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December 21, 2023 

 

Toks Omishakin, Director 

California State Transportation Agency 

400 Capitol Mall, Suite 2340 

Sacramento, CA 955814 

 

Dear Director Toks Omishakin, 

 

The Humboldt County Association of Governments (HCAOG) is delighted to 

submit the regional allocation request for SB 125 funds. HCAOG consulted with 

the Humboldt Transit Authority (HTA), Arcata and Mad River Transit System 

(A&MRTS), and the Yurok Tribe Transit Service (YTTS) to develop the 

allocation package request. HCAOG is requesting $16,492,431 of TIRCP and 

ZETCP formula funds over the four-year funding program to use as stopgap 

funding to maintain transit services, prevent service cuts and increase ridership.  

 

HCAOG’s Regional Transportation Plan adopted in 2022 includes a bold target 

to increase transit ridership eightfold by 2040. Working closely with transit 

providers and other stakeholders in the County, HCAOG is excited by the 

considerable progress toward providing a convenient transit system that provides 

an attractive alternative to automobiles. Under the leadership of HTA, the 

regional transit system is improving operations by implementing on-demand 

micro transit, fare simplification, and regional transit branding. The A&MRTS is 

making strides to expand routes to serve the needs of the growing Cal Poly 

Humboldt population, an essential piece in reducing regional VMT.  

 

As a recipient of the Transit and Intercity Rail Capital Program competitive grants 

for Cycle 5 and 6, HTA is at the forefront of the transition to hydrogen fuel-cell 

vehicles with 11 hydrogen busses planned for the fleet and a prototype hydrogen 

over the road coach in the works that will eventually serve the new inter-city 

Redwood Coast Express route connecting Eureka to Sonoma County and beyond. 

The Eureka Intermodal Transit Center will provide a modern hub for multi-modal 

trips in the heart of downtown Eureka.  The Yurok Tribe will be purchasing 

electric vehicles to serve the essential route connecting the rural communities of 

Orleans and Hoopa.  

 

Despite these advances, our regional public transit agencies face significant 

operational deficits. The SB 125 funds will be used to meet operational needs, 

prevent service cuts, and to expand service span and frequency to attract new 

riders. The operational funds will provide a bridge to continue serving those who 

depend on transit, such as the higher than state average proportion of citizens in 

Humboldt County who are over 65, have a low-income, or have a disability. 

 

Thank you for CalSTA’s efforts to roll out the SB125 formula funds. We look 

forward to the positive impact these funds will have on our transit system. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Beth Burks, AICP 

Executive Director 
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Humboldt County Association of Governments (HCAOG) Regional Allocation Plan 
Narrative for SB 125 Formula TIRCP and ZETCP Funding 
 
i. An explanation of what funding and service actions are being taken within the region 
that utilize resources other than SB125 funding. This section shall focus on the 
approaches the region is taking and plans to take before the use of SB 125 funds to 
mitigate operational deficits. 
 
HCAOG works closely with transit operators in the region to maximize the efficiency of available 
funding sources. All available state and federal operating funds are currently applied to fund 
ongoing operations. HCAOG is requesting the full apportionment of TIRCP and ZETCP formula 
funds in the amount of $16,492,599 as detailed in the SB125 Fund Request. These funds are 
needed to meet operational shortfalls for Humboldt County’s regional transit operators, as 
demonstrated in the short-range financial information provided by operators.   
 
The Humboldt Transit Authority (HTA) and Arcata and Mad River Transit System (A&MRTS) do 
not currently have service cuts planned, but low-performing routes may need to be removed in 
the future if funding does not stabilize. In addition, the lack of operational funding means that 
unmet transit needs in the region are unable to be met. These include expanded span of service, 
coverage, and frequency of service. Sunday service on both RTS and ETS was discontinued due 
to COVID, and has not been able to be reinstated due to low projected performance despite the 
needs of residents. In addition, earlier and later weekday service for commuters is an unmet need 
that is not able to be met due to operational costs. Additional needs call for serving the Bayside 
area between Arcata and Eureka, and the Samoa area. Due to low population density, these 
areas are difficult to serve with fixed-route service. Although the Willow Creek and Southern 
Humboldt Intercity service have very high operating costs per passenger ($47 and $35 
respectively), these services are fully funded through the County of Humboldt LTF. The Yurok 
Tribe Transit Service operates public transit service in the rural tribal communities of Orleans, 
Weitchpec, and Hoopa connecting to HTA’s route in Willow Creek. This is an essential service 
and HCAOG has earmarked $300,000 in TIRCP funding to be distributed to the Yurok Tribe 
through HTA.  
 
Listed below are several funding and service actions that have been taken or are actively being 
considered to mitigate operational deficits: 
 

● Promote ridership growth: Increasing ridership is a major strategy for mitigating 
operational deficits. Efforts include fare simplification, branding and marketing, on-
demand microtransit and mobility-as-a-service, span of service increase, and new express 
routes. 

● Consolidate services: HTA has made operational efficiency gains by running the Eureka 
Transit Service for the City of Eureka. In 2023, the City of Arcata decided to contract with 
HTA to run the operations for the Arcata and Mad River Transit System (A&MRTS). The 
Arcata system already uses the HTA yard and maintenance services, and this is an 
intermediary step toward further consolidation of transit operations which would likely yield 



funding efficiencies. While the City of Arcata feels strongly about maintaining A&MRTS as 
a City service, the potential to consolidate operations under HTA as ETS remains an open 
topic of discussion.  

● Dial-a-Ride Restructure and No-Show Enforcement:  The region currently provides 
paratransit service beyond the mandated zones. The 2021 Coordinated Plan identified a 
need to review costs and service distribution for on-demand service. Most recently, the 5-
year Transit Development Plan recommended that DAR funding responsibilities should be 
adjusted to reflect the relative costs associated with the provision of service to various 
areas. Currently, the City of Eureka pays a significant share despite the fact that rides with 
destinations to unincorporated areas like McKinleyville are the most expensive. The DAR 
expense takes away from the amount of state LTF funds that could otherwise be used for 
ETS operations. HCAOG will be working to restructure the DAR funding agreement in FY 
24-25. In addition, better enforcing DAR no-show and late cancellation policies will 
increase the efficiency of DAR service. 

 
● Joint Powers Agreement:  HTA is investigating the benefits of restructuring its Joint 

Powers Agreement with member agencies. The cost share is based on population, 
however the operational cost to serve more distant localities such as the City of Trinidad 
to the North and the City of Rio Dell to the south well exceeds the amount paid by these 
jurisdictions in JPA member assessments.  

● Pursue FTA 5307 Urbanized Area Designation: HTA staff have noted the significant FTA 
funding available for urbanized transit areas. For instance, the key FTA funding program 
for urban areas (Section 5307 – Urbanized Area Formula Grants program) provides a total 
of $7.1 billion annually, while the FTA non-urbanized area program (Section 5311 Formula 
Grants for Rural Areas) provides only $935 million annually. The 2020 US Census found 
the urban area population for Eureka to be 45,951, which is very close to the 50,000-
population threshold. HCAOG plans to conduct a focused study to determine if the Eureka 
area meets the criteria for urban transit funding programs. 

● Change LTF Allocation Policy: The HCAOG Board directs the HCAOG TDA Policy and 
Guidelines. Under current policies, individual jurisdictions claim LTF funds under Article 8 
for Streets and Roads purposes. HCAOG has noted that other jurisdictions, such as 
Mendocino COG, apportion the entirety of their regional LTF allocation to the transit 
agency. As there is no current desire from HCAOG member jurisdictions to revise TDA 
policies to this extent, HCAOG’s strategy is to closely follow the Transit Transformation 
Task Force and state legislature actions regarding TDA statute, and adjust our local 
policies as needed to ensure as much funding goes to public transit as possible.  

● Local tax: The County Board of Supervisors is considering a local sales tax measure to 
support local transportation projects. Community transit advocates are actively calling for 
a portion of the funds to be directed to public transportation. The HCAOG Technical 



Advisory Council is following development of the measure with updates from the County 
Director of Public Works, and HCAOG will be involved in providing education around the 
measure. The fiscal impact of the measure is unknown at this time, however if passed any 
funds going toward public transportation would not be likely to make a meaningful impact 
in meeting short or long-term transit funding needs.   

● State grants: HCAOG and HTA applied for the Regional Early Action Planning Program 
2023 (REAP 2.0) and were awarded $1.7 million. The project includes funding for 
microtransit service in McKinleyville, the third largest community in Humboldt County. 
McKinleyville is currently served by HTA’s Redwood Transit System but does not have 
dedicated intra-city transit. HCAOG is currently putting together an application for the 
Caltrans Strategic Partnerships Transit to conduct a Transit Network Analysis that will 
strengthen regional partnerships around land use decision making and transit route 
planning. The City of Eureka was awarded an Affordable Housing and Sustainable 
Communities grant that includes operational funding for micro-transit within Eureka.  

● Federal grants: HCAOG and HTA have partnered to apply for previous rounds of the 
RAISE program to fund various capital and long-range planning projects. HTA applies for 
FTA Low-No grants. HTA applies to FTA 5310, 5311 and 5311(f). The City of Arcata has 
partnered with Caltrans District 1 to apply for a federal Reconnecting Communities grant 
that includes substantial funding to increase the frequency of regional transit.  

● Non-transit revenues: HTA is considering how to generate revenue outside of transit fares 
and bus advertising. There is the potential to collect parking fees from downtown Eureka 
in collaboration with the City of Eureka. Congestion pricing and revenue generating capital 
projects are also avenues HTA is exploring.  

 
ii. Based on a review of projected transit financing, operational costs, and the need to increase 
ridership, HCAOG and transit agencies are strategically using SB 125 funds for operating 
expenses. The primary goal of Humboldt Transit Authority and the Arcata and Mad River Transit 
System at this time is to attract riders by operating service that is fast, frequent and convenient, 
and to maintain existing service levels to continue to meet the needs of people who depend on 
transit. The decision to fund operating expenses supports the SB125 intent to provide bridge 
funding for transit operators to address operational costs until long term transit sustainability 
solutions are identified, to assist the operators in preventing service cuts and increasing ridership, 
to prioritize the availability of transit for riders who are transit dependent, and to prioritize transit 
agencies representing a significant percentage of the region’s ridership.  
 
In the course of gathering projected financial information for this report, HCAOG staff was 
somewhat surprised to see the significant operational shortfalls projected for HTA and A&MRTS. 
We track transit finances through the annual and tri-annual TDA claims and audits, and are aware 
of the significant drop in total ridership that occurred due to COVID-19 that has not fully recovered. 
However, the full financial impact of this precipitous drop was buffered by one-time CARES, 
CRRSA, and ARPA funds which have now been expended. In FY 23, HTA drew down the 
remainder of CRSAA and ARPA funds to ensure it wasn't deallocated, resulting in a small 
operational surplus. Looking forward, costs are projected to increase significantly reflecting rising 
labor, fuel and materials costs. The HTA Board recently approved a wage increase for drivers 



which has had a positive impact on driver recruitment but also adds to operational costs. When 
HTA’s fuel-cell hydrogen buses come on-line, the price of fuel will be 3 times as expensive as 
diesel. These realities paint a picture of a regional transit system that will struggle to remain 
solvent and would be forced to cut services. All told, the SB 125 formula funding would retain 
approximately 40,246 revenue service hours for HTA through FY 26 and a total of 5,961 for 
A&MRTS through FY 25.  
 
In addition, HCAOG aims to work with operators to grow ridership by increasing services. With 
assistance from the SB125 bridge funds, HTA plans to return to the pre-COVID operating 
schedule by adding back one earlier and one later run on the Redwood Transit System. HTA is 
looking to start express routes from Arcata (Cal Poly Humboldt) to Eureka and eventually to 
College of the Redwoods which are projected to increase ridership by 27,200 riders. Both HTA 
and A&MRTS have service plans to institute on-demand microtransit service to expand the 
coverage area and convenience to connect passengers to main trunk lines.  
 
Our transit agencies have plans to expand the span of service to include later weekday hours, 
later weekend hours and Sunday service. These services require a higher operational subsidy 
due to low ridership, however we know from the annual Unmet Transit Needs process that these 
services are needed for people who depend on transit. In addition, increasing frequency on 
Stabilizing operational funding and developing long-term sustainable funding strategies is a 
necessary prerequisite to eventually expand services to grow ridership and make transit available 
for people who depend on it. 
 
Table 1 shows the Humboldt Transit Authority revenue and expenses in 2023 and projected 
through FY 29-30. Total revenue in FY 24-25 is $9,222,696 while direct expenses are 
$10,105,884. The projected deficit for HTA in FY 24-25 is $1,506,853. With projected annualized 
cost increases, the annual deficit grows to $4.8 million by FY 28-29. The A&MRTS short-range 
financial information in Table 2 demonstrates a future projected deficit of $439,443 in FY 23-24 
and increasing up to a $677,000 deficit in FY 25-26.  
 
The primary strategy for mitigating operational deficits is promoting ridership growth which is 
accomplished through a variety of operational changes including fare modernization, service 
expansion such as new express routes and on-demand microtransit. HTA has taken a leadership 
role in pushing forward service updates to improve ease of payment. Credit card validators have 
been installed on every bus, allowing riders to board seamlessly using contactless tap-to-pay. 
Along with this, HTA implemented fare capping with a promotion of $2.00 for 2 hours across all 
lines and a daily 24 hour maximum of $6.00. HTA is planning to institute further fare simplification 
across the various transit lines. Currently, multi-ride rates on ETS and A&MRTS  are $1.40 and 
$1.25 respectively, while the fare on RTS is $3.50.  
 
 
 
 
 



Table 1. Humboldt Transit Authority Financial Information 

 
 
Table 2. Arcata and Mad River Transit System Financial Information 

 
 
 
Branding and marketing is an important element of promoting ridership growth. HTA led a brand 
redesign to begin the unification of regional services under the brand “Ride Humboldt.” The Ride 
Humboldt brand will be utilized in the launch of the Redwood Coast Express service from Eureka 
to Ukiah, and is also used in the microtransit pilot launch. To promote transit ridership, HCAOG 
will be entering into a contract with a transit marketing firm to prepare and implement a Multi-
Modal Marketing plan. These efforts will be funded through HTA’s TIRCP Cycle 5 award.  
 



 
  
With regard to the decision to fund operating expenses over capital projects, HCAOG works 
closely with transit operators in our region to determine short and long-term funding needs for 
both capital projects and operating expenses. The Regional Transportation Plan, Varieties in 
Rural Options of Mobility (VROOM) 2022-2042 acknowledges the need for both transit capital 
and operating projects. For instance, Table Transit-2 Regional Projects for Public Transportation 
includes capital needs for vehicle replacements, a McKinleyville Transit Hub, Eureka Transit Hub, 



and bus parking restructuring. Operational needs on the project list include increased frequency 
and a microtransit pilot program. In addition, HCAOG leads the 5-year Transit Development Plan 
which was recently adopted by the HCAOG Board in November 2023. The TDP was guided by 
stakeholder interviews, on-board rider surveys, community-wide surveys, and two community 
meetings. The TDP identified operational changes in the next five years that could grow ridership 
by an estimated 98%. Top near-term recommendations include an express route from Arcata to 
Eureka, rolling out on-demand microtransit to serve as feeder lines, implementing Sunday service, 
re-routing the Eureka Transit Service, and other operational improvements. Recommendations 
from the recently adopted Humboldt County Transit Development Plan are summarized in Figure 
24 from the TDP copied above.  
 
HCAOG also works with operators to complete the annual Unmet Transit Needs process. Transit 
agency staff serve on the Social Services Transportation Advisory Council (SSTAC) to assist in 
providing operational direction. HCAOG staff works with the transit agencies to determine whether 
an unmet need is reasonable to meet based on adopted criteria and projected service 
performance. Unmet needs that have not been able to be funded in the past will be funded in 
upcoming fiscal years with SB 125 funds. These needs include earlier and later service during 
weekday commutes, later weekend service on the RTS, and Sunday service.   
 
Capital expenses have increased significantly for HTA and A&MRTS. Currently, the HCAOG TDA 
Rules and Guidelines identify Capital as a top priority for the use of STA funds. This allows 
operators to make use of historically high STA funds, while retaining the flexibility to use STA for 
operating funds as needed. HTA has hired a Transit Planner with expertise in zero-emission 
transportation and grant-writing. HTA plans to utilize the expertise and experience of its staff to 
apply for available grants to meet the capital needs of vehicle replacement in line with the ICT 
Rollout Plan. HTA has been successful in the TIRCP competitive grant, receiving a Cycle 5 award 
for $38.7 million towards procuring 11 FCEBs, installing FCEB charging infrastructure, 
constructing the Eureka Intermodal Transit Center, and initiating the new RCX service. In 2023, 
the HTA was awarded $8.6 million in partnership with the Yurok Tribe and Redwood Coast Transit 
to deploy four ZEVs in tribal regions, further expand the RCX service, and advance transit capital 
projects in Del Norte County.  
 
The City of Arcata also has staff that seeks external grant funding and makes use of City General 
Funds to support capital improvements. HCAOG has identified a need to conduct a Bus 
Passenger Facility Study to identify high-use and high-impact bus shelter improvements, and 
work with transit agencies to implement bus shelter improvements. HCAOG will be seeking to 
fund the study with external grant funding, make use of state or local funds, or submit a revised 
allocation request for SB125 funds if it is determined that is the best funding source for the 
Passenger Facilities Plan.  
 
Overall, we are prioritizing operating expenses, to: 1. Keep our regional operators solvent and 
prevent draconian measures that would be needed if operating assistance was not available (note 
HTA operates without reserves or a line of credit. Operating deficits quickly impact the ability to 
continue transit services, and pay for fuel and labor), 2. Our region has had relative success in 



attracting capital funding through grants and has the resources to continue pursuing funding for 
capital projects, and 3. Improving frequency and efficiency (shorter ride times) of transit is the key 
to increasing ridership and will require increased operating budgets. 
 
iii. HCAOG used the STA 99314 revenue basis for transit operators as the basis for a regional 
allocation methodology. The revenue basis from FY 22-23 was used to calculate a percentage 
share of regional transit revenue for each agency. The Arcata and Mad River Transit Service 
(A&MRTS) generated 6.5% of the revenue while the Humboldt Transit Authority generated 93.5%. 
HCAOG set aside $300,000 from the TIRCP Year 1 for the Yurok Tribe Transportation Service 
which runs service between Orleans, Weitchpec, Hoopa and Willow Creek. The Yurok Tribe is 
not an eligible recipient of LTF funds per TDA Rules as it is not a County or City, and is therefore 
not an eligible STA 99314 recipient. However, the earmarked funds will be distributed to HTA and 
transferred to the Yurok Tribe in a separate contract agreement. In addition, $40,000 was set-
aside for HCAOG administrative needs. The remaining amount was apportioned between HTA 
and A&MRTS based on the 99314 revenue share percentage in 2023-24.  
 
As described above, the transit operators will use all TIRCP and ZETCP funds to support ongoing 
operational costs for continued operations, expanded services, and on-demand microtransit.  
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