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DESCRIPTION

• Three-county, fixed-route, commuter bus system, 
began service December 2012. 

• Travels approximately 250,000 miles annually, 
carries 21,000+ riders, 255 days of service equal to 
7,034 hours annually.

• Three routes with multiple trips per day, Monday 
through Friday, served by fleet of five buses (3 
active, 2 backup).

• $3.00 one-way fare.



BACKGROUND

• Business retention and expansion survey – not 
enough employees to meet demand, with reliable 
transportation being seen as a key barrier.

• City’s interest primarily economic and part of a 
larger economic development focus.

• Saw an opportunity to expand the service area of 
the City’s shared-ride taxi service.



BACKGROUND

• Cooperation and collaboration with other agencies 

were not initial priorities.

• Employees and places of employment were the 
primary drivers.  Other populations and 
destinations were secondary.

• Is this doable and can the City do it?



FEASIBILITY STUDY

• Wisconsin Department of Transportation and City 
provided funding.

• Interest region-wide with many groups joining the 
study. Priority populations and destinations were 
different but affordable, reliable transportation was 
the shared priority.

• A lot of people had been thinking about and 
studying this for sometime.

• Study completed by the end of August 2010.



FEASIBILITY STUDY

• Data collected, analysis completed, open houses 
held, draft routes developed.

• Emphasis on moving the study to action and not 
letting perfection get in the way of excellence.

• WisDOT involved throughout the process.

• Oversight team grew and study found a dedicated 
leader in Peter Fletcher, Transportation Planner, 
Mississippi River Regional Planning Commission.





PARAMETERS

• Fixed-route commuter bus service.

• Three routes with each route running four times 
per day operating five days per week.

• Serve commuters, elderly/disabled residents, and 
the general population.

• Service to the Cities of Prairie du Chien, Viroqua, 
and La Crosse and all municipalities along the major 
highway routes.



PARAMETERS

• Provide fixed-route bus service connecting the 
health, employment, retail, recreation, and 
population centers.

• Eliminate barriers between existing transportation 
services (shared-ride taxis, units on aging, 
municipal transit) to develop a transfer system that 
is seamless and “customer friendly” as possible.



IMPLEMENTATION

• From 2010 to 2012, can’t get traction to implement.

• Local funding is being raised from a number of 
sources, but WisDOT fluctuates in its commitment.

• City issues request for proposals to secure 
contractor to provide service. Only one proposal is 
received and it is well over the budget.

• Loss of focus for the City.  Transit in the Parks 
project.



IMPLEMENTATION

• Operational funding is secured for 2012, but 2012 is 
disappearing fast with no system in place.  

• Capital funding is secured for three buses.

• RFP is reworked and reissued.  Four proposals are 
received.  Contractor selected.

• Hoping to start up October 1st but buses are 
delayed, December implementation.



• Three 26 passenger buses –handicap accessible (2 wheel 
chairs).

• Fixed route service with stops in each community 
served and “flag stops” in rural areas.  Wi-Fi internet 
access, bike accessible (bike racks).

IMPLEMENTATION



• $3.00 one-way fare.

• Punch cards.

• Monthly passes.

• Employer-specific fare opportunities.

IMPLEMENTATION - FARES



“Park and Ride” Bus Stops at Local Businesses and 
Community Facilities

IMPLEMENTATION



Focus on taking people to where they want to go 

• Large Employers 

• Shopping

• Education 

• Medical Facilities 

IMPLEMENTATION
Stop Locations in Hub Communities 



Coordination with La Crosse MTU

• SMRT uses six MTU shelters and encourages transfers

IMPLEMENTATION



• 49% of riders are between 45 and 64 years of age.
• 70% of riders are female.
• 59% of riders use the SMRT Bus to go to and from work.
• 23% of riders use the SMRT Bus to go to and from school.
• 77% of riders are using the SMRT Bus to go to La Crosse.

RIDERSHIP – WHO?



• 84% of riders responded they ride the SMRT Bus to save 
money.

• 40% of riders responded they ride the SMRT Bus because 
it is convenient and relaxing.

✓ 98% of riders are “very satisfied” or “satisfied” with the 
SMRT Bus service.

RIDERSHIP – WHY?



EXPANSION

• A study completed in 2016 assessing the feasibility of 
expanding the service to Sparta and Tomah in Monroe 
County (East) and Arcadia in Trempealeau County (North).  

• Three-month pilot project began October 2, 2017 with 
new route between La Crosse and Tomah/Sparta.

• Pilot is being fully funded by La Crosse County and local 
partners.  Vehicle is being loaned to SMRT at no cost by 
local partner in Prairie du Chien.

• Goal is for the new route to become permanent in 
January 2018.  Adds 1,840 hours annually to SMRT.



CHALLENGES & 
OPPORTUNITIES

Service Sponsor

• Prairie du Chien continues to serve as the sponsor of 
SMRT.

• An informal regional transportation coordination 
committee oversees SMRT.

• Regional Planning Commission provides outreach 
and coordination.



CHALLENGES & 
OPPORTUNITIES

Funding

• Uncertainty of WisDOT and FTA funding.

• Necessity of raising local match for operating and 
capital.  Wide range of sources with varying 
requirements and timelines.

• Operating with no formal promotion and publicity 
budget but doing promotion and publicity.

• Bus replacement.



CHALLENGES & 
OPPORTUNITIES

Adaptability

• Route modifications.

• Reducing hours while increasing ridership.

• Creative funding and enlisting riders as advocates.

• A lot of program drivers with different priorities.



Adaptability



Commitment to gaining consumer feedback,  
service flexibility, and innovative ideas to 

make the commuter bus successful.

Why SMRT Has Worked



I live in Lansing, Iowa and ride the

bus from DeSoto to La Crosse

regularly for work. The bus saves an

immense amount of gas money and

wear and tear on my car and provides

extra work or relaxation time for me.

Thank you for bringing the SMRT bus to our area. At

first I thought the bus wasn’t as convenient as driving

to work but I was wrong. The bus has been nothing but

a positive experience. Nice to see non-working people

use the bus also. We have very dedicated drivers and

the camaraderie between the riders is great.



THANK YOU

Garth W. Frable
gfrable@prairieduchien-wi.gov

www.ridesmrt.com


