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When you think of transit, you probably think of buses. But, in reality, transit 
is a connector, linking thousands of people and places in our community…  

Transit is a ride to work for someone who can’t afford a car. 

Transit is the road to education for thousands of students.

Transit is personal freedom for a person with a disability who can’t drive.

Transit is a social network for an older adult.

Transit is the environmentally responsible way to get from Point A to Point B 
without driving.  

The Southwest Ohio Regional Transit Authority takes its responsibility to 
the community very seriously.  About half of the 17 million annual rides 
provided on Metro connect people to jobs, and 20% of all downtown 
workers depend on Metro to get to and from work.  More people on 
buses means fewer car trips and better air quality for everyone.  Thou-
sands of students, older adults, and people with disabilities depend on 
Metro and Access every day.

SORTA’s Board of Trustees and Metro’s leadership team have spent the 
past several months looking critically at how we serve the community and 
how we can better meet the needs of a growing region.  

The result is the SORTA 2011-2013 Strategic Plan, which represents the 
foundational steps that we are taking to set a new and more regional 
direction for the future of this organization.  This plan is our roadmap to a 
new and more robust transit system for Greater Cincinnati.

We invite you to join us on this journey.  It’s going to be an exhilarating ride!

Terry Garcia Crews
CEO & General Manager, Metro

Suzanne Burke
Chair, SORTA Board
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Officer & General Manager

Inez Evans, Chief Operations Officer

Lou Ann Hock, Chief Financial Officer

William J. Desmond, Executive 
Director, Legal Affairs/Risk Manage-
ment

Darryl Haley, Executive Director, 
Development

Sallie Hilvers, Executive Director, 
Strategic Communications

Mary Beth Moning, Executive Direc-
tor, Administration

Michael Ongkiko, Executive Director, 
Human Resources
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In 2011, the SORTA Board created our current strategic plan.  We are grateful to 

SORTA trustees who participated in this important endeavor before leaving the 

board in 2012:  J. Thomas Hodges (Chair), Sean Rugless (Chair), Margaret Gutsell 

(Vice Chair), Minette Cooper, Jason Riveiro, and Jim Tarbell. 



SORTA today

The Southwest Ohio Regional Transit Authority is a non-profit public 
service in Greater Cincinnati, providing Metro fixed-route bus service and 
Access curb-to-curb paratransit service for people whose disabilities 
prevent riding Metro.  SORTA is governed by a 13-member volunteer 
citizens’ board.

SORTA has more than 800 employees, operates nearly 400 buses, and 
provides about 17 million passenger trips per year, averaging about 60,000 
rides every weekday.

Since SORTA began Metro service in 1973, the system has maintained the 
traditional “hub and spoke” route configuration, which generally travels 
north and south, with downtown as the hub of the system. There is very 
little cross-town service or regional service.  Today, about 80% of Metro’s 
service is within the City of Cincinnati.  Metro offers limited express and 
reverse-commute service in partnership with Butler and Clermont counties, 
as well as successful pass programs with the University of Cincinnati, 
Cincinnati State Community and Technical College, and several major 
employers.  

Due to the weak economy, SORTA has been forced to make difficult 
decisions in recent years.  To address a significant budgetary shortfall due 
to lower City earnings tax revenues and lower ridership, SORTA reduced 
service 12% and increased fares in late 2009.  Access service was also 
reduced to the minimum level required by the Americans with Disabilities 
Act and Access’ fares were also increased.   

In 2011, SORTA has stabilized financially, but the future is uncertain in 
terms of adequate funding. SORTA’s goal is to maintain current service 
and fare levels and, ultimately, to offer more service to the community.  
Now is the time to put a plan in place to move SORTA forward. 

A critical look
The following major indicators 
were considered in the strategic 
plan development:

Financial realities
In the past three years, SORTA’s 
local funding source – the City of 
Cincinnati earnings tax – declined 
sharply due to the weak economy 
and is just beginning to show signs 
of recovery.  At the same time, 
revenue from other sources, 
including federal and state funds, 
have been stagnant or declining for 
many years.  Costs, however, 
continue to increase, most notably 
for fuel and health insurance.  

The bottom line: SORTA is finan-
cially stable for the moment but 
very stretched.  

Operational performance
SORTA’s Metro and Access services 
are good, but basic.  Service 
reductions in 2009 caused rider-
ship losses, which need to be 
reversed.

Regional perspective
While the current system served 
the community well for many 
years, the region has changed.  
Jobs and housing have become 
more dispersed, but SORTA’s 
services have remained primarily 
within the City of Cincinnati, with 
limited service outside the Hamil-
ton County and adjacent counties.
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The strategic planning process

Recognizing that change was necessary to assure the continued sustain-
ability of public transit in Greater Cincinnati, SORTA and Metro leadership 
began a strategic planning process in Spring 2011 to define a new direction 
for the organization.

In May 2011, the SORTA Board of Trustees and Metro staff began the 
process by framing the issues facing the organization, analyzing SORTA’s 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, and reviewing financial, 
operational and regional metrics. SORTA’s vision and mission were consid-
ered, and changes made to these positioning statements consistent with 
SORTA’s new direction. 

Teams were formed to develop six organizational priorities and goals that 
emerged and identify strategies, tactics, timelines, and needed resources 
for each.  Some teams were composed of only SORTA and Metro repre-
sentatives; others reached out to key community stakeholders to broaden 
the discussion.

As the teams completed their preliminary work and recommendations, the 
following strategic themes emerged, highlighting the changes that need to 
be made to move SORTA forward:

• Position Metro to gain favorable support for sustainable funding

• Enhance service to make it more regional, simple and seamless 

• Change the product to make it more attractive, based on market   
 research, with a focus on building ridership

• Leverage new technology to improve customer service and operational  
 effectiveness 

• Improve SORTA’s overall governance, with a greater focus on strategy  
 and stakeholder support 

SORTA’s vision:

A regional system 
connecting our 

community

SORTA’s mission:

To connect 
people and places, 
support economic 

development, 
and improve 
quality of life 
in the region 
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SORTA’s strategic plan is built on the following organizational priorities:

•Financial sustainability
•Operational excellence
•Ridership growth
•Community engagement
•Board governance
•Regional transit

Each priority is supported by strategies and tactics to move SORTA 
forward. The following pages present the strategies and tactics that 
support SORTA’s six organizational priorities.
 

SORTA’s strategic plan

Building momentum for change
The strategic priorities build 
on each other to support 
organizational improvement 
and provide the momentum 
for long-term change, with 
the ultimate goal of enhancing 
transit in the region.
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1. Define short- and long-term financial needs
 1.1.  Identify ways to sustain current system from collapse
 1.2.  Use Metro transit plan and regional transit plan to project future funding needs
 1.3.  Identify financial resources needed to support the strategic plan

2. Bring in new revenue
 2.1. Add university tuition fee pass programs to increase revenue and attract new riders 
 2.2. Sell technology and back-office service to other transit providers
 2.3. Seek out new and unique revenue generators

3.   Maximize productivity, efficiency, and use of assets
 3.1. Explore possible revenue streams from active railroads using Metro’s rights of way
 3.2. Explore leasing opportunities for Metro-owned radio towers
 3.3. Enhance organizational efficiency through training and development

4.   Evaluate funding options
 4.1. Determine eligible funding options under the state statute
 4.2. Evaluate an opt-in, opt-out equitable funding model
 4.3. Secure expertise to evaluate financial alternatives and funding options 

5.   Move agressively to assure adequate funding
 5.1. Review transit case studies
 5.2. Engage jurisdictions in the funding discussion
 5.3. Assess political/business/civic leader/public support for funding options
 5.4. Begin a focused effort to better understand and pursue a sustainable funding source

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES — 2011-2013

Goal: Financial sustainability

Strategies and Tactics
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STRATEGIC PRIORITIES — 2011-2013

1.   Focus on safety and customer satisfaction
 1.1. Assess current safety and customer programs to identify strengths and weaknesses
 1.2. Recruit employees with system safety skill sets
 1.3. Provide training to enhance safety and customer service skills

2.   Benchmark and meet performance goals
 2.1. Create a work team to develop operational goals, metrics and reporting
 2.2. Research, establish, and implement industry best practices
 2.3. Develop an annual process to review and set operational goals
 2.4. Create a performance dashboard

3. Leverage technology to improve service
 3.1. Implement CAD-AVL to make real-time bus information available to customers 
 3.2. Implement new farebox technology    
 3.3. Add new technologies for data warehousing and expanded real-time bus schedule information (interactive  
  voice response (IVR), mobile applications, schedule publishing software)
 
4. Establish a culture of inclusion
 4.1. Implement a comprehensive employee involvement strategy 
 4.2. Create employee affinity groups within Metro
 4.3. Develop an outreach program that creates increased procurement outcomes for DBEs, MBEs, WBEs, SBEs,  
  and disability-owned businesses
 4.4. Collaborate with other Ohio transit systems and chambers of commerce to create outcomes for DBEs, MBEs,  
  WBEs, SBEs, and disability-owned businesses
 4.5. Develop goals, tracking mechanisms, and reporting for DBE expenditures
 4.6. Conduct a vendor fair to educate vendors on Metro’s procurement needs and processes
 4.7. Assure that SORTA’s DBE policies are understood by all stakeholders

5. Become an employer of choice
 5.1. Assess organizational training and development needs
 5.2. Offer online and classroom training and development programs to foster a skilled workforce 
 5.3. Create a succession plan and prepare employees for advancement opportunities
 5.4. Recognize and reward performance  
 5.5. Implement an integrated health and wellness program to reduce health care costs and increase employee  
  participation in the process          

Goal: Operational excellence

Strategies and Tactics
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STRATEGIC PRIORITIES — 2011-2013

Goal: Ridership growth

1.   Conduct research to better understand customers 
 1.1. Create a scope of work for an integrated research plan
 1.2. Conduct market research about current riders
 1.3. Engage employees to understand what bus operators think is driving ridership

2.   Design service to meet customers’ needs
 2.1. Review 2002 bus-only plan as a baseline transit plan 
 2.2. Create a Metro transit plan (comprehensive operational analysis)
 2.3. Prioritize plan recommendations and implement based on funding levels
 2.4. Coordinate with the streetcar or other transit to boost multi-modal transit ridership

3.   Make it easier to ride
 3.1. Redesign Metro’s website to be accessible, interactive and user-friendly
 3.2. Aggressively market new fare media to attract new riders 
 3.3. Simplify the fare structure
 3.4. Update all customer information and improve availability
 3.5. Provide real-time information (arrival/departure boards, phone and web-based information)

4.   Increase marketing to attract customers
 4.1.  Launch comprehensive marketing campaign to build ridership
 4.2. Promote pass programs through colleges and universities

5. Expand employer pass program partnerships  
 5.1 Create employer strategy with input from current pass program participants
 5.2. Target employers that could add significant numbers of riders 
 5.3. Conduct research on why employers are not encouraging transit ridership
 5.4. Create employer pass program marketing materials 
 5.5. Recognize and reward transit-friendly organizations

6. Understand tomorrow’s customer
 6.1. Secure a subject-matter expert to review current ridership trends and develop ridership projections for the  
  next 5-10 years, based on demographic patterns 
 6.2. Identify what future riders will want through proprietary research 
 6.3. Review Agenda 360 transportation and OKI travel patterns research

Strategies and Tactics
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1.   Engage stakeholders in the transit discussion
 1.1. Solicit broad input for the plan from employees, customers and the community 
 1.2. Create an advisory committee for the plan (business, political, labor, civic representatives) 
 1.3. Hold a transportation summit

2. Build relationships with key constituencies 
 2.1. Identify key stakeholders and create a database
 2.2. Inventory SORTA board and Metro staff contacts/relationships and cross reference with targeted stakeholders 
 2.3. Conduct leadership outreach meetings (business, political, civic)
 2.4. Offer bus rides and facility tours for elected officials and community leaders
 2.5. Send regular updates to targeted stakeholders
 2.6. Introduce Transit Champion awards

3. Educate the community about transit’s benefits
 3.1. Create “Metro at the Crossroads” summary (transit plan and case for transit)
 3.2. Conduct a community and employee education campaign (what Metro is, how we compare, Metro’s plan,  
  funding needs) 
 3.3. Share stories of workers who ride Metro 
 3.4. Promote Metro as a people connector (social aspects)
 3.5. Place speakers at key business and community events and meetings
 3.6. Seek publicity related to regional transit initiatives

4. Improve the image of transit
 4.1. Launch the “People you know… go Metro” campaign
 4.2. Change the negative image of service cuts/fare increases
 4.3. Make transit cool (branding, image, amenities)

5. Encourage support for transit
 5.1. Communicate the need for transit
 5.2. Partner with grassroots groups with similar interests
 5.3. Secure transit partners 
 5.4. Implement aggressive community outreach (community councils, organization meetings, presence at events, etc.) 
 5.5. Use media relations to spread the word (editorial boards, public affairs programs, guest columns, story pitches)
 5.6.  Seek feedback through social media

Goal: Community engagement

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES — 2011-2013

Strategies and Tactics
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STRATEGIC PRIORITIES — 2011-2013

1.  Elevate the profile of the SORTA board
 1.1. Realign SORTA relative to Metro 
 1.2. Position SORTA as the authority on public transportation, locally and nationally
 1.3. Create a communications plan to support increased board influence
 1.4. Leverage SORTA board influence and contacts to provide access for CEO
 1.5. Develop a strategic plan road show
 1.6. Write white papers on transit topics to share with stakeholders
 1.7. Cultivate business relationships
 1.8. Increase coverage of board activities in internal publications

2.  Establish competency-based board recruitment 
 2.1. Prepare and implement board recruitment plan
 2.2. Develop core competencies
 2.3. Identify potential board candidates
 2.4. Work with elected officials to assure no vacancies and one corporate placement

3. Provide comprehensive board orientation 
 3.1. Document and refine board orientation process
 3.2. Conduct orientation for 100% of board members
 3.3. Provide continuing education opportunities for board members

4. Redefine committee structure and roles
 4.1. Review and update committee structure

5. Oversee implementation of the strategic plan
 5.1. Adopt a strategic focus
 5.2. Base strategic decisions on data
 5.3. Create a tracking process to measure the progress of the plan and progress in achieving the mission

Goal: Board governance

Strategies and Tactics
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1.  Create a seamless regional transit experience for customers
 1.1. Assess asset ownership
 1.2. Evaluate state laws of Ohio, Indiana and Kentucky related to regional transit commissions
 1.3. Secure funding for regional transit plan
 
2. Assess regional transportation trends and future needs
 2.1. Understand what other regional transportation initiatives are underway and their impact on future ridership
 2.2. Ask what each constituency needs and identify benefits
 2.3. Identify champions for each constituency

3. Build collaboration among transit providers in the region
 3.1. Strengthen relationship with OKI
 3.2. Participate in the existing regional transit consortium (local transit providers)
 3.3. Explore a regional fare system

4. Secure multi-jurisdictional support
 4.1. Involve elected officials
 4.2. Build broad-based political support
 4.3. Establish partnership with counties to promote regionalism

5. Create a multi-modal regional transit network
 5.1. Create a long-range, integrated, regional transportation plan that meets the needs of future riders
 5.2. Provide amenities that future customers will want
 5.3. Build and promote the case for regional transit

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES — 2011-2013

Goal: Regional transit

Strategies and Tactics
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Moving forward

SORTA does not operate in a vacuum.  The organization works within an 
existing transportation infrastructure that encompasses other local transit 
providers and transportation initiatives. The strategic plan sets the new 
direction for SORTA, one that supports regional realities and goals and 
strives to better connect people and places regionally.  

Tracking our progress

Plans are only as good as the follow through that make them happen.  
Metro ‘s leadership team has developed a tracking instrument to monitor 
the progress of each of the organizational priorities and goals as well as 
the strategies and tactics that support them.  

The SORTA board will receive quarterly updates on the progress of the 
plan, beginning in 2011.  SORTA recognizes that to achieve the goals it has 
articulated, resources must be applied to the support the priorities.  This is 
being considered as part of the budget process.

Our commitment

As SORTA moves forward with a new and more regional focus, we 
remain committed to providing excellent transit service every day to 
connect people with jobs, healthcare, education, and personal freedom 
through transit.
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