we know the people would pay and that is just one dollar per person. I would for you to explain to us that dynamic?

Ken Gordon

One of the documents in your possession right now is a breakdown of cost and I will be more than happy to go over that with you.

Jane Birdwell

“Why don’t we save it, I don’t want to go into Richard’s time.” What about Pensacola Beach, what happened with that?

Ken Gordon

We believe that we have identified some funding that will assist us in increasing the level of service on Pensacola Beach.  We have put in an application for a “Job Access Reverse Commute Grant” and we feel confident that we are going to receive some of those funds and when we do we will increase the level of service to Pensacola Beach.

Jane Birdwell

Are there plans to improve the service this summer to the beach and downtown?

Ken Gordon

Right now the service runs in the morning and in the evening.

Jane Birdwell

“If that is where we have to start and if it is already there and paid for I am excited about the opportunity to promote that with whatever means because it is already there and it is already funded, it exists and again when I look at the benefit to downtown and what it means to bring those people in I want that to happen and I would think that you would want that to happen.”

Ken Gordon

Every summer the Santa Rosa Island Authority pays for the service that operates on the beach.  If the retail community would partner with Santa Rosa Island to support that service then it could actually come on both sides of the bridge. 

Jane Birdwell

Does Route 61 stop in the summer?

Ken Gordon

No

Sherri Myers

How much money did you apply for and what would that money help out?

Chris Westbrook

The initial application was for fifty thousand dollars and it will add midday service to Route 61.

Sherri Myers

When will you know if you will receive the funds for that grant and what happens when that grant money runs out?

Chris Westbrook

I am not sure on a time line when we will receive the grant.  The specification of the grant was that we show that we will be self-sustained after receiving the funds.

Jane Birdwell

What defines success? 

Ken Gordon

If we could get ten dollars worth of passengers that would be great.

Jane Birdwell

Do you mean the actual cost or out of the passenger’s pocket?

Ken Gordon

Actual cost of the transit system to transport a passenger.

Man # 2

I don’t understand why the cost per mile is different on different routes. Why is that?

Ken Gordon

Different routes operate at different speeds, which cause the bus to burn more fuel, certain routes have layovers, and it could be a number of different things.

Jane Birdwell

Could you address the module employer routes?  Congratulations on your decision to stay.

Ken Gordon

We went out to visit with Navy Federal Credit Union and discussed the survey they did about a year ago. We asked them to do another survey to find out where their employees are, and what shifts they work.  They are going to do that in January so I hope to get those surveys back late January or early February. I told them once I get that information back I can use that to help design routes for the future.  Our next visit will hopefully be Sacred Heart.

Jane Birdwell

By extending relationships to these big companies that is a way of advertising within itself because these companies will encourage their employees to us the transit system.  These companies know that people can’t afford to drive to work.  If money is going to be an issue for every question asked then we have got to find a way around the money issue.  “Take your plan, your promotion, and figure out where these people quickly need to come and go from and then let those large employers promote on your behalf.  I think that there could be a tremendous upside in that.”  

Sherri Myers

“I would like to make a few comments to Ken about reaching out to those employers.” I think that it may be good for you to sit down and have a discussion with Thadeus Cohen.  I attended a meeting at City Hall with Thadeus and large employers and the number one topic was transportation, the need for good transportation.  Thadeus had some great ideas on how to reach out to these people. 

Ken Gordon

I have spoken with Thadeus and invited him to this meeting tonight.  We have shared some ideas and yes, he does have some good ideas.  

Jane Birdwell

“I find him to be an extremely big vision thinker who looks always outside of just the CRA which is his mandate, so I would also encourage that. I don’t see him as an in the box kind of thinker.”  I am curious of how if I task you with something how are you going to get back with me? 

Ken Gordon

I am sure you have my number if you need to call me or need something right away feel free to do so. 

Jane Birdwell

I want to try to promote those routes this summer. They already exist and we are this close to getting funding and we need to do something as a community to give you guys the support to push that forward. Let us help you do that.  It can solve so many problems for us. 

Ken Gordon

I will and I would like to take advantage of your comment where you said if marketing was something that we needed help with you would be more than willing to do that, so we will be in touch with you.  We need your ideas.  “Nancy beats up on me all that time about wanting more marketing dollars”.  

Jane Birdwell

I will devote my time to you for free to get this off the ground if that what it takes to try this to have measurable success because it is so important to me.  I am sure this committee will help get on board to help.  Some of the marketing that you need is not real expensive and it is not the stuff that would eat up a big budget.  I am sure that you have been on your staff and that they would be very helpful in that as well.  Can you tell me the exact cost if I wanted a bright green bus so that everyone would know that is the route to take me downtown, have you priced that lately?

Ken Gordon

I don’t know what the cost is.  Currently we are in an advertising agreement with Transit Advertising and it is limited with what we can do with exterior of the buses.

Jane Birdwell

On all of them?

Ken Gordon

“On all but eight and the contract language was specific in that those eight are to remain white.  When we were looking at doing some different with those busses legal quoted what the language was in the contract.  The good news is that contract expires in ten months I believe.”

Marilyn Wesley

“September 30th is the end of that contract.”

Jane Birdwell

“Can we please not jump to renew that?”

Marilyn Wesley

“Yes.”

Jane Birdwell

Ok, Richard…

Richard Hahner

“One of the issues in the previous review was the advertising revenue from a couple of sources.  I did not see a Quid Pro Quo for ECAT, without getting into the specifics.  We would like to have that information well in advance and also maybe a second legal opinion of some of those contracts.”

Marilyn Wesley

I can say one thing just for information only is that Mr. Gordon, other staff, and myself have had an initial meeting and will be following it up in looking at bus bench and bus shelter advertising as a means of revenue.  All contracts are being reviewed and discussed as we speak.  Decisions will be made sometime next year towards the end of the fiscal year.

Sherri Myers

Mr. Kimbrough is in the room and that is that is the Downtown Improvement Board.  “Have you met Mr. Kimbrough, Kenny?”

Ken Gordon

“No I haven’t.”

Sherri Myers

“Well, he is here in the room and one of his missions is to bring a lot of people to downtown Pensacola.  So, I would love to see you two get together and maybe he can assist ECAT in some marketing ideas.”

Jane Birdwell

“We do need your help Ken in understanding where the appropriate drop offs are.  One of the disappointments was that the place that you would drop off was one of the less desirable areas.”  The drop off point downtown, due to the fact of what it takes to park the bus and turn it around, was a nonnegotiable item, which is very frustrating.  Maybe we could work with the Downtown Improvement Board to see that the drop-off points are visible, pretty, and inviting.  

Unidentified Man
“Has the old drop-off cuts been removed from Dr. Martin Luther King Plaza?”

Jane Birdwell 

So is there an official downtown transit?

Ken Gordon

It is behind the City Hall.

Bob Blandine

The downtown spot that you are talking about was a result of when the county and the city agreed that the county would take over the transit system back in 1880.  The city agreed to provide a transfer facility downtown at that particular location.  When that agreement was renewed ten years later the city told us that we had to move.  The sewage plant does not locate the downtown transfer but it is actually located behind the City Hall.

Jane Birdwell

You are correct but it is really not desirable when you could go down a couple of blocks to a beautiful historic park that is very inviting.  We also like the idea that of dropping passengers off so that they would be a little closer to a center mine so that it could be a little easier for them to go shop, sight see, or get a cup of coffee.

Bob Blandine

We actually had a more desirable spot for that but at that time the city was involved in transit and they told us to pick corner spots.  I want to make a comment and talk about three million people riding back and forth; we would love to have that, that would be 8,500 passengers a day, 241 busses fully loaded.  

Jane Birdwell

“But the people are there, you get that, right?”

Bob Blandine

Ridership was improving tremendously before Ivan.  “The last year before Ivan hit the beach trolley had at least 500 riders a day.  And that was free ridership riding all around the beach.  Now it is 100 maybe 150 a day.”

Richard Hanher

Following up on market area and service, the logical step would be NAS Corry.  At any given time there are anywhere from 7,000 to 15,000 students rotating.  The methodology to find out what the service needs were, who was satisfied with it, and what the market area would be, was to go to the command structure – the people that own the gate at NAS and Corry.  We ended up getting a lot of help from commander Master Chief Glenn who did a survey.  Most of you should have copied that survey on their view of ECAT’s public transportation and what they would like to see.  There was a random sampling and I don’t know if you have seen that in the form of study that was presented to the Commissioner.    

Ken Gordon

I am not sure that I have seen it.  I can tell you that went out to visit with them on a number of occasions and we have discussed exactly what they would like to see.  And as I had mentioned previously, one of the reasons that the ridership on the Perdido Key route increased was because of that visit.  One of the individuals who went during that visit is here today.  Another thing that we have found out is what they would like to get as a direct service from NAS to the mall and get back within a reasonable amount of time and how can we provide that service for them to do just that.  They spend, on average, $33.00 to catch a cab.  We would much rather have them on the bus but they have some perimeters in which we have to operate with them.  So we need to identify those perimeters and see if we can in fact operate with them.  The majority of it is tied to the amount of time they have when they leave the base and need to get back and we are looking at how we can improve service to them.

Richard Hanher

That is great because that is exactly what is in question number five on the survey that was presented to ECAT several months ago and was also presented to the Commissioner.  There was a very specific suggestion for changes on routes for both NAS and Corry. “There have been improvements and I have to compliment ECAT that immediately after we presented those you made some fair adjustments.”  I would like to know whom you specifically met with so that I don’t go back and this doesn’t become repetitious.  Right now it is not as user friendly as it should be.  I think there has to be a weekly to monthly feedback coming from the base to you and to us to insure that these young men and women can get to the malls, the beaches, and the restaurants.  There should be some consideration to people with Military ID or uniforms.  There is also a great need for after hour return, especially for the enlisted ranks that arrive here without transportation.  There was a suggestion made that when the students process in that they be given a couple of free passes on ECAT and be told that they don’t have to spend 45minutes to a hour to transfer to get from point A to point B.  

Jane Birdwell

“Do you feel like you have good contacts there?”

Ken Gordon

I believe we do. 

Jane Birdwell

“Chet can you tell us who you are?”

Ron Chetwynde

“I am Ron Chetwynde, I am one of the OPS Managers at ECAT.  I myself and another OPS Manager went to meet with the Base Master Chief who referred us to the Command Master Chief.  I was somewhat disappointed with the Command Master Chief’s and the Base Master Chief’s attitude.  The Base Master Chief didn’t care about getting any transportation for his kids. The Command Master Chief, on the other hand, was totally different.  He said that the student’s mind set is that they only have a limited amount of time to be away from base so if they could get an extra 30-45minutes at the mall they would pay that $30-$40 dollar cab fee.  The biggest request was from the base to the beach but mainly from the base to the mall. 

Jane Birdwell

“Ok, so do you feel frustrated by the current relationship that you have because it sounds like you had a negative experience?  Do we need to help you grow through that this summer or go back to the person who was more receptive?” 

Ron Chetwynde

“80 percent of our ridership is going to come from transferring the Navy students.  Our biggest target should be NATTC.  Most of the kids when they first come in aren’t allowed to have transportation so they have to depend on public transportation.”     

Unidentified Man
“Well the USO is a very good place to start because if they come in by air the USO is right there.”  So possibly you can let us know what incentives you are giving to the USO to explain the routes and to say that it is safe and to provide some sort of fare incentive initially and start getting into the habit of 

