
This year, ICMA presents two Community Health and Safety Awards in 
the 50,000-and-greater population category. The first goes to the city of 
Olathe, Kansas, and City Manager J. Michael Wilkes for the Work Taxi 
Coupon Program.

Olathe, Kansas, 
with a population 
nearing 117,000, 
is one of the 
fastest-growing 
cities in the United 
States. According 
to the U.S. 
Census, however, 

approximately 37 percent of Olathe’s 
households (or approximately 43,290 
families, using the current popula-
tion), earn less than 80 percent of the 
median income, and approximately 4 
percent, or 4,680 families, live below 
the poverty level. Persons with dis-
abilities, single-parent families with 
children under 18 years of age, and 
the elderly are those most likely to 
fall into these categories. 

For many low-income working 
households, affordable and depend-
able transportation could be the 
determining factor between being 
employed and being homeless. Thus, 
to improve the quality of life for these 
citizens—to enable them to attend 
college classes, a trade school, or 
job preparation classes and to pro-
vide them with a reliable means of 
transportation to reach employment 
sites within the city itself—Olathe 
has sought to provide a low-cost and 
dependable transportation service.

In early 2004, with encouraging 
feedback from several local not-for-
profit agencies that offered employ-
ment preparation workshops for dis-
abled individuals, Olathe established 
a “Work Taxi Coupon Program” for 
its disadvantaged citizens. Because 
the cost to establish a public trans-
portation bus system was prohibitive, 
the city applied for a Federal Transit 

Administration Job Access Reverse 
Commute (JARC) grant. It was 
awarded a matching start-up grant 
of $135,750 to implement the Work 
Taxi Coupon Program for individuals 
earning less than 80 percent of the 
median income for the area; the city 
is matching the grant funds with gen-
eral funds.

With the necessary funding 
secured, Olathe contracted with two 
local taxi companies, which agreed to 
the following policies and procedures:

• Service is to be offered from 6:00 
AM to 7:00 PM six days a week.

• Service is to be door to door.

• The company will accept a cou-
pon from a rider, entitling the 
rider to a one-way trip from home 
to work or a job preparation site, 
or from a work site to home. 
Coupons can be used only for 
work-related trips.

• The company will turn coupons 
into the city biweekly for reim-
bursement. Each one-way coupon 
will be redeemed for $12.

• The city will lease to each com-
pany at no cost a wheelchair-
accessible vehicle to accommo-
date persons with disabilities.

The city then notified the local 
agencies and advertised the program 
in the local paper, on the city’s main 
Web page, and on the local city cable 
TV channel.

Program-eligible participants are 
issued an ID card to show when pur-
chasing coupon books (10 coupons 
for $25) and paying for rides. When 
used, each coupon must state the 
origination and destination, date, ID 

number, and signature of the program 
participant.

Between 2004 and 2005, program 
participation increased by 100 per-
cent. In addition to low-income per-
sons, 56 disabled individuals are cur-
rently working in the community in 
retail businesses for the first time in 
their lives. As their earnings increase, 
the amount they receive from the 
Social Security Administration Office 
decreases, which is a cost saving to 
society. Moreover, as they spend their 
earned income in the community 
on rent, utilities, groceries, personal 
items, and entertainment, the city’s 
small investment ($135,750) in this 
program is returned. An additional 
cost-saving measure is Olathe’s initia-
tive and success in obtaining a fund-
ing partner for the program.

The program has also resulted in 
partnerships between local businesses 
and local not-for-profit agencies that 
work with low-income or disabled cit-
izens. The agencies provide employ-
ment training sites for their target 
population, enabling businesses to 
maintain an adequate number of 
entry-level employees. These part-
nerships have resulted in a win-win 
situation for businesses as well as for 
Olathe’s disadvantaged citizens.

In spring of 2005, a survey of 
program participants showed that 
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Finally, the city included in its 
capital improvement program a focus 
on parks renovation and city trail 
projects to encourage residents to 
walk, run, or bike to their destina-
tions within city limits rather than 
drive. 

To expand program and edu-
cational opportunities, the cam-
paign has collaborated with several 
nonprofit entities. Working with 
Saddleback Memorial Foundation, 
it developed a children’s running 
program to prepare children for par-
ticipation in the Saddleback Memorial 
Medical Center’s 5K held every 
Memorial Day weekend. Children 
interested in training for the race 
work with community services staff 
over eight weeks leading up to the 
event; the foundation allows those 
who complete the training to par-
ticipate in the race for free and also 
provides a reduced family rate for 
participants’ families to compete with 
them.

The Get Fit Campaign is evi-
dence that local government can 
play an important role in address-
ing obesity and its associated health 
impacts, that community residents 
will embrace new and creative ideas 
to help them reach fitness goals, and 
that collaborations with hospitals, 
school districts, and foundations are 
crucial to the success of any commu-
nity endeavor. Through the various 
components of the Get Fit Campaign, 
Laguna Hills is successfully combat-
ing the rising obesity rates of children 
and teens.

nearly 89 percent of respondents 
rated the service as good or very 
good. However, only 59 percent 
expressed satisfaction with the hours 
of transportation service, so the 
city is looking into expanding those 
hours beyond 7:00 PM. The city is 
also exploring alternative marketing 
methods to increase the level of par-
ticipation in the program among low-
income families. 

eligibility; and for individuals cov-
ered by the state’s Medicaid Share of 
Cost Program, who are often unable 
to meet their monthly out-of-pocket 
expenses to secure preventive and 
primary health care services and life-
sustaining pharmaceuticals.

The annual cost to the plan per 
enrollee is $2,156, much less than 
the industry standard. The plan’s 
unique contracting rate secured 
$49,340,366 in services at a reduced 
cost of $6,085,395 during fiscal year 
2004–2005, which is a substantial 
cost-efficiency measure for taxpay-
ers. The plan offers a comprehensive 
benefit package, strives for excellence 
in quality care and customer service, 
and can be replicated.

The Polk HealthCare Plan 
is owned and operated by the 
Polk County Board of County 
Commissioners and is monitored 
monthly by an appointed 11-mem-
ber Citizens Health Care Oversight 
Committee, which includes local 
representatives of the business and 
health care industries, a senior citi-
zen, a school board representative, 
and a plan enrollee. The plan’s man-
agement team meets weekly to moni-
tor plan activities, identify areas of 
improvement, track outcomes in ser-
vice delivery, and address community 
education and awareness strategies.

The Polk HealthCare Plan credits 
its success to the numerous private-
public partnerships in which it partic-
ipates. The partners include hospitals, 
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The city of Olathe’s vision is 
“Setting the Standard for Excellence 
in Public Service.” The Work Taxi 
Coupon Program is an excellent 
example of how Olathe looked “out-
side the box” when trying to address 
the need for a low-cost transporta-
tion system. This highly replicable 
program fulfills one of the most basic 
needs that many Americans take for 
granted, and by providing the mobil-
ity needed to sustain employment, it 
has added immeasurably to the qual-
ity of life for Olathe’s low-income and 
disadvantaged citizens.


