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Planning for An Improved Micro-Transit in Valdosta

A. Project Summary

The objective of this project is to lead students in Urban Community Planning (Geog 3510)
course to research an improvement plan for our newly started micro-transit in Valdosta under the
framework of transportation planning theory while utilizing social science methods and Geographic
Information System (GIS) analysis. Students will engage in experiential learning through inquiry and
analysis of real-world on-demand transit plans domestically and globally through the application of
interviews, field trips, and observation, and construct a transit improvement plan for Valdosta. The
research methods will bridge traditional social science methods with cutting-edge GIS technologies and
mapping analyses. A GIS system will be constructed that will provide the means to input, store, manage,
analyze, and display micro-transit in the chosen communities. Other data will be collected from
interviews of transportation planners, agencies, and companies. Analyses will be performed and results
will help to construct a better micro-transit plan for Valdosta. Two points need to be emphasized. First,
this proposal is part of a broader planned project which studies local transit public policy in Georgia and
compares them with results from other U.S. states. Results from this study will be incorporated into the
large-scale study for external funding, which will involve more students and collaborators. Secondly, the
project fits the objective of experiential learning by training students to use interviews, field trips, and
GIS technology to collect and analyze spatial data. Anticipated results will find success and challenges of
micro-transit around the world, and students will propose an improvement plan for micro-transit in
Valdosta, which fits the objective of experiential learning and service learning.

The importance of the research lies in the proposed investigation of the proposed integrated
investigation of fundamental questions to prepare micro-transit improvement plans, specifically for small
southern American cities which lack the resource for this type of plan. Public transit is one of the most
important needs for our residents. However, existing micro-transit studies have been inadequate, as it
mainly focuses on large or medium cities. This research will fill the gap of current literature by examining
the existing transit plans and proposing recommendations for small southern American cities like
Valdosta. The findings will provide an improvement plan on micro-transit for Valdosta. The final
research findings and policy recommendations will be made accessible through presentations and
publications for easy dissemination to students, researchers, policymakers, and the general public
worldwide, especially for many small cities and rural areas, where micro-transit is needed, but resources
for planning is limited.

B. Alignment with QEP Goals and Student Learning Outcomes

This project is in line with the three goals of QEP to support students to engage in experiential
learning activities in class. The specific objectives include assisting students in advancing knowledge and
understanding of transportation planning policy, with creative hands-on experiential learning and service
learning activities to analyze a theoretical concept (transportation planning) on a real-world issue (micro-
transit in the world). QEP goals will be evaluated by the following student learning outcomes: Students
will be able to reflect in presentation and report on how they develop knowledge, skills, and values as a
direct result of experiences of conducting interviews and observing micro-transit operations on the field
trips. Students will be able to describe verbally and in writing how they take initiative, made decisions,
and are held accountable as a direct result of experiences during the hands-on project, including applying
concepts of transportation planning theory, doing literature reviews, forming research questions in groups,
designing research methods, collecting and evaluating literature and data, critically analyzing data,
conducting interviews, proposing policy recommendations from a real-world perspective, and explaining
their work to the general public through publication and presentations. Lastly, students will be able to
reflect on how they grow and develop intellectually, creatively, emotionally, socially as a direct result of
conducting interviews and field trips outside a traditional academic setting.

All these will be done with collaboration and team-building exercises in weekly classes, under the
guidance of the faculty mentor. A large-scale project is planned and it will enable students to expand




comparison analyses to other countries. With Dr. Lu’s successful past publication records with
undergraduate students, this research is also expected to be published with students as co-authors.

C. Background and Objectives

The city of Valdosta started an on-demand micro-transit system in the spring of 2021 (City of
Valdosta, 2020). Mayor Scott Matheson came to talk to our urban planning class in the fall of 2020 about
the need for micro-transit. Our class conducted the research and submitted a feasibility plan for Mayor
Matheson, and he thanked us for the work which helped to get the transit started in Valdosta. To
contribute to long-term success, improvement plans will be needed. Thus, we need to further research
other cities’ micro-transit. By interviewing transit operators, transportation planners, customers, and other
decision-makers of other communities in person on the field trips and by phone, students will propose the
potential improvement plan based on how other cities have implemented their version of micro-transit for
their communities.

Despite many significant advances, public transit remains an issue in many communities,
especially small and rural communities all over the world. Micro-transit systems are a small-scale
alternative to more traditional routed bus transit (Balcombe et al., 2004; Banister 2007; Kawaguchi et al.,
2017). By formulating routes based on requested destinations, extraneous costs and wasted time and
resources can be avoided (Kapsner, 2011; Miah et al., 2017; Zenasni, 2019). The optimized routes and
limited passenger quantities are ideal for smaller communities such as Valdosta. However, they can also
be integrated into more extensive transit plans to expand service to otherwise excluded sectors of a city.
Micro-transit provides many benefits to the community, with the greatest impact on women, the elderly,
people with disabilities, and low-income communities (Holland, 2021; Pew Research Center, 2020).

However, most micro-transit studies focus on systems at large or median-sized communities, and
limited literature explored them at the rural and small cities, especially in a state like Georgia with many
small cities and rural areas where policies are decentralized. Our goal is to fill the gap in the literature by
studying micro-transit improvement plans in rural and small cities and comparing them with large or
medium cities. The research questions are as follows: What cities and communities have micro-transit and
what were improvement plans for them? What were the success and challenges to the micro-transit in
those communities? What improvement does Valdosta micro-transit need? What would be our
recommendations for Valdosta for improving the new micro-transit? The result will help address the
above questions.

The objective of the study is to engage our undergraduate students in experiential learning and
service learning activities to apply transportation planning theory to a real-world micro-transit in
Valdosta. Other community micro-transit plans will be collected, a GIS database will be developed, and
interviews and field trips will be conducted for other community stakeholders. We hypothesize that many
communities use micro-transit and their improvement plans vary. There are many success stories to the
transit. Valdosta’s micro-transit does need an improvement plan. Results will provide improvement
suggestions to Valdosta’s transit.

This project is a pilot study for a future large-scale project regarding public planning policies in
the U.S. Valdosta is chosen as the study site because it is a representative small city with a high poverty
rate and a diverse and fast-growing population. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2020), Valdosta is
a growing city with a population of 56,515, according to the 2020 U.S. population census. It is the 17th
largest city in Georgia. Valdosta has been growing at an annual rate of 0.36% since the last census of
2010. When cities grow to a specific size, certain services such as transportation and population
accommodation become essential. The city needs to fund service programs to accommodate individuals
who can not afford alternatives and rely on the local government to help them meet their needs (South
Georgia Regional Commission, 2020). For a city of the size of Valdosta, there is no traditional public
transit like a bus system, which is a problem for many local citizens who do not have a car or other
alternative transit methods. According to Figure 1, the overwhelming majority of residents in Valdosta
identified a need for public transit. The newly started micro-transit is helpful for residents, but compared
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with other cities, Valdosta’s transit needs to be improved and detailed recommendations for future public

policies will be given.
Do you feel there is a need for public transit service in the Valdosta Area?

Somewhat,
10.68%

Mot Sure,
4.79%

Mot At All,
9.59%

(Figure 1: Need for public transit. Data source: South Georgia Regional Commission, 2020)

The intellectual merit lies in the fact that the proposed research complements goals in the study of
public transit policy. The research investigates fundamental questions of public transit, which can be
generalized to help construct transit plans in other places. In particular, the proposed research will
improve the understanding of (1) where micro-transit exist in other communities, (2) the success and
challenges of micro-transit, and (3) the need for improving micro-transit in Valdosta. Finally, this
research is important for providing improvement suggestions for Valdosta and other similar communities
with a diverse population and many small cities and rural areas.

D. Project Plan with Timeline

Under the framework of the transportation planning model, this integrated research in micro-
transit improvement plan will be conducted to address the research questions that cannot be answered
satisfactorily when being examined in isolation or within the confines of a single discipline:

1. The spatial distribution of micro-transit in the US and the world: What kind of distribution exists? How
does the distribution vary among large, medium, and small cities and rural areas?

2. The success and challenges to the micro-transit in other communities: Are the transit improvement
plans in small metros and rural areas different from those of large metros? Are the plans adequate?

3. Suggestions for Valdosta’s micro-transit: What improvement does Valdosta’s transit need to make?
How does the city make it sustainable in the long term?

To answer the above research questions, we will use government and commercial data to build a
comprehensive GIS database. Communities with micro-transit will be identified. Locations of micro-
transit, road networks, and population will be collected, verified, and geocoded into GIS. GIS maps can
demonstrate spatial patterns of micro-transit. Transit planners, operators, and decision-makers in other
communities will be identified and contacted for interviews. Interview questions will be designed and
conducted. Micro-transit improvement recommendations will also be given to Valdosta. The analyses and
a future peer-reviewed journal paper will allow scholars and policy-makers to understand the urgency of
infectious disease control policies in the states.

Timeline: From January to mid- February of 2022, students will collect spatial data of micro-
transit domestically and globally. Data sources include government records, news media, journal articles,
and social media (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram posts, etc.). Transit improvement plans and population
data will also be collected. All data will be categorized and geocoded into GIS. Litarreuter review and
interview questions will be developed and discussed by students in groups. IRB approval for the
questions will be applied. From mid-February to mid-March, interviews and field trips will be conducted,
and data from a variety of sources will be verified to make sure they are accurate and up to date. Starting
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mid-March, all data will be compiled and undergo analysis. By mid-April, the focus will shift to writing
up findings and incorporating them into our final presentation. Finally, the final presentation will be
given on April 28, 2022, and Mayor Scott Matheson and other city decision-makers and planners in South
Georgia Regional Planning Commissions (SGRC) will be invited to our presentation.

E. Anticipated Results

The findings from the project will answer our research questions. The expected results are as
follows:

1. The constructed GIS system will demonstrate the spatial distribution of micro-transit. Many
communities use micro-transit and their improvement plans vary.

2. There are many success stories to the transit in other communities and improvement plans also
vary.

3. Compared with other cities, Valdosta’s micro-transit needs to be improved and detailed
recommendations for future public policies will be given based on the analysis and interviews from other
communities.

It is our goal that students will continue to expand this research to other countries by working in
the future course in the fall of 2022. A presentation at the VSU undergraduate symposium and Applied
Geography conference will be given and a paper will be exchanged with other researchers in the future. A
final paper will also be submitted to a journal for publication at the end of 2022. Besides, results will
demonstrate that larger-scale comparison studies of public transit in general in other states and countries
are feasible and necessary for further exploration of the original research questions and comparison of
different coms. A large-scale project proposal will be written and sent to the other funding agencies in the
future. Thus, with the successful completion of the pilot project, and her students will have better
opportunities to obtain external funding, which will enable to hire more students and apply
experiential-learning and service-learning approaches to enhance students’ learning experiences. Given
ﬁ’s track record in publication with students and grant funding, it is very achievable. With external
funding, more VSU students can be supported financially to work on the research. This will help VSU’s
retention and generate more high-impact experiential and service-learning experiences for our students.

Finally, SGRC Planning Director Ms. Elizabeth Backe, Transporation planner Mr. Corey Hull,
and the mayor have also offered to help our class in any way they could. With the support of the
professional planners and the mayor, we would expect great success with the project.
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6. BUDGET JUSTIFICATION
The justification for the budget is as follows:

Travel: $800. This will cover the mileage and food cost for interviews of transits in other cities.

and her 15 undergraduate students will travel to Jacksonville, Gainesville, Florida, and Athens, GA to
interview local transportation planners and micro-transit operators. Students will also observe the daily
operations and talk to drivers and passengers.

Supplies and Materials:

Softwares (1-year license): 480. This will cover the cost of the 1-year license for SAS and NodeXL to
collect and process the data we collected. SAS is great for calculating statistics and NodeXL is great for
collecting and processing social media data.

Research data purchase: $600. This is the amount to purchase data for transit companies and agencies,
based on the quote from Infogroup Academic. The company provides the largest business database for
academic research. The data will include name, phone number, and other information for the pharmacy.
The price is reasonable and the data are reliable. The price is heavily discounted for academic research
and the data are very reliable. Based on our research, this company provides better data services than
others. They are also on our institutional vendor list.

Materials, paper copying, and binding, printing, posters: $200. This is the amount to purchasing materials,
copying and binding reports and posters.

Telephone survey expenses: $100. This is to cover the cost of phone interviews of international and
domestic transit planners and decision-makers.

Overall, Dr. .only requests less than the ELSG allowed amount. The travel, software, supplies, data
purchasing, and survey expenses are essential for this project’s success. With Dr. . ’s past record of
successful grants and national publications with students, this research has the potential to be very
successful. With the successful completion of the pilot project, Dr. . is confident that she and her
students will have satisfactory results to be published in a respected journal. Finally, Dr. . and her
students will have more opportunities to obtain external funding for the large-scale project after the
completion of this pilot study. With external funding, more VSU students can be supported financially to
work on the research. This will help VSU’s retention and generate more high-impact experiential and
service-learning experiences for our students.



7. FACILITIES, EQUIPMENT, AND OTHER RESOURCES

Resources used will include the university library journal collections, computers in the
department, software such as ArcGIS, Microsoft Word, and Excel in our departmental GIS lab. The GIS
data collection will be completed using geocoding methods and remote sensing data of Georgia and other
states. In the case of campus closure due to the coronavirus (COVID-19) or other unforeseen incidents,
we have remote access to the software (ArcGIS, SPSS, and Microsoft Office) through a virtual lab
implemented by the VSU IT. Faculty and students can complete the research with no issues. Faculty and
students can also use Microsoft Teams to organize online meetings every week and discuss research
issues if we cannot meet in person every week.

In addition, Dr. il obtained support from Dr.

, to remote access their GIS Data Center and their special GIS software
(which VSU does not have) for analyses of this project should it become necessary in the process. The
faster computing power and better equipment at their GIS Data Center will enable Dr. . and her students
to finish GIS analysis faster.
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