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when COngReSS enacted the 
Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) in 1990, lawmakers ushered 
in a dramatic change in the way the 
country approached public access for 
people with disabilities. In mandating 
everything from curbside ramps to 
talking elevators, the ADA forced many 
of us to rethink how people get around 
in their daily lives. They demand 
everyone start on a more level 
playing field.

The public transportation sector was 
no exception. The rules implementing 
the ADA’s transportation provisions, 
issued by the Department of 
Transportation in September 1991, 
address the acquisition of accessible 
vehicles by private and public entities, 
requirements for complementary 
para-transit service by public entities 
operating fixed-route systems, and 
provisions for nondiscriminatory 
accessible transportation service.

“The ADA paved the way for a more 
unified approach to accessibility,” says 
Doug Douglas, Vice President of Para-
transit Services, Dallas Area Rapid 
Transit. “Prior to the ADA, our industry 
didn’t have accessible transportation 
for people with disabilities. we had 
some lifts—but often they weren’t 
even usable.”

In the 15 years since the rules were 
issued, public transportation systems 
have made progress in opening up 
access to people with disabilities. 
According to national Transportation 
Statistics 2005, the percentage of ADA-
compliant lift or rampequipped transit 
buses rose nationwide from 29 percent 
in 1993 to 95.3 percent in 2003.1 
Put another way: of the 68,596 small, 
medium, large and articulated buses 
on the road in 2003, 65,375 were 
accessible to people with disabilities.

On the light-rail side, progress has 
been more mixed. In some cities, 
including Baltimore, Denver and Los 
Angeles, all light-rail stations meet 
ADA accessibility standards.2 Other 
cities, such as Cleveland and Boston, 
have a long way to go to providing 
accessibility to their rail systems. Of 
Cleveland’s 34 light rail stations, only 8 
were accessible according to the latest 
Bureau of Transportation statistics.

What can be done?
There are things that transit agencies 
can do to improve compliance with 
ADA. It all starts with creating a 
culture of mobility management, says 
Christina Messa, Director of economics 
and environment, Colorado Railcar 
Manufacturing. Messa is co-author 
of the July 2005 report, Mobility 
Management: A Toolkit for Creating 
an Organizational Culture and 
Management Structure Conducive 
to Mobility.3

So what is mobility management?
According to Messa, “mobility 
management is defined as making 
innovative use of transit resources to 
respond to the demands of customers.” 
She explains that this may include 
providing nontraditional services (such 
as vanpools, ride-sharing and demand-
responsive services), implementing 
technologies that increase travel 
options and/or convenience, providing 
one-stop information on all modes and 
ride-sharing, and influencing land use 
in favor of transit.

Implementing a strategy.
Achieving mobility management is 
about more than just meeting the 
mandates of the ADA. The concept is 
instructive, however, in guiding public 
entities in creating a culture within 
their transit agencies to support people 
both with and without disabilities. The 
report suggests that transit managers 
implement a six-part strategy:4

• have a vision and a mission (and
top-down commitment).

• have a “sellable” market-based
product (understand your market 
and focus on customer needs).

• Attract and support good
personnel (and foster a sense 
of teamwork).

• Redefine roles around the customer.
• encourage staff to look

for opportunities.
• ensure that staff understands

mobility management.

“There is no one-size-fits-all approach,” 
stresses Messa. “every agency is going 
to have to figure out what approach 
works best for meeting the needs of its 
own customers.”

Focusing on customer needs.
They may not call it mobility 
management in Dallas, but Dallas 
Area Rapid Transit (DART) has taken 
steps to focus on customer needs and 
to encourage its staff to understand the 
needs of all transit riders. DART serves 
13 cities covering about 700 square 
miles. To meet ridership needs, the 
transit authority operates accessible 
vehicles on its fixed routes. It also 
provides a separate service, DART Para-
transit Service, which offers curb-to-curb 
public transportation service for people 
who are unable to use DART buses and 
trains. The para-transit system currently 
includes 100 vans and 70 sedans.

Of course, meeting people’s needs 
first requires understanding what 
those needs are—and recognizing 
needs change over time. In the 15 
years since the Americans with 
Disabilities Act came into force, many 
public entities have revamped their 
approaches to addressing the needs 
of people with disabilities. DART’s key 
strategy: community involvement and 
outreach. The process hasn’t always 
been fun, says Douglas, but it has 
produced results.

DART’s first step in the post-ADA 
environment was to create a Para-
transit Access Advisory group. 
“The concept was to bring together 
transit agency decision makers and 
community groups to discuss program 
and policy changes, financial issues, 
and anything else that impacts the
people sitting around the table,” 
explains Douglas. “we ask advisory 
group members to disseminate the 
information to the
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consumers they serve and bring us 
feedback. That way we’re getting the 
broadest level of participation possible.”

Dallas Area Rapid Transit also began to 
hold quarterly ADA community meetings. 
The purpose of the meetings, which 
continue to this day, is to:

• Keep riders informed of their
rights and responsibilities under the 
Americans with Disabilities Act;

• Brief riders on DART’s 
activities; and

• Solicit public comments 
from consumers.

The gatherings are held on Saturdays at 
various locations around the region, and 
transit officials are required to attend. 
So are the drivers who bring para-transit 
customers to the community meetings, 
which gives them an opportunity to hear 
the comments and concerns the people 
they serve are voicing.

The early meetings were volatile affairs, 
often focused on riders frustrated with 
the para-transit system. Over time, 
however, the tenor of the conversation 
has improved and the issues raised have 
changed. where once the conversation 
was dominated by para-transit issues, 
more and more of the questions and 
comments raised at today’s community 
meetings concern problems associated 

with rail and fixed-route services.
“we’ve gotten better on the para-
transit side,” says Douglas, “because 
we’re used to transporting people with 
disabilities. On the fixed-route side, 
we still have work to do in addressing 
sensitivities and in making sure that all 
our drivers and conductors are familiar 
with the equipment they’re operating.”

Like many transit systems, Dallas is trying 
to mainstream as many customers as 
possible. A person riding a fixed-route 
bus costs DART approximately $3, 
versus about $40 for a person using 
the para-transit service. “Para-transit 
service is inherently inefficient,” says 
Douglas. “what we must learn to do 
as a transit system is live within the 
realm of inefficiency as efficiently as we 
can.” Containing the growing cost of 
para-transit services while ensuring fair 
treatment and full access to services is an 
ongoing challenge.

Finally, Douglas stresses the importance 
of continuous education. “Ongoing 
education is important not only for para-
transit officials,” he stresses, “but also to 
keep traditional transit officials mindful 
of the ADA’s requirements and the need 
to be sensitive to people with disabilities. 
Senior management and boards need to 
recognize the cost/value equation and 
embrace it.”

The last word goes to george 
warrington, executive Director of nJ 
TRAnSIT. The system covers a service 
area of 5,325 square miles and is 
the third largest provider of bus, rail, 
and light rail transit in the United 
States. when interviewed for Mobility 
Management, warrington told Messa 
and her co-authors that transit agencies 
should be seen not as transportation 
operators but rather as travel companies. 
“warrington uses the example of a 
container ship company versus a cruise 
ship company,” writes Messa in her 
report. “In container shipping, the 
emphasis is on time and efficiency. A 
cruise ship company must be timely and 
efficient, but must also ensure a positive 
experience.”

For more information on public entities 
programs, go to: 
www.Publicentities.com. u
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