






In 2003, the Center for Urban Transportation Research 
(CUTR) at the University of South Florida began a plan-
ning effort to identify and address the mobility chal-

lenges within a rural area in south central Florida desig-
nated as a “Rural Area of Critical Economic Concern.” This 
initial study was completed in August 2005 and included 17 
recommendations within fi ve core service areas including: 
low income/employee needs; mobility options for seniors; 
mobility planning; marketing services; and land use and 
development. 

Through a newly developed partnership with Enterprise 
Florida, Inc. and the Florida Heartland Rural Economic 
Development Initiative, Inc. (FHREDI), a summit was held 
on December 7, 2005. The summit included FHREDI board 
members; local government offi cials; members of the eco-
nomic development community, including major employers 
and developers; advocacy groups; and state agency repre-
sentatives.  FHREDI and the FDOT agreed to the mutual 
implementation of the recommendations contained in the 
original plan, including the development of a Heartland 
Rural Mobility Plan by CUTR and Tindale-Oliver and 
Associates, Inc. 

The Heartland Rural Mobility Plan effort was designed to 
be a comprehensive multi-jurisdictional planning effort 
that:

• Included an extensive public participation plan;

• Outlined a strategic approach to meeting the mobility 
needs of the area, including employment transporta-
tion;

• Provided a sound business foundation for the resulting 
mobility program;

• Included a fi nance and implementation plan;

• Met the mobility needs of the Heartland area, espe-
cially within the economic development and land use 
framework; and

• Recommended a governing structure that could include 
a regional mobility entity.

Issue of Signifi cance: 
The Heartland Rural Mobility Plan (HRMP) was designed 
to identify and address the mobility challenges within a six-
county rural area in south central Florida designated as a 
“Rural Area of Critical Economic Concern.” The HRMP 
study area included the six counties and four communities 
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included in the region. These jurisdictions include Desoto, 
Glades, Hardee, Hendry, Highlands, and Okeechobee 
counties and the communities of Belle Glade, Pahokee, and 
South Bay in Palm Beach County and Immokalee in Col-
lier County. The study area encompasses more than 5,000 
square miles and includes approximately 300,000 people. 

Strategy, Goals and Objectives
The HRMP was a comprehensive multi-jurisdictional 
planning effort designed to meet the requirements for the 
development of a Transit Development Plan established in 
Section 347, Florida Statutes, which is normally an urban 
transportation work effort. 

At the onset of the effort, goals and objectives were devel-
oped to serve as the guide for the development and evalu-
ation of mobility options for the region. The identifi cation 
of these goals and objectives for the Heartland Region was 
a fundamental step in the development of the plan. The 
HRMP goals and supporting objectives were developed 
around fi ve major themes:

• Promoting mobility within the Heartland Region.

• Supporting the Heartland Region’s economic develop-
ment opportunities.

• Providing coordination between the Heartland Region’s 
land use development and the promotion of smart 
growth.

• Promoting mobility from the Heartland Region to 
regional destinations (to include major urbanized 
areas). 

• Coordinating regional mobility governance, planning, 
and funding.

Public Participation Plan
The HRMP effort employed an extensive public involve-
ment program to inform the public and local decision-
makers about the plan development process, as well as 
to foster consensus throughout the large Heartland study 
area. The public participation plan included several public 
involvement techniques to ensure the active participa-
tion of citizens in the community, including direct 
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involvement (engaging the public with “hands-on” work-
shops or other discussion venues). 

Direct involvement techniques included agency coordi-
nation meetings, Heartland Rural Mobility Plan steering 
committee meetings, a presentation kit and materials, pub-
lic workshops, discussion groups, public hearings, presen-
tations and coordination with elected and policy boards, 
and surveys, comment cards, and citizen feedback.

Information distribution (distributing materials that are 
used to inform the general public of issues regarding the 
project) was also used and included newsletters, e-mail 
updates, and a project web site.

Findings:
The uniqueness of this study was the focus on public trans-
portation coordinated with economic development in an 
economically-depressed rural region. As the study pro-
gressed, it became apparent that no single mobility opera-
tion or institutional arrangement would effectively address 
the mobility needs of the area. The diversity and geographic 
layout of the Heartland region presented a wide variety of 
transportation and mobility needs. This resulted in a plan 
that identifi es a series of potential mobility alternatives that 
could be pursued to address these needs, including:

• Exploring the feasibility of the application of a lim-
ited number of major travel corridor fi xed routes, route 
deviation concepts to maximize geographical cover-
age, or circulator transit services to serve local city and 
activity areas.

• Using and building upon the Florida Commission for 
the Transportation Disadvantaged structure admin-
istered by Community Transportation Coordinators 
serving each of the counties in the Heartland region.

• Promoting the FDOT Commuter Assistance Program 
that encourages the formation of carpools and vanpools 
and other transportation demand strategies.

• Seeking ways to encourage the return or replacement of 
inter-city transportation services, such as Greyhound or 
Amtrak, which have been reduced or withdrawn from 
the Heartland region in recent years.

• Encouraging the development and coordination of vol-
unteer mobility services.

• Expanding and coordinating inter-county and regional 
mobility alternatives to address transportation disad-
vantaged, medical, veterans’ services, and other essen-
tial transportation needs to provide access to required 
services.

• Pursuing additional “mobile service delivery” options 
to eliminate or minimize the need for transportation.

• Developing programs that support community taxi 
services through subsidized travel vouchers and other 
innovative programs.

• Establishing a regional mobility coordinator structure/
organization.

Conclusions: 
The Heartland Rural Mobility Plan has been endorsed by all 
six County Commissions and the FHREDI Board of Direc-
tors and has now transitioned to its next phase, which will: 

• Identify a regional “Mobility Working Group” to for-
mulate implementation strategies

• Pursue additional federal, state, and local funding

• Establish a coordinated, regional process

• Identify and implement pilot projects

• Continue to identify and evaluate options for meeting 
the mobility needs of the regions residents and visitors. 

The formation and launching of the Mobility Working 
Group is critical to maintaining the momentum for address-
ing the mobility needs of the region and taking the recom-
mendations detailed in the Heartland Rural Mobility 
Plan from concept to reality.
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Prior to enrolling in the UNC-Chapel Hill Depart-
ment of City and Regional Planning, I worked for 
two years at the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation 

(Winston-Salem, N.C).  Apart from my primary responsi-
bilities related to semi-annual grant making, I also had the 
opportunity to assist with the Women’s Economic Equity 
Project (WEE Project), an initiative to increase economic 
self-suffi ciency for rural women.  In my role as site liaison 
for the Foundation’s nonprofi t partner in Vance County, I 
witnessed the struggles of rural women trying to access edu-
cation and jobs via an inadequate transportation network.  
I also observed community partners' creative solutions for 
providing services in a time of rapidly increasing fuel prices.  
More than any other experience at the Foundation, the WEE 
Project highlighted the importance of regional transporta-
tion networks in facilitating economic opportunity not just 
for urban residents, but for rural populations as well.  

Rural women face unique challenges compared to their 
urban counterparts.  The exodus of manufacturing jobs has 
led to a shortage of well-paid, centralized employment in 
rural communities.  As high-tech industries relocate to the 
urban fringe, rural residents regain access to employment 
but now struggle to obtain the higher education necessary to 
be trained for such jobs.  This regionalization of employment 
and education is particularly challenging for low-income 
women.  Faced with fewer safe, low-cost child care options, 
rural women often must choose between taking low-wage 
jobs closer to home and investing in costly private transpor-
tation for greater fl exibility.

Franklin-Vance-Warren (FVW) Opportunity, Inc. is one 
organization working to address these imbalances between 
rural employment, education, and existing transportation 
systems.  FVW Opportunity, Inc. became the Foundation’s 
WEE Project partner in 2004 and continues to identify cre-
ative solutions to address the impasse between the high cost 
of private transportation and the minimal availability of 
regional public transportation.  When fuel prices rose sub-
stantially in summer 2007, FVW Opportunity, Inc. called 
upon its partner, Vance-Granville Community College, 
to offer classes in the nonprofi t’s building so that partici-
pants would not have to withdraw because of unaffordable 
commuting costs.  FVW Opportunity, Inc. also provides 
transportation/gas vouchers and may expand the program 
through a partnership with the N.C. Rural Economic Devel-
opment Center.  While the monetary value of the assistance 
may be small, FVW Opportunity, Inc. insists that dedicated 
transportation funds are critical to keeping rural women in 
school, employed, and away from the diffi cult decision faced 
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by many low-income families to choose between gas and 
food, medication, or other essentials.

One take-away of the WEE Project in Vance County is the 
resolve of nonprofi ts and community organizations to fi nd 
creative solutions to persistent problems.  Nonetheless, these 
women face systemic barriers that cannot be sustainably over-
come with classroom relocation or gas vouchers.  The planning 
community must continue to encourage local and state govern-
ments to provide regional public transportation services in rural 
communities.  In an era of shrinking state revenue, immediate 
changes are unlikely; however, the economic vitality of rural 
areas in North Carolina will continue to rest on residents’ abil-
ity to access employment and education through means other 
than high-cost private transportation.

By: Brika Eklund, Graduate Student, Department of City 
and Regional Planning The University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill

Editor's Note: This is a reprint of an article forwarded by the 
Southeastern Transportation Center, a consortium of nine 
universities from fi ve states in DOT Region IV, is chartered 
under the theme Comprehensive Transportation Safety. The 
University of Tennessee, Georgia Tech, North Carolina A&T, 
North Carolina–Chapel Hill, North Carolina State, the Uni-
versity of Florida, the University of Kentucky, the University 
of South Florida and Vanderbilt comprise the STC.

A park-and-ride lot in rural Chatham County, NC provides easy 
accessibility to free public transportation serving the Town of 
Chapel Hill and the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill.
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2010 Upcoming Events
The classes and conferences listed below are sponsored by the Florida Department of 
Transportation and the Center for Urban Transportation Research at the University 
of South Florida in Tampa. If you would like to attend any of the courses, you will fi nd 
a course announcement and registration form for each course at www.fl oridartap.org in 
the Training Calendar section. Click on course name to download or view training class 
details. If you have an idea for a training course or would like to host a course, please 
contact Amber Reep (813) 974-9823.

July 13-14, 2010
18th Annual Transportation Disadvan-
taged Training and Technology Confer-
ence—Renaissance Orlando Hotel at 
SeaWorld, Orlando, FL

July 13, 2010 (12:30 to 1:00 pm)
RTAP Advisory Committee Luncheon 
Annual Meeting—Renaissance Orlando 
Hotel at SeaWorld, Orlando, FL

September 14-15, 2010
Non-Emergency Stretcher Training 
Workshop—Marianna, FL

September 22, 2010
TSI Reasonable Suspicion Determina-
tion for Supervisors—Tampa, FL

September 22-23, 2010
The Runcutter CourseTM—Pompano 
Beach, FL

October 17-19, 2010
36th Florida Public Transportation 
Association Annual Conference—
Miami Hilton, Miami, FL

The Florida Commission for the 
Transportation Disadvantaged 
will be hosting its 18th Annual 

Transportation Disadvantaged Training 
and Technology Conference at the Renais-
sance Orlando Hotel at SeaWorld from July 
13-14, 2010.

As in past years, this event will feature 
over 35 vendors showcasing their products 
and services. Participants will be provided 
the opportunity to attend and participate in 
a wide variety of breakout and plenary ses-
sions. Among the topics available to attend-
ees include: mobility management, Medic-
aid fair hearings, distracted driver training, 
operational policy development, sensitivity 
in customer relations and dealing with dif-
fi cult people, wheelchair securement, how 
to prepare for your quality assurance/audit, 
computer/internet security, a planners net-

18th Annual Transportation Disadvantaged 
Training and Technology Conference

work session, transit’s future presentation, 
an update on Florida’s transportation plan, 
and much more.

The Awards Banquet on the fi nal evening 
of the conference will recognize the best of 
the best of the Florida TD industry – both 
agencies and individuals.

For more information and to register for 
TDC’s 18th Annual Transportation Disad-
vantaged Training and Technology Confer-
ence click on this link conferences.dce.ufl .
edu/td/ or call (352) 392-1701 Monday thru 
Friday 8:00 am to 5:00 pm EST.

A copy of the Participant Conference Bro-
chure can be found at www.dot.state.fl .us/
ctd/

We look forward to seeing you in Orlando 
in July.

http://www.floridartap.org
http://www.dot.state.fl.us/ctd/events/2010Conference.htm
http://www.floridartap.org/pdfs/trainingdocs/NEST09141510.pdf
http://www.floridartap.org/pdfs/trainingdocs/ReasonableSus092210.pdf
http://www.floridartap.org/pdfs/trainingdocs/Runcutter09222310.pdf
http://www.floridatransit.org/
http://conferences.dce.ufl.edu/td/
http://conferences.dce.ufl.edu/td/
http://www.dot.state.fl.us/ctd/docs/2010%20Meetings/TD%20Conference%202010/Final%20Participant%20Brochure.pdf
http://www.dot.state.fl.us/ctd/docs/2010%20Meetings/TD%20Conference%202010/Final%20Participant%20Brochure.pdf



