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The Central Ohio Transit Authority (COTA) is 
the primary provider of public transit services 
for the greater Columbus and Central Ohio 
region, serving over 1.1 million residents with 
more than 9 million trips annually. This Existing 
Conditions report gives an overview of current 
agency operations and trends of the COTA 
region using data and information provided 
by stakeholders and COTA. This will be used 
in the development of the Short Range Transit 
Plan (SRTP), which will combine the vision and 
guiding principles of COTA to create near-
term service planning initiatives to guide COTA 
for the next 5 years. The SRTP will serve as a 
vital tool to assess COTA’s current operations; 
describe future transit enhancements; and 
prioritize expenditures, service, and funding to 
serve the community’s mobility needs.

In recent years, the landscape of transit and 
mobility has been severely impacted by 
COVID-19. The ramifications of the world-
wide pandemic have impacted families, 
communities, and the status quo in Central 
Ohio. COTA was at the forefront of providing 
transit for essential workers and continued 
to provide service throughout the pandemic; 
however decreased service has created a new 
challenge for COTA in this post-pandemic era.

Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, the Central Ohio 
region continues to see growth in population and 
employment. The Mid-Ohio Regional Planning 
Commission (MORPC) projects that Central Ohio 
will grow by 1.2 million people between 2010 and 
2050— resulting in a total population of 3 million 
by 2050. These projections came before the 
announcement of the $20 billion Intel investment 

INTRODUCTION

just north of Central Ohio and is projected 
to be higher. This rapid growth has created a 
turning point for the region that will require 
aligned resources and initiatives to support new 
industries. The SRTP will lay the foundation of 
how COTA will deliver quality transit services  
and bring mobility options to Central Ohio. 
This is imperative as COTA moves towards 
an increase of public financing and provides 
economic prosperity to those who rely on quality 
public transit. 
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Background 
The Short Range Transit Plan will analyze 
the existing transit market in Central Ohio 
and COTA’s ability to serve that market in 
a 5-year time frame. The purpose of this 
Existing Conditions Report is to create a 
comprehensive catalog of current initiatives, 
challenges, and opportunities that will impact 
how COTA will continue to serve Central 
Ohio. The SRTP report serves as a foundation 
for further analysis and recommendations 
to  guide COTA for the next 5 years. The 
SRTP will be completed in alignment with 
Ohio Department of Transportation (ODOT)
and MORPC for the region’s Transportation 
Improvement Program (TIP). The TIP is used 
to determine regional funding priorities. It is 
a staged four-year schedule of transportation 
improvements, and the next cycle will be  
Fiscal Year 2024-2027. 

Vision and Goals
The SRTP will continue to articulate the 
direction of COTA’s Strategic Plan, Moving 
Every Life Forward, with the lens of improving 
service operations to best meet the needs 
of Central Ohioans. The past few years were 
marked by the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
fight towards social justice throughout our 
communities. This heightened the need for 
measured, deliberate, and results-focused 
efforts among public transit initiatives to 
create a more inclusive and equitable system 
for all of Central Ohio. 

BACKGROUND, VISION, AND GOALS
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Performance Metrics 
COTA’s performance metrics measure the 
performance of fixed-route bus service in 
relation to ridership or coverage to ensure that 
resources are allocated in the most effective 
manner. Service is analyzed by frequent (15 
min), standard (30- to 60 minute), and rush 
hour. The service monitoring standards include 
minimum frequency, minimum span of all-day 
frequency (frequent, 30-minute, 60 minute, 
or trips during peak for Rush Hour), minimum 
total span for weekday, Saturday and Sunday, 
on-time performance goals, maximum load, 
average boardings per revenue hour, and 
percentage of population and jobs within the 
entire network. 

Service is monitored and updated every two 
years with the update of the SRTP. Service 
found not performing well could be subject 
to modification. The SRTP will use annual 
statistics, operating characteristics, and on-
time performance of each route to analyze 
route effectiveness. The existing metrics 
provided a base knowledge to discuss and 
identify route improvements with internal 
COTA staff. Further analysis will be completed 
for the SRTP, with each route having a detailed 
report showing these characteristics with trip 
distribution along the span of service. The 
existing conditions route reports are located in 
Appendix C. 
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Recent Mobility Innovation  
at COTA 
Mobility as an industry is evolving quickly, 
with a focus on innovation and technology 
to provide frequent, reliable, and direct 
connections. Mobility has been redefined 
by the global pandemic and revealed the 
need for equity to be at the center of 
service. Investment in innovation has created 
opportunities for transit agencies to evaluate 
new technologies and determine how to 
integrate within the community. COTA 
continues to invest in cutting-edge innovative 
mobility solutions. The advancement of LinkUS, 
COTA//Plus, and technology and sustainable 
advancements are representative of how COTA 
has continued to innovate. 

LinkUS
LinkUS is Central Ohio’s transformational and 
comprehensive mobility and growth initiative. 
As the region continues to grow, LinkUS 
emphasizes the need for aligned mobility 
investment. It builds on numerous previous 
regional planning efforts, including COTA’s 
NextGen plan and MORPC’s insight2050 
Corridor Concepts study. From previous plans, 
the LinkUS initiative has set six priorities: 

1. Equity 

2. Affordability 

3. Innovation 

4. Economic Development 

5. Sustainability

6. Workforce Advancement 

LinkUS will move the region forward by 
creating aligned investments in innovations 
such as high-capacity and advanced rapid 
transit, bikeways, greenspace, complete 
streets, roadway safety, pedestrian 
improvements, and development along key 
regional corridors throughout Central Ohio. 

EXISTING CONDITIONS 
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COTA//Plus
COTA has complemented existing fixed-route 
and paratransit services by continuing to 
invest in COTA//Plus On-Demand Microtransit 
services. COTA became the first in the nation 
to scale on-demand microtransit technology 
to full-size transit vehicles, introducing COTA’s 
Bus On-Demand in the Northeastern Zone. 
This was nationally recognized in 2021 as 

Best of Mobility on Demand by Intelligent 
Transportation Society of America. This 
service improves access to jobs where fixed 
transit service is not operationally efficient. As 
COTA//Plus continues, a systematic approach 
should be created in order to be equitable with 
available resources.

Figure 1  — Current COTA Plus Zones
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Equitable Fares
COTA has made significant progress in 
expanding services and customer amenities 
through carefully planned technological 
enhancements and green initiatives. COTA 
launched a new way to pay, correcting a 
historical inequitable fare payment system. 
Cash is still accepted, but now customers 
can make fare purchases through the Transit 
app or the COTA Smartcard. This ensures 
customers pay no more than $4.50 a day or 
$62 a month. In addition, the new payment 
system successfully simplified transfers and 
child discounts and created a flat-rate fare. 

Sustainability
COTA is in the process of transitioning its 
fixed-route bus fleet from ultra-low sulfur 
diesel fuel to compressed natural gas. In 
addition, COTA purchased two electric 
vehicles in 2021 and will continue to explore 
zero emissions vehicles by creating a Zero 
Emissions Plan to guide the agency forward. 
This plan will include grant support, fleet 
optimization software support, a workforce 
development plan, route modeling, resiliency 
analysis and strategy, an internal and external 
engagement plan, equity analysis, and the 
consideration of hydrogen fuel cell technology 
in the near future. 

COTA is focused on ensuring residents and 
visitors have access to job opportunities, 
healthcare, education, arts, and entertainment, 
as well as helping to drive equitable economic 
growth and foster sustainability throughout 
the region. COTA has developed a strong 
partnership with the City of Columbus and 
other community and business stakeholders to 
make transit an integral part in Central Ohio.

NEW! Equitable Fares

Fare Capping
Customers pay no more 
than $4.50 a day

Simplified Transfers
Two-Hour Accessibility

Simplified Child 
Discounts
4 & under: no fare 
5-12 years: $1

Flat-rate Fare
Standard fare $2 on all lines

COTA Vehicles (Early 2022)
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COTA’s Recent Plans
COTA is committed to continue to evolve to best 
serve Central Ohio. COTA has completed several 
transportation plans as part of a united strategy 
for the future. This SRTP update will enhance 
opportunities for alignment.

Short and Long Range Transit Plan 
(2020) 

The Short and Long 
Range Transit Plan 
was informed by local 
and regional reports, 
plans, data, and input 
from stakeholders and 
the general public 
to create goals and 
objectives, as well as 

initiatives to promote COTA as the regions’ 
leader in mobility. COTA submits the short-
range and long-range transit proposed 
projects and budgets per Ohio Department of 
Transportation (ODOT) and MORPC budget 
schedules, which ultimately feed into funding 
transportation projects. 

COTA Reimagining Sustainability 
(2022) 

COTA’s Reimagining 
Sustainability plan 
received the “Champion 
of the Challenge” 
recognition for the 
Sustainable Transit for a 
Healthy Planet Challenge.  
The sustainability plan 
is a living document 

to help achieve the sustainability goals and 
support regional initiatives. The framework 
of the document revolves around three main 

categories – performance categories, goals, 
and management areas. COTA has recognized 
the importance of being agile in a landscape of 
evolving sustainability technologies. The plan 
has identified opportunities for technology to 
be integrated and ultimately meet COTA’s goal 
of net-zero Greenhouse gas (GHG) by 2045. 
Electric vehicle fueling strategies, alternate 
electric transmission, and distribution line 
upgrade options, on-site energy reduction, and 
on-site energy generation are opportunities for 
future technology integration.

County Connections (2022) 
County Connections 
Playbook identifies 
potential viable near-
term transit strategies 
between regional county 
stakeholders. This 
project positions transit 
providers, county leaders, 
community stakeholders, 

and major employers with the information 
needed to begin efforts to communicate, 
coordinate, and collaborate on regional transit 
priorities and funding opportunities to expand 
community access to jobs, education, and 
healthcare. 

This playbook includes an assessment of 
existing conditions, technology, funding, and 
current governance structures. The playbook 
strategies include collaboration opportunities 
with transit service, partnerships, and funding.
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Title VI Update (2022)
To ensure equal 
opportunities to all 
persons without regard 
to race, color, national 
origin, or income level, 
COTA submits their Title 
VI program to their FTA 
Regional Civil Rights 
Officer every three years. 

The most current program covers the June 
2019 through May 2022 time period and is 
in compliance with Title VI of the 1964 Civil 
Rights Act regarding transit services and 
related benefits. 

Strategic Plan (2019) 

Moving every life forward 
is COTA’s vision for 
developing and growing 
to best serve Central 
Ohio. With technological 
advancements and 
trends in transportation 
constantly developing, 
COTA is committed 

to evolving. The Strategic plan is a five year 
blue print which has developed four guiding 
principles to ensure success and the overall 
mission is at the forefront of all decisions:

• Improve the customer experience

• Achieve organizational excellence

• Provide access to mobility options

• Prioritize the use of data and analytics

insight2050 Corridor  
Concepts (2019)

The Insight 2050 
Corridor Concepts 
inform decisions of 
where to grow and 
invest in valuable transit 
resources to balance 
community goals. It 
engaged stakeholders 
across Central Ohio 

and produced scenarios that measured 
the impact of accommodating expected 
growth and identified strategies to advance 
transit and corridor development. This plan 
identified several corridor concepts and set the 
framework for the LinkUS Mobility Initiative, 
the current long-term transportation initiative 
in Central Ohio.

COTA NextGen (2017) 
In collaborating with 
MORPC, the City of 
Columbus, and community 
members, NextGen is 

the vision for the future of transit and a 
transformative effort to keep central Ohioans 
on the move for decades to come. It aimed 
to align people to their destinations more 
quickly and conveniently, connect residents 
with jobs, and support efforts to create 
communities where young and old alike 
want to live, work, and raise a family during 
unprecedented growth. NextGen focused on 
three components, high-capacity transit, smart 
mobility options, and enhanced bus service. 
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COVID-19 Service Impacts
As with many transit providers in the U.S., 
COTA’s service was impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic. In March 2020, COTA modified how 
operators were assigned work by dividing the 
network into two shifts, one A.M. and one P.M 
in order to protect employees and maintain a 
proper social distance of 6 feet. However, this 
division reduced operator availability which  
led to reduction in service levels. Service 
cuts began in March 2020 with some service 
restored in September 2020. 

COTA has been slowly reintroducing key transit 
lines in order to get people back to work 
safely. The graph below shows the increase in 
vehicle revenue miles from 2020 to 2021 as 
service returns. 

The pandemic has created a new normal, 
which has affected public transportation. On 
top of public health issues, almost all industries 
are struggling to find workforce to operate 
at pre-pandemic levels of service. As COTA 
continues to try to meet the demand for 
increased frequency and service, hiring and 
retaining transit operators continues to be  
a nation-wide issue for transit agencies.

COVID-19 IMPACTS

COTA Ridership in 2019  
was highest in 31 years

Figure 2  — Annual Ridership to Vehicle Revenue Miles
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Essential Transit to  
Essential Services
The COVID-19 pandemic changed the public 
transportation landscape over the last few 
years and will continue to create waves 
of impact for years to come. In response 
to the pandemic, many jobs increased the 
teleworking environment. Now in a post-
pandemic environment, while many non-
essential sectors are returning to in-person 
workplaces, the job landscape has been 
altered indefinitely, trending towards a more 
flexible work environment and schedule. In 
Spring 2021, COTA reinstated 14 rush hour lines 
to help commuters comfortably return to the 
workplace.  

As Columbus City Schools (CCS) students 
returned to the classroom for hybrid learning 
in Spring 2021, COTA partnered with the 
district to provide a Student Discount Pass 
Program. The district purchased more than 
7,600 transit passes for eighth grade and 
high school students to use COTA for trips to 
school as well as beyond the classroom. This 
partnership reaches the next generation of 
transit users and is helping the economy to 
return to normalcy.

Transit agencies must prepare for the evolving 
landscape by creating more frequent, essential 
transit services to where essential jobs 
are located. In-person jobs in health care, 
supply chain, and restaurant industries have 
emerged as essential jobs during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Another characteristic of these 
essential jobs is that they are challenging to 
serve due to multiple shifts in a 24/7 work 
environment and are typically not located in 
the downtown core. 

Transit agencies can prepare for the evolving 
landscape by considering the locations of 
essential jobs. According to a study published 
in April 2020 by the National Bureau of 
Economic Research, 37 percent of US jobs can 
plausibly be performed at home1. According 
to the study’s findings, within the Ohio job 
market, 44 percent of jobs can plausibly be 
performed at home. This is 4% higher than 
the average for the State of Ohio. Franklin 
County has 792,990 jobs, and of that, 39% of 
these jobs can work from home. The findings 
of this study that are relevant to COTA are 
summarized below. 

1. Dingel and Meiman, How Many Jobs Can Be Done At Home?, National Bureau of Economic Research, April 2020.  
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w26948/w26948.pdf

Residents that can Work from Home (WFH) by Job Type and County

Total Workers % Essential 
Workers

% Workers 
who can 
WFH 

% Essential 
Workers who  
can WFH

% Non-Essential 
Workers who  
can WFH

Franklin County 638,610 39% 45% 19% 60%

Central Ohio 970,978 39% 44% 18% 57%

Ohio 5,369,300 40% 40% 18% 51%

Figure 3  — Work from Home by Job Type and County
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COVID-19 Outreach and Innovation
During the COVID-19 pandemic, COTA saw 
changes in ridership and passenger experience 
to abide by public health orders and offer the 
highest quality service possible to the region. In 
order to maintain the 6 feet required for social 
distancing, COTA provided customers with a 
safe distance from the operator by offering 
free rides, instructing customers to enter from 
the rear of the bus, and installing operator 
barriers on the fixed-route fleet for protection.  
Additionally, the agency distributed more than 
25,000 masks to customers and non-profit 
organizations so that everyone could ride safely.  

Partnerships were formed with local 
organizations to successfully implement some 
of COTA’s changes during the pandemic. COTA 
partnered with COSI on Wheels to provide 
student opportunities by creating large free 

hotspot zones near Columbus City School 
locations, parks, and libraries. This ensured 
access to a safe and accessible curbside 
location to participate in remote learning 
and created a solution for students who 
might not otherwise have consistent access 
to internet service. Additionally, COTA and 
their employees played a crucial part in the 
COVID-19 vaccination rollout. They partnered 
with Columbus Stand Up! to offer free rides 
to individuals to a mass vaccination site in the 
St. John Area. This program included COTA 
Mainstream On-Demand and COTA//Plus 
South Columbus services, which especially 
helped to improve transit access to those living 
in underserved and vulnerable communities. 
In addition, COTA distributed 10,000 one-
day passes to almost 30 nonprofits to help 
community members access COVID-19 vaccines.
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COTA, like most transit agencies of its size, 
relies on local taxes for much of its revenue 
stream, supplemented by passenger fares and 
a mix of federal and state funding sources. 
The purpose of this section is to review and 
understand current funding mechanisms for 
transit in Central Ohio.  

Local Funding
COTA’s local funding sources include a service 
area-wide sales tax and farebox revenue. There 
is a permanent sales tax of 0.25%, with an 

additional 10-year .25% sales tax that was passed 
by the voters in November 2016.2 This 0.5% sales 
tax roughly makes up over 80% of operating 
funds before the COVID-19 Pandemic.3 Despite 
COVID-19, passenger fares averaged around 17% 
of operating funds in the last 5 years.

Local funds only attributed 2.7% of the 2021 
operating budget due to the one-time federal 
COVID relief for operating expenses. Local funds 
instead attributed to 79% of capital expenses  
in 2021.

2. Dispatch, Kimball Perry, The Columbus. “Voters opt to renew COTA’s quarter-cent sales tax”. The Columbus Dispatch. Archived from the original on 
2020-07-27. Retrieved 2022-012-07.

3. NTD Agency Profiles 2016-2021

COTA FUNDING OVERVIEW

Figure 4  — COTA Operating Funds

COTA OPERATING FUNDS
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Federal Funding
The passage of the Bipartisan Infrastructure 
Law (BIL) in 2021 provided the largest 
investment for public transportation 
programs in the nation’s history, including 
an increase of $31.5 billion dedicated for 
public transportation. 

BIL appropriates funding for federal transit 
programs administered by the Federal Transit 

4. Macek, N. (2022, February 25). Advisory services policy brief: Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act - Transit and passenger rail provisions. HDR. 
from https://www.hdrinc.com/insights/advisory-services-policy-brief-iija-transit-passenger-rail-provisions

Administration (FTA), including $72.5 billion for 
federal transit formula programs, $8.0 billion 
for the Capital Investment Grant (CIG) Program, 
and $10.7 billion for other transit discretionary 
grant programs over a 5-year period.4 The BIL is 
an opportunity for COTA to continue to drive the 
LinkUS initiative forward in the CIG program. In 
October 2021, the East Main Street and West Broad 
Street Bus Rapid Transit Projects entered project 
development phase with the FTA CIG program.

Federal Transit Program Funding ($ Millions) 5-Year Funding Total
Transit Formula Programs

Urbanized Area Formula - Section 5307 $33,541

State of Good Repair Formula - Section 5337 $23,140

Rural Formula - Section 5311 $4,581

Bus and Bus Facilities Formula - Section 5339 (a) $3,161

Elderly/Disabled Formula - Section 5310 $2,193

Fast-Growth State Supplement - Section 5340 $2,056

High-Density State Supplement - Section 5340 $1,823

Planning Programs - Section 5305 $966

Other Programs (FTA Administrative and other federal spending) $1,028

Total Transit Formula Programs $72,489

Capital Investment Grant Program - Section 5309

New Starts $4,400

Core Capacity $1,600

Small Starts $1,200

Expedited Project Delivery Pilot Program $800

Additional authorized CIG funding (subject to annual appropriation) $15,000

Total Capital Investment Grant Program $23,000

Other Discretionary Grant Programs

Low or No Emission Vehicle Program - Section 5339 © $5,625

Bus and Bus Facilities Competitive - Section 5339 (b) $1,966

All Station Accessibility Program $1,750

Ferry Service for Rural Communities $2,000

Electric or Low-Emission Ferry Program $500

Pilot Program for Transit Oriented Development Planning - Section 2005(b) $69

Total Other Discretionary Grant Programs $11,910

Other Authorized Funding (subject to annual appropriation)

Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority Funding $750

Total Federal Transit Program $108,150

Figure 5  — Federal Transit Program Funding 
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Transit Formula Grant Programs

Federal formula grant programs are federal 
resources available to transit agencies based 
on a variety of service and demographic 
characteristics. The federal funding for 
transit formula grant programs has increased 
32 percent since the previous surface 
transportation authorization bill.

There are several competitive and formula 
funding sources that drive COTA services. 
Since 2020, COTA has received $323,815,641 
from State and Federal resources. Of that, 
$61,405,346 was competitive funding, and the 
remaining $262,410,295 was formula-based. 
The increase in federal funding has been a 
highlight for COTA over the past 3 years. 

Urbanized Area Formula 

The Urbanized Area Formula Funding Program 
(49 U.S.C. 5307) makes federal resources 
available to urbanized areas for transit capital 
and operating assistance and transportation-
related planning. 

Bus and Bus Facilities Formula and 
Competitive Program

The Bus and Bus Facilities Grant program 
(49 U.S.C. 5339(b)) makes federal resources 
available to states and direct recipients to 
replace, rehabilitate, and purchase buses and 
equipment, along with related bus facilities. 
This can include technological changes and 
innovations to modify to low or no emission 
vehicles or facilities. This program is provided 
through formula allocations and competitive 
grant and provides funds for up to 80 percent 
of the cost of capital projects.

Although the amount of formula-based 
funding has reduced since 2020, COTA 
successfully won a competitive grant from the 
FY22 Low- No Emissions grant that provided 
an additional $26 million to reduce emissions 
throughout Central Ohio.

Enhanced Mobility of Seniors & Individuals 
with Disabilities – Section 5310

This formula funding provides assistance 
for transportation needs of older adults and 
people with disabilities. This program aims to 
improve mobility for seniors and individuals 
with disabilities by removing barriers to 
transportation service and expand transportation 
mobility options. This apportionment is based 

COTA Grant Awards 2020 - 2023

Competitive $61,405,346

Formula $262,410,295

Total Awarded $ 323,815,641

COTA Section 5307

FFY2020 5037 Formula Dollars $18,407,128

FFY2021 5037 Formula Dollars $18,632,500

FFY2022 5037 Formula Dollars $23,998,844

COTA Section 5339

FFY2020 5339 Formula Dollars $2,327,728

FFY2021 5339 Formula Dollars $2,175,906

FFY2022 5339 Formula Dollars $2,088,539
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upon each states share of the population of 
these two groups. COTA receives Section 5310 
funds as a direct recipient and provides ADA  
and paratransit services within the urbanized 
area. In FY 2022, COTA received $1.68 million  
in Section 5310 funds.

Competitive Funding Sources
COTA has been awarded competitive grants in 
the last 3 years. Some of the larger competitive 
grants that COTA will use to drive transit 
forward in Central Ohio are:

• 2020 Integrated Mobility Innovation Grant 
($1.7 mil) — traffic management data on 
a cloud-based solution and use artificial 
intelligence to enhance operations, improve 
safety and efficiency, develop new channels 
of communication, and improve the public’s 
mobility experience across the 13-county 
region in the Columbus Metropolitan 
Statistical Area (the Region).

• 2022 BBF Lo or No Emission Grant  
($26 mil) — purchase electric buses  
and chargers

• 2022 Regional Infrastructure Accelerator 
Program ($750K for the LinkUS mobility 
initiative)

These competitive grants help drive COTA 
forward by providing innovative solutions and 
are a critical step for Central Ohio’s ability 
to partner with federal funding sources to 
implement transformational infrastructure for 
our region.

COTA Section 5310

FFY2022 5310 Formula Dollars $1,137,713

FFY2021 5310 Formula Dollars $1,160,442

FFY2022 5310 Formula Dollars $1,687,972

COVID-19 Relief Funding
Throughout the last six years, COTA has 
continued to provide transit services within 
its operating budget. Despite the loss of 
ridership and fare revenue that resulted from 
the COVID-19 pandemic, COTA was able to 
maintain the level of service it needed for 
customers while also maintaining the budget.

COVID-19 relief funding programs were 
the backbone of transit agencies’ ability to 
continue to provide essential services. Three 
key one-time COVID-19 bills were:

• American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 
This included $30.5 billion in federal funding 
to support public transportation systems as 
they continue to respond to the COVID-19 
pandemic and support vaccination efforts

• Coronavirus Response and Relief 
Supplemental Appropriations Act 2021 
This was a $14 billion allocation to support 
the transit industry that became law in 
December 2020. 

• Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 
Security (CARES) Act 
CARES Act was signed into law in March 
2020 to allocate $25 billion to recipients of 
the urbanized area and rural area formula 
funds.
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State Funding
For the 2020-2021 biennium, the Ohio General 
Assembly provided $16.6 million of Ohio’s 
General Revenue Funds for the Urban Transit 
Program (UTP) that is available to COTA to 
fund capital and operating initiatives. 

Ohio Transit Partnership Program 
(OTP2)
In FY 2020, Ohio Department of 
Transportation (ODOT) established the Ohio 
Transit Partnerhip Program (OTP2) to provide 
$44 million annually in state funds to the 
rural and urban transit systems. The OTP2 
is a discretionary program and projects are 
selected on a competitive basis for the two 
funding tiers described below. 

Tier I: Projects that meet ODOT’s definition of 
preservation, which is the process of  
working to maintain, sustain, or keep in a good 
sound state the transit systems in Ohio

Tier II: Projects focused on regionalization, 
coordination, technology, service expansion,  
workforce initiatives, and healthcare initiatives. 

Funding from this grant opportunity can be 
used as part of the local match for federal 
grants, which will assist transit agencies for 
competitive applications for the IIJA. 

Since 2020, COTA has been awarded 
$163,149,417. These competitive dollars will 
be used for vehicles purchases, on-demand 
operating expenses, healthcare initiatives, 
county connections, cashless payment 
systems, passenger counters, and corridor 
development.

5. Transit Needs Findings Snapshot, https://www.transportation.ohio.gov/programs/transit/transit-repository-publications/transit-needs-findings-summary

Loss of one-time CARES and CRRSAA Funds

These funds provided relief over the last two 
budget cycles; however, federal funding will 
return to pre-pandemic levels in the near future.

Ridership losses and resulting decrease in  
federal funding share

The FTA formula funds that agencies receive 
each fiscal year are apportioned based on a 
variety of factors, including ridership. Generally 
speaking, lower ridership equates to lower 
federal funding levels. The unprecedented and 
historic funding levels for public transportation 
included in the IIJA are very positive for COTA, 
but specific effects on formula funds in a 
scenario where ridership continues to remain 
well below pre-COVID levels is another issue 
that merits careful attention.

State Funding

Historically, the State of Ohio has not provided 
the financial support that transit needs in order 
to operate at the level that residents demand. 
Ohio ranked 38th out of 51 States and Territories 
of transit spending per capita.5 State funding 
continues to be an opportunity for COTA and 
other Ohio Transit agencies to continue to 
advocate for increased financial support.

Near Term Financial Considerations

Near Term Financial 
Considerations
This section provides an overview of some 
nearer term considerations that may have 
an impact on COTA future budget and 
operations.
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With the direction of the Federal government, 
new, sustainable initiatives have been placed 
on transit agencies in order to be competitive 
with various funding sources. The following are 
initiatives within the transit industry that are 
imperative for COTA to consider in the next 
five years. 

Infrastructure Investment and Jobs 
Act (IIJA) 
The Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act 
(IIJA), also referred to as the Bipartisan 
Infrastructure Bill (BIL), provides funding 
to repair aging infrastructure through 
formula funds and discretionary grants. The 
discretionary program is administered by the 
U.S. Department of Transportation (USDOT) 
and provides $31.5 billion worth of funding to 
public transit, which is a significant increase 
in investment toward more sustainable 
transportation options. This funding source will 
continue to move transit agencies forward with 
a renewed focus on equity, sustainability, and 
justice initiatives. 

Low – No Emissions Vehicle Program
This discretionary program provides annual 
funding to state and local governments 
for the purchase or lease of zero-emission 
and low-emission transit buses as well as 
the acquisition, construction, and leasing 
of support facilities. The IIJA provides an 
appropriation of more than $5.6 billion 

over five years, a 6-fold increase in funding. 
Applicants must prepare a zero-emission 
fleet transition plan that includes a workforce 
transition plan. This program aligns with COTA 
and its sustainability initiative to shift to zero-
emission buses. COTA was a recipient of this 
competitive funding opportunity in FY2022.

Bus and Bus Facilities Competitive 
Program
The discretionary component of this program 
supports the rehabilitation and replacement 
of buses and bus-related equipment, as well 
as rehabilitation of existing or construction 
of new bus-related support facilities. The IIJA 
provides more than $2 billion over the next 
five years, with at least 25% of the program 
funds being in support of lower-emission buses 
and vehicles. This program requires COTA to 
prepare a zero-emission fleet transition plan, 
including a workforce transition plan to be 
eligible for these federal dollars.

Pilot Program for Transit Oriented 
Development Planning
This existing discretionary program provides 
funds to integrate land use and transportation 
planning with a new fixed guideway or core 
capacity transit capital investment. This 
program is important for COTA to consider 
with the LinkUS initiative to integrate the BRT 
systems in the region.  

CURRENT FEDERAL, STATE, AND 
REGIONAL INITIATIVES

6. Macek, N. (2022, February 25). Advisory services policy brief: Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act - Transit and passenger rail provisions. HDR. Retrieved  
from https://www.hdrinc.com/insights/advisory-services-policy-brief-iija-transit-passenger-rail-provisions
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Justice40
The Justice40 Initiative is the first time in our 
nation’s history that the Federal Government 
has made it a goal that 40 percent of overall 
benefits of certain federal investments must 
serve disadvantaged communities that are 
marginalized, underserved, and overburdened 
by pollution. These investments include climate 
change, clean energy and efficiency, clean 
transit, affordable and sustainable housing, 
training and workforce development,  
remediation and reduction of legacy pollution, 
and the development of clean water and 
wastewater infrastructure.

This Federal initiative positively impacts public 
transit and COTA by transforming Federal 
programs and grant opportunities to ensure 
disadvantaged communities receive the support 
to confront the decades of underinvestment. 
This new initiative allows the Department of 
Transportation to identify and prioritize projects 
in communities that face barriers to affordable, 
equitable, reliable, and safe transportation. This 
program requires stakeholder consultation to 
ensure the community is involved in determining 
program benefits and how to capture data on the 
benefits directed to disadvantaged communities.

LinkUS
LinkUS will help to address growth, 
affordability, and opportunity gaps in our 
community by creating an integrated mobility 
system that will make it easier to walk, bike, or 
take public transit in our region’s busiest areas. 
It will increase access to jobs, schools, and 
healthcare for all members of the community. 

Currently, there are three corridors that are 
accepted into the Capital Investment Grant 
(CIG) Program by the U.S. Department of 
Transportation Federal Transit Administration 
in October 2021. The East Broad Corridor and 
the Northwest Corridor’s Locally Preferred 
Alternatives were adopted by COTA’s Board of 
Trustees in August 2021 and November 2022, 
respectively.  COTA plans to request entry 
into Project Development for the Northwest 
Corridor initial segment in 2023 and continue 
the design work These corridor projects will 
lay the groundwork for an integrated 21st 
Century mobility system — but the success of 
the system will rely on strong interconnections 
between various modes and networks. LinkUS 
will continue to advance equitable regional 
mobility investments throughout Central Ohio.
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Engagement is essential to COTA to enhance 
the outcome of all transportation planning 
activities. Community engagement is designed 
to increase public awareness about the 
planning process and obtain feedback to inform 
recommendations, including any scenario plans 
that will be developed as part of the COTA SRTP. 

COTA met with municipalities, neighboring 
counties, and internal stakeholders during 
the development of the existing conditions 
to better understand opportunities to serve 
the community in the next five years. Meeting 
participants shared pertinent information 
informing COTA of transit needs, new 
developments, active infrastructure projects, 
and desires from the community. In addition, 
comments from COTA’s customer service 
database were analyzed in order to consider the 
ideas, suggestions, and complaints from COTA 
riders. Engagement will continue throughout 
the SRTP process to receive feedback related 
to transit service recommendations. This 
engagement will target transit riders and 
community members.

Key Engagement Messages 
The SRTP is an opportunity for COTA to connect 
with municipalities, stakeholders, customers, and 
the general public every two years to learn what the 
needs and desires are for transit. The key message 
used during this outreach is that COTA is interested 
in developing partnerships with communities to 
help customers better connect with transit 

Customer Service Database 
COTA connects with customers on multiple 
platforms. Through social media, by phone, 
in-person at the Customer Experience Center, 
and the Mobility Services on Fields Avenue, 
COTA has been available to aid customers 
and listen to their complaints, ideas, and 
suggestions. The database has over 22,000 
recorded comments for the last three years.

Communication Tools
The SRTP relies heavily on successful 
communication and collaboration among 
stakeholders to collectively identify the 
appropriate path forward and create buy in. 
This planning process utilizes several ways to 
communicate, including:

• In-person meetings

• Virtual Meetings

• Public Meetings

• Formal Presentations

• Mentimeter software for measurable results

• Mural Board tools to create virtual  
 collaboration

These tools will be used throughout the SRTP 
process in order to create a collaborative 
approach and to communicate with 
stakeholders and the public

FALL 2022 ENGAGEMENT OVERVIEW
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Target Audiences
Engagement activities associated with the 
development of the SRTP are strategically 
designed to target the following audiences:

• Municipalities,

• Internal and External Stakeholders, and

• Customers

The study team engaged with all 
municipalities within Franklin County by 
conducting one-on-one meetings to have 
an open discussion about each City’s 
current transit needs and desired areas of 
improvement. Through an interactive map 
activity, municipalities identified areas of 
growth and development. The following 
pages highlight key takeaways from each 
municipality and their ideas for improvement 
within their communities. 

Dates of Engagement (2022):
• September 8th – City of Hilliard,  
 City of Upper Arlington

• September 30th – City of New Albany,  
 Licking County

• September 30th – Grove City

• October 17th – City of Westerville

• October 17th – City of Worthington

• October 18th – City of Dublin

• October 18th – City of Whitehall,  
 City of Reynoldsburg

• November 8th – Union County

• November 9th – City of Gahanna

• November 14th – City of Grandview Heights

• November 15th – City of Bexley

• December 14th – City of Columbus  
 Department of Neighborhoods
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MUNICIPALITY INPUT KEY FINDINGS

Bexley

Current Service Routes

1 2 10

Transit Service Considerations

• Main Street and Livingston are the two streets that  
 service Bexley residents with businesses, destinations,  
 and services 

• Mobility hub could be successful around community  
 facilities, or Capital University, as seen by the usage  
 of COGO stations

Municipal Updates

• Creation of Southwest Bexley Plan and Livingston  
 Corridor Plan, in response to Capital University and  
 Resident needs. 

• The City will be implementing Bike Boulevard Signage  
 from College to Montrose.  

• Creating pedestrian connections along Alum Creek and  
 to North Columbus.

Canal Winchester

Current Service Routes

25 52

Municipal Updates

• In the process of completing a Comprehensive  
 Master Plan  

• Trail and pedestrian improvements are top priority 

• There are plans for improvements along US 33, including  
 new interchanges and lane widening

Transit Service Considerations 

• Interested in increased fixed route services for  
 workforce access

• Desire an increased frequency of Route 25 and extend  
 this route to Groveport

• There has been a need for transit along Gender Road for  
 many years. 
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Dublin

Current Service Routes

Transit Service Considerations

• Would like to see an active mobility hub with a LinkUS  
 Connection that serves Ohio University Branch Campus

• Would support a COTA//Plus type circulator service

• Increase fixed route services for job access. 

• Connection to Line 1 to connect to LinkUS

• There is an informal park and ride at US 33.

Municipal Updates

• Dublin is looking into modernizing the zoning code to  
 create “mini-cities.”

• City Council is doing an audit of the COTA bus stops to  
 decide how to make improvements. 

• Seeing a need for transit to access hospitals and fill jobs. 

Gahanna

Current Service Routes

Municipal Updates

• City is continuing to work on creating trails and  
 connecting to Rapid5 

• Creekside area will continue to grow and require access 

• City services including the police station moving in the  
 upcoming year

• After school athletic events are moving to Jefferson Twp.  
 which could be an opportunity for partnership

Transit Service Considerations

• Enhanced access between #10 and #25 along Taylor  
 Station Road

• Interested in connecting trails to transit options 

• Create access to the new library, along route 24 and 25.

21 7233 73

24 25 46

MUNICIPALITY INPUT KEY FINDINGS CONT.

COTA//Plus
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Grandview Heights

Current Service Routes

Transit Service Considerations

• Lack of connection to Franklinton Neighborhood

• Line 75 is very well utilized within the community,  
 especially for school children

Municipal Updates

• The Goodale Corridor will continue to become more  
 walkable. 

• Grandview Crossing Development will consist of  
 apartments and businesses, including BMW.

Grove City

Current Service Routes

3 61

Municipal Updates

• The City is continuing to improve pedestrian and  
 bicycle access. 

• Grove City is working to increase access to additional  
 developable land by creating an overpass over I-71 in  
 the next 5-7 years.

• Future redevelopment of Beulah Park. 

Transit Service Considerations

• Would like a LinkUS Connection in the future

• Would like an extension of COTA//Plus services

• Find transit solutions for workforce and medical patients.  
 Specifically, Mt. Carmel Hospital, FedEx, and Walmart  
 Distribution Center where entrances are not near fixed  
 route services.

• Opportunity to improve ADA access on Parkway Center. 

• Opportunity for bus service along Hoover Road, along  
 the future overpass. 

75 3 5

MUNICIPALITY INPUT KEY FINDINGS CONT.

22 31

COTA//Plus
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Hilliard

Current Service Routes

Municipal Updates

• The City of Hilliard Comprehensive Plan will be adopted  
 in Early 2023.

• Hilliard has changed its focus to bike and pedestrian  
 prioritization – particularly around the Big Darby area.

• The City is questioning how to redevelop roadways that  
 are not being used to the full capacity.

Transit Service Considerations

• Direct service to Ohio State through fixed route,  
 frequent service

• COTA//Plus for residents to reduce parking demands 

• Increase connections to shared use paths

• Cemetery Road Corridor will undergo redevelopment  
 in the coming years

5 21 32

Groveport

Current Service Routes

Transit Service Considerations

• Interested in COTA//Plus services or other transit options  
 to serve the Rickenbacker Industrial Park area

• Service to Fairfield and Pickaway Counties

• Need to move workforce efficiently from north to south

Municipal Updates

• There is continued growth in the Rickenbacker Industrial  
 Park Area 

• There was a pilot program during the pandemic that  
 connected east to west which was unsuccessful. 

22

71

MUNICIPALITY INPUT KEY FINDINGS CONT.

5224
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New Albany

Current Service Routes

Transit Service Considerations

• Restore Smart Ride Program as it was a past success  
 prior to COVID-19

• Increase frequency to existing Park and Ride

• Increased transit options for workers, easy to  
 understand and transfer 

Municipal Updates

• New Albany is focused on the future of the Hamilton  
 corridor.

• There is a need for transit in New Albany. Residents  
 have requested more access to the Town Center. 

Reynoldsburg

Current Service Routes

Municipal Updates

• Development will occur toward the east side of  
 Reynoldsburg.  

• As part of LinkUS network, the City hopes to reduce  
 traffic speeds.

• Future development opportunities along Brice Road. 

Transit Service Considerations

• Would like to see increased fixed route service. 

• Opportunity for new services to Intel and Licking County

• Desire to have more routes from North to South. 

• Need for transit connections to the east. 

45

2 10 25

MUNICIPALITY INPUT KEY FINDINGS CONT.

511

COTA//Plus



SHORT RANGE 2023-2027transit plan draft 28

Westerville

Current Service Routes

Transit Service Considerations

• Interested in increased COTA//Plus services to and from  
 schools in Westerville and Linden Township

• Discussed adding a park and ride on the east side of  
 the City.

Municipal Updates

• Discussions with Metro Parks for a trail system extension  
 near I-270 

• The City is building a new courthouse off of Tradewind  
 Drive. 

• Desire more east-west connections across central Ohio. 

Whitehall

Current Service Routes

Municipal Updates

• Greenways are important to the Whitehall community.

• Multiple affordable housing developments in the area  
 along transit routes.

Transit Service Considerations

• Interested in increased economic development  
 opportunities along East Main Street with the BRT  
 implementation 

• Challenge with school transportation. 

• Suggested a route on Yearling Road, North to South. 

MUNICIPALITY INPUT KEY FINDINGS CONT.

10243

2 2410

CMAX COTA//Plus
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Worthington

Current Service Routes

Transit Service Considerations

• Desired to increase frequency on Line 102. 

• Services are needed along Huntley Road.

• Discussed the need for transit circulation within the City.

• Commuter bus along Smokey Road from the park  
 and ride. 

Municipal Updates

• Worthington Mile – A connector from historic downtown  
 to more dense areas.

• Many new developments involving mixed use buildings.  

Upper Arlington 

Current Service Routes

Municipal Updates

• The City received a large grant to rebuild Fishinger Road.  
 This will add a new side path to the north, and a sidewalk  
 to the south.

• Kingsdale Shopping Center is adding a community center, senior  
 housing and 325 apartment units over the next 4-5 years.

• The next corridor to see redevelopment will be  
 Henderson Road.

Transit Service Considerations

• Transit service along Lane Avenue

• Fishinger Road could be served by transit

• The City would like to connect LinkUs to Lane Avenue  
 from Olentangy River Road.

• Griggs Park and Ride pedestrian connection could be  
 enhanced for UA and Hilliard communities.

10274

1 3 31 32

73 75

MUNICIPALITY INPUT KEY FINDINGS CONT.

33
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MUNICIPALITY INPUT KEY FINDINGS CONT.

Columbus

Transit Service Requests

• Residents have been negatively impacted by service  
 reductions 

• Franklinton wants access to other parts of Columbus  
 without going through Downtown to transfer first

• Large Multi-family large developments will be coming  
 online on large transit corridors.

Municipal Updates

• There are 21 area commissions and 3 civic associations.  
 There are an additional 5 historical divisions that are not  
 part of this department.

• The Department of Neighborhoods has 8 neighborhood  
 liaisons to help orchestrate outreach 

• Recently underwent a large community engagement  
 effort for the Zoning Code update.

1 2 8 10

3 4 5 6

7 9 11 12

21 22 23 24

25 31 32 33

43 44

72 73

51 52

102 15234 35

41 42

14174 75

61 71

45 46

CMAX

COTA//Plus

AirConnect

ZooBus
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Internal and External Stakeholders 
During Fall 2022, project stakeholders 
were identified as key voices to the SRTP. 
Throughout the fall, COTA met with some of 
these stakeholders, including COTA’s internal 
stakeholders. The internal stakeholders are 
comprised of a variety of staff from different 
departments of the agency. In addition, COTA 
identified several key external stakeholders 
that include business, civic, and political 
representatives who will be engaged during 
the SRTP planning process.

Internal Engagement to Date:
• November 18th — 2022 Internal  
 Stakeholder Meeting

The first internal stakeholder meeting was 
virtual and was attended by 49 online 
participants. The purpose of this meeting was 
for COTA to share an overview of the Short 
Range Transit Plan development process, 
current COTA service, Central Ohio’s transit 
need and market analysis for transit, and how 
this plan will influence the operational and 
capital budget. Participants were then asked 
about strengths, opportunities, and challenges 
within COTA. This interactive virtual meeting 
allowed internal stakeholders to answer a 
variety of questions to quantitatively measure 
the directional future of COTA. Participants 
used two tools to engage: Mentimeter and 
Mural Board. From these tools, the SRTP 
project team used the results to solidify the 
direction and values for the SRTP report.

The Internal Stakeholders defined transit 
as mobility, access, and service. These 
stakeholders believed that access, customer 
experience, and equity should be the goals 

for COTA in the community.  The biggest 
challenges customers currently experience is 
reduced service hours and frequency. 82% of 
the participants believe that COTA should focus 
on improving this service instead of expanding 
coverage of service. 

Internal Service Planning Meetings
This engagement group consists of members 
of the COTA Development and Operations 
Teams. These stakeholders will review service 
monitoring metrics. Each fixed route line and 
COTA//Plus service will be analyzed and the 
data resulting from this engagement with 
COTA’s internal service planning operations will 
feed into the SRTP service recommendations.

Internal Service Planning Meetings 
to Date (2022):
• November 17th — Virtual Service Planning  
 Overview Workshop

• December 8th — Review of Lines 2, 12, 21, 22

• December 15th — Review of Lines 3, 4, 5

• December 19th — Review of Lines 6, 23, 24, 25

• December 21st — Review of Lines 7, 8, 31, 32

• December 27th — Review of Lines 9, 10, 11, 33

Customer Service Database 
The database has over 22,000 recorded 
comments for the last three years. This was 
evaluated and used while reviewing fixed route 
services to make improvements based on 
customer feedback. 
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In the initial review of the database, the top 
complaint/feedback category was that the 
customer was passed by on the street. The other 
top categories are listed in the chart to the right.

It is also important to recognize the top 3 
routes where customers provided the most 
feedback is Line 8, Line 2, and Line 1. These 
three routes make up over 30% of the data and 
are all frequent routes, with Line 2 having the 
highest ridership of the system.. 

From this database, we are also able to 
collect specific route changes that customers 
recommend in terms of frequency and route 
direction that will be useful during the service 
recommendations report.

Top Customer Feedback Concerns 

Description Percentage

Passed by on Street 19%

Discourteous Bus Operator 9%

Bus Running Late 9%

Bus did not Show 6%

Other 6%

Unsafe Driving 3%

Masks 3%

Bus Running Early 3%

COTA Plus Complaint 2%

Damaged Shelter/Transh Can 1%

Internal Stakeholder Mural Board Engagement Activity  

Figure 6  — Customer Database Results
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COTA is preparing for Central Ohio’s future 
growth by identifying transit investments that 
integrate with regional plans and goals. Goals 
include maintaining regional competitiveness, 
connecting workforce to jobs, minimizing 
sprawl, and responding to demographic 
preferences and trends.

COTA Today
Transit service in Columbus has changed 
drastically over the years. In 2017, COTA rolled 
out its first system redesign in over 40 years, 
and after that, saw record ridership that 
proved frequent service in high ridership areas 
made the system easier to navigate and use for 
Central Ohioans.

However, the COVID-19 pandemic shuttered 
much of that redesign. Similar to most transit 
agencies around the world, COTA saw a 
decline in ridership, revenue, and transit 
service. As of May 2023, COTA is providing 
72% of the pre-pandemic service hours, and is 
averaging 34,000 rides every weekday.

 
7. APTA’s “Who Rides Public Transportation” https://www.apta.com/wp-content/uploads/APTA-2021-Fact-Book.pdf

This section provides an in-depth evaluation 
of COTA’s current transit system. The system 
evaluation uses data provided by COTA and 
MORPC to construct a full picture of strengths, 
weaknesses, and opportunities of each route 
and the COTA//Plus zones and compare it to 
the transit need and potential to the Central 
Ohio Region

Around the world, transit systems ease traffic 
congestion and connect people with locations 
of jobs, medical services, and educational 
opportunities. COTA provides mobility 
solutions that impact the overall health of 
the region. Research has shown that a robust 
transit system has positive impacts on the 
economy, with 87% of trips on transit directly 
benefiting the local economy with 50% of 
trips used to access employment work and 
37% of trips for the purpose of shopping and 
recreational spending7.

Driving the Economy

COTA SYSTEM EVALUATION
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Workforce Challenges 
A current nationwide shortage of transit 
operators exists. This affects the service levels 
that COTA can serve the community. The 
American Public Transportation Association 
(APTA) showed that 92% of transit agencies 
are having trouble finding new employees, 

while 66% have struggled to retain, and 
71% have cut or delayed service due to staff 
shortages8. 

Operators are essential to restore the 
necessary service for Central Ohio. In 
September 2022, COTA had 592 operators, 
which is over 100 operators short. COTA had 

8. APTA. Transit Workforce Shortage. https://www.apta.com/wp-content/uploads/APTA-Transit-Workforce-Shortage-Summary.pdf

9. Ferenchik, M. Cota trying to lure more drivers to restore service frequency on routes. The Columbus Dispatch. https://www.dispatch.com/story/news/
local/2022/10/02/cota-needs-more-bus-drivers-to-restore-service-frequency/69520216007/

Fixed Route Service Characteristic Comparison 2019 to 2021

Service
Weekday Saturday Sunday

2019 2021 2019 2021 2019 2021

Trips Per Day 3,807 1,987 2,785 1,903 2,497 1,903

Annual 
Ridership

14,502,720 6,929,861 1,777,320 1,074,883 1,471,814 869,931

Average Daily 
Ridership

56,873 27,288 34,179 20,700 25,376 15,021

Revenue Hours 
Per Day

2,848 2,260 2,250 2,200 1,971 2,200

Revenue 
Vehicle Miles 
Per Day

41,478 34,197 33,857 32,971 31,344 32,971

Passengers Per 
Trip (Average)

10.9 8.4 10.8 9.1 9.1 6.6

Passengers 
Per Revenue 
Vehicle Mile 
(Average)

1.2 0.4 1.0 0.5 0.8 0.4

Passengers 
Per Revenue 
Vehicle Hour 
(Average)

16.7 8.11 13.6 8.5 12.1 6.2

Figure 7  — Service Characteristic Comparisons
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to decrease frequency of service from every 
15 minutes to 20 minutes on four of the most-
used routes9: 

• No. 1 (Kenny/Livingston) 

• No. 2 (East Main/North High) 

• No. 10 (East Broad/West Broad) 

• CMAX bus rapid transit service

In addition, COTA also decreased 30-minute 
frequency to 60-minute frequency for three 
other key system routes. 

COTA has been actively marketing and 
promoting positions within the community, 
identifying candidates, assisting with job 
application, and training candidates through 
the approximately two-month Commercial 
Driver’s License (CDL) program. COTA has 
also increased the wage, including training 
pay, while also providing bonuses to new 
hires. At the same time, retirements and 
natural attrition continuously reduce operator 
levels at a consistent rate. Therefore, the 
operator shortage requires a robust, all-in 
approach from the top of the organization 
on down with key collaboration between 
Human Resources, Marketing, and Operations 
divisions, along with reaching out to peer 
agencies and APTA to better understand the 
market and best practices. Replenishing and 
building operator levels to meet transit service 
needs for the community requires a year-long 
comprehensive approach.

COTA//Plus 
COTA//Plus is a microtransit type service that 
has continued to be an asset to communities 
since its inception. Currently running in 
four communities, this service continues to 
be requested from other communities and 
suburbs wanting similar service to connect 

their residents to their community assets. 
This service is a financial partnership for the 
operations cost of this service.

Each zone serves a specific market during a 
determined span of service. Currently only 
Northwest Columbus and the Southside zones 
have service available seven-days-a-week, 
while Grove City and Westerville serve Monday 
through Friday. However, each zone shows 
that the weekday ridership by trip is typically 
taken during the peak morning and evening 
commute hours, showing that these routes 
are taken by passengers either heading to a 
workplace or school within that zone

Appendix B shows detailed operating 
characteristics for COTA//Plus.
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Understanding existing and future markets 
for transit service is a fundamental part of 
identifying service gaps and opportunities 
to make better use of resources. This market 
analysis examines service area characteristics, 
such as density, demographics, land use, and 
regional travel patterns to create a propensity 
analysis to better understand the market and 
latest demand for transit service throughout 
Columbus. The timeframe being assessed will be 
from 2019-2027, to include pre-pandemic, post 
pandemic, and up to 5 years of future demand. 

More than any other factor, density 
determines the effectiveness and efficiency 
of public transportation. Places with higher 
concentrations of people and/or jobs tend 
to have higher transit ridership. At the same 
time, most transit agencies have a mandate 
to provide comprehensive service in the 
communities they serve and to provide 
mobility for residents with no other means 
of transportation. COTA allocates 70% 
service hours to ridership service and 30% to 
coverage service. This Market Analysis aims 
to identify the strongest transit corridors 

in the COTA service area and to highlight 
areas with relatively high transit need. Thus, 
the Market Analysis consists of two key 
components: Transit Potential and Transit 
Need. Transit Potential is an analysis of 
population density and employment density. 
Transit Need focuses on socio-economic 
characteristics such as income, automobile 
availability, age, and disability status indicative 
of a higher propensity to use transit. Transit 
use is influenced by the built environment. 
In particular, certain land uses—such as retail 
centers, civic buildings, multifamily housing, 
educational institutions, medical facilities, and 
major employment centers tend to generate 
transit trips at a relatively higher rate.

Peer Comparison 
To put COTA’s fixed-route service performance 
into perspective, it is useful to examine the 
performance of peer agencies on key metrics. 
These metrics include the urbanized area, 
service area population, population density, 
fixed route vehicles, and annual fixed route 
ridership.

TRANSIT MARKET ANALYSIS

“More than any other factor, density determines the 
effectiveness and efficiency of public transportation. 
Places with higher concentrations of people and/or 
jobs tend to have higher transit ridership.”
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Agency UZA
Service  

Area 
Population

Population 
Density 

(Per Sq Mile)

Fixed  
Route 

Vehicles

Annual 
Fixed-Route 

Ridership

King County Department of 
Metro Transit (King County 
Metro)

Seattle, WA  2,287,050  1,072  1,405  42,536,203 

Metro Transit
Minneapolis, 
MN  1,731,667  3,520  671  22,137,142 

Milwaukee County Transit 
System (MCTS)

Milwaukee, WI  943,240  3,914  364  15,728,839 

Central Florida Regional 
Transportation Authority 
(LYNX)

Orlando, FL  2,134,411  840  397  12,880,333 

The Greater Cleveland 
Regional Transit Authority 
(RTA)

Cleveland, OH  1,412,140  3,083  231  11,184,684 

Niagara Frontier 
Transportation Authority 
(NFTA)

Buffalo, NY  865,340  2,458  373  9,689,616 

Southwest Ohio Regional 
Transit Authority (SORTA)

Cincinnati, OH  744,901  2,578  377  9,600,324 

Central Ohio Transit 
Authority (COTA) Columbus, OH  1,168,779  3,479  365  8,899,769 

Charlotte Area Transit 
System (CATS)

Charlotte, NC  1,302,619  1,930  322  5,906,006 

Jacksonville Transportation 
Authority (JTA)

Jacksonville, FL  1,237,843  906  238  5,057,031 

Transit Authority of River 
City (TARC)

Louisville, KY  806,893  2,260  233  4,402,747 

Indianapolis Public 
Transportation Corporation 
(IndyGo)

Indianapolis, IN  928,281  2,344  186  4,163,764 

Metropolitan Transit 
Authority (WeGo)

Nashville, TN  694,144  1,377  277  4,150,277 

Peer Average (Not  
Including COTA)

1,257,377 2190 423 12,286,414

The 12 peers listed above are large to mid-size transit agencies. This group was selected to 
compare transit agency size, regional location, and future buildout plans with high-capacity  
transit corridors. The chart above is organized based on annual fixed-route ridership.

Peer Comparison (2021 Data)

Figure 8  — Peer Comparisons
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10.  Source: 2020 US Census Bureau Decennial Census

Looking at the chart above COTA underperforms 
its peers in its performance metrics, except in one 
category, the revenue hours per capita and farebox 
revenue per passenger trip. 

The maps in the following section show the relative 
densities of five high-transit-propensity population 
subgroups by Census block groups in the COTA 
service area to help determine where the need for 
transit service is greatest. 

Peer Comparison of Performance Metrics (2021 Data)

Category Performance Measure Peer 
Average COTA Relative  

Performance

Cost  
Effectiveness

Operating Expense per Passenger Trip $14.24 $16.50
Underperforms  
Peer Average

Service  
Efficiency

Operating Expense per Revenue Hour $150.78 $154.39
Underperforms  
Peer Average

Service  
Effectiveness

Passenger Trips per Revenue Hour 11.04 9.36
Underperforms  
Peer Average

Passenger  
Revenue 
Effectiveness

Fare Revenue/Operating Expenses 
(Farebox Recovery Ratio)

9% 7%
Underperforms  
Peer Average

Fare Revenue per Passenger Trip $1.13 $1.14
Outperforms  
Peer Average

Figure 9  — Peer Comparisons to Performance Metrics
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11. Source: Mid-Ohio Regional Planning Commission MTP 2020-2050 Land Use Forecasts (TAZ).

Population Density
Public transit is most efficient when it connects population and employment centers where people can 
easily walk to and from bus stops. Transit’s reach is generally limited to within one-quarter mile to one-
half mile of the transit line, or a 10-minute walk. The size of the transit travel market is directly related 
to population density. Typically, a density greater than five people per acre is needed to support base-
level (hourly) fixed-route transit service. Figure 1 shows the population density of the service area11.

The COTA service area consists of a mix of areas with transit-supportive population density, including 
in the vicinity of Ohio State University, neighborhoods along the Cleveland Avenue corridor and 
pockets of downtown Columbus.  

Transit Potential 

KEY

Figure 10 — 2020 Population Density
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Employment Density 
Given that traveling to and from work accounts for the largest single segment of transit trips in 
most markets, the location and number of jobs in a region are also strong indicators of transit 
demand. Transit service that operates in areas of high employment density also provides key 
connections to job opportunities. Like population density, an employment density greater than five 
jobs per acre can typically support base-level fixed-route service. This density corresponds with 
the yellow, orange, and red areas in Figure 2.12  

The Ohio State University Campus and downtown Columbus have the highest employment density 
in the region. The entire North High Street corridor spanning north to south through Columbus 
also contains a number of strong retails hubs, including the Shorth North Arts District.

KEY

Figure 11 — 2020 Employment Density

12  Source: 2020 US Census Bureau Decennial Census
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Projected Growth 
MORPC provides projections for population and employment in Franklin County by traffic analysis zone. 
Figure 3 and Figure 4 show projected population and employment growth, respectively, from 2020 to 
205013. Downtown Columbus is expected to see significant population growth and additional growth 
is also expected to be seen in the highest concentrations in the southeast and southwest of downtown 
neighborhoods.  

Additional growth will occur near New Albany, as the Intel Corporation announced in early 2022 that 
they will be investing more than $20 billion in the construction of two new leading edge chip factories 
in Licking County to boost production to meet the demand. This growth has yet to be projected by 
MORPC, but careful planning between COTA, MORPC, Ohio Department of Transportation (ODOT), City 
of New Albany, and Licking County must be made to ensure equitable access to this new job center14.

Figure 12 — 2050 Population Density

KEY

13. Source: Mid-Ohio Regional Planning Commission MTP 2020-2050 Land Use Forecasts (TAZ).
14. Source: https://www.intel.com/content/www/us/en/corporate-responsibility/intel-in-ohio.html
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Projected Growth (cont.)
Downtown Columbus is expected to see the largest growth in employment, which is great for 
existing COTA services. The areas just west of Columbus and east have the next highest expected 
growth rates in employment, along with the northern portions of the county where new industries 
are continuing to build along the service area boundary.

Figure 13 — 2050 Employment Density

KEY
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15. Source: Mid-Ohio Regional Planning Commission MTP 2020-2050 Land Use Forecasts (TAZ).

KEY

Overall Transit Potential 
Transit Potential, depicted in Figure 5,15  combines the population and employment densities for 
each block group to indicate fixed-route service viability in the study area. When combining the 
two metrics, many places have the minimum density to support fixed-route transit service. The 
areas with the highest transit potential are concentrated along North High Street, primarily south 
of the Ohio State around downtown Columbus, and Easton.

Figure 14 — 2020 Transit Potential
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Transit Need 
Above all, public transportation is a mobility 
tool. Certain population subgroups have a 
relatively higher propensity to use transit as 
their primary means of local and regional 
transportation. These groups include:

• Zero-Vehicle Households: People without  
 access to an automobile, whether it be by  
 choice or due to financial or legal reasons,  
 often have no other transportation options  
 besides using transit.

• Persons with Disabilities:  Many of the  
 community members with disabilities cannot  
 drive and/or have difficulty driving.

• Low-Income Population: Individuals with  
 lower incomes typically utilize transit  
 services, as transit is less expensive than  
 owning and operating a car.

• Youth Population: This group, defined as  
 persons under the age of 18, has in recent  
 years shown a greater interest in transit,  
 walking, and biking than in driving. 

• Senior Population: Older adults, who as they  
 age, often become less comfortable or less  
 able to operate a vehicle.

The maps in this section show the relative 
densities of each of these five high-transit-
propensity population subgroups by Census 
block groups in the COTA service area to help 
determine where the need for transit service  
is greatest. 

With density ranges differing for each 
demographic analysis, the maps utilize a 
Jenks Natural Breaks classification method to 
assign each block group to one of five density 
categories. For each analysis, depending on 
the natural break category into which it falls, 
a score from 1 (lowest density) to 5 (highest 
density) is assigned to each block group. 
Following the analysis of each individual factor, 
the Transit Need Index map (Figure 11) shows 
the composite Transit Need score for each 
block group based on the sum of its scores 
in each preceding analysis. For example, if 
a block group falls in the highest density 
category for each of the five demographic 
analyses, it will end up with a Transit Need 
Index value of 25 (5+5+5+5+5). The lowest 
possible Transit Need Index score is 5 
(1+1+1+1+1).

While the Transit Potential analysis highlights 
areas of the COTA service area with actual 
densities to support fixed-route service, Transit 
Need is a relative measure that estimates the 
need for transit compared to other block groups. 
There is not, however, a specific Transit Need 
Index score or value that represents a threshold 
for supporting fixed-route service. Instead, 
Transit Need should be considered alongside 
Transit Potential. If two areas have similar and 
sufficient Transit Potential, the area with higher 
Transit Need should be prioritized for service. 
Conversely, in some locations, while the density 
of transit-dependent population groups may 
be relatively high, if the total population and/
or employment density are still quite low, the 
potential to generate substantial fixed-route 
transit ridership will also remain low.
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16. Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year estimates, 2016-2020

KEY

Figure 15 — Zero Vehicle Household Density

Zero-Vehicle Household Density
People without access to an automobile are generally more dependent on public transportation 
for their mobility needs. Figure 6 shows the relative density of households with no vehicles.16 
Downtown Columbus, the Ohio State University area, the Far South neighborhood, and the 
Hilltop neighborhood have the highest concentration of households with no vehicles
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Population with Disabilities Density 

Transit plays an important role in the social inclusion of persons with disability. Figure 7 shows the 
relative densities of the disabled population in the study area.17  The population with disabilities 
is fairly spread out throughout the study area, with some noteworthy concentrations north of 
Mt. Vernon Avenue, east of Columbus State Community College, in the neighborhood south 
of Nationwide Children’s Hospital and on the east side near the Eastmoor neighborhood off 
Livingston Avenue.   

KEY

Figure 16 — Population with Disabilities Desnity

 
17. Source: https://www.intel.com/content/www/us/en/corporate-responsibility/intel-in-ohio.html
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Low-Income Population Density
Due to lower costs of transit compared to other mobility options, low-income users are more 
likely to rely on public transportation. Therefore, provision of transit service to such populations 
promotes equity. Figure 8 shows the spatial distribution of the density of low-income population.18  

There is a concentration of low-income population density just east of Ohio State University, which 
may reflect students housing patterns. In addition, other pockets of low income can be found 
throughout the service area, along West Broad Street, and generally within the northeast and 
southeast neighborhoods of Columbus.

KEY

Figure 17 — Low-Income Population Density

 
18. Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year estimates, 2016-2020
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Youth Population Density 

As trends have shown youth and young adults putting off car ownership until later in life, this 
demographic group also has a high propensity for transit use. Figure 9 shows the youth population 
density in the service area, defined as persons age 15 through 24.19 Youth populations are 
distributed across the region with pockets of density to the north, east, and west.

KEY

Figure 18 — Youth Population Density

 
19. Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year estimates, 2016-2020
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Senior Population Density 

In many communities, seniors, like youth, tend to have a higher propensity for transit use than 
the general population. Figure 10 shows the relative densities of seniors in the service area.20 
High concentrations of seniors can be found in Columbus neighborhoods such as Hilltop, German 
Village, Eastmoor, and the Northeast. Seniors are distributed across the region with density as well 
in Worthington, Gahanna, and Reynoldsburg.

KEY

Figure 19 — Senior Population Density

 
20. Source: Mid-Ohio Regional Planning Commission MTP 2020-2050 Land Use Forecasts (TAZ).
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Overall Transit Need 

Figure 11 combines the five-preceding demographic-density maps into one composite Transit Need 
map. The Transit Need Index reveals that the populations most likely to need transit services are 
spread in and around downtown, Eastmoor, Hilltop, and the Northland neighborhood. These are 
areas where transit services have the potential to have the most ridership and provide services to 
those in need. 

KEY

Figure 20 — Transit Need
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SPRING 2023 ENGAGEMENT

COTA recognizes the critical role that public transportation plays in connecting people to 

Central Ohio communities, economic centers, educational institutions, places of worship, 

and medical facilities. As COTA developed the SRTP, engagement with the public and 

stakeholders was a priority. The public engagement effort aimed to gather community input 

and feedback to inform the development and prioritization for COTA over the next five 

years. The project team engaged the public, community stakeholders, municipalities, internal 

COTA staff, COTA bus operators, and the COTA Board of Trustees. This summary outlines the 

key strategies, takeaways, and themes discovered through the engagement process. 

Interactive sessions 
were hosted across 
the City to share 
the SRTP findings 
and preliminary 
recommendations.

Provided an 
opportunity for 
members of the 
public to share 
feedback and 
opinions.

Virtually, meetings 
were streamed 
online to Facebook 
and promoted 
through social 
media. 

Targeted sessions 
with representatives 
from businesses, 
schools, non-profit 
organizations, 
and other external 
stakeholders were 
conducted to gather 
specialized input.

Hosted sessions 
for COTA staff to 
provide input on 
the future service 
direction of COTA

Outreach at 
McKinley and Fields 
Bus Facilities for 
Operator input.

Gathered public 
opinions on the 
SRTP, transit 
needs, priorities, 
and potential 
improvements.

This survey was 
distributed through 
various channels, 
including social 
media, email, and 
newsletters.

A dedicated 
webpage allowed 
the public to view 
and understand the 
SRTP process. 

A comment feature 
allowed multiple 
ways to provide 
feedback.

In-Person and Virtual 
Public Meetings 

Internal and External  
Stakeholder Meetings 

Public Feedback  
Survey

SRTP COTA Website 
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Front Line Outreach
Operators have firsthand knowledge and 
experience of COTA’s operational challenges 
and successes which makes their input 
invaluable. Operators interact directly with 
customers, making them aware of customer 
feedback and concerns. Operationally, they 
understand the complexity of each route and 
what it takes for service to run smoothly. For 
the SRTP process, targeted outreach was 
conducted in person and through an online 
survey. Through these methods, over 40 
operators were engaged over the course of 
two days. 

Operator feedback consisted of route specific 
improvements, adjustments to frequency, 
personal safety, and desire for increased 
internal communication. At a time when more 
violence towards transit operators is in the 
news, some COTA operators voiced concern 
about their personal safety and questioned 
COTA’s commitment to keeping them safe. 
Operators expressed concern of reduced 
route frequency and the impact it has on the 
ability to serve the public. It was shared that 
retention for staff has been impacted with 
schedule changes. It was expressed that with 
schedule changes, senior staff are being asked 
to be more flexible creating some tension. 
Overall, Operators were appreciative of the 
opportunity to be heard and provide feedback. 

Stakeholder Advisory
The Stakeholder Advisory Committee 
consisted of 16 individuals that represent 
various organizations throughout Central  
Ohio that rely on transit services. The purpose 
of this group was to express considerations, 
challenges, and successes with the current 
system and provide suggestions for the future. 
These organizations stressed the importance 
of frequency and safety for passengers, 
combined with working with the community 
to provide transit from communities in need to 
job access.

One critical takeaway from this meeting was to 
meet constituents where they are. As a refugee 
or New American, trusting public agencies is 
challenging for many given the circumstances 
for which they came to America.  COTA should 
consider reaching out to specific populations 
and creating allies to grow its transit ridership 
to communities where transit is needed.  
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Internal Stakeholder Meetings
As a two part series, the SRTP project team 
met with internal stakeholders to discuss the 
current successes, challenges, and present 
future recommendations. In the Spring, 
the project team met with internal COTA 
stakeholders which included representation 
from planning, scheduling, community 
relations, and leadership to discuss the 
recommendations of the SRTP.  

The group discussed the benefits of 
expanding COTA//Plus zones, how the 
SRTP relates to existing transit, and route 
recommendations in each quadrant of the 
service area. It was highlighted that the 
SRTP does not suggest cutting coverage, 
but instead the recommendations focus on 
allocating hours to areas that need more 
frequent service or areas of growth. 

Municipality Outreach 
During Fall 2023, COTA met with over 54 
municipal stakeholders to discuss future 
development plans and ways COTA can 
be integral to the success.  Details of each 
municipality can be found in the Existing 
Condition chapter of this report.

Municipality outreach however did not end 
with existing conditions. During the Service 
Analysis, details that municipalities provided, 
along with comments and suggestions were 
integrated to form the basis of Short Range 
Transit Plan recommendations.  In addition, 
the team also re-engaged with communities 
to review the outcomes and verify that they 
have been heard.  

Public Engagement 
Recognizing the 
importance of 
public input and 
feedback in shaping 
a user-centric transit 
system, there was 
multiple forms of 
public outreach. This 
included a public 
survey, an interactive 
online website, and 

a dozen public meetings, both in-person and 
virtual. Furthermore, COTA utilized social 
media channels to disseminate information 
about the SRTP public events, fostering 
transparency and public awareness. This 
comprehensive engagement strategy to reach 
people in all parts of the service area reflects 
COTA’s dedication to hearing from the public.

Engagement by the Numbers
The engagement efforts reached a variety of 
people through different key strategies. 

• 54 Municipality stakeholders 

• 16 External Stakeholders  

• 45 members of the public in 10 public 
meetings 

• 57 survey responses 

• 41 internal stakeholders 

• Website hits: 245 

• Analyzed 20,000 public comments from 
the past three years.
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Process of Feedback Integration
Incorporating public feedback into the Short 
Range Transit Plan was a critical step in 
ensuring that the plan reflects the needs and 
priorities of communities. To achieve this, 
the project team developed a process to 
analyze feedback and sort comments into four 
quadrants, representing Central Ohio. This 
collection of comments was then aligned with 
specific routes as applicable. Through a  
two-day workshop and route-by-route analysis, 
comments and concerns were assessed  
along with the technical expertise of COTA 
Service Planners. 

Feedback was analyzed from various 
engagement channels, including the online 
survey, public meetings, stakeholder meetings, 
and social media. By identifying recurring 
themes, concerns, and suggestions, the project 
teams gained a comprehensive understanding 
of the community’s expectations and aspirations 
for the transit system. This analysis helped 
identify service gaps, potential improvements, 
and areas where resources should be allocated.

From the online survey participants were  
asked to identify agency priorities. Access  
and customer experience were the top  
two categories, followed by equity and  
other responses. 

Agency Priorities
Access: COTA will facilitate increased 
access to jobs, education, and civic life. 

Collaboration: COTA will collaborate with 
stakeholders to foster creative solutions to 
mobility challenges. 

Customer experience: COTA will provide 
dependable, clean, fast, and seamless 
transportation that creates a positive 
experience for customers. 

Economic prosperity: COTA will move 
the economy forward and improve the 
quality of life of residents by enabling 
economically sustainable regional land 
use and reinforcing investment in strategic 
employment and population centers. 

Environmental sustainability: COTA will 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions in the 
region by providing clean transportation 

and shifting travelers away from single 
occupancy vehicles. 

Equity: COTA will continue to provide 
equitable transit services that benefit 
disadvantaged individuals and 
communities. 

Financial stability: COTA will be a 
responsible steward of public funds by 
providing exceptional services cost-
effectively. 

Fleet and facilities state of good repair: 
COTA will enhance, preserve and maintain 
its infrastructure, fleet, and assets. 

Technological innovation: COTA will 
lead in its integration of innovative 
technologies and evolving mobility 
options to enhance the transportation 
experience for customers, COTA 
employees, businesses and visitors.
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Access
25.95%

Other Entries
14.56%

Fleet & Facilities State of Good Repair
9.49%

Environmental Sustainabilty
13.29%

Equity
13.92%

Customer Experience
22.78%

36
41

23

1521

22

Figure 21 — COTA Priorities from the SRTP Online Survey
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Regional Needs
The Short Range Transit Plan provides COTA 
with an opportunity to better connect with 
residents and stakeholders to understand the 
diverse transit needs that are occurring in the 
region. Through the community engagement 

process, the project team met with several 
stakeholder, members of the community,  
and the review of on-going regional 
collaboration and projects, to create the  
chart below that shows a summary of the 
transit needs of the region.

Add additional frequency on the 
high frequent network to better 
serve Central Ohio

Create educational programs to 
support and retain the recent influx 
of immigrants and New Americans 

Invest in Bus Rapid Transit, to 
create a fast, convenient, and safe 
transit option throughout the urban 
core to reach regional needs

Better utilize transit centers 
through Transit Oriented 
Development to create a place 
to attract and retain customers 

Provide flexible transit solutions 
with technology platforms to 
provide quality and convenient 
transit service

Transit should offer time savings 
for the commuter

Create a more connected 
pedestrian experience for transit 
riders to access transit stations 
and their destinations

Invest in alternative fuel vehicles 
and infrastructure

Improve fixed route service to 
reach outward growth and  
job opportunities 

Continue to invest in regional 
partners to create a holistic 
transit system

Regional Transit Needs
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Outcomes 
The outcomes of the engagement analysis for 
the Short Range Transit Plan (SRTP) provide 
valuable insights into the priorities and 
concerns of the customers. Key outcomes of 
the analysis include:

• Service Priorities: It was identified that 
service reliability and frequency as primary 
concerns for the community. These findings 
suggest a need for increasing the number 
of operators to optimize frequencies along 
current routes. 

• Improve Bus Stop Areas: The community 
emphasized improving bus stop areas to 
enhance the overall transit experience. 
Bus stop shelters were noted as essential 
for protecting against weather. Improved 
connectivity between bus stops and 
accessible sidewalks was highlighted as  
a priority. 

• Education on the COTA System: Increase 
educational opportunities, especially for 
transit reliant populations like seniors, on 
how to access and navigate the COTA 
system, including using COTA// Plus. 

• Partnership Opportunities: As the Central 
Ohio region continues to grow, the question 
of how COTA will align with development 
efforts was frequently asked. Large 
companies like Intel in New Albany, pose 
to create new jobs and growth in the area. 
COTA continues to be in conversation with 
key partners as the region grows. 

The outcomes of the engagement process, 
ranging from improving service reliability 
to enhancing accessibility, have provided 
invaluable insights that will inform the 
development of future strategies as the SRTP 
is implemented. These insights will ultimately 
contribute to a more responsive transit system, 
supporting the region’s growth and enhancing 
the quality of life for all residents.
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Key Themes
Throughout the service analysis and public 
outreach, key themes emerged as preliminary 
recommendations for the Short Range Transit 
Plan. The existing fixed route system that 
is in place today is supportive of the dense 
development that is occurring within the City 
of Columbus on the high frequent network.  
This indicates that the existing network 
provides the backbone for future service 
growth and opportunities, and with an increase 
in frequency, will continue to deliver transit 
services to areas where growth, development, 
and opportunity occur.

Another key theme that derived was the 
continuation of outward growth. As much 
as development is occurring within the fixed 
route network, new development zones are 

POTENTIAL SERVICE IMPROVEMENTS

occurring just outside the COTA service 
boundary, creating opportunities for new 
partnerships, expansions, and mobility options 
to form new connections to new places.  
New mobility options, such as COTA//Plus, 
was the forefront of many discussions that 
were had with municipalities. Community 
circulation and connection to each other to 
expand the reach of fixed route services is key 
to the success of many developments that 
bring job, medical, and educational facilities  
to the region.

The SRTP has aligned and prioritized COTA 
initiatives based on service analysis and public 
outreach as part of the planning process. 
These initiatives are in align with resources  
that are projected to be available over the  
next five years.

High Frequent 
Network Growth

Expanded Outward 
Growth

Desire for New 
Mobility Options

Key themes for COTA’s future
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Service Analysis 
COTA provides mobility solutions to Franklin 
County and charter communities, including 
the City of Dublin, City of Reynoldsburg and 
City of Westerville whose borders expand 
beyond Franklin County. This service area 
of 336 square miles impact the overall 
health of the region, providing reliable 
transit services to places of employment, 
educational institutions, and medical facilities. 
The demographics below represent Central 
Ohioans that currently live within a ¼ mile of 
an existing fixed route service.

The Central Ohio region is one of the fastest 
growing metropolitans in the United States, 

with projection of more than 3 million residents 
by 2050. Franklin County is expected to absorb 
half the regional growth. However, the six 
surrounding counties will experience greater 
growth relative to their current populations, 
which shows connections to these counties are 
more important than ever. 

The current route network needs to respond 
to this growth by adapting its transit network 
to meet the demand through innovative 
transit solutions and a robust transit network 
that connects more people to jobs. County 
and transit connections to regional transit 
providers, such as Delaware County Transit, 
Licking County Transit, and GREAT Bus is more 
important than ever.

     2023 Projected  
2024

Projected  
2025

Projected  
2026

Projected  
2027

Fixed Route Service Hours    1,108,761 1,108,761 1,108,761 1,108,761 1,108,761 

Passengers     11,087,607  13,305,128 15,522,649  16,631,410   17,740,171 

Figure 22 — Projected Service Hours and Passengers
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COTA lost 48% of its annual weekday ridership 
since 2019. In concert with the loss of ridership, 
frequency had been reduced due to the 
nation-wide operator shortage and uncertainty 
to the labor market and commuter trends. In 
November 2022, COTA was down over 100 
operators, causing reduction of frequency and 
coverage to the service area. As Central Ohio 
continues to grow, COTA’s image of providing 
frequent and reliable transit services must be  
a priority.

Fixed Route Bus Network
COTA’s current and projected revenue stream 
supports approximately 1.1 million hours of 
annualized service, a level which is expected 
to remain consistent over the term of the plan. 
This may change based on operator staffing 
levels and the economic state of the Country. 
As mobility needs change, COTA and our 
community partners will actively investigate 
service levels and explore new funding 
mechanisms to provide adequate service. 

The projection shows fixed-route service hours 
remaining flat during the five-year period. This 
includes funding for service enhancements 
such as transit shelters and amenities, 
micro-and para-transit opportunities, as well 
technology investments are included. At this 
time, the operating plan assumption includes 
no fare increase.

Despite having consistent fixed hours 
budgeted for 2027, COTA should still monitor 
existing service to determine if the investment 
is still adequate. As part of the SRTP, COTA 
created a route profile for each fixed route to 
determine:

• Operating Characteristics, including span 
and frequency

• Annual Statistics, such as revenue hours, 
revenue miles, and ridership

• On-Time Performance 

• Ridership by Trip and by Stop

• Daily Statistics, including average daily 
boardings, passenger by hour, per mile, 
and per trip.

These statistics helped determine the 
fixed route strengths, weaknesses, and 
opportunities.  Other considerations included 
a robust engagement from analyzing over 
20,000 customer comments, feedback from 
municipalities, and external and internal 
stakeholders. The goals were to find system 
network improvements that would:

• Better serve existing riders 

• Attract new riders

• Improve the overall system efficiency

• Consider new and emerging technologies

Other factors included reviewing surrounding 
land-uses, locating major trip generators, such 
as medical facilities, retail centers, or job hubs, 
along with determining appropriate areas for 
the end of line for operator and vehicle relief. 

The table on the following pages shows 
a detailed summary of recommendations 
for potential changes regarding the fixed-
route network. The map highlights of where 
additional service is recommended in order 
to connect to further developments, along 
with areas where fixed route is removed or 
streamlined in order to provide maximum 
operational efficiency. These recommendations 
will only be implemented as resources allow.
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Route 1
The proposed Route 1 would follow the same 
alignment as the current route, with one small 
change recommended on the southern end  
of downtown. 

Route 2
The proposed Route 2 would follow the 
same alignment as the current route from 
the Westview Turnaround in Clintonville 
to E. Main Street and Lancaster Avenue in 
Reynoldsburg. At Lancaster Avenue, the  
route would turn south to serve Walmart  
and other retail destinations near I-70, 
creating a connection opportunity with 
Licking County Transit.

Route 3 
The proposed Route 3 would operate 
between Kingsdale Shopping Center on 
Tremont Road and Parkway Centre near I-71 
in Grove City, via downtown Columbus. Key 
changes from the current alignment include 
the following:

• Shift service from Northwest Boulevard 
to Lane Avenue and North Star Road to 
provide more retail connections.

• Shift service from Bobcat Avenue and 
Goodale Boulevard to W. 3rd and Neil 
Avenue due to low ridership on current 
alignment.

• Shift service from Harrisonburg Pike and 
Columbus Street to Southwest Boulevard 
and Hoover Road to improve access to 
Kroger and multi-family housing.  

Route 4 
The proposed Route 4 would operate 
between Thimbleberry Road near Obetz, 
and Dublin Granville Road near Worthington, 
following nearly the same alignment as the 
current route. However, from Dublin Granville 
Road, the route would extend north and east 
to the Westerville Park-and-Ride via Busch 
Boulevard, Schrock Road, and Cleveland 
Avenue. This extension would provide new 
service to Anheuser-Bush, Mount Carmel 
St. Ann’s Hospital, and several multi-family 
housing communities. 

Route 5
The proposed Route 5 would follow the same 
alignment as the Renner Road variant of the 
current route. The lower ridership Broad Street 
variant would be eliminated to allow for greater 
service frequency to Walmart and Meijer.

Route 6
The proposed Route 6 would operate 
between downtown Columbus and Obetz 
Road following nearly the same alignment as 
the southern branch of the current Route 8. 
Splitting the northern and southern branches 
of Route 8 into two separate routes will 
give COTA the flexibility to set the most 
appropriate service frequency for each route. 
The proposed Route 6 would operate as a 
bi-directional loop serving both the Parsons 
Avenue and High Street corridors. Service on 
South 4th Street is shifted to High Street to 
simplify and streamline the route.

Route Change Recommendations

61 SHORT RANGE 2023-2027transit plan draft



SHORT RANGE 2023-2027transit plan draft 62

Route 7   
The proposed Route 7 would combine 
segments of the current routes 6 and 7 to 
create a cross-town route offering improved 
access to Columbus State Community 
College, Columbus VA Medical Center, and 
John Glenn Columbus International Airport. 
East of downtown, the proposed route would 
follow an alignment similar to the current 
Route 7 but with the following key changes:

• At 5th and Cassidy Avenue, service 
to the airport would shift from 5th 
Avenue and Hamilton Road to Cassidy 
Avenue, Maryland Avenue, Gould Road, 
Allegheny Avenue, Stelzer Road and 
International Gateway.

• Service on the Easton branch would be 
eliminated (but picked up by proposed 
Route 24), to allow for greater service 
frequency to the Airport and VA Medical 
Center. 

West of downtown, the proposed route 
would follow an alignment similar to the 
current Route 6 but with the following key 
changes:

• At Georgesville Road and Industrial Mile 
Road, service to Lincoln Village would 
shift from Georgesville Road and Broad 
Street to Westport Road, Sullivant 
Avenue, Westwoods Boulevard, and 
Broad Street. This alignment would serve 
more multi-family housing and help 
streamline Route 21.

Route 8
The proposed Route 8 would follow the same 
alignment as the current Route 8 between 
downtown Columbus and Dublin Granville 
Road. However, from Dublin Granville Road, 
the route would extend north and east to 
the Westerville Park-and-Ride via Busch 
Boulevard, Huntley Road, Worthington 
Woods Boulevard, and Main Street. This 
extension would provide new service to 
Anheuser-Bush, the Worthington Social 
Security Administration office, Kroger, and 
the Worthington Public Library.

Route 9 
The proposed Route 9 would operate 
between Walmart on Georgesville Road 
and Walmart on Morse Road, via downtown 
Columbus. Key changes from the current 
alignment include the following:

• Eliminate service west of I-270 due to 
low ridership, and replace this coverage 
with COTA//Plus service.

• Shift service from Briggs Road, Hague 
Avenue, and Mound Street to Eakin 
Road and Whitethorne Avenue due to 
greater ridership potential.

• Shift service from Brentnell Avenue, 
between Leonard Avenue and Holt 
Avenue, to Sunbury Road to serve Ohio 
Dominican University.

• Shift service from Sunbury Road, north 
of Agler Road, to Cassady Avenue, 
Agler Road, Stelzer Road, due to greater 
ridership potential.

• Shift service from Stelzer Road, north 
of Easton Way, to Morse Crossing, to 
provide access to Target.
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Route 10
The proposed Route 10 would follow nearly 
the same alignment as the current route, 
with just one change recommended for each 
end of the route.  On the eastern end, the 
route would deviate from Broad Street to 
serve Meijer Drive, Overmont Ridge Road, 
and Cedar Cliff Road. This deviation would 
provide better access to Meijer, Target, and 
multi-family housing north of Broad Street. 
On the western end, the route would extend 
further west to Kroger on Galloway Road to 
create a stronger end-of-line anchor.  

Route 11
The proposed Route 11 would operate 
between the Franklin County government 
complex off Alum Creek Drive, and the 
Westerview Turnaround on High Stret, 
bypassing downtown Columbus. This 
streamlined alignment would provide more 
direct north/south crosstown service while 
still providing connections to frequent 
downtown service.

Route 12
The proposed Route 12 would follow nearly 
the same alignment as the current route. 

Route 21
The proposed Route 21 would follow the 
same alignment as the current Route 21 
between Walmart on Bethel Road, and Hillard 
Rome Road at Glenchester Drive. From 
that intersection, the route would continue 
to Lincoln Village via Glenchester Drive, 
Galloway Road, and Broad Street. Service 

along Sullivant Avenue and Georgesville 
Road would be eliminated due to low 
ridership, but partially picked up by Route 7 
and COTA Plus service.

Route 22
Route 22 is proposed to be split into the 
following two new routes:

• Route 22 North would operate as a 
bi-directional loop connecting OSU 
with downtown Columbus, Columbus 
State Community College, and Ohio 
State East Hospital. The route would 
follow the current Route 22 alignment 
for much of its routing, but add service 
along Goodale Boulevard, Grandview 
Avenue, Dublin Road, Spring Street 
/ Long Street, Taylor Avenue, and 
Hawthorne Avenue to complete the 
loop.

• Route 22 South would follow an 
alignment similar to the current Route 
22, southeast of downtown, with the 
following proposed changes: from 
London Groveport Road and Alum 
Creek Drive, the route would extend 
east on 

London Groveport Road to Collings 
Drive to better serve employment 
opportunities including the Amazon 
facilities on Collings Drive. From 
Livingston Avenue, the route would 
be restructured to serve downtown 
Columbus via Nationwide Children’s 
Hospital to improve access to 
the hospital and provide a direct 
connection between downtown and the 
Rickenbacker Airport area.   
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Route 23
The proposed Route 23 would follow nearly 
the same alignment as the current route, with 
one small change recommended in Easton. 
Service would shift from Morse Crossing, south 
of Easton Way, to Stelzer Road and Easton 
Way, to better serve Easton Town Center and 
multi-family housing along Easton Way.

Route 24
The proposed Route 24 would follow the 
same alignment as the current Route 24 
between London Groveport Road, near 
Rickenbacker Airport, and Hamilton Road at 
Poth Road. From that intersection, service 
would shift from Hamilton Road to Poth 
Road, Yearling Road, E. 5th Avenue, Cassidy 
Avenue, Agler Road, Stelzer Rodd, and Morse 
Crossing. The proposed alignment would 
help facilitate the simplification of Route 7. 
Dropped coverage on Hamilton Road would 
be largely picked up by proposed Route 25 
and COTA//Plus service.  

Route 25
The proposed Route 25 would follow nearly 
the same alignment as the current Route 25 
between Winchester Boulevard / Waterloo 
Street and Granville Street in Gahanna. Key 
changes from the current alignment include 
the following:

• A restructured turn-around loop at 
the southern end of the route, using 
Waterloo Street, a private road between 
the Kroger parking lot and McDonalds 
(if possible), Winchester Boulevard, 
and Waterloo Street. This alignment 

would significantly improve access to 
retail destinations including Kroger and 
Walmart.

• Restructured service north of Granville 
Street to serve Hamilton Road and 
Albany Commons.

Route 31
The proposed Route 31 would follow 
the same alignment as the current route 
between North Star Road, west of OSU and 
Brentnell Avenue at Mock Road. However, the 
proposed route has several changes beyond 
this common segment. West of downtown 
the proposed changes include the following:

• Shift service from King Avenue and 
Grandview Avenue to Chambers Road, 
Northwest Boulevard, and 5th Avenue, 
to provide better access to Kroger.

• Shift the end-of the line from Rail 
Street and Goodale Boulevard to Short 
Street and Liberty Street in German 
Village. This realignment would link 
Grandview Heights to Franklinton, South 
Franklinton, and the Harmon Road 
Corridor, as well as German Village.

East of downtown the proposed changes 
include the following:

• Shift service from Sunbury Avenue due to 
low ridership, and instead serve Brentnell 
Avenue, Perdue Avenue, Agler Road, 
McCutcheon Road, and Stelzer Road.
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Route 32
Route 32 is proposed to be split into the 
following two new routes:

• Route 32 West would operate between 
Ohio State Outpatient Care Dublin and 
OSU via Kingsdale Shopping Center, the 
Lane Avenue retail district, and Lennox 
Town Center. The proposed route 
would overlap with the current Route 
32 alignment on Cemetery Road and 
Fishinger Road, but would also serve 
many new corridors, including Avery 
Road, Zollinger Road, and Kinnear 
Road. 

• Route 32 East would more closely 
follow the current Route 32 alignment 
from Kingsdale Shopping Center to 
Easton Transit Center, with the primary 
difference being a shift in service from 
Morse Crossing, south of Easton Way, to 
Stelzer Road and Easton Way, to better 
serve Easton Town Center and multi-
family housing along Easton Way.   

Route 33
The proposed Route 33 would operate along 
the Olde Sawmill variant of Route 33 only. 
The lower ridership MetroCenter Branch 
would be eliminated to provide greater 
frequency to Walmart on Summer Dr. This 
coverage would partially be picked up by 
proposed COTA Plus service. 

Route 34
The proposed Route 34 would follow the 
same alignment as the current Route 34 
between Easton Transit Center and the 

Westview Turnaround, but would include  
the following two extensions: 

• From Easton Transit Center, the 
proposed route would extend east to 
serve Meijer on Chestnut Hill Drive via 
Morse Road. This extension provides a 
connection to proposed Route 25.

• From the Westview Turnaround, the 
route would extend west to serve 
Olentangy Plaza, via High Street, 
Henderson Road, and Olentangy  
River Road.

Route 35
The proposed Route 35 would restore 
service and include key changes from the 
previous alignment:

• From the previous western terminus 
at Busch Boulevard, the route would 
extend west to Ohio State Outpatient 
Care Dublin via Dublin Granville Road, 
Dale Drive, Emerald Parkway, Perimeter 
Drive and Avery Muirfield Drive.

• From the Northland Transit Center, the 
route would travel further north on 
Forest Hills Boulevard to serve a large 
concentration of multi-family housing, 
before returning to Dublin Granville 
Road via Ponderosa Drive.

Route 101 (CMAX)
No changes are recommended to this 
alignment.

Route 102
No changes are recommended to this 
alignment.
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Figure 23 — Proposed Service Changes
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COTA//Plus Zones
COTA//Plus provides on-demand service to 
customers living within a specific zone.  This 
select service offers customers rides from 
point A to point B. This rideshare type service 
allows first last mile connections between 
existing fixed route services, and also provides 
transit services in areas that might not be 
feasible for a fixed route bus.  

In order to create equitable transit options, the 
goals of COTA//Plus are: 

• Extend and connect to a fixed route 
transit line to create a first/last mile 
solution

• Solve accessibility challenges, such as 
broken sidewalk connections or hard to 
reach land uses that show a demand for 
transit.

• Serve communities with multiple 
attractions, such as education, medical, 
and retail to create a circulator type 
connection.

Existing COTA//Plus Zones

Grove City COTA//Plus

The Grove City COTA//Plus is an active zone 
that has been in service since 2019. This 
service provides mobility solutions within 
the designated zones that include education, 
medical facilities, and job access, such as 
Mt. Carmel Medical Center, Grove City Town 
Center, South-Western Career Academy, Evans 
Center, and the SouthPark Industrial Center. 

The demand for this service has been 
consistent, seeing an influx of students and 
riders at specific peak periods. The partnership 
with Grove City has been a success for COTA 
and can be a model for other municipalities 

and zones to help off-set the operational costs. 
As part of the SRTP, no changes besides span 
of service is recommended.

Northeast COTA//Plus

The Northeast zone is an existing COTA//Plus 
zone that was created as an on-demand bus 
zone due to the reduction of service during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. This zone operates 
differently than traditional COTA//Plus, 
using traditional the bus fleet and operating 
along a designated path with bus stops. This 
service provides on-demand transit access 
for customers who are experiencing reduced 
service or lost fixed-route service in parts 
of Northeast Columbus, Gahanna, and New 
Albany.

The SRTP recommends changing this zone’s 
model to operate as a traditional Microtransit 
zone, using smaller vehicles in order to 
access door-to-door locations. It is also 
recommended that this zone extend off a 
specific path and serve all of Gahanna and 
New Albany to its service boundary, and the 
Easton Transit Center. This zone would be a 
connector between existing fixed route transit 
at the Easton Transit Center to access jobs 
further east through county connection and 
opportunities. 

South Side COTA//Plus

On the South Side, COTA//Plus provides 
mobility solutions within the designated zone 
that includes German Village, the Brewery 
District, Nationwide Children’s Hospital, 
Reeb Avenue Center, and the Marion Franklin 
Community Recreation Zone. This zone 
supports an area that has historically been 
underrepresented with a large population 
of low and moderate income residents. This 
COTA//Plus zone also supports fixed route 
transit routes, including Line 1, 4, 5, 8, 11, and 22. 
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Over the last several years, this zone has 
continued to increase demand and ridership, 
showing this transit option as an asset to the 
community. As part as the SRTP and analysis, 
it is recommended that this zone expand 
further east to access additional multi-family 
homes that are currently not served by transit. 
This will increase the benefit to the overall 
neighborhood and provide more opportunities 
and services to the community. 

Westerville COTA//Plus

In Westerville, COTA//Plus currently provides 
mobility solutions that include Otterbein 
University, the Uptown district, and Polaris, for 
retail and job centers. This zone is limited in its 
destinations based upon its current structure, 
and does not include all of Westerville. 

The SRTP recommends that this zone continue 
to grow to include all of Westerville School 
District, in order to better connect students 
and families with mobility solutions within 
their community. The Westerville area is 
experiencing consistent workforce and housing 
growth that would benefit from an on-demand 
mobility service. The City of Westerville has 
accessibility challenges to connect to the 
fixed route system, with the I-71, I-270, Sharon 
Woods, and Hoover Reservoir creating a 
barrier for transit and pedestrian access. 

New COTA//Plus Zones:
Dublin COTA//Plus 
The Dublin COTA//Plus zone serves the City 
of Dublin, Ohio. An additional zone in the 
Northeast part of Central Ohio expands the 
fixed route service to allow for additional 
connections to be made. The City of Dublin 
continues to be a fast-growing area, with a 

new 272,000 square foot medical facility for 
Ohio State Outpatient Care. 

The City of Dublin currently has a partnership 
with Share Mobility, to provide rides for 
Dublin’s seniors, workforce, and people with 
disabilities. Through this program, Dublin has 
seen the demand continue to increase and a 
COTA//Plus system could become the next 
phase of this service to connect more people 
to places. In 2022, over 11,000 trips were 
completed, with over 25% of those serving 
the workforce. Dublin also has launched a 
micro-mobility pilot program, making electric 
scooters available for the first and last mile of 
trips. These amenities and partnerships can 
help COTA expand their coverage to increasing 
developments in the region. 

West Side COTA//Plus

The West Side of Columbus has several 
mobility challenges to overcome. The West 
Side is divided by the I-70, I-270, and I-670, 
in addition to several industrial uses given the 
active railroad tracks and the banks of the 
Scioto River. These land uses and accessibility 
challenges may be an indicator that COTA//
Plus service could compliment traditional fixed 
route service.

The West Side of Columbus is well served 
by two major arterial east-west transit lines 
along Broad Street and Sullivant Avenue. The 
addition of a COTA//Plus zone will increase 
north-south connections in this area that has 
been seen as an obstacle for transit-dependent 
people. During the Envision Hilltop 2020 
plan, 61% of households have no or limited 
car access. In addition, Hilltop does not have 
complete sidewalk coverage, posing significant 
connection and safety issues throughout 

Annual Report: https://dublinohiousa.gov/annual-report/
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the neighborhood.1 Providing a door to door 
type service will increase transit access and 
allow more connectivity throughout this 
neighborhood.

COTA//Plus Zones 

This zone also has the possibility of connecting 
to the existing Grove City COTA//Plus zone, 
which would allow for new connections to be 
made to various jobs and distribution centers 
that are located further into this area. 

1. Envision 2020 Hilltop, https://www.envisionhilltop.com/_files/ugd/78ec43_2581b99323e04c19bccae3a6c76aa698.pdf

Figure 24 — Proposed COTA//Plus Zones
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Rush Hour 

Rush hour service provides a benefit 
to downtown transit commuters and 
municipalities that may not have frequent 
service to the urban core. The COVID-19 
pandemic has changed the way downtown 
office workers approach work, with a variety 
of schedules and the ability to continue 
working remote. As a result, COTA has reduced 
frequency as limited operators has created a 

chain affect to provide service to the regular 
fixed route system where the ridership and 
transit need may be greater.

However, rush hour service does provide a 
benefit to those who depend on transit and 
provide relief to those who choose to take 
transit.  COTA should continue to evaluate the 
rush hour demand service and increase the 
number of trips when resources are available 
to provide a viable option to commuters and 
enhance regional connectivity.  
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The changes in route structures create benefits and tradeoffs for key municipalities and transit 
notes. The following list shows the benefits based on each stakeholder and/or municipality.

Municipality Benefits

Airport:

• Continued Airport 
Terminal access  
(Route 7)

• Continued service  
along Stelzer Road 
(Route 23)

Bexley:

• Continued  
frequency  
(Route 1, 2, 10)

Canal Winchester:

• Continued coverage  
on Gender Road  
(Route 25)

Dublin:

• Marketing/Promotion 
of a transit center at 
Carriage Place

• Service to OSU  
Medical Facility  
(Route 32)

• COTA//Plus Zone 
Possibility

Gahanna:

• Streamline service 
through Gahanna – 
along Hamilton to  
head into New Albany 
(via Line 25)

• Maintain access to  
route 2 and Mount 
Carmel East on Broad 
Street through Taylor 
Station Road
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Grandview Heights:

• A New Franklinton 
Connection (Route 31)

• OSU Connection 
(Route 31)

• Connection to 
the BMW area 
development  
(Route 31)

• Connection to 
Downtown and OSU 
via Route 22

Grove City:

• Streamlined Service 
along Broadway 
Avenue (Route 3)

• Transit to serve – 
more multi-family 
residences (Route 3)

• Better access to 
Kroger on Hoover 
and Columbus Street 
(Route 3)

• Transit Access on 
Hoover Road.  
(Route 3)

Hilliard:

• Connection through 
Upper Arlington to 
Ohio State

• Potential access to 
Ohio State Medical 
Center in Dublin via 
Route 32

• Preservation of  
the Cemetery Park  
and Ride

New Albany:

• Improved cross 
connections to Easton 
Town Center - with 
increased trips and 
frequency to consider 
SMART transit 
connection

• Connection to the 
Hamilton Quarter 
development area 
(Route 25)
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Ohio State University:

• New access to 
Innovation Hub  
and Lane Avenue 
(Route 32)

• Maintaining frequent 
service (Route 1, 2)

• Direct transit service 
through Grandview 
Heights from 
Franklinton (Route 31)

• Long term LinkUS 
infrastructure with 
service overlap  
(Route 32)

Reynoldsburg:

• Extension of a route 
to access retail 
development at 
I-70 and 256 (either 
through Route 1, 2, 
or 10) - leads to a 
possible connection 
with Licking  
County Transit 

Rickenbacker/Groveport 
Area: 

• One seat ride  
from Downtown  
to Rickenbacker 
(Route 4)

• Possible new 
connection 
from Easton to 
Rickenbacker  
(Route 24)

• Desire for a COTA//
Plus connection 
between Grove City 
and Rickenbacker 
connection, something 
similar to a Dublin and 
New Albany Arc 

• Develop County 
connections – 
Pickaway county will 
continue to develop. 

Southside Columbus:

• Streamlined loop 
between High Street 
and Parsons Avenue 
to create a new Line 6 
alignment.



SHORT RANGE 2023-2027transit plan draft 74 SHORT RANGE 2023-2027transit plan draft 74

Westerville:

• Connection to St. 
Ann’s Hospital  
(Line 4)

• Increase use of the 
Westerville Park and 
Ride (Line 4) – a 
future site of an EV 
charging station 

• Continued high 
frequency of the 
Line 2 and a further 
extension of Line 8.  

Worthington:

• Continued service 
along High Street

• Increased Route 8 
frequency

• Possibility of a route 
along 161 

Upper Arlington:

• Service on Lane 
Avenue from OSU 
Innovation District, 
Lennox, to Campus. 

• Service on North Star 
and Zollinger Road

• Direct service from 
Kingsdale to Hilliard 
and Kingsdale to 
Riverside Hospital to 
Easton. 



The project team carefully analyzed the 
cost of fixed service hours along with the 
operating COTA//Plus service and how 
these recommendations would potentially 
impact the bottom line. The service analysis 
recommendations provide options for COTA 
to explore dependent upon the available 
resources and additional service change 
outreach that is required.

Funding is analyzed using several metrics that 
can be adjusted based on the scenario. The 
chart below shows a list of terms commonly 
used to determine the cost of transit services.

Average Round Trip Miles: The milage to 
complete a single round-trip in revenue  
service for each proposed route was  
measured using a GIS roadway layer.

Estimated Average Speed: The estimated 
average speed of each proposed route takes 
into account both running time and dwell  
time at stops, and is based largely on the 
average speed of existing COTA routes for 
each service day type. 

Run Time: Run time is calculated by dividing 
average round trip miles for a proposed route 
by its estimated average speed.

Minimum Recovery: Minimum recovery time 
is the time between trips that allows a driver 
to use the restroom or prepare for the next 
trip. To ensure resilient on-time performance, 
minimum recovery time is set at 10 percent of 
run time for each proposed route.

Minimum Cycle Time: The minimum cycle time 
for each proposed route is calculated by taking 
the sum of the run time and minimum recovery 
time. The result is the minimum time between 
same-direction departures for any given route.

Cycle Time: As minimum cycle times may be 
non-integers, a ”clean” cycle time is calculated 
by rounding the minimum cycle time upward 
to a multiple of the route frequency. For 
example, if the minimum cycle time for a 
proposed route is 23.5 minutes, and the 
intended service frequency is 30 minutes, the 
cycle time would be rounded up to 30. 

Recovery Time/Percent Recovery: Actual 
recovery time is the calculated difference 
between the cycle time and run time. Ideally, 
the actual recovery time represents between 
10 and 19 percent of a proposed route’s cycle 
time. A recovery time of less than ten percent 
of cycle time does not provide a sufficient 
buffer between trips to ensure consistent on-
time performance. A recovery time of more 
than 19 percent results in an unproductive use 
of resources as vehicles are out of service for 
extended periods of time between trips. 

Peak Frequency/Off-Peak Frequency: 
Frequency of service refers to the time 
between same-direction departures. 
Frequency often differs by service period, in 
response to fluctuating ridership demand. 
Industry best practice is to schedule transit 
service using clockface frequency, or 
frequency that is a product or multiple of 60. 

Funding Analysis
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This ensures service predictability as trips 
are scheduled to depart a given stop at even 
intervals and at the same time or times past 
every hour. 

Peak Hours/Off-Peak Hours: Number of hours 
that service is available to passengers at the 
frequency designated for a given service period.

Peak Trips/Off-Peak Trips: Number of 
roundtrips in a given service period, calculated 
by dividing the hours of service for the service 
period by the frequency of service designated 
for the same period.

Peak Vehicles / Off-Peak Vehicles: Number 
of vehicles need to operate concurrently on 
a proposed route in order to maintain the 
designated service frequency for a given 
service period. If the vehicle count is not a 
whole number, then various actions can be 
considered including adjusting the route 
length or alignment to reduce travel time, or 
interlining the proposed route with another 
route. Interlining is the practice of operating 
a single bus or group of buses on multiple 
routes. Interlining can be used to optimize 
cycle times, recovery times, or vehicle needs.

Daily Trips: Number of roundtrips per day, 
calculated by adding together peak trips and 
off-peak trips.

Daily Hours of Service: Number of hours that 
service is available to passengers per day, 
calculated by adding together peak hours and 
off-peak hours.

Daily Revenue Hours: Total number of daily 
service hours delivered by all vehicle operating 
on a proposed route. This value is calculated 
by first multiplying peak vehicle by peak hours 
of service and off-peak vehicles by off-peak 
hours of service; and then summing together 
the two resulting products.

Estimated Cost per Revenue Hour: Fully 
allocated cost of operating one transit vehicle 
for one hour, provided by COTA staff.

Estimated Daily Cost: Daily operating cost for 
a proposed route, calculated by multiplying 
the estimated cost per revenue hour by the 
daily revenue hours for the proposed route.

Annual Service Days: Approximate number of 
annual occurrences of a particular service day 
type (weekday, Saturday, and Sunday) based 
on COTA service calendar. The exact number 
of service days for each service day type will 
change from year to year.

Estimated Annual Cost: Annual cost of 
operating a proposed route by service day 
type. This value is calculated by multiplying the 
estimated daily cost for operating a proposed 
route for one day on a particular service day 
type by the annual number of days of that 
service day type. 

Estimated Annual Revenue Hours: Annual 
number of revenue hours resulting from 
operating a proposed route by service day 
type. This value is calculated by multiplying the 
estimated daily revenue hours resulting from 
the operation of a proposed route for one day 
on a particular service day type by the annual 
number of days of that service day type. 
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The SRTP has aligned and prioritized COTA 
initiatives based on analysis and outreach as 
part of the planning process. These initiative are 
in alignment with resources that are projected 
to be available over the next five years.

Fleet
COTA upgrades its bus fleet each year with 
annual bus purchases to improve its reliability 
and rolling stock. In order for COTA to achieve 
its Green House Gas (GHG) and pollution 
goals, a transition to a zero-emission fleet 

vehicles and facility operations is required. 
According to the COTA 2022 Sustainability 
Report, the bus fleet produces 71.1% of 
COTA’s GHG emissions. This is the greatest 
opportunity and primary focus for COTA. 
COTA intends to phase out diesel by 2027 and 
replace with more sustainable solutions, such 
as compressed natural gas, battery electric, 
and exploring hydrogen capabilities. By 2029, 
COTA has set the goal of over 50% of its fleet 
converted to Battery Electric Buses (BEB). 

INITIATIVES
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Fleet Initiatives

• Follow the Sustainability Goals 
set in the Sustainability Report 
to transition bus fleet to more 
sustainable measures

• Create a workforce that is able 
to maintain and deliver on these 
sustainable measures

• Promote these positive changes to 
Central Ohio to highlight innovative 
technology and development

As part of the analysis and outreach, the 
following recommendations increase coverage 
of existing zones, while also creating new 
zones in order to better serve Central Ohio.  

COTA//Plus
COTA//Plus is a Microtransit first-last 
mile solution that provides customers in 
specific zones door to door service to 
access jobs, healthcare, and more. COTA has 
complemented the existing fixed-route and 
paratransit services by continuing to invest in 
COTA//Plus On-Demand Microtransit services 
since 2019. COTA will continue to invest in this 
services, while also looking at ways to improve 
coverage of the network by creating additional 
zones in the next 5 years.

COTA//Plus is more costly than the traditional 
fixed-route bus service. As a funding 
model, COTA utilizes a MORPC grant and a 
sponsorship from the local community partner, 
such as the municipality and/or corporate 
sponsor. COTA will continue to work with 
local municipalities, businesses, and other 
stakeholders to grow the COTA Plus service 
areas, with a goal of additional micro-transit 
zones that feed into the larger fixed-route 
service area. 

COTA//Plus Initiatives

• Create and explore new partnerships 
with municipalities to increase zone 
coverage

• Expand South Side COTA//Plus Zone 
to reach additional locations that are 
hard to reach

• Expand the Westerville COTA//Plus 
zone to reach more residents within 
the community and to capitalize on 
the growth that is occurring in the 
Northeast

• Re-evaluate the Northeast On-Demand 
structure and grow the zone to include 
the City of New Albany.

• Create a West Side COTA//Plus Zone 
to connect Hilltop neighborhood with 
job and neighborhood access. This 
would also connect with the Grove  
City Zone.

• Create a Dublin COTA//Plus zone to 
connect and access the growth that 
is occurring in the Northwest side of 
Central Ohio. This zone would connect 
education, entertainment, medical,  
and jobs.
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COTA Mainstream/Paratransit 
Services
COTA’s Mobility Services department operates 
COTA Mainstream, a complimentary paratransit 
service. Mainstream is shared-ride, providing 
origin-to-destination mobility for people whose 
functional limitations prevent them from riding 
COTA’s fixed-route buses. Trips within ¾ 
mile of a fixed route are considered American 
with Disabilities Act (ADA) eligibility trips 
and receive first priority. For those eligible 
customers, whose trip lies outside of the ¾ 
mile zone, are considered “non-ADA” trips. 
This service is in accordance with Title VI And 
ADA guidelines.

Due to the rising cost and increased demand 
for Mainstream service, COTA continues to 
explore methods of cost reduction while 
meeting the transportation needs of the 
community. One example is “Mainstream On-
Demand”, a non-ADA service for Mainstream-
eligible customers. Mainstream On-Demand 
provides TNC-style (Transportation Network 
Company/Ridesharing e.g. Uber, Lyft) service 
to non-ADA customers who want to travel 
beyond the fixed-route coverage area. 
Mainstream On-Demand offers a same-day 
travel option not previously available for 
Mainstream. 

Mainstream Initiatives

• Continue focusing on process 
improvements to continue to 
provide reliable transit services as 
the demand increases

Rickenbacker Mobility Center

Mobility Hubs
Mobility Hubs provide a focal point in a 
community that integrate different modes 
of transportation. These hubs provide 
adequate transit shelters and layover 
zones for passenger transfers, alternative 
transportation modes, such as car and bike 
share, along with retail, free WI-FI, and open 
space to create a sense of place within a 
community. These hubs create an activity 
center that can accommodate potential future 
growth, expansion, and changes as innovative 
technologies evolve. 

COTA will construct the Rickenbacker Mobility 
Center starting in the Fall 2023. This total 
project cost of $6.75 million will connect COTA, 
fixed route with first mile/last mile solutions 
for greater access, while also including grocery, 
childcare, health care, and job training services. 
This center will also be able to accommodate 
regional transfers to Pickaway and Fairfield 
county transit services. The Rickenbacker 
area continues to grow with warehouse 
and distribution centers, creating a robust 
employment center South of Central Ohio. 
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Mobility hubs will play an integral part in 
COTA’s infrastructure future as LinkUS 
becomes a reality and fleet transitions occur. 
Mobility hubs will become the center for transit 
users and will allow COTA operations to be a 
reliable and convenient service. These mobility 
hubs will be placed in strategic locations 
throughout Central Ohio in order to connect 
with regional partners, such as:

• Licking County Transit

• Delaware County Transit

• SMART New Albany

• GREAT Bus System for the City of Obetz

Facility Improvements
COTA currently owns 25 Park and Ride 
lots, four transit centers, the Administrative 
Office and Customer Experience Center, the 
McKinley Avenue Bus Storage Maintenance 
and Customer Service Call Center, the 
Fields Avenue Bus Storage and Maintenance 
Facility, and Fields Avenue Mobility Services. 
These facilities are the face of COTA in these 
neighborhoods. Maintaining state of good 
repair is essential for the usefulness to the 
COTA operations. 

Mobility Hub Initiatives

• Create and explore new partnerships 
to advance transit center success

• Explore TOD locations to maximize 
success of LinkUS and regional 
connections

Facility Improvement Initiatives

• Create and explore new partnerships 
with municipalities to advance transit 
center success

Rider Engagement
COTA continues to engage with riders through 
several means, including the customer care 
line, consistent and engaged public meetings 
to update the community on service changes, 
and various social media channels. Focusing 
on enhancing the overall customer experience 
and access to services are COTA’s strategies to 
build on its customer base. 

Rider Engagement Initiatives

• Enhance communications about 
service changes

• Focus on targeted outreach to New 
American communities

• Improve processes that connect with 
the GTFS feed during road closures 
and reroutes

• Strengthen regional partnerships 
to understand the transit market, 
improve transit connections, and 
stops. 

• Integrate LinkUS with existing transit 
users to increase awareness to create 
a community asset
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As part of this investment, there will also be 
increased frequencies and service hours on 
the fixed-route lines, and more on-demand 
zones, shelters, and technology for improved 
convenience and communication. COTA and 
the City of Columbus will go to the voters 
November 2024 to secure funding for this 
endeavor. Much of the LinkUS success is 
dependent on this ballot measure.

LinkUS
LinkUS is the region’s growth and mobility 
initiative that will provide a world-class 
mobility and transportation system that links 
residents to opportunities. COTA plays a key 
role in this collaborative effort, along with 
its partners, MORPC, Franklin County, City 
of Columbus, and additional business and 
municipal partners. 

Over the next five years, COTA will be working 
closely with these partners and the Federal 
Transit Administration (FTA) to create a bus 
rapid transit (BRT) system along three key 
corridors: West Broad, East Main, and the 
Northwest Corridor. This BRT system will boast 
all-electric, articulated vehicles with platform-
level boarding, modern stations, dedicated 
transit lanes with traffic signal priority and 
easy off-vehicle fare payment. 

LinkUS Initiatives

• Continue partnership with City of 
Columbus, MORPC, and others for 
continued success

• Continue working closely with FTA to 
secure Capital Investment Grants

• Prepare for the Ballot Initiative for 
November 2024
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Community Partnership Initiatives

• Create partnerships and committees 
to serve refugee and New American 
Communities

• Continue utilizing Employee 
Resource Groups to continue 
connecting with the community 
through volunteer and social 
outreach events.

• Job Fairs with clear marketing of 
requirements and opportunities  
within COTA

Sustainability Measures
COTA is committed to sustainable practices. 
Since 2013, COTA has been transitioning its bus 
fleet from hybrid and ultra-low sulfur diesel full 
to more sustainable options. As technology 
and funding has become available, COTA is 
now committed to zero emission technology, 
transitioning its fleet to battery electric buses, 
and exploring hydrogen technology.

COTA plays a key role to be a mobility solutions 
provider that is functional, reliable, and 
sustainable option for customers. Sustainability 
transition includes more than just the bus fleet. 
Finding sustainable solutions in designing and 
constructing facilities, educating transit users 
and the public about the importance of mode 
shift, along with reducing COTA’s overall carbon 
footprint will continue to be a priority.

Sustainability Initiatives

• Continue and increase engagement 
with regional initiatives to identify 
collaborators in reducing emissions

• Invest in economic and technological 
advances that improve sustainable 
operations 

Community Partnerships
COTA has partnered with several community 
resource groups to be a part of the community 
in other ways than just transit. Through a COTA 
Employee Resource Group, COTA has been an 
integral part of connecting with the community 
through food distribution at neighborhood 
transit centers.

COTA Food Drive
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Fixed Route Fleet Initiatives
• Follow the Sustainability Goals set in the 

Sustainability Report to transition bus fleet to 
more sustainable measures

• Create a workforce that is able to maintain 
and deliver on these sustainable measures

• Promote these positive changes to Central 
Ohio to highlight innovative technology  
and development

Rider Engagement Initiatives
• Enhance communications about  

service changes

• Focus on targeted outreach to New  
American communities

• Improve processes that connect with the 
GTFS feed during road closures and reroutes

• Strengthen regional partnerships to 
understand the transit market, improve transit 
connections, and stops. 

• Integrate LinkUS with existing transit  
users to increase awareness to create a 
community asset

LinkUS Initiatives
• Continue partnership with City of Columbus, 

MORPC, and others for continued success

• Continue working closely with FTA to secure 
Capital Investment Grants

• Prepare for the Ballot Initiative for  
November 2024

Community Partnership Initiatives
• Create partnerships and committees to serve 

refugee and New American Communities

• Continue utilizing Employee Resource Groups 
to continue connecting with the community 
through volunteer and social outreach events.

• Job Fairs with clear marketing of 
requirements and opportunities within COTA

Sustainability Initiatives
• Continue and increase engagement with 

regional initiatives to identify collaborators in 
reducing emissions

• Invest in economic and technological 
advances that improve sustainable operations

COTA//Plus Initiatives
• Create and explore new partnerships with 

municipalities to increase zone coverage

• Expand South Side COTA//Plus Zone to reach 
additional locations that are hard to reach

• Expand the Westerville COTA//Plus zone to 
reach more residents within the community 
and to capitalize on the growth that is 
occurring in the Northeast

• Re-evaluate the Northeast On-Demand 
structure and grow the zone to include the 
City of New Albany.

• Create a West Side COTA//Plus Zone to 
connect Hilltop neighborhood with job 
and neighborhood access. This would also 
connect with the Grove City Zone.

• Create a Dublin COTA//Plus zone to connect 
and access the growth that is occurring in 
the Northwest side of Central Ohio. This zone 
would connect education, entertainment, 
medical, and jobs

Mainstream Initiatives
• Continue focusing on process improvements 

to continue to provide reliable transit services 
as the demand increases

Facility Improvement Initiatives
• Create and explore new partnerships with 

municipalities to advance transit center success

Mobility Hub Initiatives
• Create and explore new partnerships to 

advance transit center success

• Explore TOD locations to maximize success of 
LinkUS and regional connections

Regional Transit Initiatives



SHORT RANGE 2023-2027transit plan draft 84

Financial Summary
COTA’s major source of local funding and 
sales and use tax receipts levied in all of 
Franklin County and small portions of 
adjacent Union, Delaware, Licking, and 
Fairfield counties. Voters within the service 
area approved a permanent 0.25% sales tax; 
with an added ten-year renewable 0.25% 
sales tax renewed in 2106. This allows for 
continued service enhancements through 
at least 2026. The LinkUS Regional Initiative 
is planned to go to the Ballot in November 
2024 which will levy a full 1% of sales tax to 
be used for transit and transit supportive 
infrastructure purposes. 

Figure 26 presents a financial summary of  
the system, which displays COTA’s projected 
annual fixed-route service levels, sources 
of revenue, operating expenses, net capital 
outlays and resulting cash balances  
through 2027.

This 2023-2027 Short Range Transit Plan 
(SRTP) update includes reviewing existing 
conditions, incorporating stakeholders and 
public feedback, reviewing plans and guiding 
documents, and analyzing data.  This plan 
affects the Financial Summary of COTA 
over the last 5 years in order to align the 
strategic plan, SRTP, and authority financials. 
The Authority will continue to monitor the 
performance of existing routes to help 
ensure that the transit system is operating 
efficiently and so operational resources can 
be allocated in the most efficient manner.

FINANCIAL PLAN

The Ohio Department of Transportation’s 
Statewide Transportation Improvement Program 
(STIP) and MORPC’s regional TIP delineates 
a four-year operating and capital plan. Listed 
in Figure 26 are COTA’s annual service levels, 
operating and capital expenses, and expected 
funding levels. The TIP spans four State fiscal 
years (2024-2027) while COTA’s Short Range 
Transit Plan (SRTP) covers five calendar years.

The 2024-2027 four-year TIP operating plan 
is COTA’s continued response to the growing 
transportation needs of the central Ohio region 
by providing an expanded, reliable, and safe 
transit system. The foundation for this TIP 
update is COTA’s 2019-2024 strategic Plan, 
“Moving Every Life Forward”.

The following is a summary of operating and 
capital expenses in the five-year plan:

• Continued level of Fixed route and 
Paratransit Service

• Fixed-Route and Paratransit Vehicles 
Replacements

• COTA Plus Expansion

• Facility and Equipment Replacement and 
Upgrades

• Land Acquisitions

• COTA Facility Renovations and 
Improvements

• Rickenbacker Mobility Center

• Transit Center and Shelter Improvements

• Electric Charing Infrastructure

• Hydrogen Infrastructure and Technology
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Five Year Operating Budget
  

2023 

Projected  
2024 

Annual  
Budget

Projected  
2025 

Annual  
Budget

Projected  
2026 

Annual  
Budget

Projected  
2027 

Annual  
Budget

Fixed Route Service Hours  1,108,761  1,108,761  1,108,761  1,108,761  1,108,761 

Passengers   11,087,607  13,305,128  15,522,649  16,631,410  17,740,171 

Revenues

Operating Revenues $  12,773,000 $  13,156,190 $  13,550,876 $  13,957,402 $  14,376,124 

Sales Tax Levy Receipts $  151,699,500 $  157,767,480 $  162,500,504 $  167,375,520 $  172,396,785 

State and Local Assistance $  1,780,000 $  1,833,400 $  1,888,402 $  1,945,054 $  2,003,406 

Grant Revenue $  20,381,000 $  15,000,000 $  15,450,000 $  15,913,500 $  16,390,905 

Non-Operating Revenues $  2,903,000 $  2,990,090 $  3,079,793 $  3,172,186 $  3,267,352 

Total Revenues $  189,536,500 $  190,747,160 $  196,469,575 $  202,363,662 $  208,434,572 

Expenses

Labor & Fringe Benefits $  116,524,000 $  116,524,000 $  120,019,720 $  123,620,312 $  127,328,921 

Services $  35,282,000 $  35,282,000 $  36,340,460 $  37,430,674 $  38,553,594 

Materials & Supplies $  11,104,800 $  11,104,800 $  11,437,944 $  11,781,082 $  12,134,515 

Fuel $  4,806,000 $  4,806,000 $  4,950,180 $  5,098,685 $  5,251,646 

Utilities $  3,625,302 $  3,625,302 $  3,734,061 $  3,846,083 $  3,961,465 

Purchased Transportation $  14,368,002 $  14,368,002 $  14,799,042 $  15,243,013 $  15,700,304 

Other/Misc. $  3,826,900 $  3,826,900 $  3,941,707 $  4,059,958 $  4,181,757 

Non-Operating Expenses $  4,000,000 $  1,000,000 $  1,030,000 $  1,060,900 $  1,092,727 

Total Expenses $  193,537,004 $  190,537,004 $  196,253,114 $  202,140,708 $ 208,204,929 

COTA plans to maintain service levels at 
approximately 1.1 million service hours annually 
between 2023 and 2024. However, while sales 
tax revenue is anticipated to continue to fund 
a significant percentage of the Authority’s 
expenditures, staff will be seeking ways to 
diversity and grow its non-sales tax revenue. 
COTA will work with partners in both the 
private and public sector to obtain additional 

grant funding and capture revenue generated 
from development and redevelopment efforts 
in order to help fund mobility improvements 
that will benefit the region. 

Operating Plan
The following sections are a summary of the 
four-year operating component of the TIP 
including years 2024 through 2027.

Figure 26 — Financial Summary
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Local Funding
COTA’s local funding sources include a service 
area-wide sales tax and farebox revenue. 
There is a permanent sales tax of 0.25% with 
an added 10-year 0.25% sales tax that was 
passed by the voters in November 2016. 
This 0.5% sales tax roughly makes up over 
80% of operating funds before the COVID-19 
Pandemic. Despite COVID-19, passenger fares 

averaged around 17% of operating funds in the 
last 5 years. 

Local funds only attributed 2.7% of the 2021 
operating budget due to the one-time federal 
COVID relief for operating expenses. Local 
funds instead attributed to 79% of capital 
expenses in 2021. Figure 27 below shows a 
breakdown of COTA operating funds for each 
year from 2017 to 2021. 

Figure 27 — COTA Operating Funds

COTA OPERATING FUNDS
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Summary of Revenues and  
Expenditures 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027

Capital Improvement Fund

Capital Revenues

Allocation from Operating Fund $ - $ - $ - $ - $ -
Sales Tax Allocation - Cash Allocation $  6,794,000 $  6,964,000 $  6,964,000 $  7,138,000 $  7,317,000 

Sales Tax Allocation - Debt Allocation $  10,191,000 $  10,446,000 $  10,446,000 $  10,707,000 $  10,975,000 

Federal Grants $ - $ - $ - $ - $ -

State Grants $ - $ - $ - $ - $ -

Grant Revenue $  26,314,000 $  20,618,000 $  31,767,000 $  32,235,000 $  19,877,000 

Disposal of Assets $ - $ - $ - $ - $ -

Investment Income $  1,070,492 $  887,551 $  768,056 $  740,623 $  552,108 

Debt Service Proceeds $  25,000,000 $  9,750,000 $  17,750,000 $  8,000,000 $  6,500,000 

Other $ - $  4,470,000 $  17,750,000 $  8,000,000 $  6,500,000 

Total Revenues $  69,369,492 $  53,135,551 $  85,445,056 $  66,820,623 $  51,721,108 

Capital Expenditures

Vehicles & Equipment $  18,582,702 $  20,951,532 $  41,614,010 $  43,597,150 $  45,709,161 

Facilities $  44,908,900 $  33,305,000 $  36,645,000 $  22,815,000 $  13,900,000 

Technology $  18,687,000 $  6,705,900 $  4,985,000 $  9,600,000 $  4,350,000 

Development $  3,535,000 $  1,035,000 $  1,335,000 $  5,035,000 $  35,000 

Administration $  1,325,000 $  1,070,000 $  700,000 $  700,000 $  700,000 

Grant Revenue $  87,038,602 $  63,067,432 $  85,279,010 $  81,747,150 $  64,694,161 

Debt Service $  625,000 $  2,017,561 $  2,909,348 $  3,925,004 $  4,455,124 

Total Expenditures $  87,663,602 $  65,084,993 $  88,188,358 $  85,672,154 $  69,149,285 

Surplus/Shortfall $  (18,294,110) $  (11,949,442) $  (2,743,302) $  (18,851,531) $  (17,428,177)

Beginning Fund Balance $  107,049,172 $  88,755,062 $  76,805,620 $  74,062,318 $  55,210,787 

Ending Fund Balance $  88,755,062 $  76,805,620 $  74,062,318 $  55,210,787 $  37,782,610 

Figure 28 — Summary of Revenues and Expenditures, Capital Improvement Fund

Capital Plan
Major capital items include buses, facilities, and 
strategic investments to maintain state of good 
repair and improve transit service throughout 
Central Ohio. Key initiatives are described in 
greater detail in COTA’s Short Range Transit 

Plan (2023-2027) and Long-Range (2050) 
Plan. Major capital items will be funded 
primarily with Federal Section 5307 Urbanized 
Area Formula program grants and Congestion 
Mitigation Air Quality (CMAQ) funds. See 
Figure 28 below for capital program.
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Major Capital Projects
The total five-year Capital Acquisitions 
Plan is projected to cost over $395.7 
million as identified in Table 1-2. During this 
SRTP timeframe and in alignment with the 
Authority’s strategic plan, COTA is proposing 
significant capital improvement investments 
aimed to strengthen and provide new transit 
services in the central Ohio area.

Vehicle Replacement and Expansion
• Replacement of aging existing fixed-route 

coaches, paratransit, and on-demand 
micro-transit vehicle expansion plans  
are a priority. The total five-year 
investment in vehicles and equipment  
is over $170.45 million. 

 − Purchase of 14 zero emission electric 
coaches annually over two years and 
will then purchase up to 28 vehicles 
each year after, which will include 
Battery Electric Buses (BEB) and two 
hydrogen buses by 2027.

 − Purchase of ten (10) COTA Plus 
vehicles each year, five (5) of which 
have ADA accessibility.

 − Replacing 20 vehicles each year of 
cutaway vehicles and full-sized vans 
to operate Mainstream

 − Purchase 10 non-revenue vehicles  
to assist in the operations of  
COTA’s services.  

 − Replacement the Scrubber to clean 
the McKinley facility

Alternative Fuels Initiatives 
• Improve grid capacity for depot bus 

charging at COTA facilities and on-route 
charging facilities. 

• Update facilities to provide necessary 
infrastructure to facilitate hydrogen 
generation and fueling.

Facilities Improvements 
• COTA has the responsibility to ensure 

safe operations of its facilities in order 
to provide the best transit service to the 
public, including: 

 − 1125 East Main Street Building Repairs

 − Modernization of COTA’s 
administration offices as 33 North High 
Street: Funding is requested in 2023 
and 2024 for modernization of COTA’s 
administration offices 

 − 1333 Fields Avenue Improvements, 
including vehicle maintenance bus lifts, 
safety scaffolding, and fall protection 
rails for battery electric and CNG 
coach maintenance

 − Construction of a storage facility 
at 1325 Essex Pole Barns for transit 
shelter storage and assembly. 

Park & Rides
COTA maintains a network of park and rides 
which allow commuters heading to Downtown 
to leave their vehicles and board the bus for 
the remainder of the journey.  This includes 
renovations to maintain state of good repairs and 
standardization of signage to incorporate current 
COTA marketing to improve customer experience.
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Transit Centers & Mobility Hubs
Transit Centers and Mobility Hubs provide 
turnaround space, coach layover, and a 
safe pick-up zone for passengers. These 
infrastructure improvements will extend the life 
of these facilities and allow for the potential of 
transit oriented development to occur at end 
of line. These projects include engaging with 
municipalities, private mobility companies, 
and the community to coordinate efforts to 
enhance transit. 

Bus Stop Shelter and Transit 
Enhancements
COTA’s Capital Improvement Plan includes 
various passenger amenity improvements 
for convenient, comfortable, and safe 
passenger waiting areas for customers. Bus 
stop improvements include a goal to provide 
shelter amenities at all COTA stops that meet 
a minimum ridership threshold of 35 boardings 
per day and include solar lighting at all new 
shelter installations.  

Intelligent Transportation  
Systems (ITS)
ITS is the application of various technologies 
that improve information, control, and 
communication systems for a region’s 
transportation system, including public 
transit. COTA will bring consoles up to current 
standards, upgrade switches and bright 
signs, upgrade the automated counting of 
passengers (APC) on vehicles to provide a 
more accurate ridership count, fund real-time 
arrival signage at select bus stops, upgrade the 
on-board WI-FI system, and the cameras and 
recording systems for safety. 

Development
COTA will invest more than $10.9 million 
over the next 5 years in key development 
opportunities throughout Central Ohio. 
Innovation is key to creating a robust transit 
network. This will include strategic land 
purchases related to corridor projects, future 
operating facilities, or right-of-way assembly, 
various mobility innovation projects to 
demonstrate improved mobility, funding for 
the Westside Mobility Center along Broad 
Street, and other unplanned opportunities that 
may arise on existing COTA properties.



SHORT RANGE 2023-2027transit plan draft 90

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN

PHASE 1

PHASE 2

PHASE 3

Hire additional operators to 
meet service demand

Add additional service to the high 
frequent route network

Implement service recommendations  
as resources provide

As part of the operations recommendations for 
the next five years, there is a phased approach 
to guide COTA for optimal success.

The first phase of implementation is hiring 
additional operators to meet the existing 
service demand. In the last 2 years, COTA has 
cut service due to insufficient operators to 
meet the service demand. Retaining, hiring, 
and expanding the operator pool will relieve 
operator stress and also restore service to lines 
that have experienced reduced frequencies 
due to this crisis.

The second phase is to use additional 
operators and resources to add additional 
service to the existing frequent network. This 
network includes Line 1, 2, 5, 7, 8, 10, 23, 34 
which is the backbone of the 2017 redesign 
that recognized that these routes were optimal 
to serve the network and ridership with 15 
minute or less frequencies. This was shown to 
be a success based on historical ridership, with 

the highest ridership year being in 2019. COTA 
needs to increase frequency on the existing 
route network in order to redeem its ridership 
and grow its system to reach the impending 
growth of the region.

The third phase is to implement service 
recommendations as listed in the service plan 
recommendations in this report as resources 
are available. The fixed-route recommendations 
provide transit access to more people and 
jobs. The Short Range Transit plan modifies the 
existing service to continue to deliver transit 
services where needed. 

The route network needs to be reviewed every 
SRTP in order to keep transit consistent with 
the growth that Central Ohio is experiencing.
The Short Range Transit plan provides a link 
between the existing service today and the 
future vision of LinkUS, where a more robust 
mobility and growth plan will connect Central 
Ohio with its growing region.

Figure 29 — Implementation Phased Approach
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CONCLUSION

boundary.  However, there continues to be 
opportunities to expand and grow to reach 
additional people and jobs in regional areas. 

Where COTA is going

As Central Ohio prepares for growth, COTA 
is partnering and collaborating with MORPC, 
City of Columbus, Franklin County, and 
others to bring the LinkUS mobility initiative 
to fruition in the next decade. LinkUS will 
provide mobility and funding to transport 
Central Ohioans throughout the region to 
access jobs, education, and healthcare. 
The recommendations in the Short Range 
Transit Plan provide a guide for COTA to use 
to reach even more people and jobs than 
they do today. These recommendations 
in the Short Range Transit Plan stretch 
transit to more opportunities and focus on 
density, streamlined services, and transit rich 
destinations.

Central Ohio is growing unlike anywhere 
else in the State. COTA needs to position 
their operations in a way to capture that 
growth within their service area. COTA 
will plan for increased frequency, promote 
mobility options, continue investment in the 
LinkUS initiative, and improve community 
partnerships. 

Where is COTA Now

COTA has slowly restored transit service 
from the COVID-19 impact. However, labor 
market conditions have made it difficult for 
COTA to retain and hire operators, causing 
service reductions. The transit network was 
redesigned in 2017 and is the backbone of 
transit in Columbus. The corridors that COTA 
serves continues to revitalize and increase 
density that supports a frequent network. 
COTA provides transit services to areas of 
greatest need and potential within its service 
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