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Executive Summary 
 

■ Introduction 

Transportation is essential to a full life: providing access to jobs, school, medical care, 
recreation, and other basic needs. Those who can afford and are able to use personal 
vehicles do not experience significant barriers to getting where they need to go. For 
those who cannot drive a personal vehicle, the story is very different.  

Dakota County engaged a team from the University of Minnesota, led by the Center for 
Transportation Studies, to conduct collaborative stakeholder engagement, data 
collection and analysis, emerging practices research, and strategic planning in order to 
assist County government with identifying strategic opportunities to facilitate improved 
transit and client transportation services in Dakota County. The work was conducted 
from October 2013 through February 2014. 

This report summarizes the results of the research and engagement activities, and 
outlines seven recommendations for the County to improve the coordination, availability, 
accessibility, efficiency, cost-effectiveness, and safety of human service transportation.  

 

■ The challenge 

In the past two years, Dakota County evaluated existing human 
service transportation options within the County, and found a lack of 
coordination and significant service gaps, often describing it as a 
“spaghetti bowl,” with a variety of funding sources, providers, and 
rules creating confusion. This study is an effort to start “untangling 
the spaghetti,” and provide a clear direction for next steps. 
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Quotes from end users and stakeholders 

The following comments from end users and stakeholders illustrate some of the 
transportation-related challenges that county clients and residents experience. 

 

“…one of the primary reasons [adults 
with serious disabilities] remain in 
residential care (at enormous expense) 
is that outside of a package of 
residential services, they would lose 
their ability to get around.” 

 “For an hour appointment, it might take 
3 or more hours each way with transfers 
and waiting. This is one of the 
impediments to clients getting consistent 
medical care.” 

“Dakota County residents are attending 
Technical Colleges or training programs 
outside of the county strictly due to 
transportation.”  

“I have families willing to participate in 
Family School (preschool for children, 
English and Parenting classes for 
adults) but have no way to get here. 

They try to use public transit, but the 
number of buses and the time they have 
to get on in the morning is too difficult 
with a small child.”  

“I do have one major concern though 
and that is that so much of our transit 
ways are focused on moving people 
OUT of the area for work.  What about 
those who live in Burnsville but work in 
Apple Valley?  Unless you have a car 
you’re stuck! …  I think a quality intra-
county public transit program would be 
very helpful to raising quality of living for 
ALL our residents.” 

 “Increased transportation options will 
assist more people in the County to gain 
skills, obtain employment locally and 
improve the cities and communities in 
Dakota County.” 

 
 

■ External pressures 

Demographic changes, in particular the dramatic growth in adults over 65 and 
individuals with disabilities, limited transportation funding, and the implementation of 
Minnesota’s Olmstead plan are three external factors that create an imperative for 
improving human service transportation in Dakota County. 
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Demographic changes 

In Minnesota, the state demographer forecasts the share of the population over age 65 
will grow from approximately 15 percent in 2015 to nearly 25 percent in 2030. 
Individuals with disabilities make up about 20 percent of the state’s population, and that 
share is also projected to increase. This trend also creates a greater need for 
transportation services. Figure I.2 shows the dramatic increase in the number of adults 
over age 65 in Minnesota. 

 

Figure I.2 Change in adult population age 65 and over in Minnesota 
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Transportation funding constraints 

Federal and state funding for transportation is not expected to increase enough to meet 
demand in the next 5-10 years. Thus, coordination continues to be a core component of 
federal transportation funding. The latest federal transportation act, Moving Ahead for 
Progress in the 21st Century, requires coordination with human services in statewide 
and metropolitan transportation planning, and coordination of service delivery is also 
required in Federal Transit Administration grant programs.  

While the federal government has been requiring transportation coordination, a 2013 
Government Accountability Office report, Transportation-Disadvantaged Populations: 
Coordination Efforts are Underway, but Challenges Continue, identified ongoing 
challenges to coordination including insufficient leadership and limited financial 
resources at the federal level and growing unmet needs at the state and local level, a 
finding consistent with Dakota County’s experiences.  

 

Minnesota’s Olmstead plan 

In 1999, the United States Supreme Court ruled in Olmstead v. L.C. that “unjustified 
segregation of persons with disabilities constitutes discrimination in violation of Title II of 
the Americans with Disabilities Act. The court held that public entities must provide 
community-based services to persons with disabilities when (1) such services are 
appropriate; (2) the affected persons do not oppose community-based treatment; and 
(3) community-based services can be reasonably accommodated, taking into account 
the resources available to the public entity and the needs of others who are receiving 
disability services from the entity.”1  

In response to a 2011 federal lawsuit, the state of Minnesota agreed to develop an 
Olmstead plan, which is a way to document the state’s “plans to provide services to 
individuals with disabilities in the most integrated setting appropriate to the individual.  

The plan, Putting the Promise of Olmstead into Practice: Minnesota’s 2013 Olmstead 
Plan, was released on November 1, 2013. The purpose of the Olmstead plan is to 
expand opportunities for individuals with disabilities, and transportation is critical for 
access to those opportunities. The Minnesota Council of Transportation Access 
(MCOTA) will be integrally involved with the implementation of transportation section of 
the state’s Olmstead plan and will involve local governments in the process. 

                                            

 
1 United States Department of Justice, Americans with Disabilities Act website, About Olmstead (accessed 
Nov. 27, 2013) 
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■ Coordination as an overarching strategy 

With the pressures of rapidly increasing in the numbers of older adults and adults with 
disabilities, ongoing funding constraints, and the requirements of the Olmstead plan, 
action is needed. 

Transportation coordination is a strategy for managing existing resources more 
effectively, and is particularly necessary because of demographic changes; funding 
constraints at the federal and state levels; and the state’s requirements for more specific 
compliance with the Olmstead Act. In addition, the County’s mix of urban, suburban, 
and rural geography makes it challenging to offer the same services throughout the 
County, so coordination of services makes sense.  

Coordination also offers many benefits to transportation users and providers, including 
ease of use and streamlined operations. 
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■ Findings 

Below is a high-level summary of the findings from each aspect of the study. 

 

Stakeholder engagement goals 

• One-call/one-click access to 
information 

• Consistent data collection and 
reporting  

• Land use/transportation connection 
• Greater awareness 
• County-wide coverage 

Human service transportation 
funding 

• Varied sources: differing 
requirements create procedural 
barriers  

Possible improvements: 
• Shared/centralized outreach and 

training 
• Common understanding of 

requirements 
• Opportunities for increased sharing of 

similar duties 

Provider survey 

• Funding terms restrict service 
• Hennepin, Ramsey, Washington 

counties most common out-of-county 
destinations 

• 45 percent of responding providers 
interested in vehicle sharing 

• Only 58 percent track one-way trips 

Emerging practices 

• Local coordinating councils 
• Mobility management programs 
• Travel training programs 
• Shared driver training 
• Nonprofit Insurance Trust for vehicle-

sharing insurance  

 

 

External factors 

• Demographic changes 
• Funding constraints 
• Olmstead Plan implementation 
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■ Recommendations 

Based on findings from the stakeholder engagement process and other research, the 
team identified seven action items for the County to move toward “untangled spaghetti.”  

 

1. Coordinating 
collaborative 

2. Mobility 
management  

3. Funding 
for 

coordination 

4. Consistent 
data 

5. Transportation 
and 

land use  
connection 6. Travel 

training 

7. Communications 
plan 
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These recommendations are based on the priorities that emerged from the stakeholder 
engagement process and the strategic planning workshop, as well as on best practices 
from other areas. They are all actions that Dakota County can take immediately, without 
relying on state, regional, or federal actions (although a state legislative change may be 
helpful for one of the recommendations.) Yet, they are consistent with and adaptable to 
state and federal standards, in order to be scalable as human service transportation 
coordination evolves in the future. 

1. Form county coordinating collaborative. 
2. Strengthen and continue support for DARTS mobility management project.  
3. Identify funding options for coordination activities. 
4. Require consistent, transparent, and shared data collection and reporting among 

providers. 
5. Explore ways to encourage/require cities and county to include transportation 

services and needs in land use decisions. 
6. Establish Dakota County Human Service Agency travel training program. 
7. Create and implement a communications and marketing plan. 

The target populations for human service transportation coordination efforts are older 
adults, individuals with disabilities, and individuals with lower incomes. Other 
populations in the county will likely benefit from more choices and services, but are not 
the primary audience. 
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1.  Form county coordinating collaborative 

This is the essential first step to create buy-in, advance momentum, and implement 
changes. 
 
Start date: Immediately (Spring 2014) 
Resources: Dakota County leadership and identified staff support (internal or external), 
internal or external facilitator 
Potential barriers or resistance: Potential challenge to dedicate staff and resources; 
findings and recommendations from this report to help. The differing levels of 
professional and cultural experience with transportation between transit provider staff 
and human service agency staff will require patience and listening. 
 
Other terms used for this concept are council, board, and coalition. The team 
recommends the term collaborative to emphasize the cooperative nature of this group 
and to differentiate it from MCOTA and the Metropolitan Council.  
 
This collaborative will: 
 

• Serve as the local group implementing this action plan to improve the 
coordination, availability, accessibility, efficiency, cost-effectiveness, and safety 
of human service transportation services provided to the transit public. 

• Lead coordination activities and advance coordination strategies throughout 
Dakota County. 

• Be invested with the authority and mandate (from county or through joint powers 
agreement/MOUs/state legislation) to make changes. 

• Identify/create incentives for provider participation. 
• Foster a willingness to make change among all participants. 
• Oversee the DARTS mobility management project. 
• Establish minimum standards for service options around the county. 
• Conduct outreach to other counties (once greater coordination within the county 

is established). 
• Develop a facilitation and engagement plan to ensure stakeholder participation 

and buy-in. 
• Coordinate with MCOTA, Metropolitan Council, other Metro counties and other 

relevant agencies to create and advocate for change at the regional and state 
level. 

 
Options for enabling state legislation: 

There are no formal local coordinating councils or collaboratives in Minnesota, so it may 
be helpful for the state legislature to provide that authority in statute. Since this is a 
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critical step, we recommend that the County form the collaborative first, then work with 
MCOTA on determining the legislation needed.  

Examples range from a simple clause in the Minnesota Board on Aging’s statute that 
directs the board “to award grants, enter into contracts, and adopt rules the Minnesota 
Board on Aging deems necessary to carry out the purposes of this section” to legislation 
in Washington that explicitly creates local coordinating coalitions.2 

 

2.  Strengthen and continue support for DARTS mobility management 
project 

Start date: Fall 2014 
Resources: Led by the collaborative 
Potential barriers or resistance: Potential resistance from other providers; will need to 
engage them, listening carefully to their concerns. 
 
Definition from the American Public Transit Association: 

Mobility management involves creating partnerships with transportation 
providers in a community or region to enhance travel options, and then 
developing the means to effectively communicate those options to the public 
through both traditional and state-of-the-art channels. It requires moving beyond 
the usual patterns of doing business. 

The DARTS mobility management project is a two-year (2013-2015) project to develop 
a one-call, one-click information and referral point, engage transportation providers in a 
network, and to develop a mobility management operations plan. 

The collaborative should: 

• Identify/provide sustainable funding. 
• Provide oversight and direction. 
• Recommend additional mobility management activities. 

 

                                            

 
2 Washington State Legislature, Engrossed Substitute House Bill 2072, Chapter 515 (2009): 
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/documents/billdocs/2009-10/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/2072-S.SL.pdf 
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3.  Identify funding options for coordination activities 

Start date: Fall 2014 
Resources: Led by the collaborative 
Potential barriers or resistance: None 
 

• Mobility management projects that benefit older adults and individuals with 
disabilities are eligible for the FTA 5310 program funds, with a 20% or 50% local 
match requirement. Marin County, California, is an example of a county that has 
used FTA grants to develop its mobility management program.3 

• Redirect a portion of current County transportation funds to coordination 
activities. 

• Opportunities for added revenue. 
• Potential for the collaborative to prioritize competing grant applications 
• The collaborative could even become the funding provider for human services 

transportation in the County.  
 
 
4.  Require consistent, transparent, and shared data collection and reporting 
among providers 

Start date: Spring 2015 
Resources: Led by the collaborative 
Potential barriers or resistance: Process changes can be very challenging to 
implement; need time and requirements and/or incentives to create agreement and buy-
in. 
 

• Adopt uniform reporting standards, following recommendations from current 
MCOTA project (available in Fall 2014). 

• Consider creating a single reporting structure (such as FL and GA). 
• Develop a plan for sharing data. 
• Recruit all providers in county as participants. 
• Lead work with surrounding counties to find efficiencies that can be achieved 

through multi-county data and process sharing. 
 

                                            

 
3 Marin County Access brochure: http://marinaccess.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/At-A-Glance-Final-
6-27-13.pdf, and PowerPoint overview: 
http://www.marintransit.org/pdf/board/Mobility_Management_Presentation_020413.pdf 
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5.  Explore ways to encourage or require cities and the County to include 
transportation services and needs as factors in land use decisions and to 
educate businesses and economic development staff 
Start date: Spring 2015 
Resources: Led by the collaborative, using working group that includes County 
planning/transportation staff as well as city representatives. 
Potential barriers or resistance: Land use decisions are usually challenging. 
 

• Explore methods that cities can use to encourage transit-oriented development, 
such as rezoning, zoning variances, lower parking requirements, raising height 
restrictions, density bonuses, lot-size reductions, setback reductions, transit 
overlay zones, density bonuses, and tax increment financing.  

• Explore ways for all the County’s facilities to be accessible via transit (perhaps 
relocation of certain services or a circulator service). 

• Educate local realtors and business chambers. 

The Metropolitan Council’s 2030 Transportation Policy Plan (TPP) includes 
strategies for coordinating transportation investments and land development to 
support all modes and reduce congestion.4    

 

6.  Establish Dakota County human service agency travel training program 

Start date: Fall/Winter 2015 
Resources: Developed by mobility manager, with oversight and direction from the 
collaborative. 
Potential barriers or resistance: Potential challenge to dedicate staff and resources. 

• Travel training programs are proven to encourage use of fixed-route transit 
among those who are able to use it, generating significant savings (see MCOTA 
cost/benefits report5). 

• Establish realistic expectations for potential services (e.g., fixed-route transit is 
not a feasible option in all parts of the County). 

• Establish realistic expectations of user abilities with human service agencies; not 
all clients will able to use fixed-route transit. 

                                            

 
4 Metropolitan Council, November 20, 2010, http://www.metrocouncil.org/Transportation/Planning/2030-
Transportation-Policy-Plan.aspx 
5 Minnesota Council on Transportation Access, Calculating the Benefits of Transit Coordination: 
Minnesota Case Studies, 2013, 
http://www.coordinatemntransit.org/MCOTA/documents/MCOTA_econ_casestudies_2013.pdf 
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• May be managed by mobility management program and potentially funded by 
federal 5310 grant. 
 

7.  Create and implement a communications and marketing plan 

Start date: Fall/Winter 2015 (or earlier) 
Resources: Led by the collaborative with staff or consultant assistance, working with 
the mobility manager. 
Potential barriers or resistance: Will require funding. 
 

• The benefits of coordination (both in terms of cost savings and service benefits) 
need to be documented and regularly communicated to county leaders, 
stakeholders, and the public. 

• A public awareness campaign to raise the awareness of transportation options 
and services should be created and implemented. This campaign might use 
direct marketing, local advertising, community organization newsletters, and 
social media to get the message out. 

• Information should also be disseminated through human service agencies, 
employment specialists, libraries, health care providers, senior housing, and 
religious organizations. 

 

■ Conclusion 

The findings and recommendations in this report are based on the needs, goals, and 
strategies identified in the stakeholder engagement process. They provide a road map 
for Dakota County to improve human service transportation, in time to meet the needs 
of its growing population of older adults, as well as individuals with disabilities and lower 
incomes. Like universal design for buildings and sidewalks, coordinated transportation 
will help Dakota County provide better transportation services to all residents, enabling 
greater access to jobs, medical care, school, and other services.  

The confluence of demographic, funding, and legal factors offer a prime opportunity for 
Dakota County to take the lead in coordinating human services transportation at a local 
level in Minnesota. The County is to be commended for recognizing the needs and 
taking action. 

 


