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1.0 Overview 
The Georgia Mountains Region Transit Development Plan (TDP) 
is a guide for the Georgia Mountains Regional Commission 
(GMRC) and 12 counties within the Georgia Mountains Region, 
along with their implementation partners, to work together to 
advance a regional transit system that aligns with the regional 
transit vision and goals. The plan provides robust documentation 
of mobility conditions within the region and identities next steps 
to advance specific transit service recommendations and, where 
relevant, alternative service options that require further regional 
consideration. The overarching goal of the TDP is to ensure 
public transit accessibility to all in the region with particular focus 
on residents who are transit dependent. 

This Executive Summary provides an overview of the Georgia 
Mountains Region TDP planning process and key components, 
including the existing conditions assessment, needs analysis 
and alternatives assessment, and implementation 
recommendations. Companion plan documents include the 
Existing Conditions Report, the Alternatives Analysis and 
Recommendations Report, and the supporting Appendix, 
documenting stakeholder and public input and activities. 

1.1 Regional Context  

The Georgia Mountains Region, located in northeast Georgia, 
includes the major transportation corridors of I-85, I-985/US 23, 
and US 19/Georgia 400. The region consists of 12 counties: 
Banks, Dawson, Franklin, Habersham, Hall, Hart, Lumpkin, 
Rabun, Stephens, Towns, Union, and White, as shown in Figure 
1. The Georgia Mountains Region is bordered by North Carolina 
to the north and South Carolina to the east.  

In 2020, the Georgia Mountains Region’s total population was 
485,535 residents. The Georgia Governor’s Office of Planning 
and Budget projects the region’s population to increase by about 
30 percent to 643,971 by 2050. The region’s population is most 
densely concentrated in the southern counties, with the highest 
population density in Hall County’s cities of Gainesville, Flowery 
Branch, and Oakwood. 

Figure 1: Georgia Mountains Region Context 

 

1.2 Impetus for Regional TDP 

The Georgia Department of Transportation’s (GDOT’s) 
Statewide Transit Plan (SWTRP) and its TDP Guidebook laid 
the groundwork for the Georgia Mountains Region TDP. A 
primary recommendation of the SWTRP was the development of 
regional transit plans throughout the state of Georgia to 
comprehensively identify transit needs, coordination, and 
implementation actions across county boundaries. The GMRC is 
one of the first regions to go through the regional TDP process 
as a GDOT-funded project. 
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1.3 Planning Process 

The GMRC TDP project commenced in January 2022 and 
spanned a 13-month period. A project study team, comprised of 
GDOT, GMRC, and the consultant team, shepherded the 
process from start to finish, with monthly meetings to keep the 
project on schedule. The planning process kicked off with the 
establishment of a schedule, a public and stakeholder 
engagement plan, and review of existing conditions and trends. 
Figure 2 shows the five key phases of the planning process. 

Figure 2: Planning Phases 

 

 

The first months of the planning process included the launch of 
outward-facing project communications and a GDOT-hosted 
website, data collection and existing conditions analysis, and the 
identification key stakeholders to participate in a Project 
Advisory Committee (PAC) and stakeholder interviews. 
Interviews verified current transit services within jurisdictions, 
uncovered unmet mobility needs, and identified challenges or 
barriers to improving access to transit across the region. 

From May to July 2022, several project milestones occurred:  

1. GDOT and GMRC held the first round of public and 
stakeholder input in the form of an in-person PAC meeting 
and public meeting, followed by an online input period and 
survey. The input period introduced people to the planning 
process and goals, helped identify needs and opportunities, 
and expanded upon data analysis. A total of 110 people 
responded to the survey. 

2. The project study team finalized the Existing Conditions 
Report, which included a detailed profile of each of the 
GDOT-administered transit systems in the region. 

3. The project study team drafted the regional transit vision and 
goals statements. 

The following key activities occurred in late summer and early 
fall 2022: 

1. The project study team finalized the regional transit vision 
and goals statement. 
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2. GDOT and GMRC held the second round of public and 
stakeholder input via a virtual PAC meeting and two virtual 
public meetings, followed by an online input period and 
survey. The input period vetted the priority of different 
regional transit goals and collected input on potential 
alternatives and implementation opportunities. A total of 224 
people responded to the survey. 

3. The project study team conducted several analyses to 
evaluate transit needs and inform the alternatives 
development.  These analyses considered population 
density, areas with higher-than-average proportions of 
vulnerable populations, unmet transit demand of the existing 
transit systems, and commuter trip demand. The project 
study team developed over 30 alternatives that address 
demand-response system performance, commuting, and 
administration of transit programs. Alternatives were refined 
into a prioritized list of recommendations. The Needs 
Assessment, Alternatives Analysis and Evaluation, and final 
Recommendations are captured in the Alternatives Analysis 
and Recommendations Report. 

The planning process culminated with a public review period in 
late 2022 and a presentation of the plan to the GMRC Board in 
early 2023, in anticipation of the plan’s adoption. Following 
adoption, the plan will serve as an implementation guide and 
tool to access additional funding that will be required to 
implement the plan. 
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2.0 Existing Transit Services 
Nine of the twelve counties within the Georgia Mountains Region 
have GDOT-administered public transit services. Eight of the 
existing services are traditional rural demand-response systems 
that operate a Dial-a-Ride program, while the ninth existing 
service (operated by Hall Area Transit in partnership with a 
private entity called Via) is categorized as microtransit. Hall Area 
Transit’s WeGo transit program can be booked on-demand via a 
smartphone application, while the Dial-a-Ride systems typically 
require appointments to be scheduled at least 24 hours in 
advance.  

Hours of service vary but are generally during business hours on 
weekdays; evening and weekend service are currently 
unavailable. Fares are either distance based or destination 
specific, and all services provide transportation to any location 
within the county, with some counties providing additional out-of-
county services to regional destinations such as Gainesville. 
Table 1 provides information about the existing transit services, 
including which agencies serve locations outside of their county 
jurisdiction. 

The eight rural transit agencies receive funding through the 
Federal Transit Administration’s (FTA) Section 5311 rural area 
formula grant program. Gainesville, located in the service area 
of Hall Area Transit, is classified as a “small-urbanized area” 
according to the FTA and receives funding through the 
urbanized area formula grant, Section 5307. Figure 3 depicts the 
types of transit systems in the Georgia Mountains Region.  

Figure 3: Existing Transit Service by County 

 

The Georgia Department of Community Health (DCH) and the 
Georgia Department of Human Services (DHS) also provide 
transit services in the Georgia Mountains Region. These 
services are available only to specific groups, such as low-
income families, seniors, and individuals with disabilities. These 
services play a critical role in helping residents access jobs, 
healthcare, and other essential needs. GDOT’s mission is to 
expand mobility options for all members of the public, so this 
TDP primarily focuses on public transit services available to all 
residents. 
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Table 1: Transit System Characteristics by County 

County Name of Transit 
Agency Unlinked Transit Trips (2019)  Operating 

Hours 
Fleet 
Size Service Area 

Banks Banks County Transit 3,695 8:00 AM – 4:00 
PM 2 vehicles Throughout Banks County and locations 

outside of the county  

Dawson Dawson Transit 11,042 8:00 AM – 4:00 
PM 4 vehicles Throughout Dawson County and locations 

outside of the county 

Franklin No public transit 
system N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Habersham Habersham County 
Transit 4,374 7:00 AM – 4:00 

PM 2 vehicles Throughout Habersham County 

Hall Hall Area Transit 156,242 6:00 AM – 9:00 
PM 

17 
vehicles Throughout Hall County 

Hart Hart County Public 
Transit 9,025 8:00 AM – 4:00 

PM 2 vehicles Throughout Hart County and locations 
outside of the county 

Lumpkin Lumpkin County 
Transit 5,431 8:15 AM – 3:15 

PM 2 vehicles Throughout Lumpkin County 

Rabun Rabun Transit 8,195 8:00 AM – 4:30 
PM 4 vehicles Throughout Rabun County and locations 

outside of the county 

Stephens No public transit 
system N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Towns Towns County Transit 3,632 8:00 AM – 4:30 
PM 2 vehicles Throughout Towns County and locations 

outside of the county 

Union Union County 
Transportation 6,180 8:00 AM – 4:30 

PM 2 vehicles Throughout Union County 

White No public transit 
system N/A N/A N/A N/A 
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3.0 Existing Conditions Overview 
The project study team performed a thorough analysis of 
existing conditions, resulting in the report included in the 
Existing Conditions Report. The team identified trends and 
opportunities that will shape the future of transit in the region by 
evaluating relevant plans and studies, demographic and 
socioeconomic trends, transportation and transit system 
characteristics, and current funding allocations. 

3.1 Existing and Future Trends Analysis 

During the Georgia Mountains Region’s population growth of the 
last few decades, the population has also become older and 
more diverse. Relative to the state of Georgia percentages, the 
region contains higher-than-average proportions of households 
below the poverty line, persons with disabilities, and senior 
citizens. Each of these groups are considered transit-dependent 
populations. Additionally, minority groups comprise one-quarter 
of the regional population and are more likely to use or depend 
upon transit services. Error! Reference source not found. 
shows the percentages of each transit-dependent demographic 
compared to the Georgia statewide average. 

Of all GMRC counties, Hall County makes up the largest 
percentage of the region’s total labor force. Manufacturing is 
currently the top industry, making up 21 percent of the region’s 
total industry mix. Food manufacturing and processing are 
particularly prevalent. Gainesville is known as the poultry capital 
of the world. Some of the major employers include Fieldale 
Farms, Kubota, and Pilgrim’s Pride. Jobs tend to be 
concentrated within municipalities or along major transportation 
routes, such as the I-985/US 23 corridor from Hall County into 
Habersham County. 

The Northeast Georgia Inland Port, a major investment by the 
Georgia Ports Authority, is expected to open in 2024 and will 
provide a direct route via Norfolk Southern to export poultry and 
manufactured goods from Hall County to the Port of Savannah. 
It is expected to bring 700 jobs and generate additional private 
investment. The Northeast Georgia Health System is another 
top employer that anticipates growth in the coming years, with a 
new tower at the Northeast Georgia Medical Center in 
Gainesville as well as a new location for the Northeast Georgia 
Medical Center Lumpkin facility. 

Table 2: Georgia Mountains Region and State Statistics for Transit-
Dependent Populations 

Demographic 
Category 

Regional 
Average 

Statewide 
Statistic 

Regional 
Average Above 
or Below State 
Statistic 

Minority Individuals 24.2% 42.8% Below 
Households Below the 
Poverty Line 

13.6% 10.6% Above 

Individuals with Limited 
English Proficiency 
(LEP) 

2.3% 5.4% Below 

Disabled Persons 16.0% 12.5% Above 
Zero-Car Households 3.2% 6.3% Below 
Seniors 20.9% 13.9% Above 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016-2020 5-Year 
Estimates 
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3.2 Key Destinations and Development Patterns 

In addition to jobs, other types of key destinations include small 
downtown areas, medical facilities, schools, and parks and 
natural areas. The region has 11 colleges and universities, some 
with multiple campuses scattered around the region. The 
University of North Georgia’s (UNG) Dahlonega campus has the 
highest enrollment of higher education facilities within the region 
with its 2021 enrollment of approximately 19,000 students. The 
Appalachian Mountains and the Chattahoochee-Oconee 
National Forest are found in the northern half of the region, and 
Lake Lanier and Lake Hartwell are major recreational lakes and 
water supply reservoirs. Gainesville has the highest 
concentration of medical facilities, and though some other 
medical facilities are present throughout the region, patients 
requiring specialty care often need to travel to Gainesville. 

3.3 Comparison to Peer Transit Agencies  

To provide a point of comparison with peer transit agencies, the 
project study team analyzed service characteristics of various 
peer transit systems outside of the Georgia Mountains Region. 
Most of these peer systems operate dial-a-ride van services at 
comparable fares and similar hours to the existing services in 
the Georgia Mountains Region. In addition to service 
characteristics, the comparative analysis looked at several 
performance measures, such as total vehicle revenue miles and 
cost per trip for both GMRC and peer transit systems. This 
analysis indicated that the counties of the Georgia Mountains 
Region are performing on par with comparable transit agencies. 
More details are available in the Existing Conditions Report. 

Figure 4: Major Destinations  

 

. 
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4.0 Regional Transit Vision and Goals 
The regional transit vision and goals resulted from an extensive 
analysis of existing conditions, a thorough review of public and 
stakeholder engagement forums, and an understanding of the 
larger regional and state context for transit development.  

Levels of participation varied between the PAC meetings, public 
meetings, and online surveys, but the feedback gleaned from 
these tools led to the following conclusions: 

• Staffing issues and fleet availability have produced a 
shortage of transit services relative to demand. 

• Residents desire more coverage, easier ride scheduling, 
greater connectivity, and better publicization of available 
transit services. 

• Community members expressed interest in using transit to 
commute to work, run errands, access medical care, and 
participate in tourism and/or nightlife in nearby population 
centers. 

• Employers are considering providing transit via public-private 
partnerships to meet workforce travel needs. 

With these considerations in mind, the project study team 
developed the vision statement shown in Error! Reference 
source not found.. 

Figure 5: Georgia Mountains Regional TDP Vision Statement  

 

To guide the implementation of the TDP and ensure progress 
toward this vision, the team also created the goals listed and 
described in Error! Reference source not found.. 
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Figure 6: Georgia Mountains Regional TDP Goals  

 

These goals were presented to the PAC at a virtual meeting and 
to the public in two virtual meetings and an online survey. 
Members of the PAC participated in a poll to rate the importance 
of each goal from 1 to 5, with 5 being very important. Goals 2, 3, 
and 4 each received an average score of 4.3 or greater from the 
PAC, while Goal 1 received an average score of 3.8, indicating 
that it was still important to stakeholders. Similarly, the public 
considered all goals important, with Goal 2 and 4 garnering the 
highest support, as shown in Error! Reference source not 
found.. 

Figure 7: Community Survey Rankings of TDP Goals  
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5.0 Needs, Recommendations, and Implementation  
The project study team developed a range of alternatives to 
improve transit service and coverage around the Georgia 
Mountains Region based on a needs analysis.  

Transit needs were identified through qualitative and quantitative 
methods, including stakeholder and public input, reviewing 
previous plans, such as the SWTRP and Hall Area Transit’s 
2017 TDP, and several technical analyses. Using methodologies 
established by the Transportation Research Board’s Transit 
Cooperative Research Program, the project study team 
evaluated several indicators of transit need, such as population 
density, transit-dependent populations, unmet demand of the 
existing transit services, and demand for commuter trips. The 
Needs Assessment helped the project study team understand 
the landscape of current and potential transit users in the region. 
Ideas for increasing ridership are covered in detail in the 
Alternatives Analysis and Recommendations Report. 

The PAC played an integral role in helping to evaluate the merits 
and feasibility of each transit alternative. Public feedback 
collected via two virtual public meetings held in September 2022 
and an online survey helped further vet alternatives. Feedback 
from the PAC and the public factored into the scoring 
methodology that was utilized to rank and prioritize the final list 
of recommendations. Other scoring criteria included: 1) 
alignment with the SWTRP goals and objectives, and 2) 
compatibility with each of the Georgia Mountains TDP goals. 
This methodology yielded a maximum composite score of seven 
points.  

5.1 Implementation Tiers  

To help with prioritization and implementation, the consultant 
team organized the recommendations into tiers based on their 
composite score. Recommendations with a score greater than 5 
are considered “high impact,” and those that received a score of 
3 or 4 are considered “mid impact.” None of the evaluated 
alternatives scored lower than a 3. An additional tier of 
recommendations, characterized as the “fundamental tier,” 
consists of a set of administrative tools and initiatives that 
cannot be directly compared to recommendations that propose 
changes to existing transit services or the addition of new 
services. 

While high-impact recommendations are anticipated to have the 
greatest impact and reach, mid-impact recommendations may 
be easier to implement in the short term since they may not 
require as much coordination between multiple jurisdictions or 
other partners. All recommendations will require local 
government endorsement and administrative capacity-building to 
move forward.  
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Figure 8: Implementation Tiers  
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Table 3: High Impact Demand-Response Recommendations 

Project ID Category Recommendation 
SA-2-B Expansion Expand the service area for Hall Area Transit to include White County. White County would contract with Hall Area 

Transit to provide public transit in their jurisdiction. 
T-1-A Enhancement Rural transit providers implement Let's Ride application for trip scheduling and fare payment. 

TH-2-A Enhancement Locate a transit passenger facility in an underutilized parking lot in Habersham County and market it as a location to 
catch AM/PM rides to and from Gainesville. Habersham County Transit expands its service area into Hall County. 

S-2-A Enhancement Hall Area Transit initiates a weekend service from 7:00 AM to 2:00 PM on Saturdays. 

SA-2-C Expansion Dawson Transit and Lumpkin County Transit: Sign a cooperative agreement to provide trips between each county. 
Consider bringing scheduling and dispatching for both agencies under one program. 

RE-1-A Expansion Regionalize transit across the Georgia Mountains Region. 
RE-1-B Expansion Regionalize transit among the southern counties in the region (Lumpkin, Dawson, White, Habersham, and Banks). 
SA-1-A Expansion Hart, Franklin, and Stephens Counties form a multi-county transit authority.  
SA-1-B Expansion Habersham and White County form a multi-county transit authority.  
SA-1-C Expansion Dawson and Lumpkin County form a multi-county transit authority. 

SA-3-A Expansion Establish a transit program to provide for students requiring transportation between UNG Dahlonega and UNG 
Gainesville (Hall Area Transit, Lumpkin County Transit, and UNG partnership). 

 
Table 4: Mid Impact Demand-Response Recommendations 

Project ID Category Recommendation 
EF-1-A Enhancement Justify service expansion with higher fares for out-of-county trips. 

EF-1-B Enhancement Set up fare structure with increasing unit cost for different mileage thresholds outside of “core service area,” e.g., 
Lumpkin County.  

R-1-A Expansion White County starts up a new rural transit program with Section 5311 funding. 
R-1-B Expansion Franklin County starts up a new rural transit program with Section 5311 funding. 
R-1-C Expansion Stephens County starts up a new rural transit program with Section 5311 funding. 
S-2-B Enhancement Expand Hall Area Transit’s service to 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 
T-2-A Enhancement Allow for recurring reservations and offer fare discounts through a subscription option. 
T-3-A Enhancement Lumpkin County Transit conducts a year-long microtransit pilot program. 

TH-1-A Enhancement Promote the underutilized Gainesville Park-and-Ride to UNG students and faculty, and work with UNG to extend their 
shuttle service to the Park-and-Ride. 

EF-2-A Enhancement Lumpkin County Transit partners with UNG to promote discounted transit rides to local destinations. Student ID cards 
to be swiped as payment. 

EF-2-B Enhancement Hall Area Transit provides WeGo voucher codes to UNG and Lanier Tech students. 

EF-2-C Enhancement Offer a reduced-fare program for seniors (65+), disabled individuals, or individuals requiring specialized healthcare 
visits on a recurring basis. 

S-1-A Enhancement All transit providers extend service hours from 6:00 AM to 6:00 PM. 
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5.2 Demand-Response Modifications  

Demand response refers to a transit system where passenger 
trips are generated by calls from passengers or their agents to 
the transit operator, who then dispatches a vehicle to pick the 
passengers up and transport them to their destinations. Most 
recommendations in this TDP are focused on improvements to 
demand-response services since that is the predominant type of 
transit in the Georgia Mountains Region. 

The high impact recommendations for demand-response 
services are covered in Error! Reference source not found., 
and mid-impact recommendations for demand-response service 
are listed in Error! Reference source not found.. These 
recommendations are further categorized by whether they are a 
“service expansion” or a “service enhancement.” Service 
expansion recommendations take the form of new service in 
counties that currently do not offer public transit, coordination 
between adjacent service providers to increase their geographic 
reach, and the creation of a regionalized service. Service 
enhancement recommendations are geared toward increasing 
the efficiency, reliability, ease-of-use, and safety of the public 
transit service. Additional implementation details are included in 
the Alternatives Analysis and Recommendations Report. 

5.3 Commuter Service  

Commuting refers to a person’s travel between a residence and 
a place of employment. The Georgia Mountains Region currently 
does not have any dedicated commuter services. GDOT’s 
Travel Demand Model indicates that there is significant demand 
between Hall County and surrounding counties outside the 
region. In 2017, the daily commuter transit demand from Hall 
County to Gwinnett County was over 1,700 trips, and this 
number is expected to grow to over 4,700 trips in 2050. Demand 
for commuter transit trips from Jackson County into Hall County 
also warrants monitoring, as the daily demand is 659 trips, which 
amounts to almost 200,000 annual trips. 

Tables 5 and 6 identify commuter service recommendations. 

Table 5: High Impact Commuter Recommendations 

Project ID Recommendation 
C-1-A Public-private partnership between Hall Area Transit 

and large employers to offer employer-specific shuttles. 

C-4-A Extend Gwinnett County Transit Commuter Route 101 
into Hall County. 

 
Table 6: Mid Impact Commuter Recommendations 

Project ID Recommendation 

C-2-A GMRC, in partnership with GCO, organizes a vanpool 
program. 

C-2-B 
Gainesville-Hall MPO partners with GCO to start a 
vanpool program, which would include Jackson 
County. 

C-3-A Hall Area Transit offers shuttles to Gwinnett Park-and-
Ride in AM/PM. 

C-3-B Hall Area Transit offers shuttles to Forsyth Park-and-
Ride in AM/PM. 
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5.4  Administrative Tools and Guidance  

Table 7 lists recommendations related to administrative tools 
and guidance (fundamental tier). These recommendations 
identify ways that GDOT and GMRC can provide support to local 
transit agencies on planning, marketing, and funding. This TDP 
carries forward a key recommendation from the SWTRP, which 
is the creation of a new “Regional Mobility Manager” position at 
the Georgia Mountains Regional Commission. The person 
serving in this role would support implementation of the TDP, 
coordinate future stakeholder meetings, and facilitate best 
practice sharing. This recommendation should be a high priority 
for implementation, given its importance to the execution of 
remaining recommendations.  

Table 7: Fundamental Tier Recommendations 

Project 
ID Recommendation 
ATG-1 GMRC hires a Regional Mobility Manager. 
ATG-2 GMRC organizes a central website with robust 

information on each transit agency, including links or 
phone numbers to schedule trips. 

ATG-3 GMRC organizes a listserv and resource sharing portal to 
be accessible by transit agencies, GDOT staff, and 
GMRC staff. 

ATG-4 GMRC and GDOT partner on a marketing campaign for 6 
months to raise awareness about transit offerings. 

ATG-5 GDOT holds targeted workshops in the counties without 
rural public transit. 

5.5  Funding  

Funding is an essential factor for TDP implementation. Federal 
funding (FTA Section 5311 and Section 5307) makes up the 
largest single source of funding for most transit agencies. State 
and local sources of funding may also be available, such as 
GDOT contributions to capital expenditures, local general funds, 
special transportation taxes, fares, leveraged income from other 
transportation programs, and others.   

5.6  Next Steps 

Throughout this planning process, Georgia Mountains Region 
transit agencies emphasized the need for greater collaboration. 
The PAC established for this planning process was a starting 
point for bringing transit agencies together. Future stakeholder 
meetings, following the adoption of this plan, will be integral for 
advancing the TDP vision and goals. This TDP’s primary 
recommendation is to identify resources to dedicate consistent 
GMRC staff time to advancing the regional transit vision and 
goals, and, ultimately, to work toward hiring a Regional Mobility 
Manager. The “Six-Month Action Plan” section of the 
Alternatives Analysis and Recommendations Report 
identifies additional initiatives that GMRC should prioritize in the 
near term. As plan implementation advances, all TDP initiatives 
should be monitored to track progress and effectiveness and to 
facilitate plan refinement in the future.
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