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INTRODUCTION
The Green Hills Regional Planning Commission is pleased to participate in the
development of a Human Transit Study for submission to the Missouri Department of
Transportation for the purpose of capturing the current condition, needs, and priorities of
the transit services available throughout the 11 counties in Northwest Missouri which
comprise the boundaries of the Green Hills service area. This study was made possible
through a statewide contract between the Missouri Association of Councils of
Government (MACOG) and the Missouri State Department of Transportation (MoDOT).

Per the agreement with MoDOT, the study must contain an assessment of
available services and needs, identification of strategies to meet needs, and a
prioritization of strategies. In addition, input from the transit providers, agency service
providers, and users of the system were to be incorporated into the contents of the study.

Public transportation systems provide vital services to the residents of rural
Northwest Missouri. For many people, employment, medical appointments, education
opportunities, and shopping trips would be inaccessible or unaffordable without
dependable rural transit systems. 1

Beyond the social benefits of rural transit systems, the rural economy is also
impacted by the availability of these services. According to a white paper written by
Dennis M. Brown, Regional Economist for USDA’s Economic Research Service, Public
Transit increases local economic growth by increasing the local customer base for a range
of services, including retail businesses, medical facilities and other transportation
services. Residents interested in attending community colleges or other local educational
facilities may gain access to such training opportunities with the availability of a public
transit service.2

I

Public transportation is available in approximately sixty percent of all rural
counties nationwide, for a total of about 1200 systems (Stomes, Brown, and Houston,
2002). About two-thirds of rural systems operate in single counties or are city/town in
scope; only about one of four rural transit providers operate in a multi-county area.
About 60 percent of rural transit providers are public bodies, and roughly a third are
nonprofit agencies; only five percent are private companies or tribal entities.2
The public was invited to contribute input to this study in the form of surveys and
comments made at a focus group meeting comprised of transit and service agency
providers. The information collected throughout the data collection process certainly will
substantiate the findings sited throughout this introduction. Without question, all sources
utilized, in this plan, confirm the importance and value of a dependable public transit
system to the social, environmental, and economic health of the rural area serviced by
Green Hills Regional Planning Commission.

____________________________

1NADO

Research Foundation, April 2007, Transit and Air Quality Make a

Connection
2Dennis

Brown, 2008, Public Transportation on the Move in Rural America, U.S.

Department of Agriculture
II
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Overview of the Region
The combined population of the region as of the 2010 census was 97,635 persons. The
population is distributed fairly evenly throughout the region, with slightly higher densities along
Interstate 65, State Highway 6, and especially US Highway 36 and Interstate 35, the region’s only
four lane highways.
The region was
undergoing a period
of steady decline for
about eight decades,
until the period
between 2000 and
2010, when the
population shifted in
various directions in
different counties,
some experiencing
decline while others
experienced marked

% = Change
over 10 years

Fig. 2-1

growth. (Fig 2-1)
Growth in Caldwell County can be attributed in most part to urban exodus, as many people from
the KC metropolitan area move to outlying rural locations to take advantage of less expensive
real estate, lower costs of living, and low crime rates. Some are retired, and some are
commuters who basically use the smaller towns and villages as “bedroom communities”. Despite
the risks of gentrification this situation carries with it, there does not seem to have been a major
negative impact yet.

To some extent, Daviess County’s growth can also be attributed to the same phenomenon,
particularly due to the draw of Lake Viking, a real estate association established on a man-made
recreational lake. Some of these residents are seasonal, summer only, and others are living out
their retirement.
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Harrison County also has experienced significant population growth, most likely because a major
Interstate (I-35) runs through it. The presence of I-35 facilitates commuter residency and makes
it easier for cities such as Bethany to attract and keep large employers.

Several counties experienced slight to moderate population loss.

Mercer and Sullivan counties have for a long time been some of the least densely populated
counties in the entire State, and in recent years Sullivan suffered a corporate pull-out from one
one of the two large industrial facilities (and largest employers) that formed the backbone of the
economy there. Likewise, Linn County has suffered the closing of several small to moderate
employers in the last decade.

Carroll and Chariton, the two southernmost counties in the region, experienced some of the
heavier loss of population. These counties are extremely rural in nature, the largest cities having
less than 3000 people. The local economies are almost exclusively agricultural, and employment
is difficult to find within the area. Population loss could also result from the difficulties of urban
expansion in these counties, which is severely limited by the presence of flood plains throughout.
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Targeted/ Special Groups

There are several groups within the Regional population that need to be identified separately, that
their unique needs and concerns may be addressed during the planning process.

Two very important groups which have some overlap are the elderly and the disabled.
As of the 2000 census,

Fig. 2-2

the total population of
the region was 97,635.
Seventeen percent of
that population is over
the age of 65, and
more than half of those
are disabled. In
addition, 10.5% of
persons between the
age of 16 and 64 are
disabled. These are
groups of substantial
size with specific
needs and concerns,
which should be
addressed first with an
analysis of their
geographic distribution
throughout the region

(see figure 2-2 & 2-3) and the transportation routes in their locations. Also, how transportation
issues affect services and organizations like the Health Department, EMS, hospital transportation,
and the OATS system should be considered.
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Fig. 2-3
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Another group that warrants special consideration in the Green Hills Region is the Amish. The
largest Amish settlement in Missouri is found near the City of Jamesport in Daviess County where
more than 150 large families reside. There is a significant and growing population in the Grundy
and Mercer County areas as well. The Amish population is expected to double by 2020.

Horse-drawn buggies are
the preferred mode of
transportation for the
Amish, who predominantly
still use horse-drawn farm
equipment to work their
land. The average buggy
is 6 feet wide, built of light
material, and travels at a
speed from five to eight
miles per hour. Sharing the
winding roads and hilly

An Amish buggy makes its way along Oklahoma Ave. in Trenton, MO

terrain of the region with
these buggies are cars, trucks, motorcycles, and public transportation A four thousand pound
car traveling 55 mph will close a 500-foot gap on a buggy
traveling 5 mph in 6 ½ seconds. When
motorized vehicles collide with horse-drawn buggies, the
result is often serious injury or death for the buggy
passengers and/or horse. This danger is made all the more
prevalent in the region due to poor quality or non-existent
shoulders common throughout the region. In addition to this,
shoulders are composed predominately of gravel, and do not
hold up well under heavy buggy traffic. The narrow wheels
cut furrows into the gravel, which become filled with water
and erode with drainage, sapping the shoulders’ strength and
shortening its functional lifespan.

In many states there are laws that require any animal-drawn vehicle have a slow moving vehicle
(SMV) emblem and/or reflective material mounted on it so as to be visible from a distance of no
less than five hundred feet to the rear when illuminated by standard low-beam headlamps.
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Historically the Amish have been resistant to such regulation because they felt it infringed on the
practice of their religion, which demands simplicity and the avoidance of anything that attracts
attention or could be construed as prideful. However, as time has gone by (and more people
have been injured or killed in accidents) Amish communities have become more receptive to
safety practices and materials than they were in the past.
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Employment

The Green Hills Region is an agricultural area still undergoing a prolonged period of economic
restructuring that began more than 20 years ago. This transitional economy has undergone
extensive changes in the past decades due to restructuring and consolidation in the agriculture
industry, and the growth of corporate farms. Up to the late 1970s the region was primarily
agricultural, with a dominance of single-family farms, which at the time were relatively
prosperous. What little industry existed within the region at that time was predominately involved
with metal fabrication, printing/publishing, and textiles. The 1980s were a period of prolonged
and severe economic adjustment for the region; most of the textile industry was lost to plant
closings, and the agricultural idustry underwent restructring that bankrupted many family farms
and smaller auxillary business, such as farm supply outlets.

Employment Trends and Projections

The region remains somewhat destabilized, as the economy becomes more diversified and less
reliant on any one sector of industry. (see Figure 2-1, below)

Fig 2-1
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Between 1990 and 2000, the unemployment rate (regional average) dropped 1.7 percent. This
trend is expected to continue.

Economic development is a key concern for most communities in the region, and most exert
constant efforts to attract new businesses and employers, and to build on and expand existing
ones. The economic hub of the region is the City of Chillicothe, in Livingston County. Situated at
the intersection of Highways 36 and 65, this city is home to a great deal of industrial and
commercial activity. Construction of new businesses and expansions to existing facilities are
fairly constant in the City, and the recent acquisition of a new state Women’s Prison to be built
there will bring millions of dollars into the region. People commute from many other counties to
work in Chillicothe. Other factors in the region include the usual commercial endeavors
(department stores, gas stations, etc) and corporate farm operations. PSF has confined animal
feeding operations all over the region, particularly the northern half. Their headquarters are
located in Mercer County, while the City of Milan in Sullivan County is home to their major
processing facility. Other than that, employment propositions in the region are pretty thin, and
many people commute as much as an hours drive from where they live to where they work (see
fig 2-2).

Fig 2-2
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As we can see in fig. 2-2, most of the commuters who travel the longest distances live in the
North East and South West corners of the region. In the North East (Putnam County), many
workers commute north into Iowa, towards Centerville and Ottumwa, or east towards Kirksville
Missouri. Caldwell County, which is located in the South Western part of the region, many
residents commute southeast, towards the prisons in Cameron or beyond to the Kansas City
Metro Area.
Due to close proximity to Interstate 70, agricultural resources, and the Kansas City and Columbia
areas, a portion of Carroll County, experienced above average median incomes according to the
2000 Census.
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Land Use/Demand Forecast

Land use in the Green Hills Region is still predominately agricultural, though the focus of that use
has shifted from single-family farms to corporate concerns, with some residential development of
rural land.

The trend of slight growth projected for the region will be accompanied by small land use changes
in various cities, as new property is annexed for residential, commercial, or industrial expansion.
This can be expected to be most visible in the area of Chillicothe, in Livingston County. Land
use is not expected to change drastically, with the exception of two recreational lakes slated to be
constructed in Caldwell and Sullivan Counties. The time tables for these projects are vague, and
their impact on the State transportation system, as planned, will be negligible.
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Transportation Inventory

The Green Hills Region has many miles of State maintained roadway - two interstate highways
and about a dozen state highways, with a great number of lettered highways, in varying
conditions. The American Legion Memorial Highway (65) runs through the region, as well as the
VFW Memorial Highway (36). Part of the Louis and Clark Trail also runs through the southern
part of the region, along highways 10, 24, and 5 in Carroll and Chariton Counties. There are
three federally designated truck routes and six State designated routes.

Generally, the larger roads with heavy traffic loads receive more maintenance attention and are in
better shape. Interstate Highways 35 and 36 are in decent shape and most of the numbered
routes, while lacking comfortably sized shoulders, are as well. However, the lettered routes are
largely in varying states of disrepair. Poor to nonexistent shoulders and large “chuck holes” are
commonly reported problems.

Also, it is on these roads that many of the regions’ narrow and dilapidated bridges are found.
There are just over 700 State maintained bridges or culverts in the Region. Of those, 633 are
single lane bridges. .

There are seven different rail companies with their own track running through the region and 18
airports which are mostly municipal runways or private fields. There are no “major” airports in the
region, with most capable of receiving helicopter traffic as well, and there are four dedicated
heliports in the region, all private, mostly at hospitals for medical transport. Three ports; all
located along the Missouri River in Carroll or Chariton Counties allow for movement of goods by
barge.
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Assessment of Available Services
The Green Hills Regional Planning Commission is located in the largest geographic
Planning Commission District within the state of Missouri. As stated before, the region
is primarily rural and resources and public services are limited. Currently, the region is
serviced by one public transit agency: OATS, Inc.
OATS, Inc., for the Northwest region, is based out of St. Joseph, Missouri; Beth Langley
is the Northwest Regional Director. The Northwest Region has a fleet of 117 vehicles
available for public transit services. The Green Hills counties serviced by the OATS
Northwest office include: Grundy, Mercer, Putnam, Sullivan, Linn, Livingston,
Caldwell, Daviess, and Harrison. Reporting data provided by the Northwest OATS
Administration, for the period July 1, 2011-June 30, 2012, depicts the magnitude this
service has on rural communities:
•
•
•

Total one way trips = 245,619
Total miles traveled = 2,132,173
Total people served = 5,415

According to the OATS office in St. Joseph, medical appointments, shopping,
employment, and essential business are the primary reasons persons use the system.
The OATS provider for the Green Hills region maintains a schedule in each county which
is published in area newspapers, senior centers, and other public agencies and on the
OATS website and OATS Wheel publication. In order to be able to provide the level of
services currently available, OATS, Inc. has developed financial partnerships with
several area counties and cities. Operating contracts which currently exist in the region
are as follows:

CALDWELL COUNTY
NWAAA
Section 5311
Medicaid

GRUNDY COUNTY
NWAAA
Section 5311
Medicaid
Grundy County Senior Tax

DAVIESS COUNTY
Medicaid
NWAAA
Section 5311
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HARRISON COUNTY
NWAAA
Section 5311
Medicaid
Harrison County Senior tax

LINN COUNTY
NWAAA
Section 5311
Medicaid

LIVINGSTON COUNTY
NWAAA
Section 5311
Section 3037
Medicaid
City of Chillicothe

MERCER COUNTY
NWAAA
Section 5311
Medicaid

PUTNAM COUNTY
NWAAA
Section 5311
Medicaid

SULLIVAN COUNTY
NWAAA
Section 5311
Medicaid

Grundy and Harrison counties contribute to OATS financially through funds collected
from Senior Tax ballot issues which were passed by voters since the first writing of this
transit study.
On at least a monthly basis, all Area Agencies on Aging are serviced by OATS, in each
county, and the mandatory Medicaid transport is provided on an as needed basis.
The OATS, Inc. Midwest Region is based out of Marshall, Missouri. Tracy Walkup is
the Midwest Region Director. The Midwest Region provides transit services to a number
of counties including Chariton and Carroll which border the southernmost boundaries of
the Green Hills Regional Planning Commission’s region. The Midwest Region has a
fleet of 103 vans; three are dedicated to service Chariton County and seven are made
available to Carroll County.
In Sullivan County, High Hope, a sheltered workshop employment agency, also provides
public transit for their consumers. Through a contractual arrangement with the city of
Kirksville’s transit operator, 2 mini-buses are available for transport. One bus is
stationed in Kirksville and one in Milan. A 15 passenger van is located in Kirksville and
High Hope has one regular van and 3 cars available for their consumers transportation
needs. High Hope also utilizes OATS services, on an as needed basis, for their assisted
living housing resident’s transportation.
During the focus group session participants provided a list of other public service
providers that have transport services available for their clientele. Beth Langley,
18
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Northwest OATS Director noted that the region does a good job of sharing resources but
funding restrictions and regulations can prevent coordination as some funding can only
be used in rural areas for employment, elderly and handicapped. Also, time constraints
on pick-up and drop-off prohibit coordination with other providers. Should any of these
service providers be in the position to provide transportation to the general public it
would be on a case-by-case basis and access would be limited. Additional service
providers with transport capabilities include:
Access II: Gallatin, 2 vans available, must provide own driver and pay for fuel, services
primarily for disabled population.
Veterans Administration: very limited services for veteran’s only
Churches: volunteer service, primarily affiliation based
Medicaid Transport: Medicaid clients call the 800# (Logisiticare) on their Medicaid
card to arrange for services. Forty-eight hour notice is needed and client must meet
spend down requirement first.
Salvation Army: Chillicothe, limited transport available, case-by-case basis
Nursing Homes: Transport for residents only
Preferred Family: Trenton, clientele only
North Missouri Mental Health: clientele only
Community Options: Chillicothe, limited service available for clients only
Ministerial Alliances: at times may provide a gas voucher
Green Hills Community Action Agency: limited gas vouchers available
Vocational Rehabilitation: gas vouchers on a limited basis for clientele only
Hope Haven Industries: reserved for their clientele
Road to Recovery: provides transportation for cancer patients-volunteers

Based on the limited alternative services listed above it is clear that the OATS system is
the primary source of public transit in the Green Hills region.
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Assessment of Needs
Due to the limited resources available in the large rural area serviced by the Green Hills
Regional Planning Commission, the list of transit service needs is extensive. In order to
assess the transit needs of the region surveys were sent to service provider agencies
throughout the region. Ten surveys were returned from the service provider sector which
pointed out the reasons their client group utilized public transit as well as existing gaps in
service. The survey responses indicated that medical appointments, employment, and
other service agency appointments represented the majority of the reasons their clientele
needed public transportation. The service providers identified the most important needs
and gaps in services which are listed as follows:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Drivers need to take staggered lunch shifts so riders do not have to wait through
lunch hours
Need longer day hours for those who work to make appointments
Need more public education, general public thinks OATS is for senior citizens
People need to get to doctors, treatment centers, and job interviews that are
outside the service area
Need trips (for the non-Medicaid) rider to KC, St. Jo, and Columbia for medical
appointments
If riders need to use a car seat, drivers are not always courteous or sensitive to this
issue
Lack of available transportation for social and recreational events for the disabled
population
Need for more frequent service from rural communities in Harrison County to the
Bethany Senior Center
Need improved services to move people to the Missouri Career Centers in
Trenton and Chillicothe
Need to resurrect the escort volunteer services in communities and senior centers

In addition to surveying the service provider agencies, a focus group comprised of five
service agencies representing, Hospitals, Division of Aging, Senior Centers, Green Hills
Community Action Agency, North Central Missouri Mental Health and OATS was held
on September 26, 2012 at the Planning Commission office in Trenton, MO.
The focus group allowed for the “free-flow” of input, comments and suggestions that was
transformed into a list of public transit needs that exist in the Green Hills region. The
following needs were captured during the focus group discussion:

Chapter 3

21

¾ Expanded services to medical care outside the county/community
¾ From a financial perspective, the number of riders versus cost needs to be at a
more cost effective level
¾ Funding is needed for capital purchases and maintenance
¾ OATS budget needs specific earmarks for vehicle replacement
¾ The service disparity gap in the rural area needs to be narrowed, equitable
services should be available
¾ JARC funds are still needed
¾ The disabled population lack transit services for recreational purposes
¾ More privately owned cab or van services is needed
¾ The system needs an increase in operating funds/revenue
¾ Mixed client groups can cause problems
¾ Non-acute medical transportation is needed
¾ Need more volunteers
¾ Need to implement a private pay program
¾ METAP funds need to be increased (services for Mental Health clients)
¾ Maintain and fund current system, most important!
Clearly, in order to meet the needs and expectations expressed in this Chapter much more
additional funding is needed. Beth Langley, OATS Director pointed out that earmarks
are no longer allowed leaving OATS at the mercy of an application process to obtain
needed capital. While operating costs continue to increase and operating revenues from
the government go down the disparity will continue to increase. She also noted that by
2015 more than 15.5 million Americans age 65 and older will live in communities where
public transportation service is poor or non-existent and it is estimated that $70 million
will be needed annually just to meet the demands of the rural areas. However, with the
challenges of today and the uncertain forecast of the future the focus group recognized
that it is imperative to ensure that funding for public transit is maintained at the current
level or above. Even a small decrease in funding could mean the elimination of a route or
service to a community or client group within the region. In addition, soon on the
horizon, is a requirement by the FTA for radio upgrades on all of the OATS vans, with no
funds at this point available or earmarked for this expensive, mandated upgrade. The
Harrison County Sheltered Workshop will be applying for 5310, which if funded, will
provide a van, leased to OATS that will provided the Workshops disabled employee’s
transportation back and forth to work.
The focus group did point out that some improvement had been made since the
preparation of the previous Transit Study particularly in the area of communication.
OATS now has a fully functional website and participates in communicating with the
public through Twitter accounts and Facebook. This progress however has created a
technology skill-gap as the senior population is reluctant, resistant, and/or unable to
utilize the technological advances.
Attendees at the Focus Group also pointed out that as new vans are acquired OATS is
purchasing vans with wider aisles, increased storage, and more accommodating to
wheelchairs. Concern was expressed concerning all the new vans recently purchased
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with Stimulus Funding which will also be aging out of service at the same time leading to
a large disparity in funding and available transportation units.
The Mental Health professionals in the region identify the remote living of many people
in the rural area makes providing transportation to those individuals as a huge barrier in
the region. The Area Agency on Aging agrees that this point is critical to providing a
variety of services to senior adults living out of city limits and that quality affordable
housing for senior adults, within city limits, needs to be increased in order to impact this
issue unique to rural areas.
In conclusion, the overriding consensus from providers and service agencies is that the
need for the system to provide more days and extended hours is considered an URGENT
issue in the Green Hills region. All those in attendance at the focus group and surveyed
expressed a willingness to coordinate to improve services; however, funding and distance
in the rural area to move clients from county to county presents a barrier economically
and logistically to the providers and service agencies involved in the region.
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Strategies and Priorities
The focus group process proved to be a useful method in determining the public transit
needs in the Green Hills region. Upon determining needs the focus group participants
were then asked to transfer the “needs” list into a strategy list ranking activities to be
undertaken as HIGH-MEDIUM or LOW in importance. The table below depicts the
prioritization results of the focus group.
HIGH PRIORITY
Increase in JARC funds
Increase in State operating assistance

Increase in METAP funds
Develop strategy to maintain the services
that are currently available
Establish routes
Educate case managers re: availability of
services
Obtain assistance for fee waivers
24 hour/7 day per week service
Establish new service and maintain it
Invite new players to table to fill
transportation gaps ie: 501 (c) 3
Obtain grant funds to purchase vehicles
Educate users to call for service-even if
service is not established
Make current schedule known to public
Provide public education and out-reach
Conduct service provider “user” simulation

MEDIUM PRIORITY
More lead time for Medicaid services
Establish regular routes for Medicaid to
allow for better coordination for other
riders
Publish schedules in shoppers
Solicit county/city financial investments
Develop a 501 (c) 3 to attract foundation
funds
Reduce operating costs whenever possible
Purchase appropriate vehicles that fit the
needs
Recruit volunteer drivers and provide
insurance for them
Explore possibility of joining a insurance
group to reduce costs
Establish fixed routes

None of the strategies were ranked LOW in terms of importance by the focus group
participants.
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Customer Feedback
The opinions and thoughts of the users of the Public Transit system in the Green Hills
region was solicited by utilizing a survey instrument that was made available at service
agencies and on the transit vehicles. A total of 24 individuals took the time to complete
the survey and turn them in to be used as data for this study.
The user survey data brought forth some interesting information and comments which
can be utilized to improve the system, such as:
•
•
•
•
•

The average age of the transit service customer is 59 years of age
Females represent the majority of users of the system
Sixty-three percent of the riders have a drivers license
50% of the riders are willing to pay for the service
Reasons for usage of the system included: work, medical appointments, shopping
for basic items, banking, work, and business errands

A question on the user survey asked what could be added to the service to encourage the
customer to continue or start utilizing the public transit system in the region. Items which
ranked most important were:
9
9
9
9
9

Establish flexible schedules
Increase hours the service is available
Establish services on weekends
Provide a guaranteed ride home
More attractive buses

Rider comments of particular interest included:
• Need to accept different forms of payment
• Person from Hamilton would use if it was available
• Person who lives in Milan doesn’t think there is Public Transit available
• Steps are difficult for a few respondents

Without the customers of the system providing feedback in the survey format, this study
would not have fully captured the effectiveness or needs of the current transit system in
the Green Hills region. The number of surveys returned and the comments received
reflects the importance of public transit to persons residing in the rural area of Northwest
Missouri. All be it limited in scope, the current system remains of vital importance to the
overall transportation and economic infrastructure of the region.
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Conclusion
The process which was utilized in gathering information for this study has resulted in
highlighting possible coordination and partnering opportunities, which upon further
exploration may assist in expanding services.
Several conclusions can be drawn as a result of the statistics, data, and comments
collected while preparing this study. There is no doubt that a reliable public transit
system is critical to assisting rural communities and their citizens to remain healthy and
productive, it is what binds communities together and supports economic growth.1
However, the cost associated with providing public transportation in rural communities
influences both the quality and accessibility of that service. Limited resources, low
population density, and poor road conditions in rural communities contribute negatively
to the cost of providing services. (see Federal Highway Administration July 2001). This
disparity highlights the importance of effective collaboration among providers,
communities, partner service agencies and organizations to meeting the transportation
needs of rural residents.

While the needs/wants list provided by the customers, providers, and service agencies is
lengthy all stakeholders involved recognize the value of the current services available
throughout the Green Hills region and furthermore agree that maintaining current funding
and service levels is of utmost importance while alternative funds and services are
explored.

In closing, the Green Hills Regional Planning Commission would like to express our
appreciation in having this opportunity to partner with the Missouri Department of
Transportation to provide this study for use by Federal, State, and local leaders as they
strive to sustain and plan for future expansion of the Public Transit System in the 11
county Green Hills region.
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1 Rural

Assistance Center, http://www.raconline.org/info_guides/tranpsortation/

Assistance Center, March 2004, Transportation Needs in Rural
Communities, by Pamela Friedman, Vol. 2, and No.1

2 Rural
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