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Hard to get around in Vermont, especially if you're older

By John Briggs
Free Press Staff Writer 
For Mary Reiling, 88, the world has grown smaller as she's grown older.

She moved to Heineberg Senior Housing in Burlington from Fort Wayne, Ind., four years ago to be close to her daughter in Essex Junction. Because "everyone told me to," she said, she left her car behind. She wishes she hadn't.

She uses Special Services Transportation Agency discounted services from time to time and calls the service "wonderful" but says she has to arrange the rides in advance. She misses her independence.

"Once in a while, someone will take you," she said of spontaneous trips, "but I don't like to ask. I feel funny about asking. I've always been pretty independent."

Reiling isn't alone in finding it hard to move around town or around the state. The Vermont AARP conducted a survey of 800 residents in December to gain a better handle on transportation issues, and they found most Vermonters rely on cars.

The survey showed although most Vermonters get out of the house daily, that is less true for the elderly, the poor and the unemployed. These residents reported having difficulty finding transportation when it is needed.

Although 75 percent of respondents under age 65 drive daily, that falls to 40 percent for those older than 65. Eighty percent of respondents with an income over $75,000 drive daily, but 47 percent of those earning less than $20,000 do.

The gap is greater for the unemployed. Eighty percent with jobs drive daily, but the number falls to 42 percent for those without jobs. The survey also found nearly 90 percent of those surveyed believe state help should be available "to help people get where they need to go when they can no longer drive."

Vermont's tradition of individualism is reflected in the survey. Although 37 percent said they would turn to a volunteer driver for help for a trip of less than five miles, 62 percent said they would walk (if they could use a sidewalk), and the same number said they would bike (if they could use a bike path).

Carpooling, park-and-ride and using the bus all were less desirable to the respondents.

Vermonters also would support alternatives to personal vehicles as a response to global warming and the financial burden of driving themselves.

Finding alternatives to personal vehicles, said Greg Marchildon, AARP's state director, "is a complex subject that seems to have been overlooked to date by policymakers and others."

AARP is working on transportation issues with other groups, including The Snelling Center for Government, the Northeast Kingdom Area Agency on Aging, the UVM Transportation Research Center, the Vermont Center for Independent Living and others.

The group's set of policy principles is expected in early June.

Janet Dermody, deputy director of the Vermont Center for Independent Living, which deals with problems the disabled face, said the inadequacy of public transportation has been an issue for the Center year after year.

"The disabled have particular problems: to get to work, to be a part of the community, to go to social events," she said.

Reiling, an amateur painter, a member of a book club and choral group and a daily visitor to the Heineberg Senior Center, hasn't had a chance to visit Canada, which she'd love to do, or see the Lake Champlain islands, or the Christmas-season lighting of the Church Street Marketplace. And after four years in Burlington, she said, she hasn't had a chance to see many of Vermont's scenic towns.

"Actually," she said, "it's a little depressing. It's just that you spend an awful lot of time alone, which isn't good for you."

"We're still operating on an old model of transportation," said Jennifer Wallace-Brodeur, AARP's associate state director for state community development. "There needs to be a little more emphasis on ways for people to get around if they can't drive."
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