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Birmingham Transit Trail of Tears History
Birmingham’s first public transit system was mule- or horse- drawn cars
after the Civil War, beginning with a simple street system formed at the
intersection of two major railroads. The street north of the tracks was named
Morris Avenue, after one of the city’s founders, and the streets going north
were designated as numbered avenues beginning with 1st Avenue North.
Next came steam-powered dummies, which were followed by trolleys. A
favorite outing for Birmingham residents was to take the trolleys on Sundays
to picnics and events in places like Avondale Park.
The first bus system in the area began as the Birmingham Street Railway
Company in 1884. By 1890, private transport carriers started operations in
the area and consolidated into the Birmingham Railway & Electric
Company. The first electric street car began operations in 1891, and the first
motorized buses began in 1921.
By 1948 the system had 93 million passengers.
In 1951, the company became the Birmingham Transit Company and began
to dismantle the streetcar network.
Among those who paid for and developed the system was Robert Jemison
Sr., president of Birmingham Railway Light and Power Company, which
later became the Birmingham Electric Company. Jemison’s interest was
carried out by his son, Bob Jemison Jr., together with Elbert Jemison,
William Jemison and other members of the family.
(Information from Street Railways of Birmingham by Alvin W. Hudson and
Harold E. Cox)
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A story in the Birmingham Weekly by Kyle Whitmire noted:
“Birmingham once had a bustling trolley system downtown and buses
frequently shuttling passengers between downtown and the outlying
neighborhoods. But that system deteriorated after years of underfunding and
bureaucratic neglect.”
According to written reporters, several factors played into the demise:
Squabbling among state legislators over bills offered to help transit.
A bus shutdown in 1981
Two driver strikes
A disastrous Birmingham-Jefferson County Transit Authority Board
president who fired an extremely competent executive director,
 Voters rejecting a major effort to raise taxes for transit
improvements.
At one time, when few people had cars, almost everyone rode the buses,
even though they were segregated. Henry Ford and his car-building
machine were successful in convincing many people to invest in cars.
He even raised the wages of his employees because, he said, he wanted
them to buy the cars they were building.






The Race Factor
Throughout the history of transit, race was a factor. White flight sent many
people from Birmingham to the suburbs where many had cars. So, routes
didn’t go to the affluent suburbs but covered mainly Birmingham, Irondale
and Bessemer.
Segregation on the buses was eliminated, but ridership was mainly AfricanAmerican.
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Shutdown!
But then a shutdown threatened the very existence of the system.
In 1981, because of reduced income, The BJCTA Board asked that the
system shut down. Some on the board, including Chairman Ed Selfe, asked
to have that decision postponed and voted against the shutdown.
But those voting to shut it down prevailed in a 5-3 vote, according to a story
in The Birmingham News on Feb. 26, 1981. Board members voting to shut
down the bus system were Henry H. Caldwell Jr., Albert Sokol, Robert
Gordon, Maurine Slaughter and Robert Voight. Voting to postpone the
shutdown were Selfe, Robert N. Washington and W.C. Patton, who began
riding the buses when he came to Birmingham as an orphan at 6 years old.
The shutdown lasted only three months, but it caused many passengers to
find a different way to get to work, and the volume of passengers never
reached the level it enjoyed prior to the shutdown. Many former riders
simply didn’t go back to the bus system.
Opportunities
There were many opportunities through legislation to improve and upgrade
the bus system.
In 1971, Birmingham area legislators passed House Bill 1089, which
became Act No. 993. It authorized an authority as a public corporation for
the purpose of providing public transportation service in the county. The
resulting body was named the Jefferson County Transit Authority (JCTA).
Its board was to consist of three directors: one elected by the governing body
of the governing county; one elected by the governing body of the principal
municipality; and one elected jointly by the mayors of all major
municipalities. Money would come from the sale of bonds and securities.
In 1977, legislators passed Act No. 232. It provided money for the operation
of the bus transit system from ad valorem taxes from the county, each
participating municipality and for each resident deemed to be served. This
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act provided that the name would be the Birmingham-Jefferson County
Transit Authority (BJCTA).
In 1982, Rep. Earl Hilliard offered a bill that became an act and established
a beer tax to help fund public transit, guaranteeing the authority a minimum
of $2 million in dedicated funding. This was in addition to the existing ad
valorem taxes.
In 1987, the Legislature passed Act No. 449. It repealed Act No. 232 and
reduced the amount of tax the county would pay to 5.5 percent of the first
$18 million of ad valorem taxes and reduced the tax the municipalities
would pay to 2.5 percent.
MAPS
Then came a series of funding efforts that failed. Most notable was one
called MAPS, the Metropolitan Area Projects Strategy. The Legislature
passed legislation in 1998 authorizing a countywide vote on the MAPS
proposal.
If passed in the referendum, MAPS would have provided a 1 percent county
sales tax to be used for a domed stadium, transit improvements and an
alphabet soup of other projects and services.
Sponsors of the bill and dome supporters thought voters would approve a
sales tax increase only if there was something for everyone.
Sales taxes would have increased from 8 percent to 9 percent in Jefferson
County. Sales taxes on food, clothing and other items would be raised by
one cent on the dollar, and taxes would go by one-eighth of a cent on the
dollar on cars, pickup trucks and other vehicles. The proposed tax increases
were projected to raise about $72 million in the following year and increase
about 5 percent annually over the next few years.
The new taxes would have cost a middle-income family of four about $150 a
year. It also would have increased the county lodging tax on hotel and motel
rentals from 4 percent to 6 percent, raising about $2.3 million a year. Onefourth of the sales tax increase would go to a new Birmingham Area
Regional Transit Authority to expand bus and shuttle service.
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MAPS detractors called it the “Metropolitan Area Pork Scheme” and a $750
million “horn of plenty,” according to a July 31, 1998, column by
Birmingham Post-Herald’s Bill Lumpkin.
MAPS planners included:
HealthSouth Chairman, Richard Scrushy; Alabama Power Company
President Elmer Harris; Birmingham Mayor Richard Arrington Jr.; Jefferson
County Commission President Mary Buckelew; sports medicine orthopedic
surgeon Dr. Larry Lemak; Alabama Sports Hall of Fame former chairman
Larry Striplin; and state Sen. Jabo Waggoner.
According to a Jan. 29, 1998, Birmingham Weekly story, if voters had
approved it in Aug. 4, 1998, MAPS would have provided funding for the
following uses:
 Education: $75 million for all public schools in the county, serving
154,263 students, or $486 per child,
 Public Safety: $20 million, with the expectation that it be used for a
countywide radio system upgrade, a fire rescue training center and
money for volunteer firefighting departments,
 Cultural/historical: $25 million for renovations to cultural and
historical landmarks, such as the Alabama Theatre, the Lyric Theatre
and Rickwood Field,
 Recreation/leisure: $49 million for the Birmingham Zoo, greenways
and walking trails, and a training facility for disabled and able- bodied
athletes at the Lakeshore Foundation,
 Convention/entertainment: $289 million for the domed stadium, and
an additional $2 million more for parking and road enhancement, plus
$87 million to modernize the Birmingham-Jefferson Civic Center.
The authority that would supervise and oversee the spending of three-fourths
of the money was to be called the Progress Authority. The one-quarter that
represented the transit money would be controlled and spent by the
Birmingham Area Regional Transit Authority for the long term, with no end
funding point established. funding would not be controlled by the Progress
Authority.
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The 12-member Progress Authority would have been empowered to
condemn land but only in the area picked for construction of the domed
stadium. It would follow the state bid law, except for choosing a company to
build the domed stadium. It would hold public meetings under state open
meetings law.
The authority would not make political contributions and would have
records subject to regular audits by state examiner.
Members would include: the Birmingham mayor; the Jefferson County
Commission president; a State House member representing Jefferson
County and chosen by the county’s House Delegation; two state senators
representing Jefferson County picked by the county’s Senate Delegation;
and four members picked by the MAPS steering committee.
Of the four members picked by MAPS steering committee, they would have
to include either the chairman of the Metropolitan Development Board, the
chairman of the Alabama Sports Foundation or the president or chairman of
a commercial business with offices and employees in Jefferson County.
Each of the four picked by the MAPS steering committee could not take
office unless confirmed by the Jefferson County House and Senate
delegations voting together.
However, there would be no voter control of these members of the authority.
And they would determine the priority and timetable for the funding of the
projects outside of the transit money. In addition, there was no end to the
funding provided in the legislation except to say that it would end when the
projects were paid. The authority would decide when it provided the money
for the stadium and other projects. There would be no time limits.
Opposition
A group opposed to the project organized as RAPS -- Real Accountability,
Progress, Solutions. It included founder Alice Durkee and others, including
Birmingham City Councilman Jimmy Blake.
RAPS objected to the absolute control and lack of oversight of the Progress
Authority, the lack of an end date for the tax, and many items in the package
that it said weren’t needed.
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Vote Fails
The referendum result was 43 percent, or 71,495 votes, for MAPS, and 57
percent, or 96,490 votes, against MAPS. The vote reflected a high turnout in
Jefferson County, rivaling turnouts for previous gubernatorial elections.
A list of voting results on the MAPS Referendum is included in the
Appendix.
Interestingly, residents of the city of Birmingham voted largely for the
project. But residents of the surrounding suburbs voted against it.
Inner-city residents saw the need for growth and development and projects
like transit. The suburbs saw MAPS as too much money for projects that
were not necessary.
BARTA
Because there was so much community interest in MAPS, supporters who
saw the need for transit improvement hoped another referendum on the
transit portion might actually pass.
Although a bill authorizing BARTA was approved by the Legislature in
1997, the BARTA referendum was held up until after the MAPS vote
because the community leaders who wanted MAPS took over the initiative
for transit and other funding for the county and instead pushed their MAPS
agenda. Ahead of BARTA, proponents of MAPS rolled funding for transit
into their MAPS effort. Thus, the BARTA referendum was not offered to the
voters until November of 1998. It asked for a countywide sales tax of onefourth of 1 percent to be used for transit.
If BARTA had been held prior to MAPS, since it was for transit only and
had the support of many who had worked against MAPS, many people
believe it would have passed. But it failed by a small margin, possibly
because of all the negative publicity associated with the earlier effort to pass
MAPS.
BARTA began in May 1997 when State Reps. George Perdue, Hilliard and
others passed Act 678. It would name the transit agency, provide funding
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and establish a board. But the act erroneously named the transit agency the
Jefferson Area Regional Transit Authority, or JARTA, after the county,
Jefferson, instead of the major city, Birmingham.
In August 1997, Perdue introduced legislation to change the name to the
Birmingham Area Regional Transit Authority, or BARTA.
BARTA Facts: The Vote and the Tax
According to the legislation, the BARTA vote was to:
 Allow for a countywide (Jefferson) vote on a one-quarter percent sales
tax to fund transit improvement determined by BARTA,
 Allow for a referendum vote to be called by the Jefferson County
Commission,
 Allow for a 10-member BARTA board to replace the BirminghamJefferson County Transit Authority Board,
 Allow that appointments to the board would be made by Jefferson
County Mayors Association, Jefferson County Commission and the City
of Birmingham based on population by geographic area. There would
also be a citizen’s representative appointed by Citizens Advisory
Committee.
The Services
The services to be provided included:
 Expanded fixed-route services in terms of area of frequency, hours of
operation and days,


Park- and-ride lots for express buses, carpools and vanpools,



City Center circular,



Expanded paratransit (door-to-door) service for the elderly and disabled,

 Circular service to connect neighborhoods with nearby shopping,
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employment, education, entertainment and medical centers,

 Intermodal transfer terminal,
 High-occupancy vehicle lanes on interstates,
 Light rail service in demand mature regional corridors (long range
strategy).

Expected benefits
The services were expected to provide the following benefits:
 Improved mobility, especially for the 3,000 elderly and disabled who had
no transportation , and almost 30,000 households in Jefferson County
which had no automobile available,
 Reduced congestion for the 40-plus miles of highways that were over
capacity,
 Improved air quality to help reduce the number of unhealthful ozone
days,
 Improved job access for those getting from “welfare-to-work” .

Looking Back
Looking back, improved funding would have been accomplished by the
aforementioned Acts (beginning in 1977) via the 6 percent of ad valorem
taxes from the county; 10 percent of ad valorem taxes from participating
municipalities; $1 from the county for each resident of unincorporated areas
served by the transit system; and $2 million per year beer tax.
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The Phil Gary problem
And then in 2001, came Phil Gary, chairman of the board of the
BJCTA.
Stories in the Birmingham Weekly by Kyle Whitmire on Nov. 11 and 18,
and Dec. 6 and 23 tell the story of Gary. Following are reports from those
stories:
Gary had experience with the transit system. Ten years earlier, in 1991, he
was the executive director of the system. He eliminated bus routes, cutting
them by half, laying off half of the employees and increasing the fee riders
had to pay. Ridership declined because riders’ routes were eliminated and
they had to find alternative routes, beg a friend for a ride or end up buying a
car.
When an employee disclosed that there were some irregularities in the way
Gary approved contracts, Gary fired the employee. And because of a
subsequent lawsuit, that employee received $750,000 and brought the
situation to light. Finally (years later), the board realized Gary was inept
and fired him.
In 2001, City Councilor Pat Alexander recommended Gary to be the
BJCTA Board chairman because of his “experience,” albeit that the
experience was bad for the BJCTA.
While on the board, (Gary) hired a remarkable executive director in 2004
named Mark Stanley. But in time, Gary came to realize he couldn’t
micromanage Stanley or the system.
He worked to get Stanley removed. …
Stanley had been hired from California to head up the BJCTA.

11

He was the 16th hired in 22 years, (which presents) a red flag about the
operations of the board, whose petty disagreements had been responsible for
all those changes.
Stanley brought record ridership and a comfortable budget surplus and had
high support from many on the Board. But small minded controlling Board
Chairman Phil Gary didn’t like the fact that he wasn’t controlling activities.
He asked the board to fire Stanley, citing “general incompetence,” although
Stanley’s record showed that he was far from incompetent.
But in 2004, according to a story in the Birmingham Weekly of December 6,
2004, Gary was successful in getting rid of Stanley at a board meeting with
many absent, which worked in Gary’s favor.
In that story, Reporter Kyle Whitmire wrote:
Voting to dismiss were Gary, Johnnye Lassiter, Ronald Lyas and Calvin
Elder. Voting against the move to oust him were Dan Trotman and Bob
McKenna. Reginald Swanson, Ouida Fritschi and Hugo Isom were absent
and would have prevented the move.
Stanley had tried to insulate himself from the politics of the board. He had
been described as extremely successful in ending years of dwindling
ridership and public relations disasters. The BJCTA had numbers that spoke
for themselves: Ridership had risen to over 4 million per year, paratransit
complaints were down, the system’s routes were expanding, bus stops were
increasing, the bus fleet vehicles had improved, the financial reserves,
according to transit officials, had exceeded $1.5 million …. Everything
appeared to be heading in the right direction, and city councilors and Mayor
Bernard Kincaid were totally in support.
But Phil Gary got his way and Stanley was fired.
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Growth Opportunities
Several opportunities to grow the system emerged. One notable option came
from our U.S. Sen. Richard Shelby, who offered $85 million in federal funds
in 1999 for mass transit in Birmingham with the promise of more to come.
Shelby headed up the powerful Appropriations Subcommittee on
Transportation in the Senate. But leaders here weren’t able to bring the
political will or votes needed to provide a 20 percent match, and the gift
never arrived.
Political wrangling by the Jefferson County Legislative Delegation, the
senators and members of the Alabama House, thwarted any progress through
their efforts to protect their “control” over who would serve on the transit
authority.
On February 2, 2004, Rep. Perdue sponsored HB125, which when enacted
on May 17, 2004, became Act 2004-500.
It amended Act No. 993 enacted in the 1971 Regular Session of the
Legislature, which itself was amended by Act No. 329 enacted in the 1973
Special Session of the Legislature to do the following:
 to provide for the selection and appointment of members of the Board
of Directors of the Authority;
 to provide for the terms of the members of the Board of Directors of
the Authority;
 to provide for the powers of the Authority and its Board of Directors;
 to provide for the creation of a citizens advisory board;
 and that the Authority shall be governed by a Board of Directors
composed of 14 directors.
The governing body of the Authorizing County shall appoint three members,
two of them shall reside in the unincorporated portion of the Authorizing
county and one shall reside in the primary municipality.
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The governing body shall appoint five members of the board representing
the population of the primary municipality;
The mayors association of all the municipalities within the authorizing
county shall appoint five members of the board residing in the incorporated
towns and cities within the Authorizing County;
 two of such appointments shall reside in incorporated municipalities
with populations equal to or greater than 20,000 residents;
 two of such appointments shall reside in incorporated municipalities
with populations less than 20,000 residents and one of such
appointments shall reside in an incorporated municipality within the
Bessemer Division of Jefferson County;
 the authority’s TCAB (Transit Citizen Advisory Board) shall be
entitled to one member of the Board, which shall be the chairman of
the TCAB (truly a Regional Board).
Several of Perdue’s companion bills designed to provide a dedicated funding
source for the authority did not pass the Alabama Legislature.
The aforementioned bill, Act No. 2004-500, as passed and amended,
required funding of not less than $60 million and not more than $70 million
to become law.
Amid extreme political wrangling and discord in the County Legislative
Delegation, several other opportunities to grow the system and provide a
dedicated funding source for transit emerged:
 In February 2000, Perdue offered HB 438, which would have
authorized the Alabama Department of Environmental Management
to establish standards and requirements providing for periodic testing
of motor vehicles to enforce compliance with Alabama’s Air Pollution
Control Act. This bill would authorize ADEM further and more
specifically to establish, implement and enforce a periodic motor
vehicle inspection and maintenance program on a county-by-county
basis for those areas of the state where motor vehicle emissions are
believed to be causing or significantly contributing to non-attainment
of national ambient air quality standards for ozone, making it a Class
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C misdemeanor to individuals who fail to comply with the
requirements of the motor vehicle inspection and maintenance
program. The bill would have also prohibited motor vehicle owners
and lessees from registering or renewing registration on motor
vehicles in counties subject to such inspection and maintenance
programs without compliance with the motor vehicle inspection and
maintenance program where applicable. The Legislation failed.
 In February 2004, Perdue and other representatives offered HB235,
which would have allowed funds derived from fees and taxes relating
to the use and operation of motor vehicles and motor vehicle fuels to
be used for public transportation: 1.75 percent of said funds to be used
for the development and maintenance of rapid transit in urban areas
and up to .25 percent of these funds for costs related to rural public
transportation. Because it amended Amendment 93 (a constitutional
amendment) and was opposed by the Alabama Department of
Transportation, it failed to pass the Legislature.
 In February 2004, Perdue offered HB 124, which would have allowed
for an increase to the registration or license fee levied by the state on
motor vehicles or car tags. It would have cost the average car owner
about $14 a year. It, too, failed to pass.
 In February 2005, Rep. Perdue provided HB 512, legislation that
would have allowed an ad valorem tax in Jefferson County to support
transit. It was a constitutional amendment because it involved a tax in
a county that requires a constitutional amendment. It did not pass the
Legislature, and the vote of the people was never required.
The bills sponsored by Rep. George Perdue would have drawn down
millions in federal matching funds for transit in Birmingham.
One that was most promising, HB 235, would have provided money to draw
down the millions offered by U.S. Sen. Shelby through a new fee added to
everyone’s license renewal tax.
HB 125 would have provided proportional representation on a restructured
regional transit board.
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In a story written for the Birmingham Weekly by Kyle Whitmire on June 5,
2003, state Reps. John Rogers, Mary Moore, Oliver Robinson and Eric
Major prevented bills in the Legislature from even reaching the House floor,
where they may have become law. Following are excerpts from that story:
Political wrangling by the Jefferson County delegation, the senators and
members of the Alabama House, instead thwarted any progress through
their efforts to protect their control over who would serve on an authority
that would distribute the funds.
The four legislators, Moore, Rogers, Robinson and Majors, stood in the way
of any progress through their insistence of giving more control to
Birmingham.
So the approved board- restructuring bill is just sitting out there. It is
believed that this is the sticky wicket holding up the state representatives
from Birmingham in the Jefferson County Delegation from passing a
funding bill. They do not want to give up a majority Birmingham makeup of
the BJCTA Board.
The board-restructuring bill was intact until it was repealed in 2013 when
Act. 2013-380, (HB627) sponsored by Rep. Rod Scott, was passed by the
Legislature. Act 2013-380 established a Transit Citizens Advisory Body
(TCAB) in counties of 600,000 or more, to develop a public transit system
and establish funding, thereby repealing the Authority established in Act
2004-500.
More Recent Legislation
In recent years, legislators have tried to bring forth legislation that would aid
the establishment of transportation commissions to include public
transportation and provide funding.
Alabama, Hawaii and Alaska are the only states in this country that do not
have a statewide authority that provides oversight and/or funding for a
public transit system. (Alaska actually has a state-owned railroad that
connects major cities, but the state does not fund it. It is funded by fares and
shipping receipts.) Our 1901 Alabama Constitution does not allow fuel
taxes or fees to be used for anything except roads and bridges. In the
Appendix is a page showing the sources for our city and paratransit buses.
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Our legislators have tried to bring reform. But none of these attempts have
made it through the Legislature to become law.
Sen. Cam Ward, in 2011, offered legislation when he was a representative
that would allow a Transportation Commission (HB70) to oversee all
transportation, including oversight of the Department of Transportation,
ALDOT, and allow public transportation to be part of the transportation mix.
And Rep. Patricia Todd has introduced several pieces of legislation that
would affect transit.
 HB116 would have provided a constitutional amendment to allow
a small percentage of the taxes on fuel to be used for public
transportation.
 HB207, another constitutional amendment, would have required 10
percent of the income from taxes on fuel to be used for public
transportation.
 A Todd bill would have set up fuel emission standards and testing that
would allow the proceeds to be used for public transportation.
 HB109 would have set up a portion of the state sales tax paid for boats
and trailers to be used for public transportation. Currently, the state
sales tax for boats and trailers is only 2 percent, instead of the
customary 4 percent that is charged on all other purchases. This would
have raised 2 percent to 4 percent and allow the new 2 percent to be
used for public transit.
 HB108 would have established a motor vehicle tag fee in Jefferson
County to be used for public transportation.
TO ILLUSTRATE THE TRUE “TRAIL OF TEARS” FOR TRANSIT, A
CHRONOLOGY BY DATE OF NEWS ARTICLES WITH ADDITIONAL
COMMENTS AND EDITORIALS ARE LISTED IN THE APPENDIX.
Also included is a copy of a 2000 Federal Transit Administration document
that shows transit district budgets from several cities, including the
Birmingham-Jefferson County Transit Authority. A review of said document
shows where Birmingham ranks with our peer transit districts as well as
larger districts across the nation.

VOICE OF THE RIDERS

Butch Ferrell: Walking for a Better Ride
The road calls, and the road not taken exerts a mighty pull.
A significant portion of the citizens of Jefferson County yearn to be able to
access those places that show great promise of being areas that will be able to
improve their lives. But these citizens, Transit Riders, continue to find that the
engines of indifference, lawmakers and many voters, are a roadblock impenetrable to
reason. Our needs are simple enough as we seek admittance to the same
opportunities in transportation that the states' other citizens can take for
granted. For years now, the protectors of Alabama's perverted definition of
democracy have rejected Senator (Richard) Shelby's federal money and the opportunities
down those roads not taken remain lost.
So, it is going to be up to the Riders to take the lead in getting these models
of stupidity and injustice corrected. Riders have been assailed by a sense of
frustration and have resisted testing what organized pressure can achieve. But
when Riders learn that a united and organized action can achieve measurable
results, they will want to make their influence felt. Riders must find leadership
from the ranks of their members that can express themselves as citizens of this
community in which they wish to thrive. Until that happens, Riders will continue
to live under the inadequate leadership of the car-driving public that has
neither the humiliating life experiences nor daily hardships the Transit Riders
endure regularly on the highway called Alabama.
Riders and supporters of transit recently lost a wonderful friend with the death
of Jessie Tehranchi. She possessed an essence that was essential to being the
most effective advocate for causes to help ALL the citizens in this state.
-- “A Bus Rider’s Diary,” Jan. 30, 2006
By the time I first met Butch Ferrell, he was already a legend, kind of. Ferrell was the “walking
man’s” embodiment of both the struggles and the hopes of Birmingham citizens who used and
needed a real bus system. The “transit dependent,” a term Ferrell aptly used to describe his
brethren who got neither the attention nor respect by the political and business leaders in the
state’s largest metro area. And certainly not from those who see Birmingham from the driver’s
seat of their cars.
Ferrell was and is a tireless, determined and relentless advocate for bus riders. Nothing has been
easy in his life or in the cause he has dedicated his life to. Sixty years he has rode Birmingham
transit buses. Through relative good years. Through not-so-good years. Through dismal years.
Through years in which bus service was so bad, or worse, nonexistent, that the abuse and neglect
of bus riders should best be termed criminal.
For those of us who advocated for a better bus system – a real bus system – Ferrell is the window
to the world seen on a daily basis by the transit dependent.

It’s a world in which most of the metro area and most of Jefferson County are off-limits to those
dependent on the bus to get them where they need to go.
It is a world in which the commute to work and back can consume three, four, five even seven
hours a day. Every workday.
It’s a world in which so few buses run on Saturday and on so few routes that even the weekday
commute times are desirable.
It’s a world in which late buses, breakdown, even rainwater soaking riders through leaky bus
roofs became an accepted part of the transit-dependent’s life.
Without Ferrell witnessing, experiencing and documenting these injustices, and prodding year
after year, decade after decade, for change, many of these would go untold.
Ferrell, as I said, was a folk hero before I ever penned my first editorial or column in The
Birmingham News about the need to transform a dismal bus system into a modern transit system.
I first heard of him as the man who walked from Fairfield to Hoover and back to Birmingham
Barons baseball games, after the Barons abandoned Birmingham for the affluent suburbs. The
trip took Ferrell through Jones Valley and over Shades Mountain – all along roads unfriendly to
pedestrians. And unreachable by the Birmingham-Jefferson County Transit System.
Ferrell’s treks could take 12, 13 or more hours, putting him alone on dark roads in the dead of
night. Just to watch a baseball game. A Minor League baseball game at that.
Ferrell’s story, his undeterred determination not to be denied the pleasure of a favorite pastime
because of the second-class treatment of the transit-dependent, caught the attention of the Barons
management and the news media. It was good advertisement for the Barons that their product
was so good that it was worth walking 40 miles for.
Ferrell’s long walks brought valuable attention to “Hoover’s” Barons. But it didn’t bring bus
service to their games, or the even to Hoover.
“Walking may not be the quickest way to get to places but it sure increases your appreciation of
getting there.”
-- A phrase Ferrell commonly uses at the end of his “A Bus Rider’s Diary”

Yet, Ferrell’s determination not to accept second-class citizenship made him the most reliable
advocate for a better, more reliable, more available transit system. He was and remains a fixture
at just about every meaningful gathering at which transit is discussed. For decades, he carried
wads of bus schedules, old and current, in his pockets and backpacks. He has collected 40 years
of newspaper stories, editorials and columns about the bus system.
He is, almost literally, a walking encyclopedia of the BJCTA, the BJCTA’s Metro Area Express
and its previous incarnations. He chronicles the many ups and downs of the transit system during
its lifetime: the high times when record numbers rode, the budget and service cuts, the

shutdowns, the power grabs, the political maneuverings, and the countless failures to make good
on opportunities to create a bus system that actually meets the needs of its users and would-be
users.
Perhaps Ferrell’s most enlightening contributions to the understanding of the plight of the
forgotten transit-dependent are his long-running email accounts, “A Bus Rider’s Diary.”
The bus riders are a David, but they're up against an entire army of Goliaths. These quiet and
mostly unknown citizens of this community that have no choice but to depend on the small,
dilapidated and disheartened public transit system were again run over by the insanity of the car
driving legislators. As the numbers of these quiescent citizens have continued to dwindle, their
dormant hopes for an improvement in the quality of our lives never got off the ground when the
county delegation recognized it wasn't in their best interest to serve ALL the county’s citizens.
Lamentably, these repressed citizens survive in a state whose political units put political
exploitation above the state's interest. The side-effects of this are a swelling inequality.
Bus riders noticed the dismissive sensibilities of decision makers when the car driving citizens
put up such a howl to have their beloved Malfunction Junction rebuilt and quickly. Then Phil
Gary, standing in the presence of excellence, told the community we can't have any more of this
and fired the source of this competence, Mark Stanley. Also, Homewood continues to reject the
expanded service implemented by Stanley and replaced a rider's friend on the transit board with
a less friendly one. Bus riders are asking for much less than the car driving citizens, but those
dismissive attitudes seized the lawmakers, and the bus riders desperate needs were, as usual,
disregarded. Most of the legislators’ response was, "Well, what’s in it for me?" These indifferent
legislators have been emptied of the bus riders’ awareness of what is right and what is wrong.
Inaction wasn't an option but nevertheless was the method chosen. The building of a regional
transit system would signify a community at peace with itself and would say hello to visitors .It
would show this community has a conscience and values its citizens. Funding a regional system
correctly would eliminate the pain and frustrations for these citizens and build strong
connections among all of us. This would be a community the outside world would notice and
welcome in.
-- “A Bus Rider’s Diary,” May 15, 2005
Ferrell does not own a car. He never has. He doesn’t drive. He never has. His epileptic seizures
make driving no longer possible, but so, too, not a regular job.
Still, he has traveled more miles than many. Most by bus from Fairfield home of many years.
Many by bicycle. (He used to bike all the way to Atlanta and back for Braves games.) And many
by feet, to places where the buses didn’t run, in hours when they had stopped running.
A few years ago, Ferrell wanted people to know many buses in the BJCTA’s fleet were so old
and dilapidated that they left riders wet. He took pictures and wanted to share them with The
Birmingham News. He offered to bring them by the newspaper’s office.

The night before he was to come to The News, he had a seizure, fell over his computer table and
broke his foot. He spent most of the night in the emergency room.
Yet, the next morning, he hobbled through the doors of the newspaper, on canes and his foot in
cast. And in his hand were photos of wet buses and riders sitting on garbage bags to shield them
from rain-soaked seats.
On another occasion, he wanted to draw attention to the worsening unreliability of the raggedy
bus fleet. Birmingham’s mayor at the time, Bernard Kincaid, had ridden the bus as a publicity
stunt, and the bus broke down. A few days later, Ferrell and outspoken transit advocate Charles
Ridley asked me to take a bus ride with them to see how much service had deteriorated and the
people who depended on them. The bus broke down, too.
Earlier this year, Ferrell assisted me in interviewing riders at the BJCTA’s Central Station. We
asked them about their use of buses, what they thought of bus service, what they want improved
or changed, and any tales of misfortune. The constant responses were late buses, breakdowns,
long waits between buses and having to walk many blocks to get to bus stops. (Thousands of
former riders were forced to abandon the bus system because of cutbacks that put buses out of
their reach; the buses didn’t go where they needed to go or when they needed to go.)
Many of those waiting to catch a bus at the station were tired from a long day’s work.
A very tired, slender man said he couldn’t talk to us. He had worked hard all day, and waiting for
a bus added to his long, tiring day. He walked away to take puffs from a cigarette.
Ferrell said that’s a common sight.
But it’s not for the driving public, whom he points out are blind to the transit dependent and their
needs. Car drivers don’t see what is obvious because they don’t really look. They recount tall
tales of empty buses, proof they say that no one rides the bus. Metro Birmingham, they say,
doesn’t need to put more money into the bus system because it would just be unused.
Of course, the message is, as Ferrell’s “A Bus Rider’s Diary” reminds us, is they are fine in their
cars and they don’t care about those who don’t drive, can’t drive or can’t afford to own a car.
And the people they elect to the Legislature, to county commission, to city councils, to mayor
offices, perfectly represent their shortsighted views.
Ferrell’s is a voice calling out in the wilderness of apathy and denial. Not enough people are
listening.
“The greatest tragedy is not the strident clamor of the bad people, but the appalling silence of
the good people.”
-- Another regular phrase from “A Bus Rider’s Diary”

HEROES

Heroes in our Midst
Throughout the years, citizen and officials who were heroes have moved the
effort to bring effective transportation to this area.
Among them are: George Perdue, a legislator who sponsored the most transit
bills in the House of Representatives; the late Doris Powell, Chairwoman of the
Birmingham –Jefferson County Transit Authority; Al Folcher, former Vestavia Hills
Director of Development; Scotty McCallum, former Mayor of Vestavia Hills; Larry
Langford, former Mayor of Birmingham and a County Commissioner; Shirley
Worthington, of United Way, long time advocate and Chair of the Black Belt
Commission’s Transportation Committee; John Wright, Jr. long-time letter writer
and speaker for transit; Butch Ferrell, bus rider and prolific writer of letters to the
editor and A Bus Riders Diary; Eddie Lard, former Editorial Writer for the
Birmingham News who wrote about the need as well as Scott Douglas, Executive
Director of Greater Birmingham Ministries and that organization; Rev. Lawton
Higgs, former Pastor of Church of the Reconciler and originator of the Birmingham
Bus Riders Association with Butch Ferrell and Charles Ridley, known as the
“Peanut Man” who sold peanuts from his wheelchair on 5th Avenue and 20th
Street.
But perhaps the greatest hero was a small frail woman, handicapped by multiple
sclerosis and then cancer, who never let her health problems get in the way of her
advocacy for public transit. The late Jessie Tehranchi who has testified before the
U.S. Senate Committee on Banking, Housing and Urban Affairs in 2002, became a
friend of U.S. Senator Richard Shelby as both of them worked to bring funding for
transit to Jefferson County. She was a former elementary teacher, involved in the
Universal Health Care Action Network, Citizens for Transit Coalition, Greater
Birmingham Ministries, Multiple Sclerosis Society and League of Women Voters.
As Editor Eddie Lard wrote in the Birmingham News on March 6, 2005:
Too often, we look at transit as simply a way to meet the needs of commuters,
people traveling to and from work or school. In making the case for improved
transit, we point to the increasing traffic congestion around Birmingham and how
a good transit system would take some of those vehicles off the road.
In doing so, we might also point out that less traffic on roads means less air
pollution, and that transit can be an economic development tool as well.

All of that is true, and yet it only begins to tell the story of why we need buses that
run frequently and on time. Sometimes we need people like Jessie Tehranchi to
tell the rest of the story.
The Vestavia Hills woman is everywhere, it seems – at transit board meetings,
gatherings of citizens transit groups and transportation planners, public policy
seminars and rallies of all sorts. She has spoken out at Birmingham City Hall, the
Jefferson County Courthouse and the State House in Montgomery. She has even
testified before Congress. Her passions are universal health care and transit.
Transit, Tehranchi will tell anyone who’ll listen, is needed for commuting, for clean
air, for economic vitality, for tourism. And for people who don’t drive.
Tehranchi does her lobbying from a wheelchair. She has multiple sclerosis, which
has taken her ability to walk.
She’s also undergoing chemotherapy for colon cancer.
Illness hasn’t kept Tehranchi home, however. And it won’t stop her from going to
Montgomery next week to take part in a legislative rally sponsored by Alabama
Arise.
Though she can’t take a bus to the many meetings, hearings and rallies she
attends, Tehranchi gets there. Husband Jim and friends are her transit system.
Many others don’t have that support, she says.
“People in Center Point can’t get to the (Riverchase) Galleria or to the Summit on
(U.S.) 280. They need this (transit) They’ve got to have this.
”We need to get busy.”
Getting busy means getting the Legislature to pass two bills sponsored by Rep.
George Perdue, D-Birmingham.
One bill would increase the ad valorem (property) tax on vehicles to provide about
$48 million a year to remake the transit system in Jefferson County. The other
would change a state law to make it possible for up to 2 percent of the state’s
gasoline tax money to be used for transit purposes.
Convincing the Legislature that transportation can mean something other than
highways and bridges has been a no-go for years. Road Builders have had a lock
on legislators. That small –town and rural lawmakers control the Legislature
makes unlocking the grip difficult.

Perdue, however, thinks there’s an opportunity for cities such as Birmingham and
Mobile to combine efforts to get something done on transit. Both cities, he noted,
are looking for a better way to move people around.
Transit advocates don’t have many victories in the Legislature to show for their
efforts in past years. But there’s no giving up. Especially for Tehranchi.
“I have a friend in Fairfield who has to walk everywhere,” she says. “He has to
walk just to get to where he can catch a bus. We’ve got to win this time for
people like him.
“Life is kind of crazy,” she says, talking about her health. “But there’s a win
coming. I know there is. A win for universal health care and a win for transit.
“I want to be there to see it”
She didn’t make it to see the Affordable Health Care Act….except in spirit. Here’s
hoping her dream of reliable transit also comes true.

RPC AND DOT

Transit Trail of Tears
In 1992, the U.S. Department of Transportation created the New Starts program to
fund new, fixed-guideway transit capital projects. The Federal Transit
Administration was given oversight and administrative control of the program.
The FTA developed a set of criteria by which new projects would be evaluated and
recommended to Congress for funding. It set up the New Starts program as a
process in which transit service providers could compete for limited funding to
assist with the capital expenses associated with the startup of a new fixed guideway
transit system.
The process entailed regions completing an Alternatives Analysis, a study that
considered the impacts of doing nothing at all, making minimal improvements, and
all feasible fixed-guideway transit modes that could potentially be constructed.
The study looked at potential ridership of the different transit modes; the cost to
construct the new service, operate the service and maintain the service over time;
the cost-effectiveness of the service; and the technical and financial capacity of the
operator/region to accomplish these tasks as well.
The alternatives analysis considered the mobility improvements that would be
experienced from the new services, the environmental benefits and operating
efficiencies. It also considered the impact of the new service on land development
patterns/land uses, economic development, and both existing and potential transit
riders.
Finally, the alternatives analysis considered the local financial commitment to the
service. Transit providers and regions presented to the FTA their evidence that they
could accomplish these criteria. The FTA then rated them according to how well
they accomplished the individual criteria and presented a recommendation to
Congress for funding.
In 1998, when Congress reauthorized the transportation law and created the
Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21), the New Starts program
was also reauthorized. Under TEA-21, the FTA was empowered to require
communities to prove they could actually build the new fixed-guideway system
they desired and, at the same time, maintain their existing systems. In an effort to

motivate the Jefferson County area to create a fixed-guideway transit system, U.S.
Sen. Richard Shelby authorized the expenditure of $87 million out of the FTA
New Starts program to provide funding to the Birmingham region to help “jump
start” the fixed-guideway system’s development.
Although $87 million was authorized in the TEA-21 bill, only $17 million was
ever appropriated. This was done over several years. The funds were appropriated
to the “Birmingham Transit Corridor,” a generic name that allowed the region
maximum flexibility to evaluate any corridor they saw the need to consider.
Additionally, the funding appropriated could not be used for implementation as
money for implementation could only be awarded through the FTA’s competitive
process.
Beginning in 2000, the Regional Planning Commission of Greater Birmingham
began the process of proving the region could successfully compete for New Starts
funding. In 2004, the RPC finalized the Birmingham Regional Alternatives
Analysis, the Birmingham region’s transit system plan.
The Birmingham Regional Alternative Analysis, aka the Regional Transit
Improvement Strategy, highlighted a series of corridors for which enhanced transit
services could prove beneficial.
It also highlighted that the region needed to make a lot of small, but important
changes to the transportation system, such as building out a sidewalk and trail
network and making improvements to the existing fixed-route bus system. The
RPC also noted that substantial changes to land development patterns and urban
form needed to be made in order to support a fixed-route system. The Birmingham
Regional Alternatives Analysis was provided $14 million in matching funds
comprised of value capture of existing studies, in-kind services, a mapping system,
some cash and aerial photography used in the studies.
The Birmingham Regional Alternatives Analysis identified six radial corridors
emanating from downtown Birmingham. However, the system plan failed to
address a key area: how the radial corridors would connect with one another within
downtown Birmingham.

The RPC and its supporters identified a streetcar system within downtown
Birmingham as their top priority fixed-guideway transit project and attempted to
submit a New Starts application for a streetcar system within downtown
Birmingham.
However, the streetcar had not been identified or discussed within the Birmingham
Regional Alternatives Analysis, and no alternative analysis had been completed in
order to provide the FTA with information to make a recommendation to Congress
about funding.
Based on the advice of FTA, the New Starts application was withdrawn, and the
RPCGB began the alternatives analysis process to determine what kind of system
was feasible for the downtown Birmingham area. The process resulted in the Intown Transit Partnership (ITP).
The In-Town Transit Partnership Project was a study of potential transit services in
the downtown Birmingham and University of Alabama-Birmingham) areas.
The Regional Planning Commission of Greater Birmingham studied potential
transit service improvements and considered a variety of transit service options,
including enhanced bus services and rail transit alternatives.
The ITP process resulted in a locally preferred alternative of a bus rapid transit
(BRT) service, not the streetcar that was originally envisioned.
BRT was selected as the locally preferred alternative primarily because of its lower
cost to implement and operate. However, it also was selected because of its
seamless integration with the remainder of the envisioned fixed-guideway transit
network, which was anticipated to also be based around BRT.
The alignment for the downtown BRT network was selected because of its
connections to large employers as well its ability to be upgraded to a streetcar or
light rail system in the future. The alignment follows the historic streetcar lines that
were removed in the 1950s and 1960s. For the past several years, the RPC and the
City of Birmingham have focused their efforts on implementation and, finally, in
2012, began making preparations to develop the initial BRT system proposed by
the ITP process.

Because of the difficulty in meeting FTA criteria and now, the shortfall in federal
transportation funding, the City of Birmingham has decided to pursue the project
using a combination of local funding and federal transportation funding provided
by the Birmingham Metropolitan Planning Organization.
In addition to the ITP process, the RPC has used the remainder of the “Shelby
money” to conduct alternatives analysis for four of the six radial corridors
identified in the Birmingham Regional Alternatives Analysis. This includes:
I-65/U.S. 31 Mobility Matters, U.S. 280,
U.S. 11 Southwest (Bessemer Superhighway), and U.S. 11 East
Future studies will address travel in the I-65 North and U.S. 78 West corridors.
What cooperation can do:
Implementation of the next transit corridor is taking place along the U.S. 11
Southwest Transit Corridor. This project involves planning for public
transportation along U.S. Highway 11 (Bessemer Superhighway), and its parallel
corridor I-20/59. It also focuses on the redevelopment of the communities along
the corridor, and identifies areas for transit-oriented and transit-ready development.
Like all of the subsequent corridor studies resulting from the Birmingham Regional
Alternatives Analysis, the U.S. 11 Southwest Transit Corridor builds on the ITP
project as it is the linchpin that connects each of the radial corridors. The corridor
also promises to support and possibly even jump-start economic development.
While funding to provide the enhanced transit services that have been
recommended for the corridor is problematic, and likely will remain an issue for
some time to come, the U.S.11 corridor communities have not allowed this to deter
their progress.
Recognizing that there is much work to be done in addition to improving the transit
services, these communities have formed a corridor coalition -- a partnership of
sorts, to tackle common issues along the corridor. This includes physical
redevelopment of the corridor, economic revitalization, infrastructure and service
provision, and much more of the “bones” that are needed to support a nextgeneration transit system.

Silos of Funding for Existing Transportation in Alabama

These silos represent the way in which money is allocated and that may be the
best way to handle allocation. However, these are tools in separate toolboxes,
and instead of being separated, they need to be together in order to address
transportation more holistically, taking into account land development patterns
and economic development.

• The Alabama Department of Transportation (ALDOT) is the
administrator of FTA 5311 funds disbursed among 28 rural transit
providers. It represents demand-response funds for capital and
operating costs in rural Alabama. Of the federal funds available
annually, not all of it is used due to lack of matching local funds.
• The Alabama Department of Senior Services (ADSS) is the
administrator of FTA 5316 and 5317 funds for rural areas, as well
as 5310, funding for transportation of elderly and disabled
individuals.
5310 is funding for transportation of elderly and disabled
individuals
5316 is JARC, Job Access and Reverse Commute Program. It
addresses the challenges faced by welfare recipients and low
income persons seeking to obtain and maintain employment.
5317 is New Freedom Program, a grant program that provides
tools to overcome barriers for Americans with disabilities seeking
to work and participate in society. It expands mobility beyond
requirements of the Americans with Disabilities Act.
• FTA 5307 funds provide capital resources to municipalities over
200,000 (Birmingham, Huntsville, Mobile) and municipalities over
50,000 and less than 200,000 (Anniston, Auburn, Decatur, Dothan,
Florence, Gadsden, Montgomery, Tuscaloosa).

• Five Regional Planning Commissions staff Rural Planning
Organizations for 18 counties.
• All twelve Regional Planning Commissions are tasked with transit
planning, but do not have any fiduciary responsibility or authority
for disbursing transit funds.
• Seven municipalities have transit authorities, each authorized by
separate and non-uniform state legislation, some dating back 40
years.
• There is no state agency that plans or manages inter-municipality,
inter-county, or intra-county transit.

The last chapter, may be the first!!!!
The Last Chapter of this document, and perhaps the first chapter in
moving forward, comes because of a new day at MAX.
We have a new hero on the scene: Ann Dawson-August, the new
Executive Director of MAX.
She sees her role in this as her mission and is dedicated to bring reform.
She provided some of the following revenue information for this
document.

APPENDIX

Detail Operating Revenues
FY 2014 Budget
Revenue
Operating
Fixed Route Farebox
dart Trolley
VIP Pass Sales

2,456,443
29,243
172,802

Total Operating

2,658,488

Non-Operating
Birmingham - Fixed Route & VIP
Hoover
Vestavia Hills
Center Point
Midfield
UAB

Local Assistance
Ad Valorem
Jefferson County
Homewood
Mountain Brook
Tarrant
T
Birmingham
Bessemer
Fairfield
Racing Commission
Beer Tax

10,647,002
63,959
71,627
62,370
105,883
-

10,950,841

2,619,943
263,874
87,318
20,726
20 726
3,415,257
543,013
316,953
2,000,000

Local Mandate
Investment Interest

9,267,084
7,000

Investment Interest

7,000
66,720

Advertising
Commissions

26,000

Other Revenue
Federal Grant Funds

92,720
6,000,000

Federal Assistance

6,000,000

Total Non‐Operating

26,317,645

Total Revenue

28,976,133

FY2014 APPROVED FINALBUDGET 04-29-13

Comparison of major city budgets for public transportation
Data provided by The National Transit Association and used in a BJCTA
presentation in 2000

Transit Districts:

Operating

Central Florida Regional TA (Orlando)

$64,865,700

$6,697,900

$71,563,600

Charlotte DOT

$46,798,300

$21,542,500

$68,340,800

Jacksonville Transportation Authority

$49,020,200

$10,976,200

$59,996,400

Transit Authority – River City (Louisville)

$48,043,800

$9,040,500

$57,084,300

Memphis Area TA

$37,053,200

$6,511,900

$43,565,100

Metropolitan Transit Authority (Nashville)

$23,637,600

$10,134,800

$33,772,400

Birmingham-Jefferson TA

$14,038,500

$2,717,100

$16,755,600

Chicago Transit Authority

$883,911,500

$352,357,200

$1,236,268,700

Los Angeles County Metro

$770,912,200

$201,554,100

$972,466,300

Metro Atlanta RTA

$401,379,000

$262,577,100

$663,956,100

Regional Transit District (Denver)

$256,183,900

$326,780,100

$582,964,000

Metro Transit Authority/Harris Co(Houston)

$278,816,900

$274,833,700

$553,650,600

Port Authority of Allegheny Co.(Pittsburgh)

$260,169,400

$114,182,800

$374,352,200

Bi-State Development Agency (St. Louis)

$149,148,600

$136,568,800

$285,717,400

$96,496,700

$35,062,700

$131,559,400

$107,127,000

$18,386,400

$125,513,400

Capital Metro Transport. Authority (Austin)
New Orleans Regional transit Authority

Capital

Total

