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1. Executive Summary 
The purpose of this project was to provide the Humboldt County Association of Governments 
(“HCAOG”) and Humboldt Transit Authority (“HTA”) with guidance to inform future 
investments in public transportation in and around McKinleyville. This project is also an 
opportunity to assess aspects of the regional public transportation system and explore affordable 
and innovative investments to improve public transportation offerings.  

The primary motivation for this project was an interest in assessing an investment in fixed-route 
transit service within McKinleyville, similar to what is available in the City of Eureka via the 
Eureka Transit Service and the City of Arcata via the Arcata & Mad River Transit System.  

The research team identified the following McKinleyville Guiding Principles for Public 
Transportation. 

Contribute to McKinleyville’s 
Community Vision & Unique Identity 

 
 

Complement the Regional Public 
Transportation System  

 

Offer Convenient, Connected, 
Accessible, & Context-Appropriate 
Service 

 

Support the Ahwahnee Principles, Smart 
Growth, and Sustainability, Including 
Electrification & Multimodal Integration 

 
Achieve High Performance in 
Measures of Efficiency and 
Effectiveness 

 

Support Innovation Informed by Peers & Best 
Practices 

 

 
Our review of sociodemographic indicators, built environment measures, and economic activity 
focused on contextualizing the McKinleyville community in relation to its Humboldt County 
peers, Arcata, Eureka, and Fortuna, with regard to measures that are likely to have an impact on 
transit service success. Taken together, our review of existing conditions suggests that reaching 
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transit ridership levels in McKinleyville comparable to Arcata and Eureka could be challenging 
in the near-term.  

We produced cost and trip estimates for three types of intracity transit service investments: fixed 
route, Dial-a-Ride demand response, and microtransit demand response. No matter the service 
type, new intracity (local) transit service would cost in the range of $300,000 to $400,000 for a 
1-2 vehicle system and $600,000 to $800,000 for a 3-4 vehicle system. As a result, 
McKinleyville and Humboldt County face the following decisions: 1) is there a willingness to 
support at least a 1-2 vehicle system for dedicated transit service within McKinleyville? and, 2) 
if so, what transit service characteristics should be prioritized for this dedicated transit service?  

We reviewed key tradeoffs for the transit service types in terms of capacity, access burden, and 
customer satisfaction and quality of life impacts, as well as their ability to support the six 
Guiding Principles.  

Given that our review of existing conditions has indicated it may be challenging to achieve the 
load factors present for the Arcata and Eureka fixed route systems, we recommend that 
McKinleyville and Humboldt County introduce new intracity transit with a 1-2 year microtransit 
service model. This will provide an opportunity to introduce public transportation to the general 
public for travel within McKinleyville, and also serve as a tool to study the market for public 
transportation and assess whether fixed route service could be introduced in the future. In 
addition to intracity transit service investments, Humboldt County may consider additional 
transit service investments, such as improvements to the Redwood Transit System and subsidies 
or coordination for carpooling and vanpooling.  

As efforts surrounding the McKinleyville Town Center and the realization of the community’s 
transition away from serving as a “bedroom community” continue, transit service adjustments, 
including the ability to implement fixed route transit should be considered. In particular, land use 
changes leading to greater density are likely to support increased demand for public 
transportation within McKinleyville.   
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2. Overview 
The purpose of this project is to provide the Humboldt County Association of Governments 
(“HCAOG”) and Humboldt Transit Authority (“HTA”) with guidance to inform future 
investments in public transportation in and around McKinleyville. This project is also an 
opportunity to assess aspects of the regional public transportation system and explore affordable 
and innovative investments to improve public transportation offerings.  

The primary motivation for this project was an interest in assessing an investment in fixed-route 
transit service within McKinleyville, similar to what is available in the City of Eureka via the 
Eureka Transit Service and the City of Arcata via the Arcata & Mad River Transit System. 
McKinleyville leaders have expressed the desire to transition away from serving as a “bedroom 
community”; development of the McKinleyville Town Center is considered an integral 
component to the realization of the community vision for a unique identity (Planning and 
Building Department, 2017, 2021). Fixed route transit in the McKinleyville Town Center area 
has been suggested as a mechanism to catalyze and support this area as a community focal 
point.1 This is consistent with one of the common goals – stimulus of economic activity and 
influence on land use development – of public transportation systems; additional core goals 
include provision of social service and resource-efficient transport (Polzin, 2018).  

Over the course of this study, the research team has evaluated existing conditions and services, 
identified community values and guiding principles, met with community leaders and interested 
citizens, and collected information about the latest innovations in public transportation service 
through interviews with public officials and vendors from around the country. The following 
documents provided critical information for this study: 

• Humboldt County General Plan (2017, as amended) 
o McKinleyville Community Plan (2017, as amended) 

• HCAOG Social Services Transportation Advisory Council Strategic Plan (2017) 
• HCAOG Humboldt County 2017-2022 Transit Development Plan (2017) 
• HCAOG Mobility-on-Demand Strategic Development Plan (2020) 
• HCAOG FY 2020-2021 Unmet Transit Needs Report of Findings (2020)  

This final report offers an assessment of investing in fixed-route public transportation service 
within McKinleyville, as well as practical guidance for future transit investments to support 
McKinleyville’s community vision. It is also intended to serve as a useful foundation for 
ongoing consideration of opportunities to adjust and expand regional public transportation 
services throughout Humboldt County. Figure 1 summarizes the timeline for this study, which is 
scheduled to conclude in June 2021.  

 
1 The McKinleyville Town Center survey included a series of questions regarding priorities for 
transportation-related efforts surrounding improving pedestrian and bicyclist safety, providing routes for 
pedestrians and bicyclists, providing safe equestrian access, accommodating more vehicles, addressing 
vehicle speed and roadway safety, and providing adequate vehicle parking (Planning and Building 
Department, 2020). Unfortunately, a question devoted to public transportation was not included.  
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Figure 1. Project Timeline 
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3. Identification of Guiding Principles 
Guiding principles serve a critical purpose in feasibility studies and assessments of public 
resource investments, because they provide context-sensitive orientation for the analysis. The 
research team identified guiding principles for the McKinleyville community from four primary 
sources. 

3.1. McKinleyville Community Plan 

The McKinleyville Community Plan includes a commitment to twelve Ahwahnee Principles 
(Planning and Building Department, 2017), adapted from the Local Government Commission’s 
fifteen Ahwahnee Principles for Resource-Efficient Communities (2021). The Ahwahnee 
Principles “provide a blueprint for elected officials to create compact, mixed-use, walkable, 
transit oriented developments” and to “break the cycle of sprawl” through what has become 
known as Smart Growth and New Urbanism (Local Government Commission, 2021). While all 
of the interconnected Ahwahnee Principles have relevance for McKinleyville’s future, the 
following principles have particular bearing on this study: 

• As many activities as possible should be located within easy walking distance of transit 
stops; 

• The community should have a center focus that combines commercial, civic, cultural, and 
recreational uses; and, 

• Streets, pedestrian paths, and bike paths should contribute to a system of fully-connected 
and interesting routes to all destinations. Their design should encourage pedestrian and 
bicycle use by being small and spatially defined by buildings, trees and lighting; and by 
discouraging high speed traffic (Planning and Building Department, 2017).  

Consistent with the Ahwahnee Principles, the McKinleyville Community Plan describes a goal 
of accommodating “growth in the McKinleyville area” while supporting safe and convenient 
“multi-modal circulation throughout the community” (Planning and Building Department, 2017).  

3.2. HCAOG Humboldt County 2017-2022 Transit Development Plan 

In a section devoted to goals, objectives, and policy, the 2017-2022 Transit Development Plan 
recognizes that public transportation entails “continually balancing the trade-offs between goals” 
as well as “a responsibility to provide the public with transparent information” on spending and 
performance (LSC Transportation Consultants, 2017). As a result, “an adopted set of goals and 
performance standards helps to communicate the values of the transit program to other 
organizations, to the public, and to the organization staff” and thereby meets this responsibility 
for transparency. The plan proposes goals, objectives, and measures for transit providers in 
Humboldt County: 

• Goal: Safety 
o Objective: Safe Operations 

 Measure: Limit Preventable Accidents (i.e., Crashes and Collisions) 
• Goal: Quality 
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o Objective: Timely Operations 
 Measure: No Early Departures and No Late Departures past 5 Minutes 

• Goal: Effectiveness 
o Objective: Effective Operations 

 Measure: Meet Minimum Targets for Passengers per Hour  
• Goal: Efficiency 

o Objective: Efficient Operations 
 Measure: Meet Minimum Farebox Recovery Targets 
 Measure: Minimize Subsidy per Passenger Trip 

3.3. HCAOG Mobility-on-Demand Strategic Development Plan 

To “shepherd the development and advancement of MoD strategies and potential pilot projects,” 
the recently developed Mobility-on-Demand Strategic Development Plan outlines the following 
four Guiding Principles, along with accompanying measures and evaluation criteria: 

• Principle: Reduce Greenhouse Gas Emissions 
o Measures and Evaluation Criteria 

 Reduce Single-Occupancy Vehicles  
 Reduce Vehicle Miles Traveled per capita 

• Principle: Increase Transit Effectiveness 
o Measures 

 Increase Overall Ridership 
 Reduce Travel Times 
 Increase Riders per Service Hour or Service Mile 

o Evaluation Criteria 
 Overall Cost  
 Effectiveness and Efficiency 
 Level and Quality of Service 
 Organizational Issues and Ease of Implementation 
 Technical and Political Risk 

• Principle: Contribute to Regional Economic Development 
o Measure 

 Offer Additional Transit/Mobility Service 
• Principle: (Support) Equitable Access 

o Measure 
 Provide Reliable, Convenient Access for the Transportation-

Disadvantaged Population 
o Evaluation Criteria 

 Socio-Economic Factors 
 Civil Rights Implications 
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3.4. Public Outreach  

The research team collaborated with the project’s public outreach lead, Colin Fiske of the 
Coalition for Responsible Transportation Priorities, to conduct public outreach in several ways: 

• A project website with background information, a question/comment form, and project 
updates; 

• A press release to local media in September 2020; 
• A project discussion with District 5 Supervisor Madrone in October 2020; 
• An effort by a local advocate to collect information from houseless and at-risk 

individuals in October 2020; 
• A presentation and discussion at the October 2020 and April 2021 McKinleyville 

Municipal Advisory Committee meetings;  
• A series of small group discussions with individuals identified as community leaders and 

stakeholders in December 2020, as well as January and February 2021; and, 
• Meetings with the transit staff of the Yurok Tribe in February 2021 and the Blue Lake 

Rancheria in March 2021.  

The research team received more than 40 comments from the public via the website between 
October 2020 and April 2021, and approximately 15 members of the public participated in the 
small group discussions. The public identified the following key concerns regarding public 
transportation within McKinleyville, as well as between McKinleyville and other communities, 
especially Arcata: 

• Transit service should offer competitive trip times and convenient frequencies; 
• Transit stops should be easier to access by walking and biking; currently, challenges 

exist regarding accessing McKinleyville’s fixed route bus stops in terms of lack of 
sidewalks or shoulders, poor road conditions, topography and lighting; 

• Transit service within McKinleyville should support existing fixed route service 
(Redwood Transit System), rather that compete with or detract from it; 

• Transit service partnerships with private vendors should uphold good working 
conditions for drivers; and, 

• Transit service should contribute to reducing emissions and mitigating climate 
change. 

In addition, the research team met with Caltrans District 1 staff to learn about development of the 
region’s Active Transportation Plan (California Department of Transportation, 2021a), and 
reviewed the webmap developed to describe existing conditions and compile public input 
regarding points of traffic stress for pedestrians and bicyclists (California Department of 
Transportation, 2021b). This project was focused on active transportation crossings of highways; 
within McKinleyville, public survey input centered around Redwood Highway/US 101 crossings 
(Figure 2).  
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Notes: Snapshot of the webmap developed by Caltrans District 1 staff to describe existing 
conditions and compile public input regarding points of traffic stress for pedestrians and 
bicyclists (California Department of Transportation, 2021b).  
Figure 2. Map of District 1 Active Transportation Plan Public Survey Results for 
Pedestrian and Bicyclist Points of Traffic Stress.   

3.5. McKinleyville Guiding Principles for Public Transportation 

Based on the sources discussed above, the research team distilled the following six 
McKinleyville Guiding Principles for Public Transportation (Table 1). The assessment of fixed-
route transit within McKinleyville and accompanying guidance for public transportation in 
Humboldt County provided below seek to recognize, uphold, and operationalize these principles 
in a meaningful way. 
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Table 1. McKinleyville Guiding Principles for Public Transportation 

Contribute to McKinleyville’s 
Community Vision & Unique Identity 

 
 

Complement the Regional Public 
Transportation System  

 

Offer Convenient, Connected, 
Accessible, & Context-Appropriate 
Service 

 

Support the Ahwahnee Principles, Smart 
Growth, and Sustainability, Including 
Electrification & Multimodal Integration 

 
Achieve High Performance in 
Measures of Efficiency and 
Effectiveness 

 

Support Innovation Informed by Peers & Best 
Practices 
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4. Existing Conditions 
As described above, the primary motivation for this project was an interest in assessing an 
investment in fixed-route transit service within McKinleyville, similar to what is available in the 
City of Eureka via the Eureka Transit Service and the City of Arcata via the Arcata & Mad River 
Transit System. We reviewed existing conditions to inform our assessment, which has two 
primary components (technical feasibility and financial viability) and one overall goal 
(likelihood of success).   

The success of a transit service depends on several factors. Typically, productivity performance 
measures (e.g. total ridership, ridership per hour, cost per vehicle hour, cost per trip) are 
important aspects of judging a service’s level of success. Additional measures surrounding 
customer satisfaction and quality of life improvements (e.g., providing access) are also important 
to consider.  

Our review of existing conditions focused on measures that are themselves likely to have an 
impact on the factors indicative of transit service success. In particular, we reviewed core 
sociodemographic indicators of the demand for public transportation, including population 
density, the share of the community who is older, in poverty, or disabled, and the share of 
households with limited access to private vehicles. In addition, we reviewed measures of the 
built environment (e.g., walkability and roadway density), which also impact the demand for 
public transportation. Finally, we reviewed measures of the economy (e.g., total firms, retail 
sales, and net job flows) as levels of economic activity are also positively associated with the 
demand for public transportation.  

4.1. Sociodemographic Indicators  

Humboldt County has an estimated population of 135,768 spread across 3,567 square miles. As 
summarized in Table 2, there are 37 Census Designated Places (CDPs) within Humboldt 
County, which together have a combined total population of 114,392 (about 84% of the entire 
Humboldt County population). Of those 37 CDPs, 21 have an estimated population under 1,000, 
12 have an estimated population between 1,000 and 5,300, and 4 have an estimated population 
over 10,000 (Figure 3). For our analysis, we focused on comparing McKinleyville (16,612) with 
the other 3 largest CDPs in Humboldt County: Fortuna (12,117), Arcata (18,050), and Eureka 
(27,020).2  

  

 
2 This report contains slight variations in total population estimates due to differences between the Census 
Bureau’s 2014-2018 and 2015-2019 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates. Whenever possible, 
we used the most recent estimates. However, the latest version available of the Census Bureau’s 
TIGER/Line with Selected Demographic and Economic Data product relies on the 2014-2018 estimates 
(for example).  
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Table 2. Total Population Estimates for the Census Designated Places within Humboldt 
County 

CDP Name Population CDP Name Population 
Myers Flat                         -    Westhaven-Moonstone                   1,084  
Redcrest                        23  Garberville                   1,126  
Phillipsville                        72  Redway                   1,199  
Blue Lake                      118  Ferndale                   1,365  
Fairhaven                      145  Willow Creek                   1,539  
Alderpoint                      157  Bayview                   2,617  
Benbow                      161  Cutten                   3,029  
Weott                      271  Pine Hills                   3,146  
Trinidad                      272  Rio Dell                   3,382  
Samoa                      284  Hoopa                   3,573  
Orick                      296  Humboldt Hill                   4,268  
Fields Landing                      325  Myrtletown                   5,290  
Shelter Cove                      501  Fortuna                 12,117  
Scotia                      602  McKinleyville                 16,612  
Miranda                      672  Arcata                 18,050  
Loleta                      676  Eureka                 27,020  
Indianola                      686  Subtotal               114,392  
Manila                      834  Outside CDPs                 21,376  
Fieldbrook                      921  Humboldt County Total               135,768  
Hydesville                      978  

  Big Lagoon                      981  
Notes: Prepared by WTI using the American Community Survey 2014-2018 5-Year estimates for total 
population (B01001e1 in Table X01 Age and Sex) provided in the Census Bureau’s TIGER/Line with 
Selected Demographic and Economic Data product, which combines geospatial and sociodemographic 
information (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014-2018).  
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Notes: Prepared by WTI using the American Community Survey 2014-2018 5-Year estimates for total 
population (B01001e1 in Table X01 Age and Sex) provided in the Census Bureau’s TIGER/Line with 
Selected Demographic and Economic Data product, which combines geospatial and sociodemographic 
information (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014-2018).  
Figure 3. Map of Total Population for the Census Designated Places within Humboldt 
County 
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Table 3 summarizes core sociodemographic indicators associated with the demand for public 
transportation for the four largest CDPs in Humboldt County, as well as the county as a whole. 
McKinleyville has lower population density (827 persons per square mile) than Arcata (1,998), 
Eureka (2,869) and Fortuna (2,544), but higher than the county as a whole (38 persons per square 
mile). Meanwhile, the share of the population aged 65 and over in McKinleyville (15.0%) is 
lower than the share in Eureka (17.6%) and Fortuna (19.0%) as well as the county as a whole 
(17.3%), but higher than in Arcata (11.3%). McKinleyville has the highest median income 
($54,614) of the four largest CDPs, and its level is higher than the county median income 
($48,041) as well. Meanwhile, the share of the population below the poverty level (17.3%) is 
lower than the shares in Arcata (38.0%) and Eureka (20.0%) as well as the county as a whole 
(20.1%), but higher than the share in Fortuna (16.9%).3 The share of the population with a 
disability (16.8%) in McKinleyville is similar to the share in the county as a whole (16.5%), but 
higher than the share in Arcata (10.4%) and lower than the shares in Eureka (17.8%) and Fortuna 
(20.4%). McKinleyville generally has the highest levels of private vehicle ownership among the 
four largest CDPs; 6.1% of households do not own a private vehicle, while 30.7% own one 
vehicle, for a combined total of 36.9% of households. Meanwhile, the combined totals for zero- 
and one-vehicle households are 50.1% in Arcata, 52.2% in Eureka, and 39.4% in Fortuna, as 
well as 40.8% for the county as a whole. Table 3 summarizes one additional measure, primary 
commute mode shares.4 McKinleyville has the highest combined (drove alone and carpooled) 
reliance on private vehicles for commuting (92.9%), compared to 66.7% in Arcata, 82.2% in 
Eureka, and 87.4% in Fortuna, as well as 82.0% for the county as a whole.  

While the specific marginal effect of each of the indicators compiled in Table 3 is difficult to 
isolate, taken together, these sociodemographic indicators suggest the current demand for public 
transportation in McKinleyville is likely to be lower than in Arcata and Eureka, and possibly 
Fortuna as well.  

  

 
3 In most parts of the U.S., income is negatively associated with the demand for public transportation, 
while poverty is positively associated. A few exceptions occur in some of the largest metropolitan areas 
where congestion and parking costs push more middle- and high-income earners to seek out alternatives 
to driving.  
 
4 While not a sociodemographic indicator like the other measures in the table, it is an important existing 
condition relevant to the overall contextualizing of McKinleyville in relation to the rest of the county. 
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Table 3. Sociodemographic Indicators for Humboldt County, Arcata, Eureka, Fortuna, 
and McKinleyville 

  Humboldt County Arcata Eureka Fortuna McKinleyville 
Population 135,940 18,178 26,966 12,210 17,208 
Population County 
Share 

 13% 20% 9% 13% 

Area (Square Miles) 3,567 9.1 9.4 4.8 20.8 
Population Density 
(Persons per Square 
Mile) 

38 1,998 2,869 2,544 827 

Households 54,679 7,155 11,606 4,769 6,618 
Age      
Seniors (65 and over) 23,518 2,063 4,748 2,324 2,586 
Share of Population Aged 
65 and Over 17.3% 11.3% 17.6% 19.0% 15.0% 

Income and Poverty      
Median Income $48,041 $35,506 $42,890 $46,193 $54,614 
Share of Population 
Below Poverty 20.1% 38.0% 20.0% 16.9% 17.3% 

Persons with Disabilities      
Share of Population With 
a Disability 16.5% 10.4% 17.8% 20.4% 16.8% 

Household Vehicles      
0 7.4% 10.0% 12.1% 6.2% 6.1% 
1 33.4% 40.1% 40.1% 33.2% 30.7% 
2 37.4% 37.3% 33.3% 35.0% 39.8% 
3 14.9% 8.0% 9.3% 19.3% 15.5% 
4 or more 7.0% 4.6% 5.2% 6.4% 7.8% 
Primary Commute 
Mode           
Drove Alone 71.3% 56.1% 71.5% 79.8% 82.3% 
Carpooled 10.7% 10.6% 10.7% 7.6% 10.6% 
Public Transportation 1.8% 4.9% 1.0% 1.2% 0.0% 
Walked 6.4% 16.6% 6.1% 5.0% 2.9% 
Bicycled 1.4% 4.8% 1.4% 1.3% 0.5% 
Taxicab, Motorcycle, 
Other 1.3% 1.2% 2.1% 1.0% 0.7% 
Worked from Home 7.2% 5.9% 7.2% 4.1% 3.1% 

Notes: Compiled by WTI using the following tables from the American Community Survey 2015-2019 
5-Year Estimates (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015-2019): Population (B01003); Households (S1101); Seniors 
(S0101); Median Income (S1903); Poverty Status (S1701); Disability Status (S1810); Household 
Vehicles (B08201).   
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4.2. Built Environment 

In this section, we present built environment measures from four different data sources, with a 
focus on comparing McKinleyville to Arcata, Eureka, and Fortuna.  

4.2.1. Residential, Employment, Road Network, and Pedestrian Network Density  

We used the U.S. EPA’s Smart Location Database (SLD) to compare several measures of density 
across the four largest CDPs in Humboldt County. This database was developed to enable 
consistent comparison of “indicators of the commonly cited ‘D’ variables that have been shown 
in the transportation research literature to be related to travel behavior” (Smart Growth Program, 
2014). While the SLD relies on the 2010 Decennial Census, it remains a useful source for 
comparable data across several variables. Table 4 summarizes four measures of density for the 
four largest CDPs in Humboldt County. McKinleyville has the lowest residential, employment, 
road network, and pedestrian-oriented network density of the four largest CDPs in Humboldt 
County.  

Table 4. Measures of Density for Census Designated Places in Humboldt County 

  

Residential 
Density 

Employment 
Density 

Road 
Network 
Density 

Pedestrian-
Oriented 

Network Density 
Arcata 1.4 1.7 10.4 7.0 
Eureka 3.3 2.2 18.4 15.7 
Fortuna  1.4 0.9 9.8 7.1 
McKinleyville 0.8 0.4 7.7 5.4 

Notes: Prepared by WTI using the U.S. EPA’s Smart Location Database (SLD). The SLD is prepared at 
the Census Block Group Level using the 2010 Decennial Census. These tabulations incorporate the 
database values for any Block Group contained wholly or in part within the boundaries of the Census 
Designated Places. Residential density is measured as housing units per acre on unprotected land. 
Employment density is measured as jobs per acre on unprotected land. Road network density and 
pedestrian-oriented network density are based on data from NAVTEQ. Density averages have been 
rounded to the nearest tenth.  

4.2.2. Walkability 

We reviewed three different sources to assess “walkability” – a term which refers to the ease 
with which individuals can walk between origins and destinations.  

The U.S. EPA’s National Walkability Index (Smart Growth Program, 2021a) compiles indicators 
of walkability, including employment and housing mixes, and pedestrian-oriented intersection 
density, at the Census Block Group level. Figure 4 presents this index in map form for the area 
spanning from Fortuna to McKinleyville; while Arcata, Eureka, and Fortuna each contain at least 
one Block Group in the “Most Walkable” category, McKinleyville does not.  
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Note: Collected by WTI from the U.S. EPA’s National Walkability Index (Smart Growth Program, 
2021a).   
Figure 4. Snapshot of the National Walkability Index for the Area Spanning Fortuna to 
McKinleyville 
We also reviewed the U.S. EPA’s Smart Location Calculator to compare the travel environments 
in Arcata, Eureka, Fortuna, and McKinlevyille areas. This online database allows users to look 
up the Smart Location Index score for an address, and also provides a map of scores at the 
Census Block Group level. This index combines measures of commute mode-share, vehicle 
miles traveled, and workplace accessibility via transit (Smart Growth Program, 2021b), so it is 
not directly focused on walkability – but provides a useful visualization for factors relevant to 
this measure. Figure 5 reproduces the maps for these four areas of Humboldt County. Eureka is 
the area with the highest scores; McKinleyville is the only one of the four without any Block 
Groups scoring in the “Good” range.  
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Arcata      Eureka 

   

Fortuna     McKinleyville 

 

Note: Collected by WTI from the U.S. EPA’s Smart Location Calculator webmapping tool (Smart 
Growth Program, 2021b).  
Figure 5. Snapshots from the U.S. EPA’s Smart Location Calculator for Arcata, Eureka, 
Fortuna, and McKinleyville 

We also reviewed maps from the Walk Score website, which uses a proprietary formula to 
measure walkability. Eureka and Arcata are both large enough to receive overall community 
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WalkScores (64 - Somewhat Walkable and 47 - Car-Dependent, respectively); Fortuna and 
McKinleyville are not scored at the community level. Figure 6 reproduces maps for these four 
areas of Humboldt County; Arcata and Eureka have more areas of high walkability than Fortuna 
and McKinleyville.  

   

Arcata      Eureka 

    

Fortuna     McKinleyville 

Note: Collected by WTI from the Walk Score © webmapping tool (Walk Score, 2021).  
Figure 6. Maps of the Walk Scores © for Arcata, Eureka, Fortuna, and McKinleyville.  

4.3. Economic Activity 

We used multiple Census Bureau data products to compare measures of economic activity across 
the four largest CDPs in Humboldt County. 
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4.3.1. Total Firms and Retail Sales 

We reviewed information compiled by the U.S. Census Bureau on total firms and retail sales 
within the four largest CDPs in Humboldt County. McKinleyville has fewer total firms (1,500) 
than Arcata (1,957) and Eureka (2,627), but more than Fortuna (824). Meanwhile, retail sales 
($124,236) are lower in McKinleyville than in Arcata ($169,546), Eureka ($971,317), and 
Fortuna ($162,406).  

Table 5. Total Firms and Retail Sales for Humboldt County, Arcata, Eureka, Fortuna, and 
McKinleyville 

Business and 
Economy 

Humboldt 
County Arcata Eureka Fortuna McKinleyville 

Total Firms 12,821 1,957 2,627 824 1,500 
Retail Sales $1,759,201 $169,546 $971,317 $162,406 $124,236 

Note: Compiled by WTI using data organized for the Census Bureau community profiles. Total 
Firms is sourced from the 2012 Survey of Business Owners (Table SB1200CSA01) while retail 
sales is sourced from the 2012 Economic Census (Table EC1200A1).  

4.3.2. Net Job Flows 

We reviewed the net job flows compiled by the U.S. Census Bureau’s Center for Economic 
Studies for Arcata, Eureka, Fortuna, and McKinleyville (2018). This provides further context for 
the employment densities reviewed in Table 4 above, and provides insight regarding regional 
travel flows. Among these four areas, Arcata (4,542) and Eureka (7,423) have postive net job 
flows while Fortuna (-1,016) and McKinleyville (-4,043) have negative net job flows (Figure 7). 
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Arcata  (Net of 4,542)    Eureka (Net of 7,423) 

   

Fortuna (Net of -1,016)    McKinleyville (Net of -4,043) 

Note: Collected by WTI from the Inflow/Outflow report for all jobs for 2018 (the latest available data) 
from the OnTheMap tool offered by the U.S. Census Bureau’s Center for Economic Studies (2018).  
Figure 7. Net Job Flows in Arcata, Eureka, Fortuna, and McKinleyville 

4.4. Synthesis 

Our review of sociodemographic indicators, built environment measures, and economic activity 
focused on contextualizing the McKinleyville community in relation to its Humboldt County 
peers, Arcata, Eureka, and Fortuna, with regard to measures that are likely to have an impact on 
transit service success. Taken together, our review of existing conditions suggests that the 
demand for public transportation is likely to be lower in McKinleyville than in Arcata and 
Eureka, and possibly lower than in Fortuna as well.  
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In the next section, we describe the operational and financial characteristics of fixed-route transit 
service within McKinleyville, using productivity performance levels based on averages of the 
Arcata & Mad River Transit System and Eureka Transit Service. However, the information in 
this section indicates that reaching ridership levels in McKinleyville comparable to Arcata and 
Eureka could be challenging. As a result, we offer alternative transit service investments to 
consider.  
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5. Transit Investments 
“Transit investment is reflective of a society’s values” (Volinski, 2018). 

In this section, we provide our assessment of an investment in new intracity (local) fixed route 
transit service within McKinleyville. To do this, we used averages for key productivity 
performance measures from McKinleyville’s closest transit peers, the Arcata & Mad River 
Transit System and Eureka Transit Service. However, as our review of existing conditions 
indicated, it may be challenging to achieve demand for public transportation in McKinleyville 
comparable to the levels currently seen in Arcata and Eureka. As a result, while new intracity 
fixed route transit service would be technically feasible to introduce in the near-term, its 
financial viability is more uncertain. Therefore, we also offer alternative transit investments to 
consider.   

Achieving the overall goal of successful transit service investments in McKinleyville is premised 
on alignment with the guiding principles identified in Table 1, and measured by productivity 
performance as well as customer satisfaction and quality of life improvements. To this end, we 
identify tradeoffs for consideration in weighing transit service investment options.  

5.1. Transit Service Types 

When considering new public transportation 
investments, it can be helpful to consider the spectrum 
of public transportation services. This spectrum spans 
across service frequency (from slow/infrequent to 
fast/frequent), ease of access (from difficult to easy), 
spatial coverage (from minimal to widespread), and 
unit travel cost (from low to high) (Figure 8). Not all 
services are realistically available in all places; 
population size and density as well as resource 
availability and community values influence the types 
of services that may be suitable.  

• Taxi Voucher or Ridehailing Subsidy programs are an 
approach to public transportation based upon 
partnership with one or more traditional taxi companies 
or ridehailing companies characterized by an effort to 
group rides when possible (e.g., Lyft Line, Uber Pool). 
Subsidies may either be set as a fixed amount per trip 
(variable cost for the rider) or as a variable amount per trip (fixed cost for the rider). Providers include Lyft, 
Uber, and local taxi companies.   

• Demand Response Transit with Traditional Technology (e.g., Dial-A-Ride) is an approach to public 
transportation based upon service provided across a defined service area and set service hours characterized 
by an effort to group rides when possible. Subsidies are typically set at a variable amount per trip (fixed 
cost for the rider). Service is typically accessed by telephone or email, and operations (scheduling and 
dispatching) is relatively labor-intensive (i.e. more manual inputs and assessments). Humboldt Transit 
Authority currently offers this service to individuals with verified mobility needs.  

“Since Mobility on Demand 
services are expected to grow in 
significance, public transit 
agencies should actively seek 
opportunities to engage with 
them in order to keep transit 
being attractive to a wider 
population[. . .] Faced with 
many uncertainties, public 
transit needs to develop a vision 
for its future and look for 
creative ways to improve the 
service quality and operation 
efficiency in order to stay 
competitive” (Yan, Zhao, Han, 
Van Hentenryck, & Dillahunt, 
2019).  
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• Demand Response Transit with Technology Platform Upgrade (Microtransit Software as a Service) 
is an approach to public transportation based upon service provided across a defined service area and set 
service hours characterized by an effort to group rides when possible. Subsidies are typically set at a 
variable amount per trip (fixed cost for the rider). Service is typically accessed by an app or website, and 
operations (scheduling and dispatching) rely on licensed technology platforms that use algorithms, making 
it less labor-intensive. Providers include Routematch by Uber, Via, TransLoc, and several other companies. 

• Demand Response Transit with Turnkey/All-in-One Vendor Operation (Microtransit Transportation 
as a Service) is an approach to public transportation based upon service provided across a defined service 
area and set service hours characterized by an effort to group rides when possible. Subsidies are typically 
set at a variable amount per trip (fixed cost for the rider). Service is typically accessed by an app or 
website, and operations (scheduling and dispatching) rely on licensed technology platforms that use 
algorithms, making it less labor-intensive. Additionally, a vendor operates all aspects of the service, 
requiring less public staff time (limited to contract oversight and service evaluation and adjustment 
recommendations). To the best of the research team’s knowledge, Via is the only domestic provider of this 
option. 

• Fixed Route Transit with Complementary Paratransit is an approach to public transportation based 
upon service provided along set routes during a set schedule. Subsidies are typically set at a variable 
amount per trip (fixed cost for the rider). Service is typically accessed by an online or paper schedule and 
travel to a fixed pickup/dropoff location (i.e., bus stop). Agencies typically employ all operations staff 
(managers, drivers, maintenance). Service adjustments to routes and schedules are relatively infrequent. 
Additionally, complementary paratransit service provision is required under the Americans with 
Disabilities Act for persons whose disabilities prevent them from using the fixed route system (within ¾ 
mile along and at either end of a fixed route) (National Rural Transit Assistance Program, 2020).  

 

Source: Figure 2 in Currie and Fournier (2020).  
Figure 8. The Spectrum of Public Transportation Across Service Frequency, Ease of 
Access, Spatial Coverage, and Unit Travel Costs 
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Based upon the existing conditions in McKinleyville, we focus the following assessment on three 
of these options: fixed route transit with complementary paratransit, demand response transit 
with traditional technology, and demand response transit with a technology platform upgrade.  

5.2. Transit Ridership and Cost Scenarios 

The average American takes 1,231 person trips per year (Federal Highway Administration, 
2018), or about 3.3 trips per day. Based on estimated total populations (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2015-2019) and this national average for trip-making, Arcata residents generate approximately 
22,377,118 total annual person trips, while Eureka residents generate 33,195,146 total annual 
person trips and McKinleyville residents generate 21,183,048 total annual person trips.5 

Table 6. Estimates for Total Population and Total Annual Person Trips in Arcata, Eureka, 
and McKinleyville  

  Total Population Total Annual Person Trips 
Arcata 18,178 22,377,118 
Eureka 26,966 33,195,146 
McKinleyville 17,208 21,183,048 

Note: Compiled by WTI using the American Community Survey 2015-2019 5-Year Estimates for total 
population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015-2019, see Table B01003) and the national average for annual 
number of trips per person as derived from the 2017 National Household Travel Survey (Federal 
Highway Administration, 2018, see Table 10a). 

According to the 2019 Transit Agency Profiles (Federal Transit Administration, 2019), the 
Arcata & Mad River Transit System provided a total of 165,536 trips while the Eureka Transit 
Service provided a total of 203,489 trips. Based on the estimated total populations of Arcata and 
Eureka provided in Table 6, this translates into a transit mode share (share of total annual person 
trips taken by public transportation) of 0.74% for Arcata and 0.61% for Eureka. Assuming the 
average of these transit mode shares (0.68%) could be achieved in McKinleyville, it would yield 
an estimated 143,278 total annual transit trips (based on 21,183,048 total annual trips, as shown 
in Table 6).6  

In 2019 (Federal Transit Administration, 2019), the Arcata & Mad River Transit System ran a 
total of 6,646 vehicle revenue hours at a cost per vehicle hour of $123.52 and a rate of 24.9 trips 
per vehicle hour. Meanwhile, the Eureka Transit Service ran a total of 14,271 vehicle revenue 
hours at a cost per vehicle hour of $77.28 and a rate of 14.3 trips per vehicle hour. Assuming the 
average of these trips per vehicle hour (19.6) could be maintained in McKinleyville, a total of 
7,310 vehicle revenue hours would be required to meet the estimated 143,278 total annual transit 
trips. Using the average cost per vehicle hour of the Arcata and Eureka transit systems ($100.40), 

 
5 While our review of existing conditions included comparisons with Fortuna, in this section we focus on 
Arcata and Eureka as these communities offer intracity fixed route transit service.  
 
6 Given our review of existing conditions in the previous section, this is likely to be a best-case estimate.  
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the 7,310 vehicle revenue hours would generate total annual operating expenses of $733,935.89. 
This in turn would yield an average trip cost of $5.12.  

By comparison, 7,310 vehicle revenue hours of Dial-a-Ride demand response service would cost 
approximately $84.48 per vehicle hour,7 generating total annual operating expenses of 
$619,727.47. Given an estimated 2.1 trips per vehicle hour, this would generate an estimated 
15,351 total annual trips (for a 0.07% transit mode share), at a cost per trip of $40.37. 

Meanwhile, 7,310 vehicle revenue hours of microtransit demand response service would cost 
approximately $90.65 per vehicle revenue hour (using the Dial-a-Ride demand response cost per 
vehicle hour as the base plus an estimated marginal cost of $5.87 per hour for microtransit 
software installation and subscription), generating total annual operating expenses of 
$662,627.47. Given an estimated 3.4 trips per vehicle hour, this service would generate an 
estimated 24,854 total annual trips (for a 0.12% transit mode share), at a cost per trip of $26.66. 

The Arcata & Mad River Transit System operates 3 vehicles at maximum service, while the 
Eureka Transit Service operates 4 vehicles at maximum service (Federal Transit Administration, 
2019). If a more modest investment of 1-2 vehicles at maximum service were considered for 
McKinleyville, estimates could be based upon half as many annual vehicle hours.   

Table 7 summarizes our estimates for new intracity transit service in McKinleyville across key 
performance measures. As the fixed route estimates are based on averaging performance 
measures for the Arcata & Mad River Transit System and Eureka Transit Service, they should be 
considered best-case (i.e., optimistic or upper-end) performance estimates.  

Table 7. Summary of Fixed Route, Dial-a-Ride Demand Response, and Microtransit 
Demand Response Estimated Costs and Ridership for McKinleyville 

 
Annual 
Vehicle 
Hours 

Cost Per 
Vehicle 

Hour 

Annual Total 
Operating 
Expenses 

Total 
Annual 
Trips 

Trips Per 
Vehicle 

Hour 

Cost 
Per 
Trip 

Fixed Route 7,310 $100.40 $733,935.89 143,278 19.6 $5.12 
Dial-a-Ride 

Demand Response 7,310 $84.78 $619,727.47 15,351 2.1 $40.37 

Microtransit 
Demand Response 7,310 $90.65 $662,627.47 24,854 3.4 $26.66 

Fixed Route 3,655 $100.40 $366,967.94 71,639.16 19.6 $5.12 
Dial-a-Ride 

Demand Response 3,655 $84.78 $309,863.74 7,675.62 2.1 $40.37 

Microtransit 
Demand Response 3,655 $90.65 $331,313.74 12,427.20 3.4 $26.66 

Notes: Compiled by WTI using the following data sources. The fixed route average cost per vehicle hour 
and trips per vehicle hour were based upon the 2019 average for the Arcata & Mad River Transit System 
and Eureka Transit Service as reported in the National Transit Database’s 2019 Annual Agency Profiles 

 
7 The Dial-a-Ride demand response cost per hour and trips per hour levels are based on the 3-year 2018-
2020 average for HTA’s Dial-a-Ride service, as reported in the Comparative Performance Activity 
Reports prepared by HTA and obtained by request.  
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(Federal Transit Administration, 2019). The Dial-a-Ride demand response average cost per vehicle hour 
and trips per vehicle hour were based upon the 3-year average for 2018-2020 for HTA’s existing Dial-a-
Ride service. The microtransit demand response cost per vehicle hour was based upon the sum of the 
HTA Dial-a-Ride 3-year average cost per hour and an estimate (based on industry research) of the hourly 
marginal cost for microtransit software subscription and installation. Because one-time installation costs 
spread over a longer time period would reduce the hourly marginal cost of microtransit software, the 
$90.65 estimate could be considered conservatively high. The microtransit demand response trips per 
vehicle hour value of 3.4 is based upon the average of the range (2.3 to 4.5) reported for a simulation in a 
recent TCRP synthesis report on microtransit (Volinski, 2019, see Table 2).  

Note that the above costs for fixed route service are estimated with the assumption of remaining 
within the existing Dial-a-Ride service zone currently provided by HTA for McKinleyville 
(Figure 9). A fixed route service that went beyond this zone would need to also expand the 
provision of complementary paratransit, in accordance with ADA requirements.  

 
Note: Collected by WTI using the webmap available from HTA (https://hta.org/dial-a-ride/).  
Figure 9. HTA Dial-a-Ride Zone for McKinleyville 

https://hta.org/dial-a-ride/
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Overall, the key takeaway from these ridership and cost estimates is that – regardless of the 
service type – new intracity (local) transit service would cost in the range of $300,000 to 
$400,000 annually for a 1-2 vehicle system and $600,000 to $800,000 annually for a 3-4 vehicle 
system. As a result, McKinleyville and Humboldt County face the following decisions: 1) is 
there a willingness to support at least a 1-2 vehicle system for dedicated transit service within 
McKinleyville? and, 2) if so, what transit service characteristics should be prioritized for this 
dedicated transit service?  

5.3. Transit Service Tradeoffs 

“Specialized [paratransit or demand-responsive] services struggle to be efficient in terms of 
capital and operating expenditures per passenger trip or passenger mile due to the lower density 
of demand and the need for providing curb-to-curb services or special accommodations” 
(Polzin, 2016). 
 
“When considering a change, understand that the concepts of passenger transportation and 
logistics still apply and most of all productivity matters” (Hosen, 2021). 

In this section, we summarize the key tradeoffs across the service types reviewed above. Fixed 
route transit has significantly more capacity (i.e., seats available) than either type (Dial-a-Ride or 
microtransit) of demand response transit. As a result, if relatively high load factors (i.e., share of 
available seats in use) can be achieved, fixed route service achieves much higher productivity 
(e.g., higher trips per hour, lower cost per trip). However, the access burden for fixed route 
transit is often much higher than demand response transit. Typically, fixed route entails trips that 
offer varying levels of convenience, depending on the proximity to fixed stop locations of the 
trip’s origin and destination. Adherence to a fixed schedule also entails a burden on riders in 
terms of adjusting their daily routines to fit the service. All these factors together can make fixed 
route transit highly efficient, but also can make for a stressful experience for customers – 
especially in low-density, low-walkability communities like McKinleyville.  

In contrast, both Dial-a-Ride and microtransit demand response transit have significantly lower 
capacity than fixed route transit. As a result, they have limited capacity to impact transit mode 
share, and it is essentially impossible for demand response transit to achieve the productivity and 
efficiency measures produced by fixed route transit. Trips per hour are much lower than fixed 
route service, and because vehicle cost per hour does not differ that much from fixed route 
service, costs per trip tend to be much higher. However, in low density areas where fixed route 
service may have a difficult time achieving high load factors, the difference in productivity – and 
related measures such as emissions per passenger – between fixed route and demand response 
transit begins to erode.  

In addition, demand response transit offers a qualitatively different public transportation 
experience, because individual riders have more control over when they travel. One of the key 
differences between Dial-a-Ride and microtransit demand response service is that Dial-a-Ride 
typically requires advance reservations of a day or more ahead, while microtransit offers the “on 
demand” experience of real-time ride requests (with wait times in the 10-30 minute range). 
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Recent public microtransit deployments have therefore been achieving relatively high levels of 
customer satisfaction. Investments in both fixed route and demand response transit have the 
potential to positively impact quality of life, especially for the sociodemographic groups 
discussed above (older adults, persons with disabilities, persons in poverty, and households with 
limited access to private vehicles). Table 8 summarizes our assessment of the key transit service 
tradeoffs discussed in this section, as well as a qualitative assessment of the ability of each 
service type to support the Guiding Principles noted earlier in Table 1. 

Table 8. Qualitative Descriptions of Key Transit Service Tradeoffs & Capacity with 
Guiding Principles 

 Fixed Route Dial-a-Ride 
Demand Response 

Microtransit 
Demand Response 

Capacity High Low-Medium Low-Medium 
Access Burden High Low Low 

Customer Satisfaction & Quality of Life Medium-High Low High 
Contribute to McKinleyville’s 

Community Vision & Unique Identity High Low Medium-High 

Offer Convenient, Connected, 
Accessible, & Context-Appropriate 

Service 
Low-Medium Medium Medium-High 

Achieve High Performance in Measures 
of Efficiency and Effectiveness Medium-High Low Low-Medium 

Complement the Regional Public 
Transportation System High Low-Medium Medium-High 

Support the Ahwahnee Principles, 
Smart Growth, and Sustainability, 

Including Electrification & Multimodal 
Integration 

High Low-Medium Low-Medium 

Support Innovation Informed by Peers 
& Best Practices Low-Medium Low Medium-High 

Note: Compiled by WTI based on industry research and project experience.  

5.4. Conclusions 

“While envisioning the future of their transit systems, transit operators need not only to seek 
creative approaches to improve operation efficiency and adjust its service models, but also to 
carefully evaluate the preferences among their constituents” (Yan et al., 2019). 

 
“Technology enables improved logistics for these services and potentially enables a spectrum of 
service providers to be engaged in paratransit services, in which economies of scale and 
spectrum of vehicles and service providers can more optimally match the unique needs of 
various travel markets” (Polzin, 2016). 
 
We have offered ridership and cost estimates for transit service investments in McKinleyville. 
All the service types noted are technically feasible to introduce and operate, and they offer a 
similar range in terms of total annual operating expenses. As a result, one of the key outstanding 
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questions for McKinleyville and Humboldt County community members and leaders to consider 
is the characteristics of transit service most valued. The likelihood of success can be measured by 
ridership, but also access burdens, customer satisfaction, and quality of life impacts.  

Our review of existing conditions has indicated that it may be challenging to achieve the load 
factors present for the Arcata and Eureka fixed route systems in the near-term. As a result, we 
recommend beginning with an investment in demand response transit for McKinleyville. Out of 
the two types of demand response service, we feel the marginal cost for microtransit software is 
worth the improvement over Dial-a-Ride demand response service. As a result, we recommend 
that McKinleyville and Humboldt County consider a 1-2 year pilot to introduce intracity (local) 
microtransit demand response service to McKinleyville. A microtransit pilot will provide an 
opportunity to introduce public transportation to the general public for travel within 
McKinleyville, and also serve as a tool to study the market for public transportation and assess 
whether fixed route service could be introduced in the future. As efforts surrounding the 
McKinleyville Town Center and the realization of the community’s transition away from serving 
as a “bedroom community” continue, transit service adjustments may be considered. In 
particular, land use changes leading to greater density are likely to support increased demand for 
public transportation within McKinleyville.   

While the purpose of this project was to analyze options for intracity (local) public transportation 
options within McKinleyville, it is apparent that people not only travel within the community, 
but that the community is an origin and destination for many regional trips. Therefore, whatever 
intracity transit service is implemented in McKinleyville, connectivity to regional transportation 
services remains important. Therefore, in addition to intracity (local) transit service investments 
in McKinleyville, Humboldt County may consider these transit service investments: 

• Redwood Transit System Improvements: Reduced headways (half-hour frequencies) and 
streamlining of the route (as identified in the recent Mobility on Demand Strategic Plan) 
(IBI Group, 2020); 

• Carpool subsidies (e.g., daily or monthly cash transfers or gift cards); 
• Vanpool implementation (e.g., coordination with large employers, such as Humboldt 

State University).   

In summary, McKinleyville and Humboldt County may wish to pursue a multi-pronged strategy 
to address both intracity and intercity/regional transportation challenges, and maintain a 
willingness to evaluate performance and reconsider transit investments over time.  

It has been said that the best way to predict the future is to invent it (Volinski, 2018).  
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