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PINELLAS COUNTY  
CASE STUDY 

 
 
Your group is made up of community leaders who are responsible for determining the 
fate of the transportation system in Pinellas County, a county where St. Petersburg and 
Clearwater beach are located, in Florida.   
 
Read the article that follows, review your role, and identify the hopes and concerns of a 
leader in your position. 
 

A. You represent the residents of a small neighborhood located in the outskirts of Pinellas 
County.  Most residents do not own cars; however most of the jobs are located in the 
areas serving tourists and visitors.  You are single and live alone. 
 

B. You are a member of the Clearwater City Council, a city within Pinellas County where 
tourist attractions are located.  You live with your partner and you both work full-time 
outside of your home. 
 

C. You are the president of the North Clearwater Beach Area Small Business Association.  
You live in a single family home with your spouse who works at home and your 10 year-
old daughter. 
 

D. You are president of your neighborhood’s homeowner association in a moderate income 
neighborhood.  You are the single parent of two teenagers. 
 

E. You are the president of your beachfront building’s condo association in a wealthy 
neighborhood.  You and many of the people in your community are seniors who host 
grandchildren and other family members during the summers. 
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Pinellas eyes adding buses along its transit core  

By CHRISTOPHER O'DONNELL | Tribune staff  

Published: January 20, 2013  

 

ST. PETERSBURG, FL -- In the land where car is king, riding the bus can be a frustrating 

experience. 

Every weekday morning, Jim Frizzell, who lost his car in a divorce, catches the No. 19 bus from 

his home in the Kenwood neighborhood to the bus transfer station on Central Avenue, near U.S. 

19. 

He often steps off the No. 19 bus just minutes after the No. 15 bus has left, a bus he needs to 

catch to get to his maintenance job at the Pasadena Golf and Yacht Club. 

The No. 15 runs just once an hour. So to be sure of arriving at work by 7 a.m., Frizzell leaves 

home at 5:30 a.m. 

"It's so hard to keep your job, and if you miss your bus, you're going to be an hour late," Frizzell 

said. "It's such a tough way to get around." 

Even with record ridership last year, most Pinellas Suncoast Transit Authority bus routes only 

run every 30 or 60 minutes, meaning riders need either a bus timetable or Zenlike patience. 

But that could change this year, when PSTA's governing board will consider an overhaul of the 

county's transit system based on input from public meetings and a $700,000 ridership study. 

PSTA needs to grow ridership to increase revenue and avoid cutting services. In a preliminary 

report presented to its governing board, consultants said the solution may be to switch buses 

from the transit system's poorest-performing routes to its busiest ones. 

When bus wait times get down to 15 minutes or less, people will become confident they can get 

around without having to plan their trips, the report states. That could be a tipping point in 

attracting riders who have cars, considered the "Holy Grail" of transit systems. 

"Frequency is one of the most important things an agency can do to attract new ridership," said 

Marie Lewis, a consultant with Transportation Management and Design, which conducted the 

study. "People feel comfortable if they can go to a street corner and a bus would be along within 

a reasonable amount of time." 
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The study recommends that PSTA focus on a core corridor that includes Central Avenue, East 

Bay Drive, Fourth Street, U.S. 19 and Ulmerton Road. Routes in that corridor serve two college 

campuses, six community-college campuses and 14 of the county's 17 major employers with 

more than 1,000 workers. 

But for cash-strapped PSTA, more buses on one route would likely mean fewer on less-busy 

routes, resulting in reduced service for residents in less densely populated areas. 

Transit officials have not identified which routes could lose buses. But Route 1 (which runs from 

Tyrone Square to Gateway Mall), Route 90 (which runs from Grand Central Station to St. Pete 

Beach) and Route 30 (which runs along 30th Avenue North) are among those that have the 

fewest riders on weekdays. 

Considering how much bus riders depend on the transit system, PSTA officials could face tough 

choices if they decide to cut routes or frequency. 

"For some folks, this is the only way to get to work," said Pinellas County Commissioner Ken 

Welch, a PSTA board member. "If the next alternative is half a mile walk, I wouldn't support 

that." 

PSTA runs 37 routes to cover the 280-square-mile county and more than 900,000 residents. 

PSTA officials say the transit system is underfunded compared with others in similar-size 

communities. 

Still, its 191 buses and trolleys log 8.4 million miles annually, and more than 13 million trips are 

taken every year. 

Like most transit systems, it is heavily subsidized by taxes. But PSTA does better than most, 

with passenger fares covering about 28 percent of costs, well above the national average of 

almost 15 percent. 

Most of the subsidy comes from a special property tax. But that revenue has slumped because of 

the real estate crash, falling from almost $38 million in 2007 to roughly $32 million last year. 

And the tax rate levied this year is already close to the cap set by state law. 

Despite making some cuts, the agency has had to dip into reserve funds to cover costs. Further 

cuts will be needed by 2015 if revenue doesn't increase, transit officials say. 

On Wednesday, the PSTA governing board is expected to vote to ask Pinellas County to put a 

referendum on the ballot in 2014 for either a half-penny or penny sales tax increase to expand 

transit. That could include light-rail long-term, but the initial focus would be improving the bus 

system. 
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Passenger fares are expected to bring in roughly $15 million for PSTA this year, with an extra 

$767,000 coming from the beach trolley services. 

With board members unlikely to be eager to raise fares in a sluggish economy, attracting more 

riders remains the least-controversial way to bring in more money. 

According to the study, shifting 100 hours from one less-popular route to one twice as busy 

could, over time, raise an extra $408,000 annually, based on the county's average fare of $1.06. 

"By concentrating on building big ridership, you can generate real return," said PSTA CEO Brad 

Miller. 

Persuading residents to give up the convenience of a car may be the only way PSTA can grow 

ridership. More than two-thirds of current riders do not have a car or access to one, and more 

than 60 percent have a household income of less than $19,000 a year, according to a survey that 

is part of the transportation study. 

Almost a quarter of riders listed more frequent service as the improvement they would most like 

to see. Better service late at night and on weekends also scored highly. 

But even a more frequent service won't be enough for every bus rider. 

"As long as it gets me where I want to go, I don't care," said Samuel McIlinwain, who rides two 

buses from his house on 54th Street North to get to classes at St. Petersburg College. "I prefer a 

car, though." 

Meetings to get public input on how to improve bus services began in October and will continue 

until at least March. PSTA's board is scheduled to formally adopt a plan this summer. 

Online at:  http://www2.tbo.com/news/news/2013/jan/20/pinellas-eyes-adding-buses-along-its-

transit-core-ar-611675/ 
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