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How can Texas address the specific challenges that rural residents face, providing a 
high quality of life and similar access and opportunities for all Texans? 

Rural Texans face several specific mobility 
challenges day-to-day. Faced with fewer mobility 
opportunities, further distance between services, 
and less broadband availability, statewide 
transportation is a key player in connecting people 
and services. Rural residents face challenges in 
attaining healthcare and is disproportionately 
experienced by those with disabilities, a difficulty 
exacerbated by the continuing trend of urbanization 
in Texas.1 As newer technology emerges, ensuring 
proper investments are still made equitably is of 
increasing importance. These challenges are not 
only seen in Texas, but nationwide, as rural planning 
organizations, multi-state cooperatives, and private 

organizations are all making efforts to tackle these 
challenges. New solutions have emerged among 
those who must innovate with limited resources. 
Continuing the efforts to promote statewide rural 
information sharing, Texas can ensure that 
disadvantaged residents can access equal services, 
enhance wireless connectivity, and unlock other 
vital services to enable rural residents to achieve 
parity in the quality of daily living.
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Invest in One-Stop-Shop Opportunities 
Providing a rural transportation platform for communicating 
roadway hazards, travel information, delay updates, and 
available services for journey planning and payment is a 
promising opportunity to maintain ease and cost-efficiency in 
rural transportation. 

Support Telehealth Advancements 
Rural hospital closures can significantly strain rural 
communities; advancements in telehealth can offset this 
strain. Transportation agencies can collaborate with health 
and human service agencies to lower non-emergency 
transport costs and improve medical care for rural 
communities. 
 
Tap into Funding Opportunities for Rural Broadband 
Ensuring all residents in the state have access to broadband 
connectivity is an important piece of maintaining a high 
quality of life in the 21st century. Texas is well-positioned to 
seek federal funding to deploy innovative infrastructure in 
rural areas currently lacking sufficient broadband access. 
 

Encourage Dig-Once Policy 
There is an opportunity for public agencies and telecom 
providers to coordinate to bridge the digital divide by 
investing and ensuring development in rural areas upon 
roadway development. A Dig-Once Policy may allow Texas to 
capitalize on the upkeep and modernization across the state. 
 
 
Develop Statewide Guidelines for Technology Readiness 
Communities within TxDOT Districts are at varying levels of 
readiness for implementing technology. By developing a 
common set of guidelines, TxDOT can proactively support 
these investments and ensure interoperability of technology 
across jurisdictions. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Residents of rural Texas communities face unique 
challenges—many that their urban counterparts do 
not face. Such challenges include long distances 
from amenities, fewer transportation alternatives 
and job opportunities, difficulty accessing medical 
care (particularly those struggling with disabilities), 
and limited broadband connectivity.1 Through 
maintaining the states rural roadway system, TxDOT 
plays an important role in enabling a high quality of 
life and ensuring rural residents in the state can 
achieve the same level of access and opportunity 
through programs and policies. Given that these 
large service areas have limited funding, it is 
essential that rural communities leverage their 
resources and innovate to ensure that all Texans can 
achieve a quality of life equal to that of urban 
residents. 

Texas is growing at an extraordinary rate, and the 
population continues to urbanize. In 2010, roughly 
85% of the state’s population lived in urban areas, a 
percentage that has continued to rise. Between 
2010 and 2018, the Texas population centers that 
experienced the most significant population losses 
were those in rural and sparsely populated areas.2 
This white paper focuses on rural communities, 
which are defined by the US Census Bureau as 
places with fewer than 50,000 residents. While most 
of the state’s population resides in urban areas, 
there are still three million residents living in rural 
Texas. At this point communities in rural areas are 
following two population trajectories: 1) 
communities who are experiencing unanticipated 
growth, such as the West Texas cities who are 
booming as a result of oil production, and 2) 
communities who are shrinking and aging as a result 
of increasing isolation.3  

These demographic shifts have had direct impact on 
economic and social outcomes. In particular, studies 

have shown that rural communities that are farther 
from a metropolitan center have fewer employment, 
education, and medical care opportunities. These 
barriers are further exacerbated for rural residents 
with disabilities.1,4 Rural residents typically face 
significant travel requirements for access to work; 
and certain disabilities limit the use of a vehicle, 
leading to further dependence on alternative means 
for transportation.  

In keeping with national trends, rural hospitals 
continue to close across the country. This is often a 
result of steep upkeep costs, insufficient patient 
populations, and the high rate of uninsured 
patients.5 In Texas alone, over 20 facilities have 
closed since 2010, many closures affecting the rural 
counties whose populations also aged the most. 
Between 2010 and 2018, 18% of rural counties in 
Texas experienced median age increases up to four 
years. These closures significantly strain rural 
communities through reduced medical assistance 
opportunities; fewer employment opportunities; 
and negative impacts on supporting businesses, 
such as pharmacies.  

In addition to medical access, another challenge for 
rural residents is broadband connectivity. As of 2016 
roughly 31% of Texans did not have high-speed 
internet access.6 The lack of broadband has 
significant implications in various realms, including 
telemedicine, agricultural use, and education. Texas 
has programs in place to assist with these challenges, 
some helmed by regional planning organizations, or 
councils of governments (COGs), which encompass 
multiple counties and thus ensure a planning 
approach that includes communities located 
outside of a primary urban hub. As new funding 
opportunities become available at both the federal 
and state levels, COGs will play an important role in 
identifying gaps in broadband connectivity and 
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coordinating with other organizations to install the 
necessary infrastructure.7  

Improvements are also constantly being made in 
both the public and private sectors. In some 
instances private organizations like transportation 
network companies (TNCs) are providing on-
demand ride service to rural residents. Texas has 
several regional and rural transportation 
organizations that service multiple counties to 
provide a public transportation option for rural 
residents. This white paper will assess both the 
challenges and opportunities facing Texas’s rural 
communities today as they relate to transportation. 
Included are case studies related to difficulties faced 
by the disabled population, access to healthcare and 
broadband connectivity, and state and federal 
policy considerations. This paper will conclude by 
identifying strategies and policies Texas may 
consider in addressing these concerns. 

    RURAL TRANSPORTATION 
    IN TEXAS 
While TxDOT Districts have traditionally carried out 
rural transportation planning, several other 
organizations have evolved to take on the role and 
responsibility of planning and servicing rural 
communities. Rural transportation services in Texas 
may now be carried out by either a TxDOT District, a 
metropolitan planning organization (MPO), a rural 
planning organization (RPO), a council of 
governments (COG), or a combination of these 
agencies. The following describes the roles and 
responsibilities of these agencies and provides 
examples of different structures. 

MPOs, RPOs, and COGs 
First, MPOs in Texas may play a role in coordinating 
rural transportation services. MPOs were first 
introduced by the Federal Highway Act of 1962 in 
order to coordinate projects between state and 

local governments.8 With the Fixing America’s 
Surface Transportation (FAST) Act of 2015, 
additional federal funding was directed to MPOs 
and a process for higher levels of regional 
coordination was required. While they were 
originally designed to represent urbanized areas 
with populations over 50,000, several Texas MPOs 
have chosen to provide support to surrounding rural 
counties. Their responsibilities include maintaining 
a long-range metropolitan transportation plan, a 
transportation improvement program, and an 
annual unified planning work program. 

Second, RPOs began forming in 1999 and were 
created to address rural transportation priorities for 
areas outside of MPO boundaries. Historically, 
TxDOT Districts provided transportation planning 
and services for counties outside of MPO 
jurisdiction. However, the District responsibilities 
were broad, including construction and 
maintenance, and a new type of organization was 
legislated by the state in 2011 to provide a forum for 
informed transportation decision-making at the 
local level. RPOs are a voluntary body governed by 
local elected officials that enhance communication 
between TxDOT and local government as well as 
include the public in the transportation planning 
process. Currently, Texas has 13 RPOs.9 

Third, regional COGs are associations of 
governments formed under Chapter 391 of the 
Texas Local Government Code. COGs are 
differentiated in that they have responsibilities 
broader than transportation, including managing 
region-wide services for the elderly, promoting 
environmental quality planning, and maintaining 
regional 9-1-1 systems. Texas has 24 COGs that are 
sometimes combined with their MPOs, such as the 
North Central Texas Council of Governments 
(NCTCOG) and Houston-Galveston Area Council (H-
GAC), while others remain separate, such as the 
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Capital Area Council of Governments (CAPCOG) and 
Brazos Valley Council of Governments (BVCOG). 
With no defined roles for rural transportation 
planning, each COG takes a distinct approach.10 
Following are three examples of different models: 

• Austin. The Austin area is home to the 
Capital Area Regional Transportation 
Organization (CARTPO), Capital Area COG 
(CAPCOG), and Capital Area MPO (CAMPO), 
each of which has unique roles. Primarily 
focused on Travis County and surrounding 
locales, CAMPO works on a metropolitan 
scope to establish and collaborate on 
services in all areas served, while CARTPO 
works specifically to maximize information 
sharing between elected officials, county 
and city staff, and TxDOT. CAPCOG serves as 
a planner, advocate, and coordinator on 
issues relevant to the 10-county capital area, 
to avoid duplication of services.11,12 

• Bryan-College Station. Organizations in this 
region include the Bryan-College Station 
MPO (BCSMPO), Brazos Valley COG (BVCOG), 
and the Brazos Valley RPO (BVRPO). 
BCSMPO focuses on transportation planning 
within the region’s metropolitan urban 
areas.13 BVCOG communicates with the 
region’s seven counties to coordinate use of 
public resources among communities and 
improve quality of life. The BVRPO works 
from within BVCOG to connect local leaders 
to federal agencies for infrastructure and 
funding.14 

• North Central Texas. Encompassing the 
Dallas/Fort Worth metroplex, the North 
Central Texas COG serves as the region’s 
planning force. NCTCOG works to strengthen 
the power of local governments to recognize 
regional opportunities, reduce unnecessary 

duplication, and allow for joint decision-
making.15 

The Role of TxDOT 
TxDOT plays a major role in rural transportation 
planning. Twenty-five TxDOT Districts have 
historically conducted rural transportation planning. 
In addition, the Transportation Planning and 
Programming (TPP) and Public Transportation (PTN) 
Divisions of TxDOT set the strategic direction for the 
state as well as provide financial, technical, and 
coordination assistance to rural public transit 
providers. The following describes major TxDOT 
efforts. 

Texas has established the Texas Rural 
Transportation Plan (TRTP), part of the Statewide 
Long-Range Transportation Plan (SLRTP 2035). 
Making a strong effort to hear voices from rural 
residents and addressing the real concerns of these 
citizens, TxDOT compiled information gained from a 
listening tour in various rural communities within 
the state; this feedback informed the TRTP creation. 
The TRTP intends to establish a plan for areas falling 
outside of existing MPO jurisdictions to foster and 
coordinate collaboration efforts between TxDOT, 
TxDOT Districts, and local and regional decision-
makers across the state. This document is a multi-
modal plan that addresses both highway and non-
automobile modes, such as bicycles, public 
transportation, and more. The document addresses 
the differences in challenges encountered in urban 
and rural areas, and notes the effects of oil/gas 
booms: in areas with increasing extraction of oil and 
natural gas, the resulting population increase strains 
local infrastructure and creates higher demand for 
public rural transportation even as the local 
agencies face limited funding options. These 
challenges require planning with a regional 
perspective, and integration with other existing 
services, such as health and human services. The 
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plan addresses the needs for public transportation 
and includes a vision of increased fleet size, 
alternative “green” fuels, an emphasis on 
technology implementation, and related initiatives.  

The TRTP highlights six goals:  

1. Develop a foundation and strategies to 
address the multi-modal needs of the state 
2. Enhance system safety  
3. Maintain the existing system  
4. Work to promote congestion relief  
5. Enhance connectivity 
6. Facilitate exchange between project 
partners.16  

Rural Transit Districts 
Rural transit districts are organized under Chapter 
458 of the Texas Transportation Code as political 
subdivisions of the state that provide and 
coordinate rural public transportation. Of the 36 
rural transit systems the state offers, two are 
profiled later in this white paper as case studies: 1) 
Southwest Area Regional Transit District (SWART), 
which serves eight counties in southwest Texas, 
along the Mexico border, and 2) Capital Area Rural 
Transportation Systems (CARTS), which covers nine 
counties, including Travis.  

    THE RISE OF NEW 
    TRANSPORTATION PARTNERSHIPS 
Advancements in technology and cooperation 
among agencies are providing solutions to many 
difficulties faced in rural public transit. Emerging 
technologies—such as rideshare programs tailored 
for rural areas, or on-demand mobility organizations 
that partner with existing transit—are enhancing 
services for rural regions. Cooperation among states 
or within a region to create a profile of existing 
conditions of roadways across jurisdictional 
boundaries establishes a common platform for 

everyone within the region. The following case 
studies provide examples of such partnerships. 

Capital Area Rural Transportation Systems 
(CARTS) 
CARTS is a public transit service that operates on a 
regional scale. CARTS covers nine counties 
surrounding the Austin area, and is a partner to 
Austin’s transit provider (Capital Metropolitan 
Transportation Authority) in an arrangement that 
works to complement each other’s services. CARTS 
provides several services, including affordable 
tickets to locations within Austin area as well as the 
option to buy Greyhound bus tickets for national 
travel. Tickets are available online and through the 
Hopthru app. In a recent partnership with Via, 
CARTS replaces a bus route with an on-demand 
micro transit service; this technology allows for 
more efficient pickup and drop-off of residents. 

LibreTaxi 
LibreTaxi is a private organization serves as an 
alternative to popular rideshare companies like 
Uber or Lyft that is open-source and offers a 
negotiable price that is used across the world. 
LibreTaxi is much more viable in rural locations as it 
can be used less intensively by drivers and does not 
require a fee for the service beyond the negotiable 
price.17  

Western States Rural Transportation 
Technology Implementers Forum (WSF) 
An example of public agency cooperation, COATS 
(California Oregon Advanced Transportation 
Systems) brings together two bordering states to 
share technology and transfer information 
regarding roadway issues as well as collaborate on 
ITS deployments and related insights. This 
partnership later resulted in the creation of the 
annual conference known as the WSF, as additional 
states began to see the benefits of this collaboration 



T E X A S  T E C H N O L O G Y  T A S K  F O R C E  

Advancing Transportation Equity for Rural Texans  White Paper 
Understanding Challenges and Opportunities for Rural Texans in Transportation  

  
 

– 7 –  

and joined. An additional technology used by the 
organization, the Western States Rural 
Transportation Consortium is a one-stop shop web 
application for the dissemination of travel 
information.18 The application includes information 
for roadways in California, Oregon, Nevada, and 
Washington. Using real-time data, this database 
provides information on weather, offers routing and 
imagery, and updates travelers on roadway hazards. 
Such information can be incredibly useful for 
regions that are predominantly rural, where long 
travel distances are often part of a daily routine, as 
is the case for many rural Texans.19 

    A MOUNTING NEED FOR RURAL 
    ACCESS TO MEDICAL CARE 
A complex topic, medical care plays a significant role 
in the lives of all residents, and those in rural areas 
are no exception. Rural hospitals cover 85% of the 
state’s geography and serve 15% of the population. 
Rural regions and small towns see some of the 
highest rates of elderly populations. These residents 
are typically the most dependent on public 
transportation for accessibility, and often live in 
areas where services are the most limited.20  

Rural Texans are more likely to be uninsured, have 
lower incomes, and see higher rates of death from 
heart disease and stroke.21,22 A mindset in planning 
and policy moving forward can be to shift from 
delivering people to health services to methods of 
bringing these health services to these rural 
residents. Adjustments to policies on medical care 
at both the federal and state levels can have 
significant impacts in several fields. When 
transportation is affected, these impacts can be 
amplified in rural regions.  

 

Evolution of Medicaid and Transportation 
The evolution of Medicaid has had a tremendous 
impact on healthcare for rural Americans. Beginning 
almost as early as the beginning of Medicaid itself in 
1965, states were required to include a provision to 
ensure transportation was available for recipients to 
and from service providers. Over time, this program 
component was enhanced as states realized that 
ultimately costs increased when the state did not 
directly provide these transportation services. 
However, in 2005, when Congress passed the Deficit 
Reduction Act—which allowed states the option to 
outsource non-emergency medical transportation 
(NEMT) services to brokers—Texas opted to move 
to a broker-based system. This plan operates under 
a capitated budget, rather than fee-for-service for 
these sub-contracted rides.23 This capitated budget 
can strain a transportation system or reduce 
incentives to remain efficient without a drive for 
increased profits.24 

The Texas Health and Human Services Commission 
(HHSC) oversees two types of NEMT contracts for 
the state. These contracts include full-risk brokers 
(FRB) and medical transportation organizations 
(MTOs). The two FRBs, covering the Dallas/Fort 
Worth and Houston areas, provide NEMT under a 
full-risk capitated arrangement. The remaining 
regions of the state rely on 11 MTO contracts, which 
are the financial responsibility of HHSC.  

Under this new capitated model, providers may be 
less incentivized to serve as many people as possible 
because the flat rate does not change the amount of 
payment received regardless of the number of rides 
given.24 This system is increasingly strained, as rural 
hospitals continue to close as a result of limited 
funding and low patient volumes. These hospital 
closures put additional stress on individuals and 
transportation services, as both need to travel 
further distances to other medical facilities. Further, 
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hospitals are often economic drivers of rural 
communities, and closures mean a loss of jobs, 
supporting businesses, and tax revenues.25 When 
individuals do not have a reliable transportation 
network or are faced with further difficulty in 
getting to medical appointments, they are more 
likely to delay or forgo some of these necessary 
appointments, potentially exacerbating serious 
conditions.26 Figure 1 highlights the difficulty some 
rural residents face as they may need to travel to an 
entirely different county for hospital services. Since 
2010 alone, several hospital closures have left 
counties formerly served, leaving them without 
hospital services at all. Opportunities do exist to 
address the challenges some of these rural residents 
are facing, one option being the Federal Transit Act 
49, section 5311. Texas has received funds from this 
Act, which is a program to provide funding to 
support public transportation in rural areas.27 

 

 
Figure 1: Counties without Hospital and Rural Hospital Closures 

. 

Southwest Area Regional Transit District 
(SWART) 
SWART is a transportation provider for eight 
counties in south central Texas. Three rural/low-
income health facilities serve the eight counties in 
this region. Neighboring Frio County recently closed 
one of their facilities, adding strain to those existing 
within the counties served by SWART, and also 
potentially adding additional travel for residents 
nearby. Many residents of the eight counties served 
by SWART see average incomes lower than the state 
average, as well as a higher rate of residents without 
health insurance, posing a particular need for these 
facilities to remain open and accessible within the 
region.28,29 

SWART is one of several rural public transportation 
organizations throughout the state, a stand-alone 
transit system and a political subdivision of Texas. 
Servicing eight counties within the Middle Rio 
Grande area with a fleet of 52 vehicles, SWART 
creates both local and regional travel arrangements 
based on the riders’ needs. Paratransit services are 
offered, and all vehicles are wheelchair accessible. 
Providing over 150,000 one-way trips annually, 
SWART offers substantial opportunity for rural 
residents in areas where municipal public transit 
and TNCs are limited.30 Uses range from medical 
access to quality-of-life trips, such as shopping and 
visiting. Roughly 60% of the trips taken are within 
the region; the other 40% of destinations are larger 
metropolitan areas, like San Antonio. SWART offers 
booking over the phone with 24 hours advance 
notice, as well as a “find my ride” service for users. 
Frequent users, such as dialysis patients, can meet 
with some difficulties, as transferring from SWART 
to existing public transportation in the larger metros 
can be a challenge.31  
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New Developments in Paratransit  
Rural transportation organizations accommodate 
trips taken for any variety of reasons, whether to 
work, shopping, or medical appointments. 
According to the US Census Bureau’s 2014–2018 
American Community Survey 5-year estimates, 
roughly 15.1% of rural residents in the US are living 
with a disability. In rural areas where services are 
already limited, a disability can mean a significant 
hinderance on accessibility for these residents. The 
University of Montana completed a survey across 
metropolitan (population > 50,000), micropolitan 
(population 10,000–50,000), and non-core areas 
(population < 50,000). The data show that on a 
national level Americans living with disabilities do in 
fact face disproportionate job prospects, a trend 
that is exacerbated outside metropolitan centers.  

Figure 2. Source: University of Montana 

Figure 2 shows distinctly that residents in 
metropolitan areas have access to more job 
opportunities when compared to their counterparts 
in micropolitan and non-core areas, at a difference 
of 1.64%, while the employment rate for people 
with disabilities actually decreased 0.63% in this 
time period.  

This data was further broken up between 
geographic regions, here focusing on the “West 
South-Central” region, that contains Arkansas, 
Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas. The distinct 

negative trend for rural residents is particularly 
evident for those with disabilities.32 Figure 3 displays 
the rate of change within the same time period of 
those with a disability in the four states in the West 
South-Central region, with those facing disabilities 
on the left graph and those without disabilities on 
the right.  

 

Figure 3. Source: University of Montana 

For disabled residents, a paratransit network that 
allows access to job opportunities while 
accommodating common disabilities is essential. 
Already, residents with disabilities face a higher 
unemployment rate, are more likely to be part-time, 
and earn less at entry level positions. Within the 
disabled population (encompassing those with part-
time and full-time jobs as well as those not in the 
paid labor force), the prevalent disability type is 
ambulatory difficulty, showing that specifically in 
rural areas, ADA-compliant and comprehensive 
transit opportunities are vital.33 Many rural 
transportation organizations provide a special fleet 
of vehicles that can accommodate passengers with 



T E X A S  T E C H N O L O G Y  T A S K  F O R C E  

Advancing Transportation Equity for Rural Texans  White Paper 
Understanding Challenges and Opportunities for Rural Texans in Transportation  

  
 

– 10 –  

disabilities; additionally, these drivers are often 
trained to service these residents and understand 
ADA compliance. Access to areas outside the 
regional level could be a great asset to residents 
with disabilities. If a resident is unable to drive and 
needs to travel long distances to see a specialty 
doctor or family, it is beneficial for that access to be 
in place. One example of such a service is CARTS, 
which sells Greyhound bus passes at bus stations 
and also shares stops with some of these stations. 

Telemedicine 
These challenges leave room for opportunities in 
expanding services like telehealth and remote 
monitoring, which can reduce the need for trips to a 
medical facility. Telehealth and telemedicine can 
provide great improvements in healthcare for 
individuals, particularly those in rural areas. 
Telemedicine focuses on providing care to a patient, 
while telehealth is a broader term in health care 
services, one that can include general 
telecommunications to provide services and care 
from a distance. These services are offsetting the 
transportation challenges some patients face, as 
patients in rural areas can see specialists much more 
easily than without this service.  Additionally, these 
services can increase the volume of patients seen 
and save costs through reduced readmissions and 
avoidable emergency room visits.34  

Within Texas, many opportunities for telehealth 
already exist. Under Texas Medicaid, telemedicine 
services like consultations, outpatient visits, 
psychiatric diagnosis interviews, and more, are 
offered, though the coverage has some limitations. 
Coverage is not mandatory if a patient is reasonably 
able to access an appointment or service in person. 
Texas defines telemedicine and telehealth 
differently, where telehealth refers to health 
services more broadly than clinical assessments and 
diagnostics.  

In both urban and rural areas alike, telehealth is 
providing significant benefits to families across the 
nation. Houston faced an issue where too many 
residents were calling 911 for routine health 
treatments, creating not only monetary 
expenditures but also costs in terms of first 
responders’ time and capacity at the city’s hospitals 
and emergency rooms. With increasing strain on city 
services, the Houston Fire Department partnered 
with Cisco and Panasonic to develop the Emergency 
TeleHealth and Navigation solution (ETHAN). This 
service works to coordinate emergency services 
with out-of-hospital care and eliminate the need for 
costly ambulance rides. When first responders 
arrive onsite, they connect with medical doctors via 
a tablet to determine proper medical actions. This 
process creates a catalog of previous incidents, 
which saves time when repeat callers ask for help. 
The system provides more effective healthcare 
service, allows patients more choice, and better 
manages patient wait times in emergency rooms.35  

Another example is the Utah Telehealth Network, a 
statewide organization that works to expand access 
to healthcare services and resources to serve both 
healthcare providers and residents of Utah. As a 
largely rural state, Utah has a tremendous need for 
telehealth. Complemented by an advisory council of 
fifteen members representing rural leadership, 
hospitals, universities, and other organizations, 
Utah Telehealth Network aims to facilitate 
collaboration, promote and advance clinical services, 
support education and research, and encourage the 
development of telehealth resources and services.36 
Other opportunities include using vehicles across 
programs, such as deploying a school bus over 
summer break, or using volunteers who can help 
meet health-related transportation needs. 
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Policy Developments 
Various legislation, both statewide and nationally, 
has been implemented that will play a large role in 
expanding mobility opportunities for all rural 
residents. For example, USDOT 49 Code 5310 
provides funding for states in order to meet the 
transportation needs of adults with disabilities 
when a transportation service is unavailable or 
insufficient in meeting the needs of residents.37 
Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century Act 
(MAP-21) was legislation signed into law in 2012. 
Meant largely for improvements in safety, MAP-21 
funded improvements in infrastructure safety, 
modal safety programs, and efforts to reduce 
highway fatalities and serious injuries. This 
legislation also increased funding for rural 
infrastructure as well as freight connectivity.38 In 
terms of statewide legislation, as part of the 
“Blueprint for a Healthy Texas – 2020” created by 
the Texas HHSC, Senate Bill 633 is meant to assist 
local mental health authorities in providing access 
for these services to rural areas.39 

    UNLOCKING OPPORTUNITIES  
    THROUGH RURAL BROADBAND 
As the importance of a reliable broadband 
connection is increasingly evident federal grants 
have been invested in across the country, including 
Texas. In Texas more than two million households 
do not have high-speed internet; of those living in 
rural areas, 31% still lack this connection. The FCC 
defines “high speed” as the capability for at least 25 
Mbps for downloads and 3 Mbps for uploads. Across 
the state, adoption of and access to broadband 
varies greatly; rural counties in particular often lack 
this access—Loving County in West Texas has 0% 
high-speed internet coverage. These variations in 
infrastructure development and technology 
standards pose potential concern for future 
expansion and compatibility of this infrastructure. 

Broadband access is increasingly essential for every 
type of service, from education to finance to 
agriculture to healthcare, and that access is 
particularly vital for residents in rural communities, 
who lack proximity to many such institutions.40  

Enhanced access can improve the ability to provide 
telemedicine and remote monitoring for healthcare. 
This is greatly beneficial, particularly in the wake of 
numerous closures in medical facilities in rural areas. 
Additionally, agriculture is a sector that uses 
advanced technology to support autonomous 
machinery and data collection. Education is another 
important aspect: equal opportunities should be 
available to students in rural schools. Lastly, small 
businesses in rural areas can improve efficiency as 
well as possibly expand their market reach with the 
enhanced connection of broadband.  

Of the many challenges that hinder the 
implementation of broadband in rural areas, cost is 
the greatest barrier. According to the USDOT, the 
cost of broadband deployment is 40 times higher 
per mile in rural communities.41 The value of high-
speed access for these rural areas can be 
underestimated by public agencies, which can 
significantly slow the push for adoption. 

FCC Rural Broadband Fund & Other Federal 
Opportunities 
The FCC recently released a nationwide grant for 
$20 billion to establish broadband connection in 
rural areas. Texas is well positioned to receive 
monies from the Rural Digital Opportunity Fund, as 
it targets areas that are “wholly unserved” and have 
not previously received federal funds. In its 
nationwide analysis, Texas ranks second in bid-
eligible locations with 381,000, compared to 
California’s 421,000 and Michigan’s 286,000.42 A 
major shortcoming of this funding source, however, 
is that there is no clear map of where broadband 
exists across the nation. Without an accurate map, 
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further deployment of this technology and 
infrastructure becomes increasingly difficult. Other 
problems stem from the policies of public agencies 
implementing these technologies, some of whom 
are choosing to ‘wait and see’ before moving 
forward, based on predictions about new 
technology such as internet from satellites or other 
speculative technology from the private sector.43  

In addition, the United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) was allocated $600 million to 
expand broadband infrastructure and services in 
rural America. In February 2020, the USDA 
announced the first round of ReConnect Pilot 
Program awards designed to provide funds for 
construction, improvement, or acquisition of 
facilities and equipment needed for broadband 
service. An investment of $19 million will go towards 
three high-speed broadband infrastructure projects 
that will create or improve rural connectivity for 
almost 7,000 rural households, 46 farms, 32 pre-
subscribed businesses, 19 critical community 
facilities, and 15 educational facilities in rural 
Texas.44 

Advances in the Private Sector 
Great advances have been made by the private 
sector in instances like Loon LLC, a subsidiary of 
Alphabet, and Amazon. Loon launches 
instrumented balloons up to 20 Km into the air, 
where they remain for up to 100 days, to provide 
internet access to rural areas around the world. The 
goal is to expand coverage to areas that do not have 
it, as well as supplement existing networks.45 
Amazon plans to launch a similar platform using 
low-orbit satellites to establish an internet 
connection for those in very remote areas18. While 
the promise of such technology can be significant, 
Texas cannot rely upon the private sector to deploy 
systems equitably and should consider developing 

policies and incentives to encourage development 
in rural communities.46  

Role of the State DOT 
State DOTs oversee the right-of-way alongside 
roads; proper coordination between users of this 
space can have a beneficial outcome. A measure 
taken by the Utah DOT, called “Dig Once,” is to cover 
the costs of including fiber optic installation when 
private telecommunications companies install their 
own infrastructure, enhancing coverage in rural 
areas. Innovations in other states like Tennessee 
have allowed electric cooperatives to provide 
internet service. California is another example 
where the DOT is required to notify the internet 
service provider of any planned roadwork, thus 
potentially easing the installation of additional 
communications equipment. These programs can 
greatly advance the implementation of future 
technology and save costs in the long term.47 

    OPPORTUNITIES 
    FOR TEXAS  
Rural Texans face several challenges can benefit 
from continued attention from state policymakers. 
It is important for policymakers to understand the 
limitations and specific difficulties hindering rural 
communities in terms of transportation options, 
medical care and paratransit services, and 
broadband connectivity. Recovery nationwide from 
the financial recession of 2008 has been slower for 
residents in rural areas, and these figures show a 
decrease in job access for those with disabilities in 
these rural areas. Attaining and maintaining 
compliance with ADA specifications will allow all 
residents in Texas equal opportunities. To continue 
providing such access for these residents, it is 
important to understand the strain that decisions 
made on the state level can have on rural 
transportation organizations.  
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Increasingly, rural transportation organizations are 
burdened by a high demand for rides in the face of 
closures in medical facilities, while only limited 
Medicaid funds are available. This unfortunate 
situation can motivate the enhancement of 
telemedicine access, allowing rural residents to 
connect with doctors and thus reduce the number 
of trips that are needed. Lastly, it is important for 
policymakers to understand the unequal 
distribution of broadband access across the state, 
and the great benefits that such access could bring 
to rural Texans. The following captures key 
recommendations for Texas: 

Invest in One-Stop-Shop Opportunities. Expand on 
existing services for statewide highway information 
services to include all mobility opportunities 
available for rural residents. One single platform 
that includes roadway and travel information as well 
as rural and regional transit opportunities for 
planning and purchasing purposes can establish a 
simple and seamless database for rural residents 
facing mobility limitations. 

Support Telehealth Advancements. Keep informed 
on advancements made in telehealth and find 
possible modes for collaboration with medical care 
providers and telehealth platforms to achieve 
connection with rural residents. 

Tap into Funding Opportunities for Rural 
Broadband. Continue developing awareness of the 
importance of broadband expansion and supporting 
industries involved. Increased understanding of the 
tremendous advantages broadband connection can 
bring to rural Texans is of great importance. Many 
players are involved in this process, so setting up 
communications early and understanding the roles 
each can play will smooth the process for 
implementation in the future. 

Encourage a Dig-Once Program or Cooperative 
Policies. By formalizing public/private collaboration 
specifically in terms of sharing the right-of-way and 
offsetting infrastructure costs, these policies can 
improve the ability of private organizations to install 
fiber optic cables, likely easing the expansion of 
broadband connection to rural areas. Additionally, 
coordination among agencies and departments can 
capitalize on existing or future developments. 

Develop Statewide Guidelines for Technology 
Readiness. Continue evaluating best practices for 
emerging technology implementation. 
Communities within TxDOT Districts are at varying 
levels of readiness for technology implementation 
and ensuring these broadband connections are all 
compatible across districts will save costs and 
minimize challenges in the future.
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