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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Connect Northwest Arkansas (NWA) is a 10-Year Transit Development Plan (TDP) that will serve as a “Blueprint” 
for improving and expanding transit in the NWA region. The Northwest Arkansas Regional Planning Commission 
(NWARPC), Ozark Regional Transit (ORT) and Razorback Transit (RT) are committed to ensuring that this plan improves 
transit by connecting NWA at the regional and local levels, saves people time and ultimately provides the community 
with greater mobility and freedom.

PROJECT VISION

Transportation opportunities and challenges are regional and cannot be defined by one jurisdiction. NWA is a massive 
region and spans over 40 miles from south to north with transit needs that vary throughout the linear corridor. Connect 
NWA focuses on how to improve fixed route transit and builds upon the recent and ongoing success both ORT and RT 
have had coordinating and expanding service in the four main urban areas and surrounding communities that include 
(from south to north) Fayetteville, Springdale, Rogers and Bentonville.

WHY TRANSIT?
Connect NWA establishes a shared understanding of what successful transit looks like, how to design effective service 
and ultimately how to implement it regionally and locally. Transit may not seem like the optimal or most popular mode 
of travel in the NWA region since the 420,455 people who live in the area only average 8,000 transit boardings a day. 
However, something is missing from this statistic and the conversation in general: the potential for transit in the region 
is great and these numbers reflect a transit system that is underfunded and not designed to meet the transit potential 
of the region. It is critical that the NWA Community understands the following about transit:

	› The benefits of transit (why does transit matter)?

	› What makes transit effective?

	› What supports transit?

	› How do you design transit?

Before proceeding it is important to establish a shared understanding about what a transit network is and its most 
basic components. A transit network is a set of routes that follow specific alignments with stops along the way that 
operates during certain times of the day and at various service levels. From the time it starts in the morning to the time 
it stops in the evening is known as its span. How often a bus or train arrives at a given stop or departs from a terminal 
is known as its frequency.
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PROJECT OVERVIEW
The study began in January 2019 with a technical analysis that looked at ridership, 
travel patterns, travel time and on-time performance for the entire NWA study area. 
The first major milestone of the project was to develop a Public Engagement Plan 
that would ensure the entire study area had an opportunity to learn about transit 
and provide input to directly inform the recommendations of the Connect NWA TDP. 

Parallel to the public engagement effort was the existing conditions analysis that 
consists of the following technical analyses:

	› Benchmarking Review

	› Market Analysis

	› Fixed Route Transit Operational Analysis

The next steps in the process involved the development of a Regional Transit 
Framework that included recommendations for regional and local transit solutions 
with service level and route alignment modifications and additions. The project team 
organized and hosted two major events in each of the counties in the study area that 
provided an opportunity for the community to give input on the recommendations. 
The project team used this input to develop a Preferred Alternative (PA) for both the 
region and each individual community. 

The final steps of the TDP included the development of three critical elements to 
help guide and implement Connect NWA:

	› Regional Service Standards

	› Detailed implementation plan with prioritized routes and phasing

	› Funding recommendations on allocating Federal and Local funds.

Connect NWA represent a complete 10-Year TDP for region and is made up of 
many individual components that can stand on their own and serve as tools to help 
advance and implement the plan.DRAFT
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PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT
The Connect NWA public engagement effort revealed that the NWA community 
supports transit and wants more of it. Public engagement is one of the most critical 
components of Connect NWA and will need to remain constant as the plan is 
implemented over the next 10 years.

PHASE I
The public engagement effort consisted of two main phases. The first phase 
consisted of a week-long series of public engagement opportunities from April 2-6, 
2019. The project team coordinated nine public events throughout the region in 
a wide variety of locations meant to capture all types of transportation users (e.g. 
Fayetteville Farmers Market, Springdale Walmart, NWACC). A public input survey 
was administered both in hard copy and online from April through May.

A total of 1,299 surveys were received by the project team. The survey revealed 
critical findings from the public and used these discoveries to align recommendations 
with the discussion about what makes transit effective. 

PHASE II
Phase two involved two major community outreach events and a survey that 
enabled the team to capture detailed feedback on the recommendations in the 
Regional Transit Framework. What was important about this process was that the 
community did not have to choose between alternatives. Instead, they were able to 
provide input about what they did and did not like about the recommendations. The 
project team was able to isolate the strengths and eliminate the weaknesses of the 
recommendations to determine the Preferred Alternative (PA) that has community 
support and will help shape the future of transit in the region.

The entire public engagement effort revealed that NWA wants a transit system that 
is reliable, allows for spontaneous travel, saves them time and gives them freedom.
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Public Survey Results for NWARPC 10-Year TDP
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EXISTING CONDITIONS
The Market and Operational analyses provided an in-depth and detailed review of the existing conditions under a 
‘transit lens’ in NWA. However, this section is intended to highlight some of the broad takeaways that the project team 
discovered to date.

REGIONAL GROWTH
In order to understand future growth in the NWA region and align Connect NWA recommendations with the direction 
in which the community is growing, the project team utilized data from the 2019 Arkansas Economic Development 
Institute (AEDI) State Cohort Component Model to visualize population growth. With a 2005 base year and 2045 
horizon year, the NWA region is estimated to nearly double in size by 2045. This means nearly 500 thousand residents 
living in Bentonville, Rogers, Springdale, and Fayetteville in roughly 25 years.  

This growth supports the need for expanded and improved transit solutions to help prepare the region as transportation 
demand increases in tandem with estimated population growth.
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THE STATE OF TRANSIT
The review of past plans and ongoing studies that both directly and indirectly relate 
to transit ensured that the project team respected existing planning processes 
underway for the area and captured insight from the ongoing community dialogue. 
The review included plans and programs across a variety of disciplines including 
land use, economic development and other relevant topics.

From this review the project team concluded that transit improvements are needed, 
and that Connect NWA’s vision and goals align with the previous and ongoing 
studies, plans and initiatives of the region. The following excerpts help capture the 
shared understanding of the important role that transit will play in NWA:

Build better connectivity among regional employers, the University 
of Arkansas, and entrepreneurial support organizations to 

capitalize on the organic growth potential of the region’s three 
Fortune 500 companies and a Class I Carnegie research institution.

Access to people, places, products, and services fosters economic 
and social mobility. The Northwest Arkansas Council should ensure 

that the services and funding of Razorback Transit and Ozark 
Regional Transit keep up with rapid population growth and the 
long-term needs of Northwest Arkansas. That includes assisting 

both systems as they explore ways to provide more trips.

— Greater Northwest Arkansas Development Strategy,
 Northwest Arkansas Council

Guiding Principles of the Northwest Arkansas Design Excellence Program:

Strengthen Public Life: Create opportunities for people to spend 
quality time in public – moving or staying, alone or with others.

Elevate Standards of Sustainability and Resilience: Adhere to 
standards of sustainability, elevate ambitions and demonstrate 

relation of resilience to people and place.

Celebrate Local Cultures and Place: Enhance and respond to local 
social history and cultures as well as climate and geography.

Build Regional Capacity: Raise local ambitions and build 
knowledge and skills among design community and public.

— Northwest Arkansas Design Excellence Program,
 Walton Family Foundation

Northwest Arkansas communities should work with NWARPC to 
improve its existing public transit service and to get ‘Transit Ready.’

— Northwest Arkansas Transportation Alternatives Analysis
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BENCHMARKING ANALYSIS
The Benchmarking Review observes how cities and agencies who face similar challenges and opportunities as NWA 
are providing and funding transit for the communities they serve and how NWA can use these examples and strategies 
to create their own, homegrown service delivery options and strategies.

Key findings
	› Ridership and Funding – In order for transit to work efficiently and effectively it must be properly funded. The 
cities with the highest expenditures also have the highest ridership.

	› Innovation and Transit – Agencies should use technology and innovation to create a toolbox of transit service 
provision solutions in order to customize transit for the varied communities and populations they are serving.

Comparison of Ridership & Expenditures

MARKET ANALYSIS
The market analysis revealed the locations of the existing and future markets that currently support or will support 
transit due to demand and potential. The region is host to many large institutions and employers such as the University 
of Arkansas in Fayetteville, Walmart’s Headquarter (HQ) in Bentonville, Tyson Foods’ HQ in Springdale, and JB Hunt’s 
HQ in Lowell. Many areas are undergoing a transformation and cities like Rogers have begun to support and invest in 
transit supportive land use that can be seen in the development occurring at the AMP or in downtown Rogers. 
 
The market analysis identified both transit potential and need and ensured that while Connect NWA would work towards 
improving transit for everyone in the region, the study must take measures to maintain and improve connectivity for 
the most vulnerable populations of the region. This transit need is characterized by identifying areas with greater 
portions of the population who are low income, minorities, elderly, disabled, and others and may face challenges 
related to transportation.
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NWA Transit Service Region & Population Density
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OPERATIONAL ANALYSIS
The NWA region is served by two separate transit providers (Ozark Regional Transit 
and Razorback Transit) that work in conjunction with each other to move people 
safely and efficiently throughout the area. The operational analysis explores how 
both services provide regional and local connectivity and provides both system- and 
route-level analysis to generate a better understanding of the NWA region’s existing 
transit service. In addition to a technical analysis, the project team rode the individual 
routes throughout the regional transit network. The project team made important 
discoveries during these analyses that will help shape the recommendations in 
ways that build upon the strengths of the existing transit network.

The operational analysis provided benchmarks for each agency, route and 
community in terms of Key Performance Indicators (KPI) such as travel time, level 
of service, reliability, ridership, connectivity, funding, population and employment 
served and travel patterns. These KPIs established a baseline that the project team 
will use in the development of both regional and local service standards.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
REGIONAL TRANSIT FRAMEWORK SUMMARY
The Regional Transit Framework takes the shape of customized route and network recommendations built upon the 
technical analysis and informed by the public engagement process. The project team identified key transit corridors 
that provided enhanced connectivity and direct routing focused on moving NWA residents in an intuitive, time efficient 
manner that was not restricted by political boundaries. The draft recommendations were provided to the public 
for comment through both a series of community events and online and paper surveys to obtain public feedback 
about the proposed changes. Following the public outreach phase of the alternatives development, feedback was 
incorporated back into the draft recommendations to create a locally preferred alternative (LPA) truly supported by 
the community. The results shown in below are a product of the final recommendations comprised of level of services, 
route modifications, new routes, new mobility zones and proposed mobility hub locations.

Existing Future Existing Future Existing Future Existing Future Existing Future

REGIONAL TRANSIT BENEFITS OF CONNECT NWA
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REGIONAL SERVICE STANDARDS
As the NWA area continues to grow, it is important that transit providers understand how to allocate resources 
effectively, and which markets will utilize the provided services. The regional service standards offer a unique set of 
service provision types, technology standards, and system designs for the NWA region to use for ongoing operation, 
expansion and the implementation of transit services. They are intended to serve as a living tool that both compliments 
Connect NWA and stands on its own. Regional Service Standards will serve as both an internal and external resource 
that will explain how and why transit is delivered in NWA.

Regional Service Standards
Regional Connectors are a fixed route transit service that provide service from city to city along a major arterial at high 
frequencies with limited stops. These routes cover key areas and give users increased accessibility and connectivity 
to multiple urban areas in a region.
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Frequent Service
Fixed route service that has demand for more frequent service due to destinations and/or ridership. Accordingly, 
frequent fixed route service refers to transit that stays within denser, more urban areas where transit demand tends 
to be concentrated.
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Coverage Service
Coverage service refers to transit with a set route alignment, designated stops, and a fixed operating schedule.
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Mobility Zones
Mobility zones are designated areas with demand response service available to help provide first-last mile solutions 
for system users. Mobility zones are coverage areas set in the place of unproductive fixed routes/deviations. This 
allows for the provider to maintain market coverage in an efficient, cost effective way.
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USER PROFILES
Bentonville Resident 
Connect NWA cuts my trip from Point A to Point B (S. Walton Dr. 
Walmart) by 40 minutes (83% decrease). Compared to Route 11, 
Connect NWA provides 15 minute frequency, and also serves 
me Monday through Sunday. The new system even connects 
me to Downtown Rogers with no transfers.

Rogers Resident
Route 51 used to provide service no later than 5 pm. As 
an NWACC student, this allowed me to only take public 
transportation to class. I then had to rely on rideshare or taxi 
service to get home. Connect NWA now provides high quality 
transit until 10 pm, allowing me to use ORT for both trips.
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Springdale Resident
Before Connect NWA, I had to transfer twice, using three 
routes to get from Downtown Springdale to Downtown 
Fayetteville. Now Route 102 gets me from Point A to 
Point B in 35 minutes with no transfers. Connect NWA 
also provides convenient routes in between which help 
me get around the NWA region more efficiently. 

Fayetteville Resident
If I missed Route 20 on my way to the Arkansas Research 
and Technical Center, I would have to wait an entire 
hour before getting picked up. Connect NWA provides 
me a direct route with a quick travel time, with a high 
frequency. Now if I’m not on time, it isn’t a big deal 
because service is frequent and reliable.
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IMPLEMENTATION & FUNDING
Connect NWA recommendations take the shape of a phased implementation plan 
derived from previous technical analyses, proven transit concepts, and public and 
staff input. This implementation plan will work in tandem with the Regional Service 
Standards to successfully and sustainably implement the recommendations that will 
create high quality transit throughout the entire NWA region. The implementation 
plan is separated into three phases:

	› Phase I: 1 to 2 years

	› Phase II: 2 to 5 years

	› Phase III: 5 to 10 years
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Each phase is further prioritized to provide a more detailed structure for future 
implementation. Three main components informed the prioritization and ensured 
that the process supports the vision of this plan by connecting people and saving 
them time. 

	› Transit Propensity: Where will transit work? Transit propensity represents the 
sum of population and employment within a quarter mile route buffer of each 
route.

	› Transit Needs: Who depends on Transit? Transit needs population represents 
the sum of Transit-Dependent Population and Target Transit Rider Population 
totals (refer to Chapter 2) found within the same quarter mile route buffer 
used to capture transit propensity.

	› Ridership: How many people will be using the service on an average 
weekday? Ridership estimates were generated through the Federal Transit 
Administration (FTA) Simplified Trips On Project Software (STOPS) modeling, 
which compares ridership generated for base (existing routes) and future 
(implemented route recommendations) scenarios.
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FUNDING SOURCES
The identification of sustainable funding sources to 
support transit system costs is critical to the success of 
transit operations. To achieve the Connect NWA vision 
of full mobility for all travelers, the region must invest in 
transit at a significantly higher rate than it currently does 
and must work to identify a dedicated local funding 
source that does not completely rely on Federal and 
State funding.  

The Transit Investment Chapter of Connect NWA 
provides the region with recommendations that layout a 
set of financial projections showing anticipated revenue 
sources and total system expenditures for a three 
phased implementation plan. The recommendations 
provide information that will help ORT and RT to 
implement service changes in a fiscally responsible 
manner throughout all three of the project’s phases.  

In order to implement and successfully operate Connect 
NWA, the urbanized region made up of the four major 
cities will need to identify a dedicated local funding 
source. To achieve the funding levels necessary to 
implement a service investment of this magnitude, 
the urbanized region will need to implement a ¼ cent 
sales tax under the Special Local Sales and Use Tax 
– Election (ACA 26-73-111) for the residents within the 
boundaries of the four major urban cities in the region. 
This funding mechanism would provide fiscal capacity 
to operate and maintain the system through Phase II. 
After the implementation of Phase II the project partners 
will also be able to better evaluate the projected Phase 
III shortfall and decide, on the basis of observed results, 
whether to supplement the funding, implement only the 
fiscally sustainable parts of Phase III, or delay Phase III 
until revenues reach a level when implementation is 
feasible. Chapter 7 provides a detailed breakdown of all 
the assumptions used in the development of this transit 
investment recommendation.

Regional Transit Costs and Revenues

Funding Contributions by Phase
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Connect NWA Full Implementation
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