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Oversight:  Where’s that bus?!   When will the MTA be able to track the location of its buses and provide “real” arrival times to its riders?
INTRODUCTION

On January 29, 2009, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold a hearing on the progress of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s (“MTA”) efforts to install global positioning systems (“GPS”) on its buses.  Such GPS systems would allow the MTA to track its buses and provide real arrival times for its riders.  Those invited to testify include: Eliot Sander, Executive Director of the MTA; Gene Russianoff, Straphangers Campaign; Roger Toussaint, President, Transport Workers Union Local 100; Ed Figueroa, Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1056; and transportation advocates and community groups.
BACKGROUND 

The MTA, chartered by New York State in 1965, is responsible for operating, maintaining and improving public transportation in the Metropolitan Commuter Transportation District.
  The Metropolitan Commuter Transportation District, as created and established by section 1262 of the New York State Public Authorities Law, consists of the five counties that comprise New York City, as well as Dutchess, Nassau, Orange, Putnam, Rockland, Suffolk and Westchester Counties.

The MTA is comprised of seven agencies, which are responsible for local and express service bus service, subways, commuter rails, capital construction and operation of bridges and tunnels.
  Two MTA agencies, New York City Transit (“NYCT”) and the MTA Bus Company provide almost all public bus transportation in New York City.


NYCT is the largest MTA agency and operates the largest public bus fleet in the City, 24 hours a day throughout the five boroughs.
  NYCT’s average daily ridership in 2007 was 2.4 million, with approximately 738 million total riders in 2007.  NYCT has 208 local and 36 express bus routes, serving 12,507 bus stops and making almost 17 million trips in 2007.
  

The MTA created the MTA Bus Company to manage the operations of the seven private bus companies that merged into the MTA that once operated under franchises granted by the New York City Department of Transportation.
  The MTA Bus Company worked to consolidate the operations of the merged companies and adjust schedules and routes to meet rider demand.  The MTA Bus Company operates a fleet of 1,336 buses that serve approximately 368,000 riders daily on 46 local bus routes in the Bronx, Brooklyn and Queens and 35 express routes between Manhattan and the Bronx, Brooklyn and Queens.
 The MTA bus company has been trying to update its bus fleet, adding 475 new express buses and 284 new hybrid electric buses for local routes, with an additional 105 hybrids ordered for delivery in 2009.

Between NYCT and the MTA Bus Company, the MTA operates the largest bus system in North America, serving 875 million people per year.
  Such a large scale bus operation is needed in order to provide New York City residents and others with adequate transportation to work, appointments and other everyday activities.
Inevitably, when you operate such a large system, there will be some rider complaints.  Some of the most frequent rider complaints involve the scheduling of the buses.  Often, riders have to wait a great amount of time because buses do not follow their set schedules.
  One of the biggest complaints about buses is their tendency to bunch together, a situation where a bus will not come for a long time and then two or more buses come within minutes of each other.  On a website operated by the Straphanger’s Campaign, a mass transit riders advocacy group, there is a lengthy discussion about buses lines that bunch.
  Bunching is caused by poor bus scheduling.

The MTA, specifically NYCT, has been exploring using GPS technology to address scheduling and the related bunching problems since the early 1990s.
  A GPS system was supposed to have been installed on 170 New York City Transit buses by 1998, but delays and technology problems caused the cancellation of the contract.
  Such a GPS system would use satellites to track the buses and relay that information to monitors at bus stops to inform riders of the bus’ arrival time.
  The system would also allow riders to track buses on the MTA’s website and allow operators to route buses around problem areas.
  

Other cities in the United States and around the world have installed GPS technology on their buses.  As of 2002, GPS systems were installed in Atlanta and Baltimore
 and since 1992, smart monitors have been used at 450 bus stops operated by London Transport.
  Other cities using GPS technology on their buses include, New Brunswick, New Jersey; Long Beach, California; New Castle, Delaware; and Lafayette, Indiana.

GPS on buses will not only enhance riders’ experiences, but can also be used to address terrorism concerns.  A new $1,500 system using GPS allows authorities to remotely control a bus and prevent it from restarting once it has stopped.
  Two companies that operate tour buses in New York City, Gray Line and Coach USA, received a federal grant to install the system on 3,000 of its buses.
  New Jersey Transit has started to outfit its 3,000 buses with the technology, but New York City Transit is not using the technology because it has not installed GPS on all of its buses.
Although the MTA has been working on tracking its buses for close to 20 years, it has encountered difficulties and its system is still not operational.  In November 2008, NYCT announced that it was halting work on its GPS for buses project because of technical problems.
  These technical problems include software and hardware failures and inaccurate arrival times.
  The problems were so bad that some NYCT managers turned off the information screens at the bus stops.  Many of these technical problems were blamed on Manhattan’s tall buildings and traffic.

In its most recent GPS effort, NYCT signed a $13 million contract with Siemens corporation for an “Automated Vehicle Locator” system in 2005.  This contract provided for installing and testing the GPS technology on 185 buses on Manhattan’s East Side and was later purchased by Continental, an international electronics company. 
  The contract also has an option for NYCT to install GPS technology on all of its buses for $99 million.
  NYCT has halted some work on this project, stating that Continental is two years behind and has had technical problems.
 NYCT has also stated that it is exploring its legal options with respect to Continental.

CONCLUSION


GPS technology has the potential to make great improvements in bus service.  GPS based systems can be used to give riders real arrival times, help operators track buses and improve scheduling and may be used to help address terrorism concerns.  Unfortunately, the MTA has encountered numerous problems in its attempts to install GPS technology on its buses.  This hearing will review the status of the MTA’s efforts to install GPS on its buses.
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