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What most impressed French explorer Samuel de Champlain were 
les monts verts — the green mountains. His expedition up the 
St. Lawrence River in 1609 recorded much of the landscape 

that after the American Revolution would become Verd Mont. Vermont 
today maintains much of the natural beauty that inspired Champlain. The 
state is overwhelmingly rural, its cartography still defined by back roads 
linking small towns that hearken back to more than a century ago. The 
land remains the lifeblood here. Dairy farms, forest products, agriculture, 
maple syrup, outdoor adventure, tourism. It is a place of cheese and corn, 
cows and Phish, skiers and leaf peepers. Vermont

By Beth Wilson
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Vermont
Some view Vermont as not just a place but an idea — a balance, as the state motto 

indicates, of “freedom and unity.” Supporting independent individuals that build strong 
communities is the core principle of the state’s community and public transportation 
network. A sentiment echoed by many around the state reflects a reverence for autonomy. 
An understanding of mobility’s contributing role in maintaining that self-sufficiency sup-
ports a varied and expansive network of transportation options in Vermont.

Across six separate community and public transportation operators, the consistent value 
fueling connections was a dynamic commitment to people ... to neighbors, and a shared 
vision. Communities here have shaped transportation systems that respond to mobility 
needs with flexible, cost-efficient approaches. And they’re led by a cadre of capable, dedi-
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cated individuals who represent what it means to be a 
community transportation leader — they care. 

From long-run commuter buses bringing workers 
to downtown Burlington to demand-response service 
bringing seniors to an activity center to a job-access 
service connecting workers and students to car pools 
bringing staff and students to a teaching medical center 
to a volunteer driving three hours across the state to 
help someone reach specialized healthcare, vital con-
nections are enabling individuals to remain part of the 
communities that make Vermont, well, Vermont.  

The Ruby in the Kingdom

It was an exhaustive effort — months of commu-
nity meetings, educational communiqués, volunteers 
and staffers gathering signatures — to win support 
for mobility in Northeast Vermont. On Town Meet-
ing day, municipal appropriations decisions would be 
made. For the first time in its history, Rural Community 

Transportation, Inc., (RCT) was seeking another kind 
of local investment. Calling the outcome a success 
would be an understatement. Requests of more than 
four dozen towns in four counties were approved across 
the board.

“And the towns said, ‘You can ask for more!’” recalls 
Rural Community Transportation Executive Director 
Mary Grant, underscoring the region’s appreciation for 
vital connections.

This message of support for a transportation pro-
vider spotlights the vital nature of the service the system 
provides. Rural Community Transportation covers 
enormous geography here by Vermont standards — the 
three counties of Caledonia, Essex and Orleans span 
2,000 square miles — connecting 54 towns and one 

city across the tri-county area plus portions of Lamoille 
County. Population densities are lower here, making up 
20 percent of the state’s land area but only 10 percent 
of its population, and poverty levels are higher.

U.S. Senator George Aiken was stirred by this 
region’s magnificence. The forest- and water-strewn 
rural landscape of this corner of the state has a regal 
beauty, he lauded in 1949. And so was baptized this 
Vermont heartland — known thereafter as the North-
east Kingdom.

Rural Community Transportation has proclaimed 
itself the Ruby in the Kingdom. And the system is 
a jewel, providing mobility options to anyone in the 
region through an innovative mix of volunteers, 
fixed-routes, vanpools and taxis. A private, non-profit 
organization incorporated in 1991, the system’s initial 
mission was to coordinate Medicaid transportation 
services. Its program became the model for Vermont 
Public Transportation Association’s statewide Medicaid 
brokerage network. (Find more information at http://
www.vpta.net/publicservice_medical.cfm.) Today, Rural 

Community Transportation is linking 
the Kingdom with flexible, responsive 
services that draw on any resource 
available.

The system’s circulating shuttles, 
fixed routes, Job Access connections 
and Senior Shopper service provide 
dependable and vital links to employ-
ment, healthcare and education. But 
the Kingdom’s volunteer drivers — the 
largest volunteer network in the state, 
and one of the largest in the nation 
— are the moving force of the system, 
bringing people from outlying areas 
to the town centers, often for cancer 
treatment or dialysis, shopping trips, 
meals and activities at a local senior 
center. 

The majority of Rural Community 
Transportation’s 200,000 annual rides 
are made with volunteer drivers be-
hind the wheel. In 2002, volunteers 

drove 4.5 million miles in the Medicaid program and 
another 1 million connecting seniors and people with 
disabilities. 

“Our volunteers are the engine that drives this 
thing,” says Jim Keeney, Rural Community Transpor-
tation’s fleet manager, of a world of connections to 
everything from life-sustaining medical care to grocer-
ies to school to appointments to fall foliage excursions 
and more. 

“We’re the model for the rest of the state,” adds 
Grant proudly. 

Richard Gammel, Jr., understands the crucial role 
of volunteer drivers from both sides of the ride. He 
became a Rural Community Transportation volunteer 
several years ago. When health problems forced him 

The Rural Community Transportation team (from left, David Towle, Jim Keeney, Mary Grant and Suzanne 
Bartlett) puts mobility in the news.
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to stop driving, he rediscovered Rural Community 
Transportation as a passenger. Already familiar with 
driver training, he feels comfortable and secure with all 
the system’s drivers. He does, however, hold a special 
place for volunteer driver Gary Holbrook.

“It’s a good thing Gary wouldn’t listen to me,” says 
Richard, recalling their ride together the week before. 
“Otherwise, I probably wouldn’t be here today.”

During the return trip after a routine doctor’s visit 
150 miles away in Massachusetts, Richard experi-
enced a medical condition that worsened. Though he 
requested only to go home and rest, Holbrook drove 
him straight to the hospital.

“I knew there was no one at his home that day,” 
says Holbrook, who transitioned from taxi service 
owner to volunteer driver when Rural Community 
Transportation was first launched, making one of their 
first runs. “Our clients go from A to B, and we’re not 
supposed to go anywhere else with them. But I had a 
responsibility.”

In the Kingdom, as is the case all across the nation, 
that responsibility is to the people that might need, say, 
a 4:30 a.m. ride to dialysis. Or a ride to the store in bad 
weather. Or a 300-mile ride to a doctor’s office.

“Sometimes I’ve done hundreds of miles before 
10:00 a.m.,” says Holbrook. “There can be 10 inches 
of snow on the road 
and I’m just as com-
fortable as I am on 
pavement. That’s 
why they call me. I 
have my cell phone 
with me al l  the 
time so the system 
can reach me. And 
sometimes I have to 
call my wife and say, 
‘I’ll be home a little 
later.’”

B e c a u s e  e v -
ery trip is impor-
tant. But some are 
more challenging 
than others. Mak-
ing connections for 
some residents of 
the Kingdom can 
require covering 
some rather rugged 
terrain.

“We have a real 

need for vehicles that can do backroads, through 
mud and snow. Sometimes even four-wheel drive,” 
says David Towle, Rural Community Transportation’s 
Rideshare coordinator and marketing mastermind, 
of the added strength volunteer drivers bring to the 
system. “You’ve heard of the Snow Belt? Well, we’re 
the buckle.”

You don’t have tell Rose Moulton that. She’s knows 
from first-hand experience.

Recipient of the system’s first ever Beyond-the-Call-
of-Duty award, Moulton began a trip a few years back 
that she expected to be routine. It would be a long day, 
she knew, transporting her passenger three hours away 
to a medical appointment in Bennington. It turned out 
to be much longer. An unexpected snowstorm blew 
into the region. Moulton and her passenger set out to 
make it back home, but ice, wind and snow made travel 
difficult. Hours later, the 1987 Oldsmobile and crew 
were home safe and sound thanks, says Moulton, to 
“the Lord and really beautiful studded tires!”

“What volunteer drivers do is important. It’s a 
lot of responsibility. Our passengers’ lives are in our 
hands. The transit system can’t do it without us,” says 
Moulton.

Volunteer driving for Moulton is a family affair. Her 
brother-in-law drove for Rural Community Transporta-

Regular passengers Patty and Shirley share rides — and some good stories — on driver Mo’s RCT bus
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tion, and his wife before him. 
“I love the people, and I have made the most beauti-

ful friends,” says Moulton. “I often drive an 82-year-old 
woman who is the kindest person I’ve met in a long 
time. She says I make her day, and I tell her, ‘Wrong. 
You make my day.’”

Connecting community members with doctor’s ap-
pointments, physical therapy, schools, adult daycare, 
senior meal sites ... Moulton says this mobility network 
is crucial in the Northeast Kingdom. 

“RCT is the best thing ever started here,” she em-
phasizes. “We have a lot of great programs here, but 
people would never be able to get to them without 
rides.”

Successful community transportation requires ef-
fective partnerships. Rural Community Transportation 
works closely with community service providers, like 
the Area Agency on Aging, Northeast Kingdom Com-
munity Action, Vermont Association of the Blind and 
Northeast Kingdom Human Services, to understand 
their mobility needs, and to educate them about how 
their brand of innovative community transportation 
can assist in the delivery of services. 

“Without transit, adult daycare couldn’t exist,” says 
Peter Coutu, executive director 
of the Riverside Life Enrichment 
Center. “We are very fortunate.”

In many rural parts of the 
nation, vital healthcare and 
social services are becoming 
more disparate and regionally 
based, necessitating stronger 
transportation ties. The King-
dom is no different. Of the 50 
or so participants coming to the 
Riverside Center each day, nearly 
all arrive through a Rural Com-

munity Transportation connection. The challenges of 
rural roads, harsh winters and long distance — with 
some participants traveling 45 miles each way — ex-
acerbate what is already a hectic schedule for many 
families, explains Coutu. With available transportation, 
the Center becomes an option. And so does a better 
quality of life.

“Without RCT, many of these people would be in 
nursing homes,” says Coutu, underscoring the indepen-
dence that connections afford. “This is the Northeast 
Kingdom. Everyone’s working. Families depend on the 
availability of these rides.”

Dialysis is another example of the critical nature 

of the transportation provided by Rural Community 
Transportation. Like many communities, the number of 
dialysis patients in the Kingdom is on the rise, growing 
faster than the already stretched clinics can handle. 
Until nine new beds arrive in Newport next year, di-
alysis patients in that town must make the two-hour 
one-way trip to treatment centers in the Hanover, New 
Hampshire area. 

“These people are sick,” says Grant, emphasizing the 
delicate nature of the ride. She knows that Rural Com-
munity Transportation helps keep these people alive.

Volunteer drivers are more than transportation con-
nections. They are important ombudsmen back in their 
local communities. For many in the Kingdom, they are 
the face of Rural Community Transportation.

“We had 54 towns contribute to our service this 
year,” says Grant, recalling the overwhelming response 
from area communities committing for the first time 
town appropriations. “We had a lot of people show up 
at those town meetings. Our volunteer drivers helped 
us do it.”

In addition to finding flexible ways to respond to 
healthcare needs, inclimate weather, and difficult ter-
rain, Rural Community Transportation has developed 

mobility strategies to meet 
both employer and employee 
requests, connecting residents 
with job training and employ-
ment opportunities. Once 
again, the geography of North-
east Vermont plays a role. Jobs 
in the Kingdom are often far 
from home. People travel long 
distances, making long com-
mutes. For many residents, 
transit is the most economical 
and best strategy. 

“RCT is servicing the people we know need the ser-
vice. They show up and ask for it,” says Doug Morton, 
transportation planner with the Northeast Vermont 
Development Association.

As is true elsewhere in Vermont and across the na-
tion, individual transit trips in the Kingdom reverberate 
in the larger community. The vital connection to educa-
tion, jobs and income, says Morton, adds significantly 
to the local economy.

“These are very real numbers,” says Morton, a 
fact underscored in a 2002 survey by the Association 
that explored mobility needs for elderly and disabled 
residents.

The Ruby is a vital link to jobs in the Kingdom.
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“One thing that came out of that was an emphasis 
on employment. Some people don’t have access to a 
vehicle, or maybe there’s three or four workers in a 
family with only one vehicle,” he explains. “And we 
were reminded that though people may be elderly or 
disabled they are still employed. They fall into that 
same group — workers.”

Part of that same group that includes riders Patty 
and Shirley. 

Shirley is one rider with lots of stories, most of them 
ending with a punch line that produces peals of laugh-
ter from her co-worker Patty. Employees at Burndy 
Electrical both women depend on Rural Community 
Transportation to connect with their Littleton, New 
Hampshire, job site. Shirley stopped driving a year ago 
due to a medical condition. She had seen the flyers for 
the transit service at work, and she’s been on the bus 
ever since. Both Patty and her daughter, a student at 
Lyndon Institute, are regular riders.

“It’s so convenient for me,” says Patty. “They pick me 
up and drop me off right in front of my house.” 

Convenience. Wide reach. Local impact. Area 
residents have been reading a lot about the Ruby in 
the Kingdom.

Phish Fans to Get Transportation 
Boost from RCT

Caledonian Record, August 6, 2004.

Rural Community Transportation, Inc. made the 
papers again. The countdown to the Phish farewell 
concert had reached a fevered pitch by August, as area 
residents, businesses and law enforcement officials 
prepared for the arrival of an anticipated 70,000 fans 
of the native-Vermont band. To the relief of highway 
police, many of the attendees were able to board a bus 
to see the show. To the delight of business owners, they 
stopped in St. Johnsbury to shop as the bus refueled. 

The bus they rode was the Kingdom Express, a new 
Rural Community Transportation run that revived a 
link between the jobs and health services in Windsor 
County and residents in the northeast corner of the 
state. Three days a week riders can link with Stagecoach 
Transportation Services — out of Randolph in central 
Vermont — and ride to White River Junction. Two days 
a week, the Kingdom Express makes a full run to the 
Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Center in Lebanon, 
New Hampshire, and the Vermont Transit intercity bus 
terminal in White River Junction, scheduling to make 
easy transfers. That vital route — from conception to 
connection — made the news throughout the spring.

In between there were the headlines highlighting 
the provider’s rideshare education and outreach efforts. 
A Pool to School poster contest got students, teachers 
and even parents to ponder pollution, conservation and 
carpooling. When Governor Douglas took note, and 
invited winning students to an awards ceremony, the 
story got a little bigger — culminating in a newsworthy 

visit to the state capitol.
Rural Community Transportation by this time was 

practically a household name in the region, thanks to 
an exhaustive outreach effort in the months preceding 
town appropriations last March. Making history in the 
Northeast Kingdom, the transit system sought and won 
unanimous support from 54 towns in four counties. 
Now that was newsworthy.

“We’re in the paper every other week if we can pull 
it off!” says Grant.

She credits the dedication and empathy of her staff 
and drivers for expanding mobility in the region.

“We’re all from the Northeast Kingdom,” she says, 
emphasizing her staff ’s ties to the area. “If we want 
change, we have to really strategize. Because we un-
derstand where these people are coming from.”

And where these people can go.

Advancing Mobility

The morning fog off the Connecticut River is 
heavy as the bus crosses into New Hampshire. The 
early commute is shared by a variety of workers and 
students, all reaching employment and education op-
portunities in the neighboring state. Ironically, New 
Hampshire’s largest transit ridership boards a Vermont 
bus. Advance Transit in Wilder, Vermont, connects the 
large economic region that straddles both states. The 
system’s five fixed routes, parking lot shuttles and ride-
share program focus on commuters from both states, 
ensuring reliable connections to employment centers 
and education oppor-
tunities — especially 
Dartmouth College 
and Dartmouth-Hitch-
cock Medical Center 
— that augment trans-
portation management 
in the growing Upper 
Valley. 

“We ’ r e  k ind  o f 
unusual here,” says 
Advance Transit Ex-
ecutive Director Van 
Chesnut. “We’re a rural 
area dealing with the 
small urban issues of 
traffic and economic 
development.” 

Though serv ing 
the region since 1984, 
Advance Transit has 
reinvented itself over 
the past decade, tran-
sitioning from a sys-
tem focused on human 
service agencies to a 

Dartmouth College is one of the critical players in 
Advance Transit’s mobility strategy.
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system sitting proactively at the community develop-
ment table. Throughout, Chesnut has nurtured strong 
relationships with the area businesses, town leaders and 
the community. Resulting local investment has enabled 
the system to leverage federal support and focus on 
opportunities with large community impact. Advance 
Transit went from a low-volume demand-response 
service to a high-volume fixed-route public transit net-
work. Ridership grew nearly 20 percent between 2001 
and 2002, and has more than doubled since 1999. 

“We’ve gone from the point of “Can transit work 
here?” to a point where they understand our important 
role,” says Chesnut, emphasizing Advance Transit’s 
prominent place in daily life in the region. “We’ve be-
come a part of the community fabric. You’ll see people 
list their home for sale — ‘Near the Blue Line!’”

One big draw for riders? The price. “All free, all 
the time.” Advance Transit’s fare-free service is part of 
a travel demand-management strategy developed by 
area towns, businesses and institutions as they address 
growing traffic and parking congestion. All agree that 
providing transportation options is a priority in main-
taining the quality of life in the Upper Valley. 

Of course, the ride isn’t actually free. To ensure that 
passengers have a fare-free system, Chesnut and local 
transit supporters and advocates have worked diligently 
to educate the community and build outstanding local 
investment — particularly on the part of the region’s 
two largest employers. Their dedication makes a fare-
free system possible.

William Barr, Jr., has been involved with Advance 
Transit since its early days in the mid-1980s, watching 
the system grow from one bus to 24. He remembers 
examining schedules on spreadsheets with Chesnut 
as they initiated planning. As Director of Fiscal and 
Auxiliary Services for Dartmouth College, he oversees 
parking management for the school’s facilities. 

“If you’re going to talk about parking, you have to 
talk about transit,” he says. “There will be no more core 

parking lots built by Dartmouth College. Only shuttle 
lots from outside central campus.”

Advance Transit operates two shuttles that connect 
park-and-ride lots with central campus and the Town 
of Hanover. In addition, the central campus green 
serves as a transfer hub for the Green, Blue, Orange 
and Brown lines. 

Dartmouth is the second largest employer in the re-
gion, just behind the Medical Center. Their significant 
support and commitment — the two together make up 
over a third of Advance Transit’s budget — enabled the 
system to go fare-free three years ago. 

“We wanted to take away a barrier and change the 
way people behave,” says Barr. “It’s the behaviors, the 
culture you have to change.” 

And you do so with a service focused on people 
— where they are and where they have to go. The 
decision to make community and public transporta-
tion play a significant role in how local communities 
access the campus and nearby medical center stems 
from a process that included a healthy dose of public 
participation. 

Barr estimates that 3 percent of the total college 
population regularly takes transit. He wants to see that 
number rise to 10-15 percent. For those needing an 
extra incentive, the college’s buy back program encour-
ages employees to turn in their parking stickers, get on 
the bus and receive up to $360 a year as a reward for 
choosing public transit. 

A transit education is part of the orientation for 
incoming students, and every department sends out 
bus schedules. 

“We make it part of their decision-making process 
when choosing housing,” says Barr.

A couple of those students get off the bus in Leba-
non. Housing is less expensive here, five miles south 
of Hanover, and Advance Transit connects them to 
classes on the Blue Line, the shopping plazas on the 
Red Line. More passengers board at the food co-op at 

Centerra Marketplace. After securing his bicycle 
on the front of the vehicle, one rider boards and 
announces his destination.

“DHMC, please,” 
“You’re in luck. That’s just where we’re going!” 

replies the driver, with some good-natured sar-
casm. Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Center is 
his next and perhaps most popular stop.

“You know where it is, then?” returns the pas-
senger, taking the challenge.

“If I don’t by now, I’m in trouble.”
“It’s that little green and white building.”
Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Center, that 

little green and white building, encompasses 
nearly 250 acres. Outgrowing its original home on 
the Dartmouth campus, the new Center was built 
1991 on undeveloped land just outside Lebanon. 
In addition to the hospital, clinic and medical 
school, a new Doctors Office Building has recently 

Advance Transit’s ridership has more than doubled over the last five years.
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opened, increasing the Center’s size by 40 percent. 
This burgeoning healthcare center highlights a 

national trend. Increasingly, the healthcare field is 
turning to larger, regionally based centers and away 
from attempting to locate facilities in every community. 
Combine this trend with an ever-aging population less 
likely to drive itself, and innovative mobility solutions 
become mandatory. 

“As a regional academic medical center, we’ve seen 
continuous growth in patient demand. Some of that is 
related to population growth, but probably more to an 
aging population. And to the quality of our services,” 
says Bill Geraghty, vice president of human resources 
for the Medical Center. “We need to respond to that 
demand.”

The Center’s response, with a strategy that includes 
a strong transit component, led to its placement on 
the first-ever list of New England’s Best Workplaces 
for Commuters, an EPA designation that spotlights 
employers committed to reducing traffic and air pol-
lution and improving quality of life for workers and 
their communities. The Center is the work site for 
5,000 employees, as well as the destination for some 
5,000 visitors daily. The Center’s continued growth, 
along with patient and employee volume, will require 
an increasing use of transit, says Geraghty, in order to 
reduce the demand on parking.

“We’re a large entity in a rural area. That’s part of our 
unique challenge,” he explains. “We aim to influence 
employee behavior. Convincing people to ride the bus 

here, as opposed to an urban area, is different. Most 
cannot simply walk down the street to a bus stop. They 
have to get in their car first and drive to one. So how 
do we convince them to get out of the car and on a bus 
instead of just continuing in the car?”

Convenience and cost, says Geraghty, will continue 
to impact mobility choice. The community’s ability to 
support a viable, fare-free system is a continuing dis-
cussion for the regional Upper Valley Transportation 
Management Association — a partnership of transit 
providers, area employers and public officials — on 
which Geraghty is the Medical Center’s representa-
tive. 

As the Blue Line bus circles Dartmouth College’s 
green, it makes a stop adjacent to the Dartmouth 
Medical School. A teaching physician waiting to board 
unexpectedly encounters a department staffer as she 
gets off the bus. After a quick exchange of words, 
paperwork and ink at the bus door, the bus begins its 
return trip to the Medical Center.

“I have to travel daily between my office on campus 
and the Medical Center. If I don’t ride my bike, I always 
use transit. I could drive over, and there might be some 
faculty parking this time of day, but I’d end up driving 
around for a while looking for it. Then I’d have a walk 
to my office. By the time you add it all up, it’s much 
quicker to jump on the bus. And you can’t beat the 
price!” offers the passenger. “Besides, this is my think 
time. It’s great riding over in the morning with the 
Provost. I get some quality time to talk about issues.”

Early morning commuters — students, professors, medical staff and other workers — head across the Connecticut River.
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The Upper Valley Rideshare program — one of 12 
regional brokers in a statewide effort to improve access 
for rural residents to jobs and medical facilities, as well 
as reduce congestion and emissions — is also expanding 
through Advance Transit’s administration. Matching 
employees and students with similar commutes and 
creating carpool partners, the program has grown to 
several hundred participants, and was a 2003 recipient 
of the Environmental Protection Agency’s Commuter 
Choice Champion award. 

Lest one be left with the impression that Advance 
Transit is simply shuttling students and doctors around 
the Upper Valley, stop by the Norwich Inn in Norwich, 
Vermont, for coffee. Several seniors have become 
regulars here. Betsy Sylvester, a resident of Kendal 
at Hanover, a continuing care community, is rather 

fond of the Inn and 
its proprietor Sally 
Wilson. And Advance 
Transit’s Brown Route 
drops her right at the 
Inn’s door.

“The Kendal called 
and asked, ‘How can 
we get more people 
to take transit?’” says 
Wilson. “I said, ‘How 
about ride transit to 
Norwich Inn, get a 
free cup of coffee?’”

“It sort of snapped 
that it might be an 
idea that could work,” 
says Sylvester. “It’s 
wonderful if it gives 
Sally a little business, 
but the important 
thing is to get people 
to ride the bus. This is 
an aging community, 
and many people have 

to give up their cars. But they don’t have to just sit at 
home brooding because they can’t drive.”

The Norwich Inn’s offer gave resident Ella Erway 
another excuse to post something about transit. When 
she took the leadership role on Kendal’s transportation 
committee two years ago, there was too much umpir-
ing required for Kendal’s own bus — which group got 
the bus to go where and when. There was an Advance 
Transit route just a few blocks away. Why not take 
advantage of it?

“We asked them to extend the route. We put up the 
shelter ourselves. And now we’re up to 125 boardings 
a month at Kendal,” she boasts. Kendal now makes a 
financial contribution to Advance Transit.

The transportation committee, which holds their 
meetings at the Norwich Inn, provides transit in-
formation and mentor rides, where a transportation 

committee member accompanies a resident on his 
or her first bus ride. They are getting ready to crown 
their first King of the Bus Riders. Though Erway is 
still tinkering with the title, the honor will go to a 
95-year-old resident who’s stayed active for years with 
transit connections. He’s an encouragement to other 
residents, like the group of men who synchronize their 
barber schedules so they can all ride with their favorite 
Advance Transit driver.

“Some people travel all over the world on airplanes 
and trains but they’re afraid to take transit,” says Erway, 
whose committee encourages riding before residents 
need to stop driving. “The bus makes all the difference. 
It offers all kinds of freedom. People can go downtown, 
take classes, go to lunch, get a haircut. This is an active, 
lively community, and transit makes a big difference in 
the lives of people who live here.”

Sylvester talks about more than just a bus ride.
“It’s wonderful service. Practically door to door. 

With very friendly drivers that know everyone’s stops. 
And will help someone on and off if they need it. And 
call ahead to make sure your connecting bus waits,” 
she says. “It’s what everyone would want their grand-
mother to have.”

Advance Transit is a powerful example of how a 
transportation system can impact the community it 
serves when it’s not afraid to provide a level of service 
that leaves behind traditional concepts and concen-
trates on responding to local needs and building part-
nerships with key local stakeholders.

MOOving a Mountain

They call it 100-Mile View for a reason. Atop Hog-
back Mountain, as you make the curve on Route 9, a 
spectacular wide-angle vista comes into view. Stand-
ing looking south, you can make out New Hampshire, 
Massachusetts and maybe even a bit of Connecticut. 
During prime fall foliage, you’re also sure to see plenty 
of cars, motorcycles and tour buses, and by ski season 
the tourists will have arrived in mass.

Sue Ellen knows the seasonal transformations of 
Southern Vermont well. She’s lived in the nearby small 
town of Readsboro all her life, and her career with 
Mount Snow Resort is now into its 21st year. She has 
never had a driver’s license, and with her work 25 miles 
away, she depended on rides with her husband or her 
co-workers. That sometimes meant departure times 
earlier than she needed, or waiting several hours after 
her shift to go home. Then one day eight years ago she 
saw the fliers announcing a new transit service.

“I thought, ‘This is ideal!’” remembers Sue Ellen. 
“It’s not far to walk to get the bus, and it takes me right 
to the door of my job.”

Many small communities along Route 100 have 
limited employment options, and workers must com-
mute to jobs up to 20-plus miles away. That makes 

Leveraging the “unusual,” Executive Director Van 
Chesnut has garnered strong community investment 
to address economic development challenges.
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Deerfield Valley Transit Association vital to both work-
ers and employers.

“The bus brings a lot of people to jobs that otherwise 
couldn’t work,” says Sue Ellen. 

“Four months of the year we double in size,” says 
Deerfield Valley Transit Association General Manager 
Randy Schoonmaker of ramped up operations in the 
high season. 

The system began as a seasonal shuttle serving the 
major ski resort. The commercial center of the region 
— Wilmington, with a population just over 2,000 
— was 10 miles away.

“We needed to connect and develop the corridor,” 
says Schoonmaker.

With federal congestion mitigation and air qual-
ity investment — special funds designated for clean 
air non-attainment areas used in communities large 
and small — a pilot program was launched in 1996. 
Schoonmaker required less than $100,000 for the local 
match, but the private business community contributed 
double the amount. 

“Both the developers and the resort locked into 

supporting transit from the beginning, because they 
understood the impact it could have,” says Schoon-
maker of the invaluable investment. “We were able to 
take the extra money to subsidize capital needs and 
develop other needed programs.”

Sue Ellen says the service is now important to the 
community year-round — getting workers to jobs, 
seniors to healthcare and meals, residents to grocery 
stores. But transit’s indispensability is most evident 
during the winter, when the high-traffic ski season fills 
hotels and motels, restaurants and shops. 

“All the tourists take it, too. The buses are really 
packed in the winter,” says Sue Ellen. 

And that means the lodges and hotels are packed. 
As is the nature of the hospitality industry, Thursday, 
Friday and Sunday are changeover days, when many 
guests check out and businesses work around a big 
turnover. That can require longer 
hours, earlier and later shifts. Sue 
Ellen says Deerfield Valley Transit As-
sociation is always flexible, changing 
their bus schedules to accommodate 
work schedules.

“In my type of work, you’ve got the 
busy season and lots of employees,” says 

“The Mountain would be lost without it,” says 
a regular rider of the MOOver’s critical role in 
her community.
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Sue Ellen, explaining the expansive workforce that 
includes many international youth. “With the MOOver, 
you know you can get to work. The Mountain would 
be lost without it.”

Slopes. Powder. Lodges. Skiers. This could be 
Aspen. But it’s not. This is Vermont. Mimicking the 

unofficial mascot of the state, all of the Association’s 
vehicles resemble black and white Holsteins — making 
the MOOver easy to recognize. Local artist and author 
Skip Marrow (see page 8) designed a unique pattern 
for each vehicle type.

“Each bus is a canvas,” says Schoonmaker, admira-
bly pointing out a vehicle herd of spotted 28-passenger 
Blue Birds, 30-passenger Condors, Dodge conversion 
vans and Ford cutaways. “It’s humorous. We like to 

laugh at ourselves.”
This is evident after spending only a short time in 

the same room with Schoonmaker. He wears a wide grin 
whether he’s describing his artistic fleet, his exceptional 
staff, his diverse ridership, his community support or 
his vision for a new facility. His passion is not covert. 

“I am most proud of 
our team. None of this 
works without everyone. 
And everyone does ev-
erything — drive, plow 
snow, deliver brochures,” 
says Schoonmaker. “We 
all sit down together 
regularly to hammer out 
service issues. It’s a way 
to erase so many mis-
conceptions. We focus 
on communication and 
coordination.”

As Deerfield Val-
ley Transit Association 
branched out, the sys-
tem emerged as much 
more than tourist and 
employment  t rans-
portation, developing 
a rideshare program, 
contracting for service 
to adult daycare and 

meal sites and introducing Van-Go — a 
program connecting elderly and disabled 
riders not served by existing social service 
programs. The addition of fixed-route 
service to Wardsboro, Wilmington, Whit-
ingham, Halifax and Dover quadrupled 
the MOOver’s route system. In addition 
to paid staff, a team of about a dozen 
volunteer drivers fill in where needed 
— for vital but time-consuming trips, 
for instance, to Bennington for chemo-
therapy and dialysis treatment.

“We keep expanding our roots,” says 
Schoonmaker. “We started out as the ski 
bus, and now we’re a real source of pride 
for the community. The MOOver is one 
thing everybody agrees on.”

From a fixed route with a 10-mile 
radius helping tourists and employees 

get to the slopes to a full-service transit provider serv-
ing eight communities along a 36-mile stretch with a 
wide range of mobility needs, the system’s connections 
continue to expand. Local communities are now served 
year-round by four fixed routes and seasonally by six 
additional routes, all together providing nearly 180,000 
rides a year through rainy spring, slower summers, fall 
foliage and lots of winter snow.

Erin Lackey has been with Deerfield Valley Transit 

Plans for a new MOOver facility include revitalizing a brownfield site and creating a community transportation center.

“Everyone does everything,” boasts the MOOver’s Randy Schoonmaker of a transit 
team that includes driver Erin Lackey.
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Association from the beginning. Her skills allow her 
to move easily between vehicles and routes. But Mon-
days, Wednesdays and Fridays are reserved for lunch 
in Jacksonville.

“I pick up the ladies, and do they love to talk,” says 
Lackey. “This is their time to socialize.”

Sometimes Lackey’s daughter Kayla is along for 
the ride. 

“She’s the surrogate great-granddaughter for all the 
ladies. I’m the granddaughter!”

Connections for seniors are a critical segment of 
the MOOver’s service. Ridership to three congregate 
meal sites and adult daycare, along with shopping trips, 
nursing home visits and medical care connections, has 
grown significantly.

“Word of mouth is huge in our elderly community,” 
says Erin. 

That phenomenon is evident at the Jacksonville 
senior meal site.

“I call it a Moo bus,” says Joe jokingly. “I also call 
it a blessing.”

He’s one of seven regulars that arrive on the 
MOOver three times a week. 

“I can’t go in a car,” says Maxine, a passenger, ex-
plaining a physical disability. “The bus is wonderful. 
And the best part? It doesn’t cost anything. A lot of us 
don’t have any money, or not much anyway.”

As in other parts of the state, Deerfield Valley Tran-
sit’s building and maintaining of the local investment 
that keeps the system fare-free removes a significant 
barrier for many potential riders.

“It’s such a blessing, it really is,” emphasizes Elea-
nor. “I can remember when we didn’t have it. You had 
to depend on friends to take you places.”

“It’s super!” adds Catherine, another rider, whose 
next words bring her to tears. “I wouldn’t see anyone 
if it wasn’t for the bus. It’s the only time I get to see 
others. I live alone. I have nobody.”

“We take the MOOver to get to the doctor, and on 
Wednesdays to make our weekly trip with friends to 

shop and eat a lunch out in Bennington,” says Pauline. 
“The drivers are so friendly and helpful, and I really 
don’t know how people got around before they were 
here. Our friends keep getting older and they can’t 
get out like they used to. We couldn’t do it any other 
way.”

Cookie continues to drive for now. 
“But it’s nice to know its available when I decide it’s 

time to stop driving.”
Deerfield Valley Transit Association meets every 

year to discuss needs with most select boards of the 
communities it serves, though it currently receives no 
municipal financial support. While the system MOOves 
people with state and federal grants, its budget in-
cludes strong investment from the private sector. The 
Association is second in the state in terms of private 
donations received. The largest dollar amounts come 
from the area’s two ski resorts. To cultivate this vital 
relationship, transit officials meet often with resort and 
condominium business operators.

Transit is a vital link for Mount Snow, according to 
Kelly Pawlak, vice president of marketing for the resort. 
Visitors can park the car, load their skis or snowboard 
on the front of a MOOver vehicle and head for the 
slopes.

“We can market it. It offers us value-added features,” 
says Pawlak. “Everybody loves the MOOver. We do 
surveys, and always receive excellent ratings. We’d 
like to take all the credit for that but then we say, ‘Oh, 
that’s the MOOver!’”

The transit system also connects Mount Snow with 
the employees it needs to operate. The MOOver, says 
Pawlak, enables the resort to open employment oppor-
tunities to different pockets of the region — workers in 
neighboring towns, high school students without cars, 
international workers here for the ski season. The new-
est route, begun in October, connects Deerfield Valley 
with Brattleboro, and Pawlak says plans for a job fair 
there are already underway.

“The MOOver’s role is two-fold,” says Pawlak of 
connections for both vacationers 
and employees. “Staffing is sort of 
the back end that nobody sees. But 
bringing employees to the Moun-
tain is crucial.”

The larger community, says 
Schoonmaker, benefits from the 
system’s partnership with tour-
ism. 

“We’re lucky to have committed 
partners and private investment. 
The resorts have touched every-
thing we’ve done. They’ve helped us 
weather the storms,” he explains. 
“We take the resort money and we 
plow it back into the community.”

This fall sees the return of 
transit connections to Brattleboro 

Investment by the ski resorts enables the MOOver to expand other important connections.
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to the east, and, hopefully, soon after to Bennington 
to the west. Both substantially larger towns, they are 
important destinations for jobs, healthcare, an adult 
day center and schools. A steering committee includ-
ing the Windham Regional Commission, Bennington’s 
local transit provider, Green Mountain Transit, the 
Town of Brattleboro’s Bee Line service, Mount Snow 
Resort, Mount Snow Valley Chamber of Commerce and 
Deerfield Valley Transit Association guided a feasibility 
study. Again, a federal congestion mitigation and air 
quality grant is enabling a three-year pilot program 
— much as the MOOver began. 

The preliminary route to Brattleboro will connect 
with that town’s Bee Line transit system, Greyhound 
and Amtrak. When service expands to Bennington, rid-
ers can connect with that town’s local service, Green 
Mountain Transit. (Learn more about this provider on 
page 30.) This new service and these intermodal con-
nections will greatly expand mobility options across 
Southern Vermont.

“Youth can then do things after school — get jobs, 
participate in programs or just hang out with friends,” 
says Schoonmaker of new possibilities.

He’s got more possibilities in mind. With admin-
istrative staff in one location, and vehicles, drivers 
and maintenance at another location, Schoonmaker 
outlines plans for a new comprehensive facility. The 
system just purchased a brownfield site in Wilmington, 
the old Vermont Barnboard Factory, complete with silo. 
Schoonmaker envisions not only a home for transit but 
a multiuse facility that serves as an incubator for other 
innovative nonprofits. 

The new location will offer a permanent mainte-
nance facility, indoor vehicle storage, fueling and wash 
areas, centralized offices, a training area, a passenger 
terminal and parking for park-and-ride commuters. 
Deerfield Valley Transit Association wants a design that 
incorporates foot and bicycle paths, envisioning a true 
transportation center.

Jonathan Meeks steers the bus onto Route 100 out 
from the Grand Summit Hotel, making the hourly loop 
of the MOOver No. 7 route. After he retired from a 
career in teaching, he wasn’t ready to stay at home.

“I thought, ‘Oh, what’s a good part-time job?’” 
he remembers pondering, and ended up behind the 
MOOver’s wheel. “Well, part-time turned into full-
time!”

Meeks ended up not only driving but becoming a 
trainer, providing PASS training to the system’s drivers. 
The vital PASS training makes for a safer system and 
gives the agency’s drivers skills to deal with all types 
of passengers. (For more information on the PASS 
program, visit www.ctaa.org/training/pass/index.asp) 
It’s the passengers and the connections, he says, that 
make the job.

“It’s hard not to get to know passengers in a rural 
area. Some of these people know people in my own 
family,” he says. “For people that don’t have a car, lost 

their license or don’t drive, we can get them just about 
anywhere.”

With the route underscoring that point, we swing 
by the post office and bank. A nod to Cinnamon, the 
huge spice-colored dog lounging in front of the bakery. 
Then on to the local high school. Now on past Shaw’s 
grocery, the pharmacy. Meeks waves to his son in the 
passing truck headed in the opposite direction. 

“He works for a building supply company. We keep 
tabs on each other throughout the day.”

Coming up over the hill, the Green Mountains, with 
their October foliage, ignite in the sun. Meeks talks 
about the changing seasons, the challenge of winters, 
the work of transit and the people that depend on it 
no matter the weather.

“The MOOver has never shut down. Never,” he 
lauds. “When it snows 18 inches overnight, you won-
der if you can get to work. Well, that’s why we’ve got 
drop-down chains on the buses. People have to get to 
work.”

The remarkable commitment on the part of all 
Deerfield Valley Transit employees is readily apparent. 
Mix well with outstanding leadership and committed 
partnerships, add a dash of humor, and the Valley is 
able to moove mountains.

Neighbors Helping Neighbors

At 6:45 on an early October morning, the sun is 
starting to warm the day. But right now it’s still glove 
and scarf weather. Becky St. Hilaire has started the 
engine and is letting her vehicle warm up before pas-
sengers board. She’ll pick up her regulars this morning, 
all Grand Isle County residents she’s come to know 
driving this narrow stretch of US 2.

The Champlain Islands — Vermont’s archipelago 
on Lake Champlain — is one of the state’s most pic-
turesque areas. Sandwiched between the Adirondacks 
to the west and the Green Mountains to the east, the 
collection of small communities ranges in size from 
less than 500 to less than 2,000. Though Burlington 
is only 20 minutes south, and Montreal a short drive 
north, this peaceful 30-mile expanse enjoys a solitude 
all its own.

Founded in 1993, Champlain Islanders Develop-
ing Essential Resources, Inc., or CIDER, began as a 
community-based, all-volunteer organization offering 
a broad range of services to enable people to stay 
independent. The first van was added in 1999 when 
the group took on a transit component. The member 
agency of the Franklin-Grand Isle United Way now 
serves the islands’ 7,000 residents with four vans, five 
part-time drivers and dozens of volunteers — who not 
only provide connections but arrange for flu shots, 
offer computer assistance, make reassurance calls, 
cook, serve, deliver meals, offer fitness programs, run 
the equipment-lending Closet, provide end-of-life 
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workshops and guidance, take 
on a handyman project ... all 
matter of tasks that help keep 
residents in their homes. 

CIDER has set up shop in 
an old house in South Hero, 
sharing space with a park-
ing reservation phone center 
— where their accountant 
works — and an insurance 
company — where their own 
agent works. Geographically, 
Robin Way and Jim Holzschuh 
have not traveled far from 
their previous careers. IBM, 
where both men worked as 
personnel supervisors, sits 
just 20 miles away in Essex 
Junction. Though they’re once 
again sharing a small office, 
the attic space where Way 
and Holzschuh orchestrate 
mobility for Grand Isle County 
residents is worlds away. 

“CIDER volunteers are out 
helping someone remove an air 
conditioning unit! We provide 
a very personal service,” says 
Way, who came to the agency 
after a stint as executive direc-
tor for Chittenden County’s 
Special Services Transporta-
tion Agency. “People need it. 
We’re so isolated.”

The latest Grand Isle 
County census counted 400 
people over the age of 75. 
That number is expected to 
grow nearly 60 percent by 
2007. There is one doctor 
on the islands, but accessing 
most healthcare services re-
quires a trip to St. Albans or 
Burlington. There is no local 
residential care facility. 

“You shouldn’t have to 
move 30 miles from your 
home and family. We’re here 
to try to keep them in their 
own homes,” says Way. “Every person we keep in their 
home? That’s one more!”

“We help people stay independent,” adds Holzschuh. 
“When people can see that, we have a good match. 
They’re ready to try the bus.”

Pam has lived in South Hero all her life. Her dis-
ability has created barriers on her life. She lives with 
caregivers and rides the CIDER bus everyday. She takes 
the seat behind St. Hilaire, and the two of them discuss 

this morning’s chill.
Further along the route, Bear is outside to greet us 

as we pull up to Herb’s house. The enormous dog rec-
ognizes St. Hilaire immediately and eagerly guides her 
up to the front door. Herb is moving slowly today. He is 
visually impaired, and many days has difficulty navigat-
ing his environment. His youngest son visits him daily, 
but he’s in the military reserves and has been called to 
duty in Iraq. The deployment weighs heavy on Herb’s 

The apple of the islands, CIDER is revered by the greater community — whose support makes 
possible connections to Club Respite for Pam and Herb (above with driver Becky) and to work for 
Patrick (below with driver Becky).
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mind today. He’s hoping a good game of cribbage will 
help take his mind off such matters for a while. 

“About time you got out here Ralphy ol’ boy!” says 
Pam in her Jackie Gleason voice. 

As Pam and Herb catch up, St. Hilaire quietly con-
tacts dispatch. Someone there immediately phones 
Club Respite, the St. Albans adult day center that is 
their destination. By the time the bus arrives, staff has 
been alerted that Herb is having a down day and may 
need some extra attention.

“People take turns to help out,” says St. Hilaire, 
commending not only her CIDER colleagues and staff 
at Club Respite but her passengers as well. “Some of 
our riders just need that hug sometimes.”

St. Hilaire had previous careers as a hospital ad-
ministrator and a school bus driver in other parts of 
Vermont, but she eventually returned to the place 
where she grew up.

“I wanted to come home. This was my way of com-
ing home,” she says of her current career as a driver 
for CIDER. “The history you get from people in the 
islands!”

Patrick, a CIDER rider, is waiting for the bus at the 
convenience store. With briefcase in hand, he’s headed 
to work in St. Albans. He describes his position as a 
“telephonic interviewer — NOT a telemarketer.” He 
conducts surveys by phone, gathering data on health, 
disease and behavior across the country. But he is 
quick to tell you that he is first and foremost a poet 
and writer, and he offers a taste from one of his lyrical 
collections. He speaks three languages, and carries in 
his briefcase a collection of his French poetry. This 
morning he is recapping his experience at a recent 
forum where an Ezra Pound protégé reviewed his work 
and declared him “brilliant.” He characterizes CIDER 
with the same enthusiasm.

“CIDER has saved my life,” Patrick says with a stern 
face. “They have enabled me to keep working and sup-
port my wife and kids.”

CIDER’s vital role in the community infrastruc-
ture is evident in the very personal support given to 

the organization. By bylaw, CIDER is a membership 
organization with minimal membership fees of $2.00 
a year. But what keeps buses rolling and programs in 
place is the community itself. Beyond a strong volun-
teer driver base, with few accepting mileage reimburse-
ment, residents come forward in varied, unique and 
always crucial ways. The annual Apple Blossom Barn 
and Bake Sale — featuring “more junk than you could 
ever imagine,” says Way — involves hundreds of hours 
of sorting and pricing by volunteers. More volunteers 
work the roads for drive-by coin drops, raising some 
$500 an hour and handing out information on CIDER’s 
services.

“The community talks CIDER for months!” adds 
Holzschuh. 

“That’s also one of the ways we find more volun-
teers,” says Way. 

Taking the helm as Grand Marshal in the annual 
4th of July parade is another way. CIDER is front and 
center in the community. 

Combined with a membership drive, an annual fund 
drive, the hot dog stand at October’s Applefest — plus 
the $44.38 left over from money raised for an 8th grade 
class trip and donated by students — community com-
mitment makes up nearly a third of CIDER’s budgeted 
revenues.

State Senator Richard Mazza was instrumental in 
getting CIDER approved for federal transit investment 
for seniors and people with disabilities. But the system’s 
services play many more roles in the island commu-
nities. As the system grows, it remains rooted in the 
personal service exemplified by its leaders.

Way and Holzschuh sit at desks across from each 
other, with phones, fax and files at the ready.

“We’re always anticipating that next phone call,” 
says Holzschuh. “What the need will be.”

And sometimes, adds Way, that means switching 
gears.

When Way’s old band used to play in the same 
club where a nascent Phish got started, nobody could 
have predicted a future with thousands of global fans 
following the latter in devout reverence. Last summer, 
Phish chose to come home for their farewell concert. 
And those worldwide fans intended to follow them. An 
estimated 100,000 were expected journey to a former 
cornfield in rural northeast Vermont. 

Not only did CIDER help fans with disabilities at-
tend the concert, but when torrential rain in the days 
before the concert wreaked havoc on parking and 
camping options, the system ran vehicles from the 
campgrounds to the concert site. Another example 
of the agency’s flexible service responding to the 
community’s needs.

Jim reaches for the thick three-ring binder behind 
his desk. He turns through the numerous pages, locat-
ing the letter he wants.

“Thank you for all you do for the Champlain Island,” 
he reads. The simple note came with a $1,000 check 

CIDER’s Way (Center) and Holzschuh (right) waiting for the next call with 
the volunteer driver Bill Young.
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enclosed. “We’re doing good stuff and good stuff comes 
back to us.”

The connections made by the 50 or so volunteer 
drivers are, of course, priceless. The average trip is 
30 miles.

“We just designated a Volunteer of the Month, who 
we figured has now driven further than around the 
world for us!” proclaims Way.

Staff driver St. Hilaire estimates that she logs up to 
several hundred miles on some days. But her mind is 
never on the odometer.

“You’re talking with people all the time,” she says 
about her work behind the wheel. “They make me 
laugh. Sometimes I make them laugh. That’s the best 
thing.”

Tomorrow is swim club. Some may choose to shop 
instead. And those who choose neither can join Becky 
at Dunkin Doughnuts for pastries and coffee. Becky’s 
prodding Herb to come along with the coffee crowd. 
As the bus pulls in to Club Respite, he says he’ll think 
it over. Maybe over a game of cribbage.

Networking in Northwest 
Vermont

At age 71, Jim is many things: a retired steel worker 
and electrician, a former volunteer fireman, a sports 
enthusiast with hockey, soccer and flag football coach-
ing on his resume, a father of eleven and too many 
grandchildren to count. But he’s better known to 
everyone here at Club Respite as an artist. 

“Now, look at this one here,” says Jim, pointing at 
a watercolor on the bulletin board. “Ida’s come a long 
way.”

During her visit to Club Respite — the same re-
gional adult day center CIDER serves — Jackie Bristol, 
Northwest Vermont Public Transit Network’s director, 
is enjoying a somewhat unexpected art lesson. Jim 
points to another participant’s work, and explains her 
maturing technique. A disability limits the use of her 
hands so Jim has helped her develop new ways to move 
the paintbrush.

“The first thing we do is go over any disabilities 
they’ve got. Maybe that means drawing a circle in the 
opposite direction,” says Jim, blending skills he learned 
at Boston’s School of Art with capabilities discovered at 
Club Respite. “We’re looking for people to learn what 
they can do. This is what we’re after here. We’re not 
dead! Once we can get past our difficulties ...”

Jim’s arm sweeps the length of the bulletin board 
filled with sketches and paintings, completing the 
sentence visually. 

While the community transportation field rightfully 
directs a great deal of focus on vital medical trips, im-
portant links to employment and valuable rides to meal 
sites made possible through mobility options, there is 
a significant ripple effect to our work. Healthcare, jobs 

and nutrition are the more tangible goals on paper, but 
the more subtle quality-of-life connections — those 
specific to each individual — are the indispensable 
opportunities that celebrate each member of our com-
munity. Transit makes sure Jim is here at Club Respite 
five days a week to share his gift with others.

Jim stopped driving after his heart attack. Now in 
a wheelchair, he intends to stay mobile and stay con-
nected.

“The bus means flexibility for me and for my family,” 
he says. “I couldn’t get anywhere without it.

Serving Franklin and Grand Isle Counties, North-
west Vermont Public Transit Network, or simply the 
Network, is the community transportation operator in 
this part of the state. As with most community trans-
portation operations, the system is designed to serve 
everyone, from medical and employment runs to tak-
ing people into town to shop to coordinating shared 
rides. For destinations like Club Respite, the Network 
is a lifeline. 

“Our main goal is to avoid nursing home placement 
and provide services that support families,” says Club 
Respite’s Executive Director Sue Chase. “Clearly, 
transportation to our program plays an integral part. We 
wouldn’t exist if the resources for transit didn’t exist.”

Chase estimates that some two-thirds of the center’s 
participants live with a caregiver — either a spouse, 
an adult child or a paid professional. Club Respite’s 
program impacts the quality of life for not only those 
that visit but also their caregivers, providing support 
that enables them to work, run errands and simply 
have a much-needed break. Transit services make Club 
Respite an option for many families. Not only is respite 
possible with vital connections, says Chase, but those 
breaks are maximized because caregivers don’t have to 
spend time and energy on transport. 

Connecting people to much more than destinations, the Network shapes the 
quality of life for many people in Northwest Vermont. Director Jackie Bristol takes 
informal instruction from Club Respite’s resident artist.
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Phil has been taking the Network bus to Club Re-
spite for two years. The progression of his illness has 
brought increasing physical limitations. Although he 
has home healthcare, he values the Network connec-
tion that gets him out in the world. 

“I have a vehicle I can get into, but the problem is 
needing someone to drive,” says Phil. This service gives 
me the opportunity to get out and be with people. It’s 
not good for anybody to become a recluse, a hermit.”

Along with the camaraderie, Phil enjoys an oppor-
tunity to cook, exercise, join in a card game or try his 
hand at art. He especially enjoys the conversations.

“I can come here and be somewhat of a political 

activist,” he says with a grin, revealing no more of his 
political inclinations in this election year. 

The Network operates closely with CIDER, and 
that communication and coordination, says Chase, 
enhances the transit connections on which Club Re-
spite depends.

“Capacity is a problem,” she explains. “CIDER is 
more than happy to fill any void for the Network and 
vice versa. It’s a good working relationship.”

Club Respite’s daily interaction with the tran-
sit systems is centered, of course, on the drivers. 
These individuals, says Chase, have skills well 
beyond driving.

“The drivers — both the Network’s and CIDER’s 
— have such good rapport with our participants. 
They’re connected with them in ways we can’t al-
ways be. They can tell us what’s happening on the 
home front,” she says. “They might call and give us 
a heads up, or pull us aside when they get here.”

Chase says there’s a larger picture here, an 
impact on the greater community.

“We exist to provide people with an option. Most 
want to stay at home, and there’s significant cost 
savings to that. That means the state can serve 
more people,” she explains. “Nursing care costs 
about $75,000 a year. You can serve three or four 

more people in the community for that amount. We 
have 55 people here a day, and that’s 55 more people 
that aren’t in nursing homes.”

Enabling residents to stay in their home, and their 
families to balance their lives, means greater opportu-
nities and stronger communities. Access to healthcare 
is another pivotal piece of the community puzzle, and 
one that community and public transit also empower. 
For here in Northwest Vermont, just as elsewhere in 
the state and across the country, healthcare options 
are becoming more scarce as more regionalized ap-
proaches take root.

The Northwestern Medical Center in downtown St. 
Albans offers Franklin and Grand 
Isle county residents a nexus of 
healthcare services, including kid-
ney dialysis, oncology, endocrinol-
ogy and rheumatology. Distance 
and transportation, however, are 
significant barriers — especially 
to residents in the region. Tran-
sit connections, says Director of 
Planning and Community Services 
Jonathon Billings, are helping the 
Center make Northwest Vermont a 
healthier and better place to live.

“We looked upon the Network 
and saw a great strategic partner,” 
he says. “They have really delivered 
on that. They are a great resource 
for figuring out how to make things 
happen.”

Billings describes a constant struggle with trans-
portation options before the new system’s arrival five 
years ago.

“The Network came at a time when we didn’t have 
any answers,” he remembers. “People were frustrated, 
but many said, ‘It’s just a fact of life in a rural area.’ 
The Network said, ‘That’s not an answer.’”

Offering strong support, including financial invest-

Club Respite Executive Director Sue Chase (right) underscores the pivotal role of the Network 
in providing options for families.
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ment, the Center makes transit connections yet another 
one of its valuable resources. Posters and table cards 
advertise the Network’s service to the facility, and are 
delivered to all physician offices, spreading the word 
about vital transit connections. The Center also offers 
coupons for rides to enable physicians to encourage 
recommended visits.

Flexibility, says Billings, is one of the transit system’s 
great strengths. He sites recent changes that will en-
able visiting patients to use demand-response service 
— a better option with unpredictable appointment or 
treatment schedules.

“They are willing to tweak, to look at things and 
ask, ‘How can this work a little better for people? They 
move away from ‘That can’t work in a rural area’ to 
‘O.K. What can work here? Let’s try something and 
see if it works.’”

Curiously, the City of St. Albans should not be 
confused with the Town of St. Albans. With the City 
geographically contained within the Town, current 
and future development must primarily target the 
outer ring, the Town. New opportunities — for em-
ployment, housing and shopping — will of necessity 
grow outward. Maintaining connections to those op-
portunities for its residents is, therefore, an important 
goal for the City. 

“A public transit network will become increasingly 
important,” says Jane Keiser with the City’s Department 
of Community Development. “A lot of people need to 
come to the city for services, to access medical care, 
government offices, social and rehabilitation services, 
the employment and training office.”

The City is currently exploring a downtown mul-
timodal center, where Amtrak, Vermont Transit, local 
taxis and the Network would converge. In addition to 
improved storage for vehicles, says Keiser, the Network 
would become better positioned in the community 
infrastructure, and riders could more easily transfer 
between available transportation modes.

Bristol’s team is underscoring that wider reach on 

the horizon with a forthcoming image makeover. 
The new look, including a maple leaf tree logo 
that sports lengthy roots, sends a clever and 
profound statement to the community: Tap into 
our routes!

“Vehicles sporting the new logo will give us a 
better connection to the City, and to the greater 
Franklin County,” says Bristol.

Connections by bus, to be sure, but also 
those other kinds of connections.

It’s the seniors that driver Cary Young especial-
ly enjoys. Joining him this afternoon is Barbara, 
who moved from Connecticut to live with her 
son. When they arrive at her home, he provides 
a hand as she descends the vehicle’s steps, then 
watches her until she is in the house.

This scene, repeated so often every day across 
the Green Mountain State, speaks volumes for 
the special relationship between community 

transportation driver and passenger. To anybody watch-
ing, it’s a mobility connection. To anybody paying at-
tention, it’s a human link. 

Connecting riders in distant Franklin County, ex-
plains Young, can make for a long day. But the rides 
are always entertaining and educational. One of his 
regular riders, Rose, fills his vehicle with her voice and 
endless repertoire of musical numbers. Young had been 
carrying bits and pieces of a tune from his childhood 
around with him. He wondered if Rose could possibly 
identify the song.

“I could only remember four words. I gave them to 
Rose, and she sang all three verses,” he remembers, 
laughing. “That made my day.”

 

Vermont’s Unique Urban Transit

Vermont takes on a decidedly different feel here in 
Burlington. With a population of 150,000, Chittenden 
County holds a quarter of the state’s entire population 
and Vermont’s only urban transit operation. Chitten-
den County Transportation Authority — chartered 
in 1973 — provides nearly 2 million rides a year in 
10 surrounding communities that make up the most 
densely populated portion of the state. A fixed-route 
pulse system aims to address the combined challenge of 
commuting, commerce and congestion found in many 
of the nation’s metropolitan areas. Yet it is undoubtedly 
a Vermont service — the same rural and small town 
principles writ large. 

Chittenden County Transportation Authority Gen-
eral Manager Chris Cole likes to see everybody on 
the bus together — elderly residents and school kids, 
disabled riders and college students, workers and shop-
pers — making the transit experience a community 
connection in and of itself. As a public policy analyst 
with both the New York and Vermont State legislatures 
before coming to Chittenden County Transportation 

With a new 
look, the 
Network aims 
for a wider 
reach.
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Authority in 2001, Cole is a strategist. As a current 
member of the Public Transit Advisory Council of-
fering advice to the State Secretary of Transportation 
and as Secretary of the Vermont Public Transportation 
Association, Cole is a big-picture thinker. He’s also 
been a stay-at-home dad and a dairy farm hired hand 
in between. Yep. He milked cows. This is Vermont. At 
the Authority’s helm, Cole balances community-level 
needs with regional economic development. On the 
one hand, he’s working to combat regional congestion 
and enhance economic development with commuter 
connections. On the other, he’s the guy making sure 
people can get to the grocery store.

It’s Tuesday, and 
Patsy Callan, one 
of the Authority’s 
drivers, is steering 
a busload toward 
a popular local su-
permarket. Many of 
the passengers are 
regulars and resi-
dents in the senior 
housing and apart-
ment complexes 
that are among 
the route’s board-
ing points. Grocery 
shopping is on the 
agenda, but Callan 
sees a greater con-
nection.

“For many of 
these people, it’s 
their only way out 
and around,” she 
says of access for 

Burlington, Winooski and South Burlington residents. 
“For some it’s their day of recreation, their social time 
out.”

The Tuesday connections to the grocery store and 
local mall are open to the general public and, thanks 
to support from both retailers, fare-free.

One of Callan’s passengers makes Tuesday his 
regular coffee break, spending time in the grocer’s café 
with a warm mug, daytime television and like-minded 
customers. For others, it’s a day to catch up with and 
keep tabs on friends.

“As soon as we start boarding, someone lets me 
know, ‘Rose isn’t coming today,’” says Callan, describ-
ing close-knit groups that care for each other and their 
driver. “When I haven’t been on the route for a while, 
they’ll say, ‘Oh, we’ve missed you!’ Passengers are so 
attached to drivers.”

And drivers to passengers.
“They’re like my own grandparents. I love listening 

to their stories. They have so much to share.”
And so much to buy. Callan returns to Price Chop-

per this morning to pick up one of her passengers who 
had managed to fill 11 bags. Plus a mop. Many pas-
sengers make the trip with their own portable shopping 
cart, which is easily loaded via the vehicle’s lift and 
secured with wheelchair ties. 

“It’s a 40-foot city bus, and it’s full! And now we’ve 
got Thanksgiving and Christmas coming,” says Callan, 
anticipating greater activity on the route, and more bags 
to load. “It’s all part of the service.”

With a similar community focus, Chittenden County 
Transportation has designed other popular routes. Stu-
dents ride free on the Neighborhood Specials, which 
connect residential neighborhoods with 11 Burlington 
schools. The Sunday Special, as the name would imply, 
offers riders a special reduced fare and connections to 
popular Sunday destinations, like St. Joseph’s, United 
Methodist and Cathedral of the Immaculate Concep-
tion. Its afternoon runs focus on post-worship activities, 
as passengers head for the mall, the grocery store or 
downtown’s Church Street Marketplace.

Then there’s the Give Your Neighbor a Lift program, 
helping charitable organizations help the people they 
serve. For every monthly bus pass purchased, the Au-
thority donates one bus ticket to nonprofits in its service 
area. Issuing some 300 tickets a month, the provider 
makes connections to job interviews, shelters, clinics 
and more. Clearly Chittenden County Transportation, 
even though it operates in the only big city in Vermont, 
has developed the flexibility, responsiveness and care 
for its passengers and neighborhoods that is the hall-
mark of community-based operations throughout the 
state. 

Still, this is a metropolitan region balancing the 
needs of an urban core. Chittenden County continues 
to be the state’s economic engine. The greater Burling-
ton area is the employment destination for nearly a third 
of Vermont’s workers. Chittenden County Transporta-
tion Authority has responded accordingly with multiple 
fixed routes and park-and-ride and circular shuttles 
pulsing in and out of downtown’s Cherry Street Station. 
The Park and Ride Connection, or PARC South route, 
provides free parking and convenient job access for 
downtown employees, while scarce downtown parking 
is more available to shoppers and visitors.

In nearby Essex Junction, IBM’s 24-7 operation 
with multiple shifts presents unique mobility chal-
lenges. The Authority has responded with modifica-
tions to the statewide rideshare database, offering the 
County’s largest employer an in-house carpool program 
just for its employees. The Authority has developed 
strong countywide media promotion and employer 
outreach programs — showing up to tout ride sharing 
at employee orientation, Earth Day, even Bring Your 
Daughter to Work Day. 

One of Burlington’s biggest businesses is education. 
Home to the state’s largest university — the University 
of Vermont — as well as the academic medical center 
Fletcher Allen and Champlain College, the city needs 

Expanding service, developing partnerships, buildiing 
support. “We invest in people,” says CCTA General 
Manager Chris Cole.
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to move a lot of students and faculty. The educational 
institutions make up Burlington’s Campus District, 
known by locals as the Hill. The Campus Area Trans-
portation Management Association, formed in 1992, 
represents a joint effort to better guide urban plan-
ning decisions by addressing institutional growth and 
concomitant land use, circulation and parking issues. 
Chittenden County Transportation Authority was 
brought to the table. 

“We all sit together here within one square mile. 
It’s tight tight tight,” says Meredith Schuft, Market-
ing Director with the Association, explaining limited 
growth options. “We understand that transportation 
and parking are intertwined.”

Out of this erudite partnership came the fare-
free College Street Shuttle, connecting the Hill with 
downtown’s Marketplace and waterfront, and more 
recently the CATMA PARC Shuttle, a public route 
offering free connections for staff and students from 
a park-and-ride lot. The Association’s investment in 
mobility has brought good returns.

“We’re not in the transportation business. We’re a 
university. We’re a hospital. It makes sense to partner 
with CCTA. We’re all in it together up here on the 
hill, and we need to make the most efficient use of 
resources,” explains Schuft. “It 
works well for CCTA, too, since 
they can essentially do one-stop 
shopping through a transporta-
tion management association.” 

Since his arrival at the transit 
system, Cole has been guiding 
the Authority to expand service 
to meet the increasing demands 
of commuters, and to develop 
strategic partnerships with local 
businesses to deliver both cus-
tomers and employees. In doing 
so, he hopes to build political 
support and local investment for 
the authority.

“Vermont is a people state. We 
invest in people,” says Cole.

People, for instance, in and 
around Williston. Replacing a 
locally run peak-hour van service 
with all-day, expanded service 
that extends to Essex Junction, 
the system’s Route 23 enables 
area workers to access retail jobs 
at the many stores in the area, as 
well as opportunities at Univer-
sity Mall’s shops and restaurants in South Burlington. 
A stop at the Amtrak station in Essex Junction brings 
added intermodal connectivity to passengers, along 
with vital connections to St. Albans and Montpelier. 
Residents in Essex Junction can more directly access 
retailers in South Burlington. Incomes, goods and 

services, retail receipts and intercity travel — a bus 
enabling three communities to leverage the connec-
tions of public transit. 

“It does everything, doesn’t it?!” says state senator 
and Williston selectboard chair Virginia Lyons, who 
adds that she’d like to see more.

As a rapidly changing community in the middle of 
Chittenden County, Williston has a growing need for 
mobility options to both combat congestion and link 
those without cars, says Lyons. She envisions greater 
investment in transit, enabling large bus routes to easily 
connect with new smaller routes and park-and-ride lots. 
Job opportunities become more accessible to workers, 
and workers more accessible to employers.

“Transit puts the whole area on the map for busi-
nesses. They see the potential of access to workers 
and clients,” says Lyons. “As a region, we have to have 
connected communities. People need to have mobility. 
It connects them with a better quality of life.”

Making more of those connections in Washington 
County and parts of Orange County, Chittenden 
County Transportation Authority began operating 
Green Mountain Transit Agency last year. As a new 
full-service system — offering fixed and deviated fixed 
route, demand response, shopping shuttles, Medicaid 

trips, elderly and disabled service, commuter routes and 
a ridesharing program — Green Mountain has already 
provided more than 150,000 trips.

The Authority and Green Mountain now connect 
Burlington with the state capital, Montpelier, some 

Continued on page 45

Convenience is a core element of Chittenden County Transportation Authority’s mission.
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40 miles away. Funded with a federal congestion miti-
gation and air quality grant designated for clean air 
non-attainment areas, the Link Express began in 2003, 
making peak hour runs with stops in Waterbury and 
Richmond. The connection helped Helen Jordan and 
her husband make important relocation decisions. 

Jordan’s plan to begin graduate school at UVM in 
Burlington and her husband’s new job in Montpelier 
could have complicated living and commuting arrange-
ments. But they moved to their new home in Montpe-
lier with a mobility strategy in place.

“I was proactive in inquiring about transportation 
options,” says Jordan, who knew coursework and re-
search necessitated a link every weekday. “Parking is a 
big issue in Burlington, and I’d have a 15-minute walk 
to my building. The bus drops me off closer, I don’t 
have to worry about parking, or about gas or wear and 
tear on my car or being in an accident. I can relax and 
let the driver do the work.”

The easy connection — fare-free with the swipe of 
her university ID — enables her family to share one car 
and provides her with well-used study time.

“I think for the first time I came to every class hav-
ing done all the reading!” jokes Jordan. “I’m doing a 
little less homework now that I know and talk with 
other riders.”

Most of them — other students and staff, workers 
headed for downtown Burlington, some high school 

students and the occasional shoppers — site simi-
lar reasons for choosing transit, she says. Parking 
constraints, stress, gas prices, inclement weather. 

“This way you have an hour to relax before work 
and an hour to relax after,” says Jordan. “I’m an 
unabashed fan of the Link Express.”

The route’s success is expected to be replicated 
on another commuter run between Burlington 
and Middlebury that starts later this year. It’s an-
other piece of Cole’s strategy to build a regional 
network.

“When I came to CCTA, I made sure that con-
venience became part of our mission statement,” 
he explains. “Convenience is the key. That’s why 
so many people chose to drive. Transit has to be 
convenient. And when it is, it only improves the 
connections for the transit dependent.”

Making transit a viable choice, says Cole, trans-
lates into greater political support that can ultimately 
be leveraged for greater investment in mobility.

Cole and his colleagues at the Authority are 
working on additional strategies to bring more 
people on board. Four new custom-designed post-
and-beam bus shelters are vital passenger amenities 
that make transit part of the community’s infra-
structure, says Cole. They are signposts in variable 
ways — identifying bus stops, of course, but also 
signaling transit’s permanence in the community. 

Along with service, Cole emphasizes better 
outreach and education.

“There is a Vermont mentality. People are fiercely 
independent and proud of the Vermont way. You make 
do or you do without,” says Cole. “Transit allows Ver-
monters to remain Vermonters, to stay living where 
they’ve always lived. That message resonates with 
Vermonters.”

Freedom and Unity

As Vermont moves forward, change is inevitably on 
the horizon. Population growth, Shifting demographics. 
New economies. The same forces at work across the 
country and across the globe.

The mobility leadership highlighted in stories here 
will undoubtedly transform, as well. With flexibility as 
a honed skill, with diversified resources as a powerful 
strategy, with community commitment as an invalu-
able asset — and even with a little humor — these six 
providers will continue to shape and expand mobility 
options as they respond to their communities’ trans-
portation needs. 

But Vermonters want much to stay the same. The 
breathtaking natural beauty of the state, its history well-
preserved in structures and heritage, its communities 
strong, its individuals — as always — independent. 
Freedom and unity kept in motion with community and 
public transportation, and Vermont still Vermont. b

Vermont, continued from page 29


