
2020 Local Distinguished Service Award Nomination: Jon G. Putman 

 

“The strongest people are not those who show strength in front of us but those who 

win battles we know nothing about.” Unknown author 

 

This nominee grew up in rural Oregon and is a proud third generation Oregonian. He 

moved to Portland in 1994 and has been an advocate for public transit since the late 80’s.  

He was not an advocate because he was employed in the transit industry.  He was 

involved because access and mobility are vital to independence, equality, and success.  

He is a bus riding customer, he has been a passenger on rural, suburban, and urban 

systems and to this day he rides public transit daily.   

 

He has been disabled since he was two years old and he learned at an early age the value 

of mobility and access. When young he got around on foot using braces and crutches, or 

in a small wagon pulled by his buddies to get to school. The car was his primary mode of 

travel when he was a young man, unless he was in the air flying with his father.  Once he 

moved to Portland, taxi, bus, and train became the foundation for access.  Recently, while 

spending time in Washington State traveling by ferry was the norm and then his 

transportation mode became his home while living on his 40-foot tugboat.  He will 

proudly share he hasn’t ever and does not intend to ever take a LIFT or paratransit ride, 

not because this isn’t a valuable and necessary service but because he is very independent 

and for as long as he is able to he will travel around Portland by bus or MAX.  

 

Courageous, competitive, and loyal are just a few words that begin to describe this 

nominee’s character.  Another good quote that is fitting for this nominee is from 

Abraham Lincoln when he said, “I am a slow walker, but I never walk back.”   He 

never looks back and just keeps moving forward and chips away at the issue in front of 

him.  

 

His work in the public transit industry has typically been behind the scenes.  He may not 

be someone many know today or remembered.  Yet, he served on numerous boards and 

committees over the last twenty-five years and his contribution and influence on the 

transit industry in Oregon has been subtle yet far-reaching.   

 

A summary of his service on public transit related boards and committees include.   

• Chairman of the Board 1990-94 Basin Transit Service 

• OTA Member 1990-98  

• Citizens for Accessible Transportation- Portland (CAT) 1995-99 

• Elderly and Disabled Transportation Plan Advisory Committee  

• Chairman of the Special Transportation Fund Advisory Committee- Portland 

1999-2002  

• Streetcar Citizens Advisory Committee 2000-2002 

• Metro’s Transportation Policy Alternatives Committee (TPAC) 1999-2003 

• City of Portland – Private Vehicle for Hire Board of Directors 1998-2013 

• Oregon Department of Transportation Rail and Public Transit Division ADA 

workgroup – 2018  

 



These are in addition to his participation on both rural and urban transportation 

committees.  His commitment to improving public transit policies, programs, and 

services has been strong and steady over the years especially related to improving public 

transit for people with disabilities.   A few accomplishments are highlighted below. 

 

1.) While serving as Chairman of the Board of Basin Transit Service in Klamath 

Falls.  BTS was one of the first rural transit agencies to test and utilize low floor 

mini vans.  He was instrumental in fighting for a low-floor ramp access goal that 

all BTS buses and vans would be low floor with ramps rather than lifts as soon as 

possible.  This was prior to ADA and BTS tested and purchased some of the first 

low-floor ramp access mini-vans.  This was controversial at the time. 

   

2.) As a campaign volunteer, he influenced the outcome of a tax measure for BTS 

with his dedication and contribution.  He served on multiple campaigns to pass a 

long-term tax measure to fund the transit system.  Klamath County finally passed 

its first tax base in over 20 years for public transportation (BTS) in the early 90’s 

ensuring that residents in Klamath County have access to public transit for years 

to come. 

 

3.) While serving on CAT and STFAC in Portland he worked for over five years on a 

TriMet policy regarding wheelchair securement as customer choice on 35’ low 

floor buses.  This was an extremely controversial issue.  He worked on this policy 

change for over five years until he decided there was nothing more he could do 

and decided to resign. Before he resigned, he met with TriMets General Manager 

and shared the facts and details of their work supporting this approach and 

assumed there was no hope for a change in policy. Yet, the next week the TriMet 

General Manager implemented a new policy declaring wheelchair securement 

was customer choice not a requirement on low-floor large buses.   This policy has 

saved TriMet a significant amount of money and resulted in efficiencies 

throughout the system benefiting both drivers and riders for the last ten+ years.  

 

4.) While serving on STFAC and TPAC he single-handedly convinced the leadership 

at Metro to fund and develop the first Elderly and Disabled Transportation Plan. 

He then served on the advisory committee to assist in the development of this 

important document the pre-cursor to Coordinated Plans utilized today. The 

transit improvements made over the last ten years for older adults and people with 

disabilities has been significant and this nominee played a vital role in bringing 

this to fruition. 

 

5.) Board Member of the Private Vehicle for Hire (Taxi) Board for over 15 years he 

worked on many issues, but his primary focus was fighting for equality for 

disabled customers needing taxi service.  He worked on system policies and 

procedures to ensure wheelchair accessible taxis were available to customers 

needing accessible vehicles the same hours as ambulatory customers.  He tested 

the various approaches implemented over the years, many times this resulted in 

waiting hours and one time over 6 hours outside in the weather waiting for a ride.  

He was vocal and determined and committed to ensuring the companies followed 

the policies supporting disabled taxi customers. 

 



 He reminds me of an old cowboy who climbs onto his saddle and his beloved horse 

every day of his life, come rain or shine! A person misunderstood because his 

outward appearance does not match the inner man.  He can be tough, loud, and 

ornery, yet underneath his tough exterior is the heart of a champion.  He surprises 

me with his gentleness and giving spirit.  He is a mentor, promoter, and coach to 

many.  Steadfast and loyal to his friends and family like none I have ever witnessed. 

He is the strongest person I know with a deep well of endurance. I admire his 

common sense and the depth of his wisdom.  I am envious of his personal drive amid 

adversity. Intellectually, he is the most independent person I know.  He is my friend; 

my business and life partner and I have seen firsthand the impact he made to the 

industry.  Of course, I think he is worthy of recognition for a distinguished service 

award as an advocate for public transit”.    

Another focus was ensuring the vehicles used for customers in wheelchairs were 

safe and in a state of good repair.  A policy was implemented that wheelchair 

accessible taxis were required to be inspected annually and could not be older 

than ten years to be used in service.  This was an improvement over previous 

policies yet were not equal to regular taxi requirements.   With the arrival of 

UBER and LYFT he fought to ensure people with disabilities were not left 

without a ride and worked to ensure taxi companies were treated fairly after years 

of regulatory oversight of taxi’s and very little oversight being required of these 

new companies.  

 

We all could learn from something Bill Gates said. “Your most unhappy customers are 

your greatest source of learning.”  

 

This nominee was and is a customer and he was not always happy with the way things 

were in the industry or the way things were with the bus system he was riding or leading.  

Yet, he worked behind the scenes sometimes for years to solve issues and to develop 

polices to improve public transit in Oregon.  These issues were not the type of issues that 

made headlines, they were not infrastructure projects, the building of a light rail line or a 

new transit center.  Yet, to the riding public, the issues he was dedicated to matter to the 

most important group or what should be the most important group in the industry.  The 

bus riding customer.   

 

In addition, to being a transit customer and serving for years as a volunteer on numerous 

boards and committees, He also worked side by side with his business and life partner 

throughout her career.  She managed rural and suburban systems in Oregon and led large 

scale transit related projects.  His behind the scenes support and strategic guidance has 

been invaluable to her and the systems she has managed.  Projects such as the 

SMART/WES transit center and clock tower and the community art project at the 

Wilsonville Road/I-5 Interchange involving over 1000 school kids would not have been 

possible without his strategic influence.  His partner says this about this nominee. 

 

 

 

 



This nominee is Jon G. Putman – please join me in thanking and recognizing him for his 

outstanding service and contribution to the Transit Industry and the bus riding customers 

throughout Oregon.  


