A Journey from Confusion into Chaos 

Director by TxDOT

Setting the Stage for this Little Play

The listening session began with a familiar stereotype, participants were asked to lie on a couch and begin talking about whatever they pleased as self-appointed (but unlicensed) psychoanalysts “listened.”  This scene, thanks to the technology of video teleconferencing, was recreated simultaneously in multiple places across Texas.

Act I

On May 23rd, TxDOT hosted a statewide video teleconference, billed as a listening session on the transition of health and human services transportation to TxDOT and the promised follow up to the public hearing that had been held in December of 2004. 

There was no agenda or verbal guidance regarding the purpose or the intended use of information gathered at this listening session.  As a consequence the event’s free association format progressed in a predictable manner from a directionless aggregation of individual interests and observations to virtual chaos as participants became frustrated with rather one side dialogue as if there should have been a psychoanalysis couch at every site and TxDOT staff were self-anointed Freudian analysts.   

Despite the format, through individual acts of courage, there were some particularly noteworthy ideas, observations, or suggestions shared by participants:

Scott Hornay from the Pharr District, a program manager for the Children with Special Health Care Needs under the Dept of State Health Services offered the idea of reservation system that would incorporate online registration and reservations with traditional call-in services to ease the strain currently on phone operators.  He also brought up the concept of an “Abandoned Person Hotline” that could address communications barriers for people in speaking or understanding English as well as for persons unexpectedly lost or without transportation.

Claude Andrews, representing ETCOG in Kilgore, suggested flexibility for regions to come up with their own plan, and for providers whose regions border surrounding states to be able to cross state lines to take clients to Medical services that might actually be closer than the closest Texas resource.  He also offered the idea of a standardized reporting system that eliminates duplicate billing reports from all of the providers to all of their various funding sources.

Mike Gribel, program specialist for Rehabilitation services in Abilene, spoke for many when he said he hoped coordination efforts would, “Not result in a reduction in either the availability or accessibility of transportation services currently available to our consumers and to other Texans with disabilities.”  He also added that TXDOT should take an inventory of service providers in each area, the types of services they provide, and the specific rules and guidelines that govern each of them before crafting a coordination plan.

Act II

Although the ideas shared were very useful, they were a just a drop in an ocean of behavior that could be easily characterized as a “Me First!” Statewide Job Fair for Transit providers. 

Many Transit providers asked to be given first priority when being considered for TxDOT contracts in their regions, others at how willing and able they were to expand their services under the new coordination rules.  Some said that the coordination efforts would cost money, and asked TxDOT to consider the limited resources of their already cash strapped budgets.  

Most, however, were… well, befuddled.    When some participants raised even basic questions about coordination, they were rebuffed by the reply that can be paraphrased as “this is not a Q&A, this is a listening session.”  Rosalinda Garcia, from the Golden Crescent Regional Planning Commission, seemingly expressed the sentiment of many involved in the call:

“So I’m a little confused about, you know, we’re not supposed to ask questions, but what are we doing here at this time?  Are we trying to say what—who’s providing the services?  Is there—you all looking to bid again for who could provide cheaper service?

And these are questions, but I’m lost.  I think we all are lost, to say we don’t want duplication of services, is that what we’re looking at?  …We don’t know what we’re looking at.  We don’t know if we don’t say anything if we lose what we have now.  They’re questions, I know, but I have a concern.  We all have a concern… we just want answers.”

Act III

Unfortunately, TxDOT was unwilling or unable to allay even the most basic concerns of participants.  JTA has distilled these basic questions, most of which could have been addressed barely three weeks later by simply informing participants about the Regional Coordination Workshop at the Capital on June 14th.  The complete absence of any constructive response to questions, or even directing participants to Regional Planning Workshop, was an opportunity lost to engage participants further.  TxDOT owes participant the answers to legitimate questions asked, but never addressed constructively.

How is TxDOT going to educate stakeholders about the basic scope of coordination and provide guidance on stakeholder roles and responsibilities?  

How will TxDOT PTN, PTCs, and district staff move from a contract management role to a supportive and partnership role with other agencies and stakeholders at the state and regional levels?

How is TxDOT PTN going to improve their own communications and responsiveness so as to encourage active participation and collaboration among stakeholders as each region builds a coordination plan from the ground up?

What kinds of technical assistance, financial support, and guarantee for maintenance of effort can TxDOT provide as other agencies and regional organizations step up to the plate?

For a transcript of the video teleconference, find it here at the TXDOT website or cut/paste http://www.dot.state.tx.us/PTN/documents/TranscriptMay23VTCListeningSession.pdf

