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When most Vermonters need to go to the doctor or the grocery store, they hop in their cars and go.  But for a significant segment of the population – particularly lower income and the elderly – it’s not that easy.  Many don’t know where to turn and still more forgo getting out altogether and just stay home. This leads to isolation from the community.
Indeed, every day, Vermonters struggle to find ways to get to where they want or need to go if they cannot drive.  The challenges of operating and financing a rural public transit system are well-documented and well-known.  Is it time to look closer at this issue and how to improve access and availability for our most vulnerable populations? For that matter, do we really have a public transportation system at all?

Discussion of “public transportation” is often limited to thinking about fixed-route public buses and does not recognize the variety of existing transportation assets (i.e. sidewalks and bike paths, volunteer driver networks, school bus routes, etc.) which are part of the system for transporting the public.  We need to look beyond the buses that some communities rely on and explore how we can create a true system that serves more of our fellow residents across the state – especially as our population ages and more older Vermonters hang up the car keys. AARP Vermont has an interest in trying to prepare for those demographic changes facing the state.  We are interested in maintaining the individual’s accessibility to their communities and preventing isolation. Clearly, transportation is critical. 

Ultimately, the questions are how can we more sensibly, effectively, and efficiently utilize a variety of transportation alternatives to increase mobility, reduce cost, protect the environment, reduce congestion and commute times, and foster economic development?  
AARP is working with a host of community partners to develop a vision and plan for a more robust system to transport the public in our rural state that is not as dependent on the personal vehicle.  As a resource for this project AARP has commissioned and released a report from a statewide survey of Vermont residents -- assessing their current practices for and opinions about transportation. The report shows that a majority of Vermonters do not think they have enough driving alternatives and want to see more.  From an environmental viewpoint, some 73% of respondents are concerned about the impact of vehicle emissions on global warming as well as the cost of gas.  The AARP study is intended to inform a public discussion on the subject and help begin the process of putting this important issue on the state’s policy agenda. 
A convergence of factors—changing demographics, environmental impacts, increasing gas prices, and transportation funding shortfalls—make this an opportune time to rethink how Vermonters get around.  The project undertaken by these concerned organizations seeks to accomplish the following: 
· Identify common values or principles to guide the ongoing development and/or improvement of Vermont’s system for transporting the public. 

· Craft a vision for an integrated statewide system for transporting the public. 
· Engage a broad cross-section of Vermont agencies, institutions, organizations and individuals in working to transform the way we organize, manage and fund the full range of transportation assets. 

As we talk to our members, senior centers, employers and community service groups across the state, transportation always ranks as a top concern.  Too many Vermonters are being left at home.  Transforming the system won’t be easy and it can’t happen overnight, but it needs to happen.  Now is the time. We can do better. Mobility enhances our communities.
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