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Achilles Sangster [S] interviewing John Brostom [B]

April 15, 2009

S:  Well, thank you for sitting down with me.  And it is okay that I'm recording this, then?

B:  Yep.

S:  Just, the things that I wanted to ask you about in general, um, can you tell me about the history of the U-Pass program?

B:  Um, we, well it started in September of 2000.  How we got to that point is my boss, Joe McKella, and me, plus 2 guys from the DTA, Jim Heilig and Dennis Jensen, who are still there.  Dennis is the general manager and Jim is director of administration.  We got together in about 1998 or 1999, to talk about what we could do to increase bus ridership on the campus.  and we did this at a breakfast meeting at Perkins.  From that discussion everything grew from that one meeting from where we are today with the U-Pass program.  Because at about that time, we were...we knew we were going to be doing remodeling here in Kirby Plaza.  See, this is the old library we're in, here, and the new library, of course, is down the line here.  And we...we...we knew we had space for transit if we needed it.  We wanted to have a food court here, a child care, the bookstores, and that type of thing. And from that conversation, at that breakfast meeting at Perkins, it grew to, again, like, what it is today.  And we originally thought it was gonna be a hub where we'd send out small buses to the neighborhoods; and this would be like the hub-and-spoke center system like airlines do with the airports.  It was soon determined that that wasn't very feasible, that it'd be better to interline buses to terminate and begin their routes at UMD and also have it as a transit hub so that people could transfer from one bus to another without having to go downtown to do it.  In other words, go to Woodland, then get off here at the campus, then get down to the Plaza shopping center...all without going downtown which, prior to that time we couldn't do.  You HAD to go downtown.  So this became a hub and, ah, new routes were added to the system a couple of years ago.  That route 18, that goes up out to Boulder Ridge and Campus Park, so that now we have 266 buses coming and going to campus every weekday; either beginning or terminating their routes here or passing through.  So this program has been successful beyond our wildest dreams.  Of course, it's successful because it's got that magic word attached to it!

S:  Free?

B:  Free!

S:  Which is one of the things I was going to ask, and I actually have 'strange question'...was any promotion necessary for the U-Pass program at all?

B:  In the beginning.  Because we had to get people to change their habits from driving their cars or whatever to, um, letting them know that we have bus lines now coming to the campus and that it would be no charge, and it would drop you off at the center of campus.  You wouldn't have to pay a nickel for this.  So we had to get people to change...change their behavior.  So in the beginning, as you see from our stats, we start out pretty slowly.  We slowly grew as the word got out on this thing.  And so every year that we did this it got better and better because we had the people who were freshmen in the fall of 2000 return the subsequent year and then the next year, they became sophomores, and we had a new batch of freshmen educated.  And as that group all went to the pipelines, we only had to worry about new, or, transfer students every year then.  And then once people started seeing how beneficial this thing was--it was totally free, it was great service, most of the time it went by their houses where they lived.  Now it's not good for everybody, but it's good for most people.  They saw what a handy deal it...they don't have to start their car on cold days, they don't have to buy a parking permit, they don't have to hunt for a place to park.  They get dropped off at the center of campus.  What's not to like?  And service is usually every half-hour, not too bad.

S:  For my neighborhood it's actually every ten or fifteen minutes, 'cause I'm right downtown.

B:  Perfect.

S:  Next question; you already e-mailed me back about this, but I wanted to talk about it a little bit.  Ah, where funding for the U-Pass system comes from.  I actually have the list that you gave me.

B:  Oh, good!  I can never remember all those things.  Yeah, when I say free, this program is free to the students and all the riders.  There's not any tuition dollars, there's not any service fee dollars that come out of this, so you don't end up paying anything for this.  Nor is there any other fees attached to this thing.  We cobble together about five different sources for this.  U of M Central Transportation Fund: We don't know how long we're going to be able to keep, but for now we've got 'em, 'cause you know things are tight, everybody's adjusting their distributions accordingly.  We get money from UMD Parking: So some of the people who are driving here every day or putting money in the meter, they're helping to fund this bus system.  We are providing money to the program from Auxiliary Services, which is our parent department here, which is the umbrella that takes care of all the business parts of the campus.  You know, housing, food and vending, trademark licensing, the U-Pass, the bookstores, the U-Card, I mean all sorts of things.  Ah, we got money from Minnesota Power from, ah, the light bulb sales that we've had here in the last couple of years promoting energy efficient lighting in payment for us hosting that sale and selling a lot of those CFL's, compact florescent lights.  They thought what better way to save energy than to give us some money to put towards this bus program?  Which, like their energy efficient light bulbs...both save energy.  And then we have earmark money that we get from Coca-Cola, and we've got this just for two years, then we have to come up with another source to put to this, too.  And with all those funding sources, that's how we put together this payment to the DTA every year.

S:  Is there anything specifically that the funds are used for?  I guess I don't entirely understand how the U-Pass payment works in terms of funding.

B:  We pay DTA.

S:  So the money is just all lumped together?

B:  They send us a bill once or twice a year.  I think we may pay two times a year.

S:  I didn't write this question down, but do you know what the total cost is?

B:  Yes I do.  $265,000 a year for five years.

S:  That's good to know.  I don't know why it didn't occur to me to ask that before.

B:  We're under, currently...our first contract with them was for three years.  Then we made a second contract for three years.  Now we're on our third contract; this is for five years.  And right now we're in the middle year of that five year contract. The whole thing expires in June of 2011.  So 25 months from now; 26 months.  And then we'll have to do it again, figure out what we'd like to do.  This whole thing, it makes us look like geniuses here.  [Laughs]  I mean, we had a hunch it would work, but we never knew it was going to be this successful.  We just had our three-millionth rider about two weeks ago.  I was sick that day, so I couldn't be here for it with this cold business.  But three-million riders!  I mean...the DTA received awards from their transit organization groups, from having such a successful program.  And people have asked me, how do we make this thing work so well?  I've been at meetings where we've talked about this...you know, transit-type meetings...and I say, "Well, we...it works because of the great cooperation we get from the DTA.  Not only from their administration, but also from drivers, mechanics, supervisors, everybody."  They're all on board with this.  And the drivers really like coming up here and hauling the University students.  It's a sought-after run for all of them.  For MOST of them.

S:  This is something that I couldn't quite get an answer to.  Do you know if there was a decrease in the number of drivers that you know of once the U-Pass system was enacted?

B:  Well, we can tell you this.  Fall of 2000 was when we started the program.  A little over 9,000 students on campus.  And we had probably a few MORE parking spots than we do now.  Since then, fall of 2009...er, 2008, our enrollment was over 11,000 and we haven't added any more parking spots.  In fact, there's been a net decrease, because we've added a few more buildings in between Weber, the Swenson, the industrial...the Engineering building that's going up here.  And every time we add a new building, what gets taken up?  Parking.  So we never could've--and this is a critical point to the success of this operation--we never could've achieved the enrollment status, the enrollment numbers we have today without the U-Pass.  Otherwise, we'd had to either have paved the whole campus with blacktop, or  build a ramp.  And a ramp is something that would be cost-prohibitive, because we only operate here about 34 weeks a year, if you add up the number of weeks that we have classes and then final exams.  Fall and spring semesters.  The rest of the time, you have very little demand...well, you have NO demand...for a ramp.  Yet the debt service would continue.  And in this climate, they're typically very hard to keep going because the salt and sand on the roads seep through cement, starts raising Cain with the rebar, and, ah, it's just a giant maintenance headache.  So we couldn't've gone...to answer your question in a roundabout way, we had record enrollment, record U-Pass riderships, with probably a net loss in parking spots over the years from at least since the program's been operational.

S:  That's what I thought.  Does UMD have any influence, still, on bus routes; like frequency of buses on certain routes, or modification or addition of routes?

B:  Well, yeah.  As a matter of fact, April 12th, just two days ago, the DTA made huge modifications to every one of their schedules except route 18.  And they enhanced the schedules for us on Saturdays, now, the route 13 buses come into campus, the ones that go up Woodland avenue, they didn't come on UMD on the weekends prior to now.  And they adjusted the departure of the number 11 buses to east 8th, so that they leave at the top of the hour instead of 10 minutes to the hour, making it so that people can get out of class and go home instead of *just* missing it.

S:  Are you responsible just for the U-Pass program, or is there anything else?

B:  No, I do other things here, too.

S:  Bicycle racks?

B:  No.  That'd be facilities.  We put up a few in our area, like right outside of Kirby Plaza here, by the food court.  We just reinstalled those; we bought those ourselves from our department's funds a few years ago.  But otherwise, campus bikes and the bike racks in general would be facilities management.

S:  Okay.  I was checking out the website a little bit...what about maintenance of sidewalks and things like that?

B:  Facilities.

S:  Ah.  The website was confusing me a little bit.

B:  They do roads, sidewalks, plows, plantings, that sort of thing.

S:  That's good to know.  I think that's all I had to ask, then.  Is there anything else you wanted to mention that I haven't asked you about that you think is important, maybe in terms of sustainability?

B:  Well, yeah, of course now with the sustainability factor that we haven't even talked about in 2000.  Again, we looked like geniuses here, because, you know, it's doing the right thing with people not riding up here one person to a car, but instead, you know, the buses are full when they leave here, they go near where most people live, and...and it's just the right thing to do.  And every person who's on the bus, that means one less car driving through the campus neighborhoods.  So the people who live near here, they maybe don't know it but if these people weren't on the bus, they'd be driving around, you know, maybe one or two people to a car.  And it's making a huge difference with the quality of life.

S:  Well, great.  I think that's all the questions I had.  Can I can contact you if I have any other question?

B:  Yeah, you can call me, or send me an e-mail, and um…
[Cuts off and returns mid-conversation, after we began talking again]
B:  ...to make a, uh, a DVD presentation, and I had a group of about five students, and their task was talking about the U-Pass and all the busing options that we have here.  And they made a DVD out of the thing, and then, ah, they presented me a copy, and then presented it to a class when they presented it.  I brought pop in for them, you know, cookies and stuff, too.  And we gave a DVD of that to the DTA and they showed it to their board of directors.  It was kind of a promotional thing, it wasn't this guy in this class [referring to David Syring], it was a mass communications class, you know, a group project.  And they were just extolling the virtues of the U-Pass.  And they start off showing a person driving around the parking lot unable to find a place to park, and they went through it from there: with the gasoline costs, and they interviewed some people, some students, some drivers and things.  A similar type of deal.  So I enjoyed doing this.

S:  We were kind of looking at the real cost of driving, too, in terms of just...I own a car, but I know that when it comes down to oil changes and replacing car parts and gas and a whole bunch of other things, you're paying for more than just the cost of gas and then the parking space.

B:  TBA.  Tires, batteries, and accessories.

S:  Do you know about the Twin Cities Campus' transportation program?

B:  Mmhmm.

S:  What do you think about that?

B:  We have a much better deal.  We have the magic word attached to it; it's free.  Every student down there has to pay either a $12.50 or $15.00 per semester transportation fee, and that's a service fee added onto everybody.  You have to pay it whether you ride the bus or you walk or anything.  Then if you want a pass, it's an extra fee per semester.  And so I think it ends up costing each person about $100 per semester to do that, compared to us where it's, again, it's free to the riders, but it's not free to the University.  'Cause we're paying the DTA that $265,000 a year.  And here's one of the things we're trying to do: We're trying to develop transit habits that people with keep for the rest of their lives.  Just to see that it's okay to be on a bus. To ride a bus places.  So we're trying to change habits.  'Cause, you know, a kid comes here from high school--Junior, Senior high school--you gonna be on the bus?  No.  You're too cool to ride the bus.  You gotta drive!  Only ninth graders ride the bus!  All of a sudden you come to the University here, who do you see on the bus?  You see graduate students, you see faculty, you see administrators, you see Juniors and Seniors and go, "This isn't so bad.  And this bus I get on in the wintertime...it's warm the instant I'm on it.  I might have to wait for the bus to come two minutes, but it's warm when I get there.  And I don't have to worry about starting my car or scraping it."  So we want people to have had a good experience here, make it convenient for them, make the price right, so when they get out, graduate, go about your life, you hopefully would've picked up some mass transit habits that you'll carry with you the rest of your life.  When I first became in charge of this program, I would drive up by myself every day to campus, and I thought, "Well, if I'm gonna talk the talk, I better walk the walk."  So I started riding the bus in the fall of 2000, and I've been doing it ever since.  I can tell you three-quarters of these drivers names now.  And again, it takes the impetus to get you on the bus, to get you to...for me, it was a sea change in habits, and for students what better way to--and for everybody else, too--to make it free.  And once we get you hooked, there, usually you dont' wanna go back to driving your car.  Here's another piece of trivia that you might be interested in:  We are still selling parking permits this year.  We've never gone this far into the year without selling out on permits.  I mean, we haven't sold out!  And it's because of this program.  We've got a record enrollment, we've got fewer spaces than ever, so that's something that's pretty amazing to people, when they get here.  Now, you get people that come up to you and say "Parking's a real headache up here."  Well yeah, it can be.  If you wanna come to class here at 10 o'clock on a Wednesday, you show up at 10 to 10, you're driving around and can't find a place to park, that can be the case.  But most of the time there's a spot for you.  And if you go to the Twin Cities campus, you know that if you could park somewhere even up in that lot by the fire hall there, by the, ah, oh I can't think of the department that's in back there by the fire hall, but that would be a primo parking spot that you've gotta pay big bucks for.  But here, people think they're parked, you know, 10 miles away.  And so they're spoiled here.  You get down to the Twin Cities, you get...they pay top dollar for it.  But then here, you get dropped off right in the center of campus, and you don't have to worry about that, any of that parking issue.

S:  Ah.  Cool.  Let's see how much time it's been...oh.  Our time is pretty much up.
