Jenna Carlson


Fieldnotes #2 – Interview and Transcription

Interview with Tom Elwell of the Duluth Transit Authority

Initial contact with Mr. Elwell was made on Thursday, March 26, 2009.  At that time, I simply had called the Duluth Transit Authority headquarters and asked whom I could speak to about the U-Pass program and the Bike-and-Bus program.  The secretary transferred me to Tom Elwell, the Director of Marketing.  In the initial phone conversation, I simply asked Mr. Elwell if he would be willing to supply some information pertaining to the two aforementioned programs for our research through Anthropology Sr. Seminar at UMD.  He said he would be more than willing to assist, but was rather busy and hinted that an email interview would be the most convenient.  He left me his telephone number and email address so I could contact him in the future.  

The second contact was made via email on Friday, April 3rd.  Through email correspondences, it was determined that my interview questions would be sent to him as an attachment and he would answer them.  A consent form was also attached in the email.  A phone interview would also be conducted afterwards to clear up any remaining questions.  Consent for the interviews was obtained over the phone during the follow-up interview.  

Contained in these fieldnotes are the results of the interviews.  The first notes contain the questions sent to Mr. Elwell in the email and his answers in response.  The second set of notes is a transcription of the follow-up phone interview.  Also included in the notes are the email correspondences between Mr. Elwell and I and the consent form.  

Overall, Mr. Elwell seemed excited about our research and was very happy to help us along in our research endeavor.  The information obtained through these interviews can be used to help promote both bus ridership and biking around Duluth, with the help of the DTA Bike-and-Bus program.  
E-Mail Interview with Tom Elwell, Duluth Transit Authority Director of Marketing

Date sent to Mr. Elwell: Monday, April 6, 2009

Date Received from Mr. Elwell: Tuesday, April 7, 2009

1. Could you please describe your role here at the DTA.

I am the director of marketing for the Duluth Transit Authority and have worked in that capacity since 1986.  I am in charge of all DTA marketing efforts and communications.

2. What can you tell me about the development of the U-Pass system?

a. How long was it promoted before it was actually put in place?

The U-PASS Program began at UMD in the fall of 2000; but efforts to establish the U-PASS Program began months earlier, as did the development of the marketing stragegies.  In August of 2000, post card notices were mailed to all incoming students and promoted during orientation sessions.  The DTA staffed an information station in Kirby Student Center for the first two weeks of class – providing route and schedule information and signing up students for a “Round-trip Ticket to Mazatlan for Spring Break 2001.” This brought a lot of attention to the new “free-ride” U-PASS Program on campus. Students could also register for the free spring break trip throughout the semester at locations throughout campus.  

What was the initial purpose behind the U-Pass system?

The initial purpose of the U-PASS Program was to increase public transit use on campus and to reduce on-campus parking to accommodate campus expansion, which eliminated nearly 700 on-campus parking spaces.  Part of the U-PASS agreement was the building of an on-campus transit hub (Kirby Hub), the provision of free (subsidized by UMD) rides for students faculty and staff to encourage ridership and increasing DTA service routes on campus.

.
b. Did they ever dream it was going to become as big as it has?

After more than 9 years of the U-PASS Program, UMD and DTA officials are still amazed with the success of the program.  Prior to the implementation of the U-PASS Program, DTA ridership at UMD total about 4,000 each month.  Today’s average is 65,000 each month.
c. Why do you think that it has gained in such popularity?

First of all, the word FREE had a lot to do with it.  UMD charges for parking permits and many students were able to save money on parking by riding the bus.  UMD students also found the DTA convenient (door step service to Kirby).  In 2000, finding a parking space on campus was a challenge and students often found parking tickets on their cars or had to walk from outlying lots.  Many students also liked conserving energy as well as money.  
3. What can you tell me about the DTA’s current feelings regarding the U-Pass system?

a. Do the drivers see that many college students as a hassle, as a way to introduce students to public transportation systems, or some other way?

Transporting UMD students is a joy to DTA drivers.   College students are smart and courteous.  Students appreciate the service and often thank the drivers.   
b. Does the DTA gain much of a profit off of the U-Pass system?

Like all public transit systems, the DTA is primarily a publicly-funded service, which requires subsidies from the city, state and federal governments.  Only about 25% of all DTA expenses are paid for through the fare box and contracts such as the U-PASS Program.  For example, the peak hour fare for one ride is currently $1.25.  Without government subsidies, that ride actually costs $5. This is the case for all public transit systems in the U.S.  U-PASS contract fees are based on actual ridership figures. As U-PASS ridership grows; so does the cost of the annual U-PASS contract.  A standard price per ride is established for all U-PASS contracts, which is far less than peak hour fares charged to local riders.
4. What can you tell me about the structuring of the U-Pass system?

a. How do they determine how much to charge the schools?

As I mentioned above, U-PASS contract fees are based on actual ridership figures. As U-PASS ridership grows; so does the cost of the annual U-PASS contract.  A standard price per ride is established for all U-PASS contracts, which is far less than peak hour fares charged to local riders.  Initially, the U-PASS contract included extra costs for the addition of new DTA services on campus; but now it is based exclusively on ridership history.
b. Is the amount charged the same for UMD and CSS, or is it different?

Obviously, UMD has many more students than CSS; and many more U-PASS riders.  CSS has a higher percentage of students living on campus and their parking issues are not problematic or are parking lots being used for campus expansions.  Both UMD and CSS contract fees are based on ridership figures.  U-PASS contracts have provisions to increase or decrease annual contract fees based on ridership.
c. Is the current contract made public?

i. If not, could you just briefly summarize the stipulations of the contract?

The contract revenue the DTA receives from its U-PASS contracts is public information.  U-PASS contract language, which includes the basis of fees charged U-PASS participants, when fees are due, fee provisions for increased or decreased ridership experiences and the duration of the contract.  We’ve never had any requests from the public to review U-PASS contracts.  U-PASS formula for fees at UMD, CSS, LSC and UWS are primarily based on ridership.   The U-PASS Program’s newest participant, UWS, just completed a two-year marketing demonstration, where an introductory rate was charged.  When their contract expires, their U-PASS contract fee will be determined solely on ridership.  Initial U-PASS contracts were all generated that way.  The initial U-PASS contract at UMD included the provision of additional DTA services on campus, and that was a consideration when developing UMD’s first U-PASS contract.  Since then U-PASS contracts with UMD have been based on ridership.
5. What kind of promotion does the DTA do for its bike-and-bus program?

The DTA’s Bike & Bus program began in 1994 and was one of the first transit systems in the country to have bike racks on all its buses.  Initially, demonstrations were made at a number of public events.  Bike & Bus ridership has increased every year since 1994 and last year more than 20,000 bike were transported.
6. Why does the DTA choose to remove the bike racks from the buses in winter?

a. How do they determine when to put the bike racks back on?

Since the bike rack units contain materials that will rust and erode when exposed to road salt, the DTA removes the bike racks from buses when winter weather approaches.  Bike racks are reinstalled once winter ends.  Initially, the DTA used the start and finish of Daylight Savings Time to install and remove the racks.  There were occasions when the bike racks remained on buses longer due to unseasonable fall weather.   Now that Daylight Savings time has been expanded, the DTA relies solely on the weather for the installation and removal of bike racks.
7. Under what conditions does the DTA shut down?

The DTA will only shut down services when it is unsafe to operate.  This can occur due to snow and ice storms.  During the mega-storm of 1990, when 40” of snow fell during the Halloween weekend, it took three days before all buses were able to negotiate their routes.  The DTA has recently introduced an emergency mainline plan, that would keep buses running along the flat mainline routes on Superior Street and Grand Avenue.   This plan would go into effect whenever hills were too slick to negotiate and mainline routes still viable.   This emergency plan has not yet been implemented.
8. Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about U-Pass system or the bike-and-bus program?

Both programs encourage public transit ridership and environmentalism.  
Phone Interview with Tom Elwell, Duluth Transit Authority Director of Marketing

Date: Friday, April 10, 2009

Time: 11:04 to 11:15 a.m.

Tom Elwell: Good morning, Tom Elwell speaking.

Jenna Carlson: Hi, Mr. Elwell, this is Jenna Carlson.

TE: Oh, hi Jenna.  How are you

JC: I’m doing just fine.  Yourself?  

TE: Good. Good. It’s Good Friday, too.
JC: I know.  It’s Good Friday.  Beautiful day out.  So, hopefully you’ll enjoy your long Easter weekend.  

TE: I sure hope so.  I know you mentioned you have some extra questions for me.
JC: Yep I do have a couple extra questions.  First just a few kind of paper-work things: you did receive the consent form I sent via email correct?

TE: Ah, yes.  Do you need that?

JC: If I can just get vocal consent through the phone that would work.

TE: Hmm. Well.  Okay, now.  What do you plan on doing with this?

JC: The research is used for the UMD Sr. seminar in anthropology class. We’re studying sustainability at UMD.
TE: Okay.
JC: And we are hoping to make our research public via a website and we are going to have a table set up at the UMD sustainability fair.
TE: Oh, fantastic!  When is that going to be?

JC: That is Tuesday, April 21st
TE: April 21st.  Where’s that going to be?  Sustainability fair?
JC: Going to be in the Kirby ballroom.

TE: Oh I guess you had one of those already.  I kind of wanted to be part of that, but apparently I wasn’t invited.  Oh that’s fine, we’ll still get someone there to . . .(mumbling).  Sustainability.  
JC: Okay.
TE: I think, right? Yeah, you have booths and all sorts of stuff, right. 

JC: Yep.

TE: Yeah, there’s no room to put a hybrid bus in there.

JC: Yeah, I’m thinking that’s not going to fit.  

TE: Yeah, I don’t think so.  Well, I applaud your efforts and, yeah, you have my oral consent, um, for this information to be used in researching
JC: All right, thank you so much.  And do you mind if I record portions of this interview to aid in the transcription and maybe use some quotes.

TE: Yeah, not at all.

JC: Okay, that’s great.  The first question I have relates to one of the answers you supplied in the email.  You had stated that the U-Pass program began at UMD in the fall of 2000.  Did St. Scholastica and Lake Superior College also join the program at the time?  Uh, were they already implementing a U-Pass program or was UMD kind of the leader in that?
TE: Well, UMD was the leader in that.  The following year we signed up Lake Superior College and St. Scholastica in 2001.

JC: OK

TE: And UWS got on board two years ago
JC: Yeah, that’s great.  Thank you.  And, also in referring to the implementation of the Bike and Bus program in 1994, you had said that ‘initially demonstrations were made at a number of public events.’ Does the DTA do any kind of these demonstrations anymore?

TE: Well we did them, well you know, at least once a year; let’s see: bike to work day. Which is held, you know, in collaboration with the city, local biking groups,k and the sustainability people.  And we’re involved in that and we provide free rides to anybody taking the bus to work that day and we have demonstrations in the morning where they have their rally.  And 

JC: Okay.
TE: You know most of them already know how to do it.  It’s pretty simple.  1-2-3. Initially we had some, let’s see, at Miller Hill Mall, transit center, expo.  We showed it off.  It was basically one of the first in the country to have all of our buses retrofitted. 

JC: Uh huh.  
TE: First in Minnesota.  Of course, you know Minneapolis still doesn’t have.  They have too many buses and only have them on certain routes.  But, you know, Duluth’s a great town and with all the hills

JC: Yeah

TE: It’s a great plus

JC: For the bike to bus day I believe it’s April 25th, correct .  Or bike to work day.

TE: This year it’s May 15th.

JC: Oh, May 15th, okay.  Where are the demonstrations going to be held?


TE: We’re still planning.  Um, I believe in the past it’s been in City Hall, the Lake Place, Minnesota Power.  This year they’re talking about developing something at Fitger’s, but I’m not sure how that’s going to shape up because you know, they have free bike storage at the Y and free showers on that day and with the proximity to city hall.  So I don’t know.  Maybe they’re going to have half here and half there.  I don’t know.  I’m not on the planning committee, but I am part of the committee.  Effectively immediately this afternoon
JC: Okay
TE: I can’t think.  But it’s a first meeting, so that will be coming up. It’s been phenomenal.  You know, the use of bike racks.

JC: Great

TE: It’s a good thing.  The learning curve is pretty easy. Let’s put it that way.  We don’t have to demonstrate them every year.  And our drivers will help if they see someone that hasn’t taken their bike before.  They’ll show them.  You know, just one time and you get it.

JC: And, I guess I have just one final question for you.  As I said, our goal is to support sustainable transportation to and from the U. and we’d like to make our research available to the students and staff to try to get them to choose more sustainable forms such as biking, walking, riding the bus.  Are there any messages about the U-pass or the Bike and bus program or just in general that the DTA would like us to pass along to students?

TE: Well, they are certainly sustainable.  Riding the bus is a sustainable activity in itself.  But you know to bring your, to incorporate your bicycle, if you live far away from a bus stop.  That’s all good.  I guess what we’re trying to do.  We’ve got more hybrids ordered and we’re gearing up to do a lot of environmental improvements here at the DTA.   We’re part of a sustainability group that around the twin ports here.  We’re printing schedules on recycled paper now.  You know, they’re a little more expensive, but so are hybrid buses. (Laughs)
JC: Uh huh

TE: You just have to do those things.  So it’s really part of our…(trails off)  Sustainability and environmentalism are now a part of our mission statement.  Um, so our board of directors have signed off on it so whenever we buy things or consider new elements of our operation, environmentalism is going to be our consideration.  So, you know, we’re moving in that direction.  Someone asked, why can’t you do bike racks all year round.  I think I answered that question.  
JC: Uh huh

TE: The same kind of thing.   Yeah, there are problems, but we do try to keep them on as long as possibly can to accommodate those that want to use them. But, that is our message.  We’re all about it.  We have a large carbon footprint but we’re taking a lot of people off the road.  And in doing so with increased ridership we’re lowering our carbon footprint.  So that’s what we’re all about.  And that’s our goal to lower ours.  The more people we can get on the bus, the lower our carbon footprint becomes and that’s my goal as the marketing director.

JC: Exactly

TE: To get more people on the bus.  We have a lot of good reasons.  Some people are waking up to the things that we talked about when I was in college in the 60s.  All of that stuff that you’re hearing now is old.  We thought the world was going to change.  But it finally is, a bit, a little at a time and I’m happy with that.  And I guess that’s about it.

JC: Ok.  Well, we’ll do our best to get more students on the bus for you.

TE: Oh, yes, and they are.  They are.  And the bottom line is, whether they are doing it for environmental reasons or not, they are lowering their own carbon footprint and helping us to lower ours too.  So it’s uh, you know.  It might not be the number one reason that students are riding the DTA, but they sure are helping and whether they know it or not, they deserve to get a pat on the back.  

JC: All right.  Well, thank you very much for your time and all this great information.  

TE: I hope it helps

JC: It will help immensely, Thank you so much.

TE: All right, Jenna, you have a happy Easter.  

JC: You too.  Have a great afternoon.

TE: Thank you so much.
JC: All right.  Buh-bye

TE: Bye.  
