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Region seeks to expand public transportation options

By Dave Eisenstadter
Sentinel Staff

Published: Sunday, August 22, 2010
Independence and isolation: Granite Staters are often dedicated to both, but most have to choose
between them when it comes to public transportation.

But regional and state groups hope to steer community transportation in a better direction later
this year.

On Nov. 18, groups from around the state focused on coordinating regional transportation will
present their triumphs and challenges to businesses, lawmakers and other interested parties at a
summit meeting in Concord to work out how to get residents from point A to point B.

November’s summit meeting aims to make legislators aware of transportation possibilities
regionally and statewide and lead to greater funding for such projects, according to J.B. Mack,
senior planner at the Keene-based Southwest Region Planning Commission.

Two regional coordinating councils — there are 10 in all — are located in the Monadnock
Region, where low population density and a lack of adequate funding have been major obstacles
to meeting transportation needs, according to Mack.

Another is the scattered nature of transportation in general, Mack said.

“It’s not clear-cut; everyone travels everywhere,” Mack said. “The point of these regional
commissions is coordination.”

Another goal is to reduce emissions related to transportation. About 40 percent of total



greenhouse emissions in the Monadnock Region come from transportation, Mack said, a number
above the national average.

Getting from here to there

While there is much yet to accomplish, the meeting will at least in part focus on successes, Mack
said. The councils from the Monadnock Region will tout the completion of a directory that
shows all the transportation options available in area towns.

Cheshire Medical Center/Dartmouth-Hitchcock Keene and Monadnock Community Hospital in
Peterborough will use the directory on a trial basis to advise patients who can’t drive to
appointments, Mack said. The directory is not yet available to the public.

“There are what you call choice riders — people who make the choice for whatever reason to
take public transportation — and then there are people who are dependent on public
transportation,” Mack said.

Transportation efforts are currently focused on those dependent on public transportation in the
Monadnock Region.

But this will change, according to Ellen Avery, director of community building at the
Monadnock United Way. The United Way works to fund transportation efforts in the region.

“For the general public, the work being done is not as obvious,” Avery said. “The Regional
Coordinating Councils are just getting going.”

The Monadnock Region’s two councils, Eastern Monadnock and Cheshire County, are centered
around Peterborough and Keene, respectively.

The Eastern Monadnock council was among the first formed, according to Mack. It serves
Antrim, Bennington, Dublin, Francestown, Greenfield, Greenville, Hancock, Jaffrey, New
Ipswich, Peterborough, Rindge, Sharon and Temple.

“The area is in the middle of Keene, Nashua and Manchester and the people rely on service
providers from those cities, but they are not a priority for any of those areas,” Mack said.

What is available today in the area

Current public transportation is inadequate, according to Mack, because there are places in the
region where people can’t get rides when they ask for one.

But many organizations are attempting to fill the need by relying on volunteer drivers and
providing whatever rides their budgets can allow, Mack said.

Tara L. Germond, a planner at Southwest Region Planning Commission, is collecting data from
all of them while working to complete the regional transportation directory.



The region is primarily served by:

-The Keene City Express bus, which runs year-round to Keene locations.

-The Keene State College Community Shuttle, which operates during the school year in Keene.
-The Friendly Bus, which serves people ages 60 and older in Keene.

-The American Red Cross Rural Rides Program, which serves all of Cheshire County and
portions of Hillsborough and Sullivan counties.

-The Contoocook Valley Transportation Company volunteer driver network, which serves the
eastern Monadnock towns.

The bus routes only serve Keene; the driver services often require giving five days’ notice. Most
of the services do not operate outside the hours of 8 a.m. and 5 p.m., making them undesirable
for commuters. And none of the services operates on the weekend.

Several other organizations offer transportation services, but most are either private taxi or
limousine services or services limited to residents with a disability or other medical need.

The bus system is good for a city of Keene’s size, but it could be improved, said Susan G.
Ashworth, director of community relations at Home Healthcare, Hospice and Community
Services, which runs the buses.

“It would be nice if it were more convenient for people,” Ashworth said. “We’re trying to make
headway on the amount of time it takes to get to destinations.”

Running more buses, though, would be beyond what the organization could financially handle,
Ashworth said.

Hopes on the horizon

A few bus routes serving towns outside of Keene are under discussion, and at least one has
gotten to the funding stage.

Earlier this year, Hinsdale and Winchester voted to allot $32,000 between the two towns for a
bus line into Brattleboro along Route 119.

The votes followed a feasibility study in the area, and the Southwest Region Planning
Commission is participating in another study of the towns along Route 12 north of Keene. So far
there has been tentative interest in a bus from those towns into Keene.

“We’ve found with the Route 12 study that Shaw’s (in Walpole) tends to be more expensive and
people want other options,” Mack said. “On the other side of the river, they don’t have a lot of



shopping options, and those folks would rather go to Claremont or Keene.”

Other studies, however, went nowhere. Commuter bus lines connecting Keene to Peterborough
and Keene and Brattleboro were investigated then abandoned, Mack said.

Carpooling is another area where travelers in the Monadnock Region could look to improve,
Mack said, but added that the state should open more local Park and Ride facilities.

Currently, there is only one, located at Chesterfield Gorge.

The planning commission is working with larger employers to start carpooling programs for their
employees, Germond said.

Figuring out regional transportation in the Monadnock Region may eventually become a paid
position, Germond said.

“The ultimate goal is to create a position and fund a regional transportation coordinator with a
central dispatch system,” Germond said. “Anyone could call a hotline and someone would
identify the most affordable transportation for the caller.”

Obstacles along the way

In the largely rural area that is the Monadnock Region, making public transportation options
competitive with driving a car is the greatest challenge, Mack said.

While the spike in oil prices in 2008 increased use of the City Express bus lines and other
services, when prices went back down, so did the ridership numbers.

“Oil prices are volatile,” Mack said. “If they go up suddenly, what’s our backup plan? We need
another alternative to get people where they need to go.”

The state must also place a higher priority on funding transportation if many initiatives are to get
moving, Mack said. New Hampshire lags far behind Vermont in transportation funding; dial-a-
ride services on this side of the river sometimes cannot reimburse volunteer drivers for the use of
their vehicles, or at most pay 14 cents per mile, Mack said. On the Vermont side, volunteer
drivers earn 50 cents per mile due to state funding.

In 2006, per-capita state funding for public transportation was $9.21 in Vermont and 45 cents in
New Hampshire, according to an American Public Transportation Association study.

Germond and Mack also described a stigma in New Hampshire against using public
transportation. When interviewed about transportation options during the Route 12 and Route
119 feasibility studies, New Hampshirites were less likely to be interested in public transit than
Vermonters.

And yet, until funding for public transportation changes, residents’ independence from cars will



rely on services from across the river, Mack said.

“We’re trying to take advantage of the robust public transit system in Vermont to serve our
people,” Mack said



