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1 Purpose of the Review

The U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) regulations implementing the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) contain two primary provisions to ensure that vehicles with accessibility features are reliable and properly maintained.  General equipment maintenance requirements, which pertain to all types of entities and services, are contained in 49 CFR §37.161:

(a) Public and private entities providing transportation services shall maintain in operative condition those features of facilities and vehicles that are required to make the vehicles and facilities readily accessible to and usable by individuals with disabilities.  These features include, but are not limited to, lifts and other means of access to vehicles, securement devices, elevators, signage and systems to facilitate communications with persons with impaired vision or hearing.

(b) Accessibility features shall be repaired promptly if they are damaged or out of order.  When an accessibility feature is out of order, the entity shall take reasonable steps to accommodate individuals with disabilities who would otherwise use the feature.

(c) This section does not prohibit isolated or temporary interruptions in service or access due to maintenance or repairs.

In addition to the general maintenance provisions described above that apply to all transportation providers, 49 CFR §37.163 requires public entities to keep vehicle lifts
 (and ramps) in operative condition as follows:
(a) This section applies only to public entities with respect to lifts in non-rail vehicles.

(b) The entity shall establish a system of regular and frequent maintenance checks of lifts sufficient to determine if they are operative.

(c) The entity shall ensure that vehicle operators report to the entity, by the most immediate means available, any failure of a lift to operate in service.

(d) Except as provided in paragraph (e) of this section, when a lift is discovered to be inoperative, the entity shall take the vehicle out of service before the beginning of the vehicle's next service day and ensure that the lift is repaired before the vehicle returns to service.

(e) If there is no spare vehicle available to take the place of a vehicle with an inoperable lift, such that taking the vehicle out of service will reduce the transportation service the entity is able to provide, the public entity may keep the vehicle in service with an inoperable lift for no more than five days (if the entity serves an area of 50,000 or less population) or three days (if the entity serves an area of over 50,000 population) from the day on which the lift is discovered to be inoperative.

(f) In any case in which a vehicle is operating on a fixed route with an inoperative lift, and the headway to the next accessible vehicle on the route exceeds 30 minutes, the entity shall promptly provide alternative transportation to individuals with disabilities who are unable to use the vehicle because its lift does not work.

The DOT ADA regulations also contain several requirements related to accessibility equipment.  Part 38 of the regulations requires that accessible vehicles be equipped with mobility aid securement systems and passenger restraint systems.  Technical and functional specifications for these securement and restraint systems are included in 49 CFR §38.23(d).  The regulations require that transit systems use the securement system that is available on vehicles.  Section 37.165 requires that agency personnel assist individuals with disabilities with the use of lifts, ramps, and securement systems (and that they leave their seat if necessary to provide this assistance).  Section 37.173 then requires that transit agencies ensure that “personnel are trained to proficiency, as appropriate to their duties, so that they operate vehicles and equipment safely and properly assist and treat individuals with disabilities who use the service in a respectful and courteous way, with appropriate attention to the differences among individuals with disabilities.”

The Federal Transit Administration (FTA) is responsible for ensuring compliance with the ADA and the DOT implementing regulations (49 CFR Parts 27, 37, and 38).  As part of its compliance efforts, FTA, through its Office of Civil Rights, conducts periodic reviews of fixed route transit services operated by grantees.

This report includes the results of the review of lift reliability, maintenance, and operation at Arlington County Transit (ART), operating in Arlington, Virginia.  The on-site review was conducted from March 10 to 13, 2008.  This report summarizes the observations and findings of the on-site review of ART’s fixed route bus service.  A description of key features of the fixed route bus service is first provided, followed by a description of the approach and methodology used to carry out the review.  Observations and findings related to the ADA requirements are then described.  The major findings of the review are summarized at the end of this report.  Recommendations of the review team for addressing issues identified also are provided.  ART’s response to the review findings and recommendations is provided in Attachment A.

2 Background

Arlington County, Virginia, adjacent to Washington, DC, is responsible for all county- and municipal-level services within its boundary.  There is no separate municipal government.  The Arlington County website (www.arlingtonva.us) describes its population:

Arlington had an estimated population of 208,000 on January 1, 2008, reflecting a 9.3 percent increase since 2000.  It is among the most densely populated jurisdictions in the country with a population density of about 8,062persons per square mile.  Arlington’s population is racially, ethnically and culturally diverse.  In 2006, about 35 percent of Arlington’s residents were Hispanic/Latino, African-American, Asian or multi-racial.  Almost 23 percent of residents were born outside the United States in 2006.  Arlington County public school children speak 99 languages and hail from 129 countries.  Arlington residents are among the most highly educated in the nation.  In 2006, slightly over 67 percent of adults age 25 and older had a bachelor’s degree or higher and about 34 percent had a graduate or professional degree.

The County’s departments report to the County manager, who is appointed by the County Board.  The Arlington County Department of Environmental Services includes a Transportation Division of which the Transit Bureau is part.  The Bureau comprises Arlington Transit (ART) and STAR paratransit service.

ART service began in 1998 and its ridership has grown steadily from approximately 120,000 to nearly 1.1 million in 2007; ridership increases in the past three years have been approximately 100,000 per year (see Figure 2-1).  ART now provides 11 fixed route services (see Figure 2-2), including Routes 41, 51, 52, and 53, which operate throughout the day and evening hours; and Routes 61, 62, 74, 75, and 82, which run from approximately 6 a.m. to 9:40 a.m. and 3 p.m. to 7 p.m.  At the time of the review there was also a free lunchtime circulator service (Route 67) between Virginia Square and Ballston Metro Stations.  Routes 41 and 51 provide Saturday and Sunday service, Route 61 has a Monday to Saturday schedule, and Route 42 provides Saturday-only service to the Pentagon.  The Washington Area Metropolitan Transit Authority (WMATA) operates several regional and local services that serve Arlington; the County is assessed for the WMATA services and ART has discussed taking over one or more of the local WMATA routes.

Arlington County owns a fleet of 32 buses as well as the bus operations facility known as “ART House,” which is located on Jefferson Davis Highway in the southeast corner of the county (see Figure 2-2).

Operations, training, maintenance, and personnel are provided by a contractor, Veolia Transportation, a national company, which also operates the nearby Fairfax Connector.  Veolia has a maintenance facility devoted to the ART contract in nearby Springfield, Virginia.

Figure 2‑1
ART Ridership Growth Since Inception
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Figure 2‑2
ART Bus Routes
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Full schedules: Routes 41, 51, 52, 53, 42 (Saturday)

Peak Hour schedules: Routes 61, 62, 74, 75, 82
Lunchtime circulator: Route 67

Source: based on ART route map and schedules

3 Overview of the Review

The review focused on ART’s compliance with the DOT’s ADA regulatory requirements related to the operation and maintenance of lifts and ramps as required for accessible fixed route bus service.  The specific regulatory requirements that were the focus of the review are described in the first section of this report.

FTA provided ART with written notification of the review on September 17, 2007.  A second letter from FTA requested that ART submit certain key service information prior to the assessment team’s on-site visit.  A copy of the notification letter is provided in Attachment B.  The information requested was as follows:

· A current fixed route system map

· A complete set of schedules for each fixed route

· Identification of which routes are operated directly and which, if any, are operated by private contractor

· Fixed route bus fleet inventory and division/garage information

· A description of lift/ramp maintenance procedures and the party providing the maintenance

· A copy of the current fixed route operators manual

· Copies of notices, bulletins, and memoranda detailing lift/ramp operations and maintenance policies and procedures

· Documentation of lift/ramp operations and lift operations monitoring procedures

· A list of all complaints received by ART regarding lift/ramp operations during the past year

The notification letter also requested that an opening conference be scheduled on Monday, March 10, 2008, and an exit conference on Thursday, March 13.

Planners Collaborative, Inc. (PCI), of Boston, Massachusetts, conducted the review on behalf of FTA.  Jim Purdy AICP served as the team leader.  David Chia of PCI and Don Kloehn of TranSystems Corporation assisted with the review.  A schedule of the team’s on-site review is provided in Attachment C.

Prior to the on-site visit, a complete package of the requested data was received and reviewed by the assessment team.  PCI also contacted several advocacy organizations and conducted telephone interviews prior to the review with two individuals with disabilities who use ART bus service.  These interviews are described in Section 4.1.

The following individuals participated in the opening conference held at 11 a.m. on Monday, March 10:

Stephen Del Giudice
ART Transit Bureau Chief

Steven Yaffe
ART Transit Services Manager

Kelly MacKinnon
ART Transit Operations Coordinator

Andrea Thurman-Dawood
ART Transit Operations Specialist

Judith Bizjak
ART Grants Manager

Anna Maynard
Arlington County ADA Coordinator

Tim Barham
Veolia Transportation General Manager

Michael Ake
Veolia Transportation Area General Manager

Brenda Moore
Veolia Transportation Operations Manager

Frank Stone
Veolia Transportation Safety and Training Manager

John Howe
Veolia Transportation Maintenance Manager

Felicia Davis
Veolia Transportation Assistant Training Manager

Brian Glenn
FTA Washington, DC Metropolitan Office

David Knight
FTA Office of Civil Rights

Stephanie Sharer
FTA Office of Civil Rights

Jim Purdy
Planners Collaborative

David Chia
Planners Collaborative

Don Kloehn
TranSystems

David Knight of FTA’s Office of Civil Rights thanked ART for its cooperation with the review.  He described the purpose of the review as identifying whether people with disabilities were receiving the accessible fixed route services to which they are entitled in accordance with the DOT ADA regulations.  He also noted that the objective of the review is to assist ART in meeting the ADA requirements, and that the review team was available for that purpose.  Mr. Knight outlined the process that the team would follow for the review, noting that the team would present preliminary findings at the exit conference on Thursday, March 13.  He explained that the review team and FTA would then prepare a draft report, which would be transmitted to ART for its review.  Any errors or omissions identified by ART would be corrected, and the ART response letter would be included in the Final Report.  The corrected Final Report with ART’s initial comments would become a public document in accordance with the Freedom of Information Act.  Following issuance of the report, ART would be required to provide quarterly reports on progress in advancing corrective actions for those findings that identify a potential for improvements in delivering the ADA required service in compliance with DOT regulations.  Progress reporting will continue on a quarterly basis until FTA is satisfied that all findings have been adequately addressed and releases ART from further reporting.

Mr. Purdy distributed a schedule of the planned review activities that had been transmitted to ART the previous week.  He reviewed the planned on-site activities and meetings, which would focus on the working condition, maintenance, and use of the bus ramps and lifts and wheelchair securement systems.  He explained that observations would be made during morning pull-outs and during planned “ride-alongs” of some of the services.  Interviews and examination of data would address operator training, maintenance, service monitoring, operator discipline, and handling of customer complaints.  In addition to ART and Veolia Transportation managers, approximately 10 bus operators would be interviewed.  Inspections of bus ADA-related equipment would also be conducted.

Following the opening conference, the review team met with senior ART managers to discuss the history of ART, policies and procedures, fleet resources, and expansion plans.  Individual team members then met separately with ART managers and examined records regarding service monitoring and the handling and response to complaints, plans and budgets for fleet replacement and maintenance, training of new operators, and the contract with Veolia Transportation.

On Tuesday, March 11, the review team observed bus pull-outs at ART House, the county-owned bus facility; they were accompanied by Jonathan Klein and Susan Clark of the FTA Office of Civil Rights.  Interviews were conducted with the Veolia operations manager regarding employee monitoring and the disciplinary system, with Veolia’s safety and training manager, and with the Veolia maintenance manager for ART operations, Veolia’s regional maintenance manager, and a representative of Oneness Mobility Services, which provides lift maintenance for Veolia.  Maintenance records involving lifts and ramps were examined for all buses in the fleet.  Interviews were conducted with bus operators at ART House.  During the afternoon, a review team member accompanied a U.S. DOT employee who uses a wheelchair as she boarded three ART buses on different routes.

On Wednesday, March 12, additional interviews were conducted with bus operators, bus maintenance records were compared with pull-out sheets and the dispatcher’s log book, a follow-up interview was conducted with the assistant training manager, additional bus operators were interviewed, and inspections were conducted on the two principal bus types in the fleet.  A review team member accompanied an FTA employee who also uses a wheelchair as he boarded an ART bus.

On Thursday, March 13, the review team reported preliminary findings at the exit conference.  The following people attended the conference:

Stephen Del Giudice
ART Transit Bureau Chief

Steven Yaffe
ART Transit Services Manager

Kelly MacKinnon
ART Transit Operations Coordinator

Andrea Thurman-Dawood
ART Transit Operations Specialist

Judith Bizjak
ART Grants Manager

Anna Maynard
Arlington County ADA Coordinator

Tim Barham
Veolia Transportation General Manager

Brenda Moore
Veolia Transportation Operations Manager

Frank Stone
Veolia Transportation Safety and Training Manager

John Howe
Veolia Transportation Maintenance Manager

Felicia Davis
Veolia Transportation Assistant Training Manager

Jonathan Klein
FTA Office of Civil Rights

Susan Clark
FTA Office of Civil Rights

Stephanie Sharer
FTA Office of Civil Rights

Jim Purdy
Planners Collaborative

David Chia
Planners Collaborative

Don Kloehn
TranSystems

Mr. Klein thanked ART and Veolia Transportation for their cooperation throughout the site visits and for providing space for the review team to analyze data.  He reviewed the purpose of the review and the schedule for preparation of this report.

Mr. Purdy outlined the material to be covered in the closing conference, and the team presented their preliminary findings.  It was noted that although some deficiencies existed, the review indicated that there had been improvement in recent months, and that the attitudes of the staff interviewed were very positive and that the capability clearly existed to correct the observed deficiencies.  The conference ended with another round of thanks to ART and Veolia staff for their cooperation.

4 Observations of Lift and Ramp Reliability and Maintenance

To assess ART’s current performance with respect to accessible fixed route reliability, maintenance, and operation, the review team performed the following activities:

· Gathered customer input by various means, including telephone interviews with individuals who use wheelchairs and who are regular riders of the ART bus system 

· Reviewed policies and procedures regarding lift operations, service monitoring, and equipment inspection

· Observed bus operations

· Interviewed bus operators to gauge their understanding of lifts, ramps, and wheelchair securement use policies and procedures 

· Observed vehicle pull-out and inspection

· Reviewed maintenance procedures and performance

· Reviewed recent bus procurements and current fleet accessibility

· Reviewed availability of resources for lift/ramp operation

4.1 Customer Input

Customer Interviews

The review team contacted advocacy and service organizations in the Washington, DC area to identify ART customers with disabilities for interviews.  The organizations contacted included the DC Center for Independent Living, the Paralyzed Veterans of America, and ENDependence Center of Northern Virginia, Inc.  The ENDependence Center of Northern Virginia responded with the contact information for three customers, all of whom responded to a request to be interviewed.

One of the customers had been recently contracted by ART to provide secret rider evaluations of the service.  This person reported that the operators had been courteous and understood how to operate the lift and secure his wheelchair correctly.  On one occasion, the lift failed to operate, and he was asked to wait for the next bus, which arrived in approximately 15 minutes.

The second customer, who has been involved in disability advocacy, reported that he is a weekly rider of Buses 51 and 52, which are served by ramp-equipped and lift-equipped buses.  He uses a power wheelchair and prefers the ramp-equipped low-floor buses to buses with lifts.  He stated that the manner in which ART serves him has improved over the past year, particularly in the six months prior to the interview, which was conducted in February 2008.  In his opinion, the improvement was due to better training of the operators, particularly regarding the securement of wheelchairs.  He stated that although he would rather have the option to not be secured (as is the policy on WMATA buses), the service is acceptable if the bus operator is well trained, which has increasingly been the case in his experience.

The third customer is a woman who uses a power wheelchair.  She uses the ART system approximately twice monthly, primarily on Route 51/52, which she uses both during business hours and after hours.  She described the new North American Bus Industries (NABI) ramp-equipped buses as “a godsend” but was very dissatisfied with the lift-equipped buses that are generally used on her route after hours.  In her experience the ramp-equipped buses have had no equipment problems, while on the lift-equipped buses she estimated that equipment problems occur on approximately half the occasions she boards or deboards.  She stated that when she has been unable to board or deboard because of an inoperable lift, a person dispatched to the scene has been able to complete the boarding or deboarding without manual operation of the lift, and she concluded that most of the lift failures were due to operator error.  She characterized the bus operators in the evening hours as less well-trained than the daytime operators, but as having good customer service attitudes.  In contrast, she characterized the daytime operators as familiar and proficient in the boarding and securement process, but as somewhat more harried in maintaining schedules and less personally attentive to her.  She said that sometimes operators do not seem to want to get up, ask passengers in the securement area to relinquish their seats, and take the time for securement.  She said she is not always required by the operator to have her wheelchair secured, and that she prefers to travel unsecured because of the time involved in securement.  This customer stated that she did not see a change in the service she has received over the past year, except for the introduction of ramp-equipped buses.
Customer Comments and Complaints

Beginning in February 2008 ART implemented a database system for receiving and processing customer complaints and comments.  The County sponsors www.commuterpage.com, a multi-purpose customer information and service website, as well as CommuterDirect, a linked web page that allows customers to order transit fares on a one-time or recurring basis.  Both pages have contact links that allow customers to reach customer service staff and Arlington County Transit managers by telephone, fax, TDD, and e-mail.  The ARTAlert system provides real time information about delays or disruptions in service to registered customers via mobile devices such as cellular telephones and Blackberries; customers may register at http://commuterpage.com/art/alert_signup.cfm.
Whatever the mode of contact, a customer complaint is entered into the database with opening date, category (one of which is ADA-related complaints), description of the problem, and its resolution.  All new complaints generate e-mails to County and Veolia managers, including the Veolia maintenance manager if an equipment issue is involved.  The Arlington County Operations Specialist follows all complaints until a resolution is made that is adequate in the County’s opinion.  She stated that the Veolia training manager is the primary person responsible for responding to Arlington County when a complaint is received, but that the training manager does not always respond promptly.  The Operations Specialist responds to all ADA-related complaints by telephoning the complainant to obtain additional details and to follow up, if requested by the complainant, after action has been taken.

The number of complaints of all types was reported by the County Operations Coordinator to range from six to 15 per month.  In the 12 months prior to the review there were six complaints related to ADA issues.  In 2008 there were ADA-related complaints from three customers, as well as a ride checker report from the County transit service manager that was entered into the complaint system as a test.  Two complaints from 2007 and three complaints from 2008 are described below.

March 2007 –A customer waited for over an hour for a Route 41 bus that had an operational wheelchair lift.  Arlington County contacted Veolia upon receiving the complaint from the customer.  The documentation of the complaint suggests a number of ADA compliance issues, as of the date of the complaint.  These included unclear and contradictory information exchanged between the County and Veolia during the period immediately following the incident.  The documentation includes the comment from the County Operations Specialist that “I finally contacted [Veolia’s] Mr. Tucker … to find out that all three buses running on the ART 41 did not have operational wheelchair lifts.  That any spare bus on the lot that would fit the capacity for ART 41 did not have a lift that worked as well.  That even the smaller buses that operated did not have operating wheelchair lifts.”  In further follow-up the next day it was noted that the passenger had complained to her caseworker that she has been unable in the past to be boarded on the ART 51/52 bus when she had appointments at Virginia Hospital Center and had missed doctor’s appointments as a result.  In her e-mail to Veolia’s general manager, the county operations manager stated, “Please make sure you have an ADA accessible bus in the Arlington area, ready to pick up passengers with wheelchair needs when you are aware that the bus you have sent out has lift problems.  [emphasis added]  Veolia’s general manager at the time replied that there will not be another passenger left, and that he had begun a campaign to get the lifts fixed but was concerned about obtaining spare parts for the lifts and the ability of the operator to operate them.  It should be noted that since this incident, all of the Veolia management at Arlington were replaced.

April 2007 – This complaint from a passenger is documented in a series of e-mails with the County Operations Specialist.  The passenger states that she is not disabled and does not wish to call attention to herself, but that she has difficulty mounting the stairs on the buses in use as of this date.  The County Operations Specialist replied that eight low-floor kneeling buses were on order.  These buses are now in the fleet.

January 2008 – The complaint concerns the bus operator’s sensitivity to the passenger’s preference not to be touched during boarding.  Veolia’s general manager replied that the issue would be covered in a safety meeting with the entire workforce and that all operators will be required to complete a refresher training course over the next two months, covering wheelchair securement and sensitivity training.  Operator interviews indicated that several operators had in fact recently received the training.

February–March 2008 – Two communications from the same customer concerned a bus operator on Route 41 not pulling close enough to the curb so that the passenger, who is ambulatory, could board more easily; in addition, the customer stated that the operator was extremely discourteous.  The bus operator was reportedly removed from revenue service following the second complaint from this customer, given ADA refresher training, and then returned to service.

February 2008 – The county transit manager, who had boarded anonymously with a walker, entered this complaint.  There were two issues: (1) a mechanical problem that prevented the bus from kneeling properly and operator insensitivity to the ride checker’s need for assistance, and (2) concerning another passenger using a cane who lost her balance because the operator accelerated before she was seated.  The bus operator was given immediate ADA refresher training.
4.2 ART and Contractor Policies and Procedures

Bus Operations

ART and Veolia Transportation have policies and procedures regarding bus operations, operator conduct, and boarding of passengers with disabilities.  The policies and procedures governing bus operations are not part of a codified set of standard operating procedures, but rather, they consist of a series of individual directives, some of them issued within the month before the review.
The policies and procedures relevant to ADA issues are included in Attachment D to this report and are summarized below.

ART Letter to General Manager Tim Barham, Veolia Transportation

“Arlington County’s policy is that all wheelchairs and scooters must be secured before the bus proceeds.  If the rider refuses to have his conveyance secured, then the operator is obliged to refuse to transport that rider … Riders of wheelchairs and scooters should be offered the opportunity to use the lap and shoulder belt should they choose to do so.”

ART Directive: “Same Day Alternative Service for ART Patrons with Limited Mobility”
“In the event of an emergency situation where ART is unable to transport a wheelchair bound/disabled person due to mechanical failure… operator will call dispatcher and advise them of the situation.  The appointed dispatcher/supervisor will contact the STAR [Specialized Transit for Arlington Residents paratransit] office operations manager and inform them of their need…After the trip has been successfully completed, ART will notify Kelly MacKinnon [Arlington County Transit Operations Coordinator] via email the details of the trip.”

General Manager Tim Barham Inter-office Memo to Veolia Employees

· Everyone is being held accountable for 100 percent compliance

· Operators have been instructed on proper procedures to assist wheelchair users

· Non-compliance will not be tolerated and will result in severe disciplinary action up to and including termination

Veolia Wheelchair Lift Protocol

· Operators [are] required to contact the dispatch office whenever the wheelchair lift is deployed for a customer

Veolia Memo on Boarding Passengers Using the Wheelchair Lift

· Encourage wheelchair-users to back onto the lift

· Explain that this is the safest way to board, but allow them to board forward if they insist

· Follow the proper securement procedures as required by federal law

· If passenger does not wish to utilize seatbelt or shoulder belt, comply with their request

Veolia Memo on Pre-Trip Inspection Policy

· Pre-trip inspection is the most important part of your day.  The safety of passengers as well as the public depends on your performing these inspections.

· Each operator must be in compliance with the Veolia Safety policies and procedures handbook, section 5.10 “Vehicle Inspections.”

· All operators are required to perform a pre-trip inspection prior to the commencement of their day

· This also includes cycling and checking the wheelchair lift

· Immediately report any major defects that would inhibit the safe operations of the vehicle to operations dispatch before exiting the yard.  All defects must be reported on the Driver Vehicle Inspection Record (DVIR), signed and placed in the designated area of the vehicle.

· Violation will result in progressive discipline up to and including termination

There is no clear policy that states that a bus with an inoperable lift should not be placed in service.  Also, although ART and Veolia use the available resources to pick up wheelchair passengers during the required 30-minute window in the event of an inoperable lift en route, there is no specific procedure for responding to this situation.

Bus Operations Monitoring

Bus operations are monitored by both Arlington County and Veolia management personnel.  The bus dispatcher maintains radio contact with bus operators and is informed by the operator when a wheelchair customer is boarded as well as in the event of an inoperable lift or other incident affecting service.  Road supervisors are alerted and dispatched to the scene when the operator requires assistance, and supervisors also monitor routine operations from the road.

ART has implemented a bus tracking system called “RealTime Connexionz” that enables both Veolia and County staff to see the positions of all buses and their relationship to scheduled time points in real time on a PC display.  Although primarily used to monitor adherence to schedule, the system is used in the event of a lift problem en route to determine the waiting time for the next bus on the route to arrive at a particular point to pick up the customer, and, in particular, whether the waiting time would exceed 30 minutes.  Using this information, the operations manager will decide whether to pick up the customer with the following bus on the route or to dispatch a paratransit van to make the pickup.  This information is transmitted by the dispatcher so that the operator can inform the customer. 

Operator Training

The ART/Veolia selection process for hiring bus operators includes a 10-question prequalification examination including one question that requires a written answer.  This questionnaire is administered because many of Veolia’s applicants to become bus operators are not competent with the English language.  The review team’s interview of the Veolia training manager included a discussion of challenges the instructor faces in determining if a candidate’s understanding of oral and written instructions during the training programs administered by Veolia is adequate.  Veolia’s training manager stated that a communication gap may exist in terms of the operators’ ability to respond in English (oral or written), but their understanding of instructions given to them in English is perceived to be acceptable.  Further, Veolia has a supervisor on staff who is able to communicate with Amharic-speaking operators in their native language to further test the operators’ understanding of instructions; ART also has supervisors who are fluent in West African languages spoken by some operators.

ART, through Veolia Transportation, has a three-week training program for all new bus operators, regardless of their prior experience.  This training is provided by Veolia staff.  The first week of newly hired bus operator training is conducted in the classroom followed by one week of behind the wheel training.  The final week of training is mentored driving where senior operators critique the trainee during operational service.  According to Veolia’s training manager, trainees receive considerable ADA equipment training and experience cycling the bus lifts and using securement equipment.
Annual refresher training is provided to supplement the new operator training program.  The refresher training provides an overview discussion of operating topics, including ADA functions and equipment, and is given to a maximum of five operators per half-day class.  Operators are encouraged to share their experiences and the Veolia training manager provides instruction and facilitation of the training sessions.  Because of the general success of the refresher training, Veolia expects to conduct sessions on a more frequent basis.  Written and practical examinations are given at the conclusion of the refresher training session, which requires an 80 percent success rate to pass.  Use of individuals with disabilities to speak at the refresher training sessions has been employed by Veolia on an infrequent basis, but efforts are underway to include the disability community more frequently in Veolia’s training programs.

Monthly safety meetings are held for Veolia operators to cover specific safety, accessibility, and operational topics.  The meetings are generally held on Saturdays for approximately 1 hour.

According to the Veolia training manual, new operator training covers the pre-trip inspection at which operators are required to perform the following tasks:

· Operate the lift for a full cycle

· Check securement belts, clamps,
 and other equipment

· Check kneeler (on equipped buses)
· Test “stop request” cord and buzzer at securement locations

· Check visual customer request display

· Check all international symbols of accessibility and other required signage

The new operator training includes instructions for boarding and alighting passengers who use the lift or ramp.  There are also instructions for boarding standees on lifts.  Instructions for using the lift or ramp and securement systems include:
· Customers may board the lift facing inward or outward, whichever they prefer
· Customers must permit the use of securements.  If the securement system does not safely secure the device, advise the customer.  It is then the customer’s decision to decide if they wish to ride the bus.

· If the bus is equipped with a shoulder and lap belt assembly as part of the securement system, customers may be offered the use of these safety features but may not be required to wear them.
Regarding the priority seating on buses, the Veolia training instructs operators:

· If there are other customers in these seats, politely request that customers without disabilities give the seat up to the customer with a disability
· Note: Although operators should request that customers without disabilities vacate the priority seating, operators may not require customers without disabilities to leave these seats
When asked how Veolia determines the effectiveness of the training provided to the bus operators, Veolia’s training manager stated that mystery riders are used occasionally to monitor and report to Veolia management the successes and failures of the bus operators to perform their duties during operational situations.
Service Monitoring and Enforcement Procedures

The policies and procedures described in the previous section are enforced through observation and progressive disciplinary procedures.

The conduct of operators is monitored by road supervisors as well as through the complaint system.  In order to avoid the “halo effect” in which operators change their conduct in the presence of their field supervisors, both ART and Veolia began in 2008 to monitor operators through the use of personnel with whom the operators are not familiar.  ART transportation division managers began anonymous ride-alongs at the beginning of March 2008 to monitor all aspects of operator performance, including wheelchair boardings, sensitivity to passengers with disabilities, and stop announcements.  ART has also engaged a member of the disability community who uses a wheelchair to report on his experience as a frequent user of the system, an ART manager on one occasion boarded buses using a walker, and a Veolia manager from another jurisdiction has begun riding ART buses to observe general conduct by bus operators.

These anonymous observations have not led to specific disciplinary measures for the operators observed to date, but they have contributed to the overall picture of service quality.  The Veolia operations manager stated that specific action will be taken with any operator whose conduct does not comply with policies and procedures regardless of whether the observation was made by a field supervisor, anonymous rider, or as the result of a customer complaint.

When an operator infraction has been observed, there are four steps in the progressive disciplinary process.  Initially, a “verbal” intervention is made by a field supervisor or the operations manager to correct the operator and review the policy or procedure they should be following; this step is also called “counseling,” and it is documented in the operator’s personnel file.  In the second instance of noncompliance with policies or procedures, a written “first warning” is given and the operator is instructed in the policy or procedure.

Following the first warning, an operator found to be noncompliant with policies and procedures receives a second warning together with a suspension, which may range from one day to one week, depending on the seriousness of the infraction.  Following a suspension, the next infraction is cause for termination of the employee.  These steps apply to all infractions, and a suspension or termination will be imposed even if each infraction is of a different type.  According to the Veolia operations manager, previous written warnings and suspensions remain permanently in the employee’s personnel record throughout their tenure with the ART system, regardless of how long good behavior continues between offenses.  According to the supervisor, there had been no disciplinary offenses related to ADA policies and procedures during the past year.  This may reflect the change in Veolia management personnel in the fall of 2007, when the practice of documenting “verbal” corrections was instituted (this documentation is different from a written “warning”).  It may also relate to the previous management’s different priorities for enforcing ADA policy violations compared with offenses such as tardiness or absenteeism.

The four complaints from January, February, and March 2008 (summarized in Section 4.1) were sufficiently significant to require refresher training, but in light of the statement by the operations manager that there had been no written “warnings” regarding ADA issues in the past year, these are apparently examples of the “verbal” or “counseling” stage of the disciplinary process.

Maintenance and Inventory Control

ART relies on Veolia to perform all vehicle maintenance, including maintenance and repairs of the bus lifts.  At the time of the review team’s site visit, the ramps of the ramp-equipped buses were still under vendor warranty (until August 2008), so Veolia was not yet directly responsible for ramp maintenance.

Veolia’s Maintenance Policy Manual is the directive that governs maintenance policies and procedures for the ART contract; excerpts are presented in Attachment E.  The section entitled Wheelchair Lift Inspections (page 62) directly addresses 49 CFR §37.163(d) and (e).  The manual states that if accessibility equipment fails, the vehicle must be taken out of service before the next service day, and that if a service reduction would occur owing to lack of spare vehicles, the vehicle with inoperative accessibility equipment will be repaired the next day, and in no case will a vehicle remain in service more than three days without completing the needed repairs.

On a daily basis, operators complete their pre-trip inspection, noting any problems on the Driver Vehicle Inspection Report (DVIR).  See Attachment F for a sample DVIR.  If the operator finds a problem with the ramp or lift, he or she must report this to the operations manager or mechanic on sight at the ART House.  The supervisor or mechanic then retests the lift/ramp.  If the problem persists, the bus is supposed to be pulled out of service and the operator is assigned another bus.

The maintenance supervisor said that he did not regularly review the daily DVIRs or vehicle pull-out sheets.  He relied on his mechanics to review this information and make the needed repairs.

The completed DVIR is one source of information about lift or ramp problems.  Veolia has a vehicle maintenance facility in Springfield, Virginia, in Fairfax County.  Other than bus cleaning done at ART House, Veolia uses this facility for maintenance of ART vehicles as well as for vehicles used for other nearby contracts.  At the time of the review team’s site visit, the Veolia maintenance staff consisted of a supervisor and three mechanics.  On weekdays, the three mechanics work staggered shifts:

· First mechanic starts his day at ART for the morning pull-out, then works at the Springfield facility

· Second mechanic starts his day at ART for the afternoon pull-out, then works at the Springfield facility

· Third mechanic works the evening shift at Springfield (5 p.m. to 1 a.m.) primarily performing preventative maintenance

Each mechanic goes on road calls as needed.  The supervisor said that the ideal staffing level was six full-time mechanics, but Veolia was making do by contracting out a number of activities—including preventative maintenance of the wheelchair lifts.  He also said that Veolia hoped to increase its staff by creating apprenticeships with nearby Northern Virginia Technical College.

Veolia contracts with Oneness Mobility Services of Forestville, Maryland, to help maintain the lifts of the ART bus fleet.  According to the Veolia maintenance supervisor and the Oneness Mobility manager, ART mechanics perform preventative maintenance inspections of each lift after designated numbers of lift cycles (uses): 750, 1,500, 2,500, and every 2,000 cycles thereafter.  The mechanics document their work with a completed “Wheelchair Lift Inspection” form (see Attachment G).

In addition, Oneness Mobility mechanics inspect all ART lifts every three to four weeks.  They use the procedures set forth on the “Maintenance Service Program” (see Attachment H).  The Oneness Mobility manager estimated that his staff needed 20 labor hours to complete the lift inspections on ART’s 16 lift-equipped buses.  This time does not include additional effort for specific repairs to the lifts.

Oneness Mobility performs the necessary repairs when its inspection identifies a problem and for non-routine repairs of problems identified by Veolia mechanics; the maintenance records include several instances in which the Veolia mechanic replaced components such as a kneeling sensor, lift electrical board, or ramp chain.  The Oneness Mobility manager said that he tries to complete repairs and have the vehicle available for service within 24 hours; this includes in-service road calls.

After the end of the warranties for the ramps, Veolia intends to contract with Oneness Mobility to inspect and maintain the ramps.

All vehicle maintenance records are kept manually.  Each ART bus has a manila folder with inspection and repair reports.  Veolia keeps the daily DVIRs for three months.  After three months, Veolia keeps a DVIR with the vehicle file only if there was a problem reported.  The Veolia maintenance supervisor said that Veolia was planning to install a computerized maintenance MIS (a proprietary Veolia system) for ART during 2008.

Fleet Roster

Attachment I is a listing of the buses used by the system.  The roster is summarized in Table 4-1.

Table 4-1
ART Bus Fleet

	Year
	Manufacturer
	Fuel
	Length (feet)
	Lift/Ramp
	Number of Vehicles

	1999
	Ford
	diesel
	20
	Lift (rear door)
	2

	2003
	Ford
	CNG
	20
	Lift (rear door)
	6

	2003
	Ford
	CNG
	30
	Lift (rear door)
	1

	2003
	Freightliner
	CNG
	30
	Lift (rear door)
	2

	2004
	Ford
	CNG
	20
	Lift (rear door)
	2

	2004
	Freightliner
	CNG
	30
	Lift (rear door)
	4

	2005
	Freightliner/

Glaval
	CNG
	32
	Lift (rear door)
	3(

	2006
	Ford
	diesel
	20
	Lift (rear door)
	5

	2007
	NABI Transit Coach
	CNG
	32
	Ramp (front door)
	8

	Total
	33(


At the time of the review team’s site visit, the three Freightliner Glavals (also called “RVs” by ART) were currently not in revenue service due to mechanical problems.  ART was considering whether to remove them from the fleet.  Excluding the Glavals, the average age of the fleet of 30 buses was approximately 3.3 years.  The recently acquired, ramp-equipped 32-foot NABI Transit Coaches are deployed on ART’s busiest bus routes, 41 and 51, while the lift-equipped 20-foot buses are used primarily on ART’s peak-period service routes.
Budget and Resources

With a total fixed route fleet of 33 vehicles and a peak pull-out requirement of 18 vehicles, ART’s fleet size appears more than sufficient.  But the total fleet is not representative of the number of vehicles available at the time of the review team’s site visit:

· Two vehicles were not operating and scheduled for retirement in 2008

· Seven other vehicles with long-term maintenance problems were effectively not available

· One vehicle was dedicated for the limited “Lunch Loop” route and not used for other ART service

As a result, the effective number of vehicles available for the morning pull-out is 23.  For the required 18 vehicles, this yields a spares ratio of 28 percent.
ART has ambitious plans for expanding service in the coming year.  As a result, it is planning to expand its vehicle fleet.  Table 4-2 presents ART’s proposed fleet expansion plan.  The column for “Total Fleet” is the sum of the existing vehicles plus new vehicles minus any vehicles planned for retirement.

Table 4-2
ART Vehicle Expansion Plan

	Year
	New Vehicles
	Total Fleet
	Peak Need
	Spares %

	FY 2009
	12
	35
	26
	35%

	FY 2010
	7
	36
	28
	29%

	FY 2011
	7
	36
	30
	20%

	FY 2012
	6
	40
	34
	18%

	FY 2013
	4
	44
	37
	19%

	FY 2014
	8
	52
	44
	18%


ART’s transit bureau chief has programmed the capital funding to enable this fleet expansion, which would lead to a 49 percent growth in the fleet size over six years to accommodate a 144 percent growth in the peak need.  The planned spares ratio over these years would range from 18 to 35 percent.  If the funding is available, the fleet expansion plan looks reasonable.

Facilities

As described earlier in this report, ART uses two facilities for its fixed route services.  Arlington County owns the ART House in Arlington.  Vehicles are parked at this location overnight and during the midday.  Currently, there is enough space for parking the vehicles and the personal vehicles of Veolia personnel.  The “offices” at the ART House consist of temporary trailers.  These are used for all Veolia personnel except for the maintenance supervisor and the mechanics.  While crowded, these trailers appear large enough for the current operations.

In Springfield, Veolia owns the facility that it uses for maintaining ART vehicles.  This also appears sufficient for current operations.

Given the plans for significant expansion of ART’s fixed route services, however, the current facilities would likely not be large enough for the planned fleet.  County and Veolia staff both acknowledged that they would need additional space for overnight parking for the larger fleet.  The offices would be very tight, especially for the operators who use the facility during the midday—either between their split shifts or prior to their afternoon shifts.

Maintenance and Other Staff

As discussed earlier in this section of the report, Veolia had three full-time mechanics and a maintenance supervisor.  The supervisor said that the ideal staffing level was six full-time mechanics.  Veolia is able to keep up with maintenance requirements through the extensive use of subcontractors, including Oneness Mobility for wheelchair lift and ramp inspection.  As the fleet grows, maintenance activities will grow—initially less than proportionally, as new vehicles will be under warranty—but still be greater than the current load.  Unless ART finds it acceptable for Veolia to use subcontractors for a larger proportion of vehicle maintenance, ART will need to make sure that Veolia increases its maintenance staff.

Accordingly, Veolia will have to recruit, train, and retain additional operators to support the expanded operations planned by ART.

Other Resources

As discussed earlier in this section of the report, Veolia maintains its vehicle maintenance records manually.  It had planned to install a computerized vehicle maintenance MIS later in 2008.  This will be very useful to help track repairs and analyze fleet maintenance trends.  The planned fleet growth from 35 to 52 vehicles makes it more important to move to an automated system.

4.3 Review Team Observations

Wheelchair Boarding Analysis

ART provided approximately six weeks of the wheelchair boarding log sheets, which are filled out by Veolia each day based on the operator calls to report that a wheelchair customer was being boarded.  From January 1 through March 7, 2008, there were a total of 107 wheelchair boardings.  Figures 4-1 and 4-2 summarize the boarding data.  The average number of boardings per day systemwide were 1.6 per day, overall, and 2.1 per day on weekdays.  On 14 weekdays during the period there were no reported wheelchair boardings.  These numbers are atypically low for a service area the size of Arlington County.

Three quarters of the boardings occurred on Route 41 (the most heavily used route, serving the Courthouse/Ballston corridor and Columbia Pike), with an additional 15 percent on Route 51 (Ballston to Virginia Hospital Center) and 10 percent on Route 52 (Ballston-Falls Church peak period service).  Only these three routes had reported wheelchair boardings during the period.

The boarding log records the bus number and operator.  Virtually all of the boardings were on the ramp-equipped NABI buses; the remaining boardings were on either lift-equipped Fords or Freightliners, which are used primarily on the less heavily patronized routes but occasionally assigned to the routes listed above.  Twenty-three different operators had boarded wheelchairs during the period.  Three operators had boarded 11 to 15 wheelchair customers, or approximately two per week; five others had boarded roughly one customer per week, and the others had boarded one to three customers over the six-week period.  This pattern has implications for the operator training program, as discussed in Section 4.2.

Figure 4‑1
Distribution of Wheelchair Boardings by Route
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Figure 4‑2
Distribution of Wheelchair Boardings by Bus Operator
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Bus Ride-Alongs

Ride-alongs were conducted on Tuesday March 11 and Wednesday March 12, 2008, by review team members accompanying two employees of U.S. DOT who use power wheelchairs.  One ride-along is described in detail below, and the others are summarized.  Attachment J presents the “In-Service Assessment Form” used by team members to record their observations. 

Team members rode on ART buses on March 11 and 12.  They accompanied individuals who used wheelchairs.

· March 11: Routes 41, 52, 67 (Lunch Loop)

· March 12: Route 61

The review team observed operator performance in using the lifts and ramps for boarding and alighting the individuals who used wheelchairs.  The reviewers also observed their proficiency in using the securement and restraint systems.

Route 41 from Clarendon Metrorail to Wilson Boulevard at Kenmore: ramp

· Boarding okay

· Operator had problem with initial wheelchair position.  Could not use pull out belt.  After several minutes of struggling with the securement, he requested help from review team observer.  Switched to other securement position at the suggestion of the observer; proper securement was accomplished, but the process took much longer than the typical 2 to 3 minutes.

· Alighting okay

Route 67 (Lunch Loop) from Wilson Boulevard at Kenmore to Ballston Metrorail: lift

· Operator stopped, partially deployed the lift, then re-maneuvered bus for proper position

· Boarding then okay

· Great struggle to secure wheelchair: took more than 20 minutes after boarding bus

· Operator was trying, apologetic, good attitude

· Alighting okay, though ramp was tilting forward
Route 52 from Ballston Metrorail to East Falls Church Metrorail: ramp

· Boarding okay

· Operator struggled but successful with securement

· Stop request activated multiple times (6 or 7); the wheelchair was apparently contacting the stop request tape

· Alighting okay

Route 61 from Ballston Metrorail to Courthouse Metrorail: lift
On Wednesday March 12 the review team boarded the Route 61 bus at Ballston at 4:10 p.m.  The bus was a 20-foot Ford with a rear lift.  The bus operator asked the passenger to wait until the bus in front of his had pulled out and he was able to correctly position his bus near the curb; he was also heard reporting the wheelchair boarding to the dispatcher as required.  The operator appeared to be familiar with the operation of the lift, and the rider in the wheelchair was properly boarded in approximately 4 minutes.

Securement of the wheelchair took much longer.  The operator had some difficulty in anchoring the four wheelchair restraints, and was not able to anchor the fourth restraint because the wheelchair had been positioned too close to the front right anchor point and interfered with the placement of the anchor.  During the securement process, a field supervisor appeared and helped the bus operator pull the wheelchair sideways to a more correct position, allowing the fourth securement to be made.  The field supervisor tightened the securements, a procedure which the bus operator did not appear to fully understand.  The bus operator also had difficulty in lengthening and attaching the passenger restraint and appeared to be quite unfamiliar with this part of the securement process.

The total time for boarding and securement was approximately 25 minutes.  Deboarding at Courthouse Metro Station went more smoothly, with an elapsed time of approximately 4 minutes.  The bus was properly positioned relative to the sidewalk; however, there was an excessive cross-slope of the sidewalk toward the curb at the bus stop, and the lift was allowed to descend after its front edge had contacted the sidewalk; this caused a vertical gap of approximately one inch between the front and rear leaves of the lift floor, which the bus operator addressed by forcing the front leaf down with his foot while pulling the power wheelchair up and over the gap.  This issue could have been avoided by stopping the lift as soon as it made contact with the sidewalk.

The observations of the ride-alongs, together with the analysis of wheelchair boardings, suggest that operators of the ramp-equipped low-floor buses have opportunities to put their wheelchair training into practice and are more skilled at it than the operators of the lift-equipped buses, who rarely encounter a wheelchair passenger.  However, even one of the operators of a ramp-equipped bus on a route that is more commonly used by wheelchair passengers was not proficient in the securement process and took much longer than the norm for most fixed route bus systems, which generally ranges from two to three minutes or less with reel-type securements.  In one of the four ride-alongs other passengers grew impatient and got off the bus, and two of the boardings took so long that schedules were substantially affected.  The lack of securement skills is a serious problem that inconveniences all passengers and may account for the low utilization of the ART system by wheelchair users.

The observations should also be understood in the context of the training program, which all operators were reported to have received within the past two months and which involved hands-on practice in boarding and securing wheelchairs.

Bus Operator Interviews

The review team interviewed 11 bus operators on Tuesday, March 11, and Wednesday, March 12, 2008; (in three of these interviews time was insufficient to ask all questions).  The purpose of the interviews was to gain a sense of the operators’ understanding of their responsibilities regarding the use of lifts and ramps and passenger securements.  These interviews also provided the operators’ perspectives on the support they received in serving customers with disabilities, including training and the performance of equipment.  Attachment K presents the interview form used by the team members.

Eight of the operators were full-time employees; three of them worked part-time.  Their length of experience as bus operators ranged from four years to two operators who had just completed initial training and had not yet driven a route in regular service.  Six of the operators had at least one year of service experience, while three had service experience ranging from three months to 10 months.  One operator had driven only ramp-equipped buses, six had service experience with only lift-equipped buses, and two had operated both types of buses in service.  However, all operators had received training in operating both types of equipment.

Five of the operators reported one, two, or “several” wheelchair boardings per week; one reported one or two per day, which is not consistent with the boarding data discussed in a previous section of this report.  Three operators said they never encountered passengers in wheelchairs.

Nine of the 11 operators said the training they had received was adequate without qualification; one described it as “so-so” and another as “pretty good.”  Several operators mentioned that training had included both classroom instruction and hands-on practice in boarding and securing wheelchairs.  Three of the operators volunteered that the training had included sensitivity and respect for people with disabilities and communication with passengers.  Seven of the operators had received ADA training within the past few months and several mentioned discussion of ADA issues at Saturday safety meetings.

Every operator indicated that they cycle the lift or ramp and check securements every day prior to beginning their route; some said they also cycle the lift at the end of their run.  If a lift or ramp does not work, all operators said they report it to the on-site mechanic, their supervisor, or the dispatcher.  Regarding how long it typically takes to correct an inoperable lift, three said sometimes right away, one said next day, and two said it depends on the source of the problem.  Only one operator said they had ever gone out on their route with a lift that they knew was inoperable; another operator said, “Never.  I don’t want to be embarrassed in front of my customers.”  In general, the operators appeared to have a positive attitude about service to customers with disabilities.

Operators were asked what they would do if a lift or ramp failed to operate in service.  Six said they would call the dispatcher, including two who said they would attempt to deploy the lift manually.  Two volunteered that discussing the situation with the customer and offering an apology was part of their response to the situation and demonstrated their awareness that ART would provide a special pickup for the customer if the next bus on the route was not expected in a short time.  The interviewers did not prompt the operators, but the fact that three of the nine operators who were asked this question did not mention calling the dispatcher may indicate a lack of understanding that assistance must be requested without delay if passengers are to be served within 30 minutes of a lift failure.
Four questions addressed techniques and procedures for boarding and securing wheelchairs or scooters.  All operators appeared to be familiar with boarding and securement procedures.  All operators said they would position the bus close to the curb so the lift or ramp could be deployed to the sidewalk and properly boarded by the customer.  Most operators said that they talk to the customer while boarding and securing the wheelchair and determine what level of assistance the customer needs.  The operators indicated that they would ask any passengers in the securement area to move so that they could secure the wheelchair, and all said that the other passengers are generally cooperative.  Two of the operators said they were experienced in securing scooters and three others said they had been trained in securing scooters but had not had to do it in service.  

When asked for any additional thoughts or comments, one experienced operator said that the system was much better now than previously.  Another emphasized the importance of maintaining relationships with individual customers and said that ART should recognize operators with good customer service attitudes.  A third experienced operator suggested that training should occur two or three times per year with emphasis on customer communication, “body language,” and respecting the personal space of customers in wheelchairs when boarding and securing them.

Pull-out and Condition of Accessibility Equipment
On Tuesday, March 11, 2008, the review team observed the morning pull-out of 18 vehicles at Arlington County’s ART House.  The purpose of the observations was to assess the working condition of lifts/ramps and other accessibility equipment, to observe procedures used by bus operators for cycling and inspecting equipment, and to determine whether bus operators were familiar with the operation of accessibility equipment.
Of the 18 vehicles observed by the review team members, eight had lifts and 10 were low-floor buses with ramps and kneelers.  During the morning pull-out, team members looked for the following operator practices and vehicle features:
· Operation of lift/ramp

· Working exterior destination signs

· Working securements (the equipment to secure the wheelchair in place) for passengers who use wheelchairs

· Working restraints (lap and shoulder belts to secure the passenger) for passengers who use wheelchairs

· Clean securements and restraints

· Operator familiarity with the equipment

· “Stop request” button functional adjacent to wheelchair securement area

· Proper signage adjacent to priority seating

· PA system functional

Review team members used a standard form to record results of the observations and inspections.  A copy of the “Record of Lift Cycling/Working Condition of Lifts and Access Features” form is included in Attachment L.
Table 4-3 provides a summary of the pull-out observations.  Note that in some cases, not all items were observed and/or tested on every bus.  Therefore, the total observations of accessibility features does not equal the total number of buses observed.
Table 4-3
 Summary of ART Pull-out Observations, March 11, 2008

	Observation
	Yes
	No
	Total Observations
	Percent

Functional

	Lift/Ramp Works
	18
	0
	18
	100%

	Securements Work
	12
	0
	12
	100%

	Kneeler Works (ramp buses only)
	8
	0
	8
	100%

	Restraints Work
	10
	0
	10
	100%

	Securements and Restraints Clean
	10
	1
	11
	91%

	Operator Familiar with Equipment
	12
	
6
	18
	67%

	Proper Signage for Vacating Accessible Space
	10
	7
	17
	59%

	Destination Signs Work
	9
	1
	10
	90%


As shown in Table 4-3, the lifts/ramps operated properly on all 18 of the buses for which review team members observed testing.  Ten of these buses were equipped with rear lifts on 20-foot StarTran small buses.  The other eight were front-door ramp-equipped NABI 32-foot buses.

At least six operators did not appear familiar with the securements or restraints.  Three of these operators (all operating StarTran buses) who were prompted by the observer to test securements needed help from the supervisor on duty that morning.  In addition:

· Six operators (of 18) did not check whether the wheelchair securements worked properly 

· Eight operators did not check whether the restraints worked properly.
· Seven operators did not check the cleanliness of the restraints.
Team members observed whether the International Symbol of Accessibility (ISA) was posted on the exterior of the bus adjacent to the accessible entrance.  The ISA was present on all eight NABI buses but not present on any of the 10 StarTran buses.  Also on the NABI buses, four operators verified that the stop request bell operated, while four operators did not test the stop request equipment; two of the four operators who did not check said that the stop request equipment did not work unless the global positioning system was also on.  Team members observed two operators on the NABI buses check the operation of the PA/microphone, while four operators did not check (there was no team member observation on the two other NABI buses).  None of the operators on the StarTran buses checked the microphones; given the smaller size of these vehicles, they might not need to use them to communicate with passengers in their buses.

Team members observed that 7 of the 17 buses observed did not have proper signage for the securement area or priority seating, instructing passengers to vacate the accessible space when needed by an elderly or disabled person.

Use of Buses with Inoperable Lifts

ADA regulations (49 CFR §37.163(d) and (e)) require that buses be taken out of service at the beginning of the next service day after a lift (or ramp) is found to be inoperable unless there is no spare bus.  The regulations specifically prohibit keeping a bus with an inoperable lift in service for more than three days for any reason (see Section 1 of this report).  

The review team inspected maintenance records, bus pull-out sheets, and dispatcher logs to determine if the regulations were being followed.  In addition, the documentation of responses to the first customer complaint discussed in Section 4.1 suggests that at the time (March 2007) several successive buses on the busiest ART route (Route 41) had inoperable lifts and it was not uncommon for buses to be put into service with inoperable lifts.  Because an across-the-board replacement of Veolia managers occurred in the fall of 2007 and because maintenance records were available primarily after this management change occurred, the analysis focused on the period beginning in September 2007.

Unfortunately, even the more recent maintenance records do not in most instances provide sufficient information to determine when a lift or ramp problem was reported, so the observations are necessarily anecdotal.  The most common deficiency in record keeping is the absence of an opening date on repair forms; this precludes any analysis or tracking of how long a reported problem took to correct.  Examination of the records for all buses in the fleet from September 2007 to the date of the review reveals four basic groupings into which the information could be categorized: 
1. Bus promptly removed from service when lift/ramp problem identified.

2. Lift/ramp problem identified and repaired during scheduled maintenance.

3. Bus may have remained in service following identification of inoperable lift/ramp.

4. Bus used for service after operator’s pre-trip inspection indicated inoperable lift/ramp, but mechanic later found lift/ramp to be in good working order.

The following cases, grouped by these categories, represent the available maintenance records for which an inference could be made regarding lift/ramp problems and subsequent assignment of the bus.  It is emphasized that in most cases there was a lack of data on the date when the problem was first identified, so the inferences are tentative and intended only to give an overall picture of operating performance.

· In some instances, the pull-out sheets and/or dispatcher’s log indicated that a bus was taken out of service when the problem was identified and that it remained out of service until repaired.

Bus 5227 (20-foot Ford StarTran Senator with rear lift)

In service October 12, 2007, repaired with replacement of parts by Oneness Mobility Services (OMS) on October 13

Inference: bus promptly repaired one day after it was in service.

Bus 5268 (20-foot Ford StarTran Senator with rear lift)

Out of service October 12 and 13

Repaired by OMS October 13

Inference: bus may have been removed from service pending repair of lift.

Bus 5274 (NABI 32-foot low-floor bus with ramp)

Inspected and Certified by OMS February 8, 2008

Bus in service morning of February 11, bus not assigned February 11 to 14

Veolia replaced wheelchair ramp electric board February 13

Inference: bus had wheelchair ramp problem two days after lift was certified, removed from service promptly, and repaired.

Bus 5279 (NABI 32-foot low-floor bus with ramp)

Bus in service October 18 and 19

Bus in shop October 20

Operator’s report “w/c not working; kneeling not working” on repair order

Repaired October 21, “checked and replaced kneeling sensor”

Bus back in service October 22

Inference: operator’s report led to repair, but lacking date of report it is not possible to say if the bus was used in service after the date of the reported malfunction.

· In several instances a lift or ramp deficiency was identified during a routine bus inspection by Veolia or a lift inspection by Oneness Mobility Services and was repaired, presumably on the day of the inspection before returning the bus to service.

Bus 5265 (20-foot Ford StarTran Senator with rear lift)

In service October 11

Out of service October 12 to 16

Inspected by Veolia on October 15, “Repaired w/c”

In service October 17

Inference: scheduled maintenance discovered lift problem, which was repaired before returning the bus to service.

Bus 5273 (NABI 32-foot low-floor bus with ramp)

March 5, 2008: Veolia Preventive Maintenance “wheelchair not working,” “checked wheelchair electrical trouble; checked wheelchair chain; found wheelchair loose connection”

Inference: scheduled maintenance was effective in identifying and repairing lift problem; owing to lack of records, it is not known if problem had been identified in pre-trip inspection.

· In at least one instance it can be inferred that a bus was in service for several days after a lift or ramp problem was identified.

Bus 5231 (30-foot Freightliner StarTran Ambassador with rear lift)

Lift inspected by OMS, invoiced October 16: “Interlock switch needed”

Repaired by OMS, invoiced October 29: “Rewire interlock”

Used October 15 to 17, 19, 22, 23, 25

Not used October 24, 27

Inference: the bus may have been used on more than three days pending repair of the lift interlock.

Bus 5271 (NABI 32-foot lo-floor bus with ramp)

Inspected but not passed by OMS (invoice date February 15, 2008)

Dispatcher’s log notations February: “Don’t put in service” 

February 17: “Back at ART House”

February 18: “sent to maintenance shop” (no maintenance record)

In service February 19 to 22

February 24 Veolia repair order: Operator’s report “wheelchair not working,” “checked and replaced broken wheelchair chain”

Inference: bus removed from service pending repair after scheduled lift maintenance identified a problem; however, second repair by Veolia may indicate that initial repair was incomplete and bus was in operation with an inoperable lift prior to the second repair.

· There were many instances in which a lift was reported to be inoperable in the pre-trip inspection noted on the operator’s DVIR and found to be fully functional by maintenance personnel after the bus returned from its scheduled service for the day.  In these instances the lift was for practical purposes not functional because the operator believed it to be inoperable.  In several instances this was repeated on successive DVIRs by the same operator.

Vehicle Inspections
The review team looked at sample vehicles for two of the three bus models in ART’s active bus fleet.  The Freightliner/Glavel buses in ART’s fleet have been placed out of service and were not inspected.  The two bus models inspected are manufactured by Ford (StarTran bodies) and NABI.  All but one of the Ford vehicles are 20 feet in length, use Braun manufactured wheelchair lifts, and were manufactured between 1999 and 2006.  The NABI buses are all 32 feet long 2007 models, are low-floor, kneeling, and provide accessible boarding via LUG manufactured ramps.

Vehicles were inspected to determine whether their designs meet the requirements of Subpart B of 49 CFR Part 38, “ADA Accessibility Specifications for Transportation Vehicles.”  This portion of the ADA regulations applies to all new, used, or remanufactured buses.  Vehicles purchased by public as well as private entities operating services covered by the ADA, regardless of whether or not they receive federal funding, must comply with these specifications.
The components addressed in the bus inspections included:

· Lift or ramp

· Securement area

· Other vehicle features (e.g., doors, steps, floors, handrails, communication devices)

The review team members used a Bus and Van Specification Checklist to record the observations for each bus (see Attachment M).  Following are observations from these inspections.
NABI 5272

· When deployed to the ground, the ramp slope exceeded the maximum allowable 1:4 slope after kneeling the bus (49 CFR §38.23(c)(5)).  (Floor level 13 inches above ground, ramp length 45 inches.)
Ford 5225

· The lift was not marked to identify the preferred standing position (49 CFR §38.23(b) (12)).  (Note: not a mandated requirement.)
Ford 5221

· There was no sign identifying the securement area to be used by persons who use wheelchairs or other mobility aids (49 CFR §38.27(b)).

5 Findings and Recommendations

5.1 Findings

ART and Veolia appear to have taken significant action to remedy deficiencies in compliance with DOT ADA regulations in the six months prior to the review, and they should be commended for making progress.  Nonetheless, several findings made by the review team require corrective action.
A.  Use of Inoperable Lifts for More than Three Days
1. The lack of complete maintenance records and the absence of a start date for repair records make it impossible for either the review team or ART to determine whether a bus remained in service with an inoperable lift or ramp and, if so, for how long.

2. Comparison of maintenance records with bus pull-out records suggests that in at least one instance (Bus 5231 in October 2007) a bus continued in service for more than three days while awaiting repair of its lift.

3. There is no ART or Veolia written policy specifically limiting the operation of buses with inoperable lifts to no more than three days and only if no spare bus is available.
B.  Use of Buses with Inoperable Lifts
1. Although Veolia procedures require that lift problems detected during pre-trip inspections must be reported, there is no policy stating that a bus with an inoperable lift should not continue in service on the day the problem is identified.

2. Some bus operators who were interviewed stated unequivocally that, based on professional pride and obligation to their customers, they never would pull out in a bus they knew to have an inoperable lift or ramp.  

3. In many instances, the Driver Vehicle Inspection Report (DVIR) that is used to record defects found during pre-trip inspection as well as on the road indicates that the operator mistakenly believed the lift to be inoperable but pulled out the bus for service on that day.  If the operator believes the lift to be inoperable it is for practical purposes non-functional.  This situation is partly a deficiency in training operators in lift operation.

4. There is no systematic record other than the dispatcher’s log of inoperable lifts en route and the response to the situation.

5. There is no ART or Veolia written policy specifically prohibiting a bus with an inoperable lift/ramp from pulling out for service unless no spare bus is available.  The current policies, procedures, and directives fail to address 49 CFR §37.163(d), which states that except when no spare vehicle is available, the transit entity shall take the vehicle out of service before the beginning of the vehicle’s next service day after a lift is discovered to be inoperable.
C.  Pull-out Inspections

1. During team member observations of the morning pull-out of ART buses on March 11, 2008, the ramp or lift worked properly on all 18 buses: 10 lifts and eight ramps.

2. The kneeler worked properly on all eight low-floor buses.

3. The wheelchair securements appeared to work properly on the 12 buses where they were checked by the operator.

4. The operator did not check the wheelchair securements on six of the 18 buses.

5. The wheelchair passenger restraints appeared to work properly on the 10 buses where they were checked by the operator.

6. The operator did not check the wheelchair restraints on eight of the 18 buses.

7. At least six (of 18) operators did not appear familiar in the use of the securements or restraints.

8. The ISA was present on all eight NABI buses but not present on any of the 10 StarTran buses.

9. On the NABI buses, four operators verified that the stop request bell operated, while four operators did not test the equipment.

10. Team members observed two operators on the NABI buses check the operation of the PA/microphone, while four operators did not check.

11. Priority seating and/or securement area signage was missing on seven of the buses.

D.  Bus Operations

1. The policies and procedures governing bus operations are not part of a codified set of standard operating procedures, but rather, they consist of a series of individual directives, some of them issued within the month before the review

2. ART and Veolia require bus operators to notify the dispatcher when a wheelchair customer is boarded.  Daily records are kept of boardings, including bus route and bus operator.

3. Based on data collected by ART during January through early March 2008 the average number of wheelchair boardings is 1.7 per day overall and 2.1 per weekday; these numbers are atypically low for a service area the size of Arlington County.  This may indicate that there are wheelchair customers who have been discouraged from using the fixed route service.

4. The boarding of passengers with wheelchairs or other mobility aids is highly concentrated on Routes 41, 51, and 52.  As a result, the majority of bus operators, who operate other routes, have little or no in-service experience boarding and securing wheelchairs and scooters.
5. Operator interviews and ride-alongs both suggest that, compared with operators who rarely encounter wheelchairs on their routes, operators who frequently encounter wheelchairs on their routes have a better understanding of how to communicate with customers with disabilities, better facilitate bus placement, and better understand the boarding, deboarding and securement processes. However, during actual field observations on a route where wheelchairs are common, an operator was not able to demonstrate full proficiency in the securement process.
6. All bus operators interviewed said they had received training in wheelchair boarding and securement.  However, responses on what to do in the event that a wheelchair lift failed to operate were varied, indicating that the training is insufficient.

7. The review team observations of boarding/deboarding wheelchair customers during the ride-alongs indicate that current hands-on training is insufficient to maintain even a basic level of proficiency, particularly among operators who rarely see wheelchair customers.  A lack of proficiency in securement of wheelchairs - evidenced by taking much too long and being unable to complete securement without direction from the passenger or a supervisor regarding where to attach the securements - is the most serious deficiency.  (See also Finding 7 under Bus Pull-out Inspections, above.)
8. Customer complaints indicate that more training is needed on sensitivity to customer needs, particularly with ambulatory passengers who have difficulty boarding and maintaining balance.

9. The policies, procedures, and other directives issued to bus operators emphasize the importance of ADA compliance and service to customers with disabilities and the responsibility of the individual bus operator to comply.  However, these directives do not systematically address all applicable DOT ADA regulations.

10. Although ART and Veolia appear to make a good faith effort to expeditiously pick up wheelchair passengers when a lift does not operate, the current policies, procedures, and directives do not explicitly address 49 CFR §37.163(f), which requires alternative transportation for customers with disabilities in the event of an inoperable wheelchair lift when the headway to the next accessible bus on the route exceeds 30 minutes.  In addition, a third of the operators who were interviewed did not mention calling the dispatcher as part of their response to a lift failure; this may indicate a lack of awareness that a prompt call for assistance is needed to meet this requirement.
11. Covert observation of bus operator performance had been initiated very recently before the FTA review, but there was no indication at the time of the review that these observations had led to specific counseling or disciplinary actions with individual bus operators.

12. Veolia does not always respond promptly to the Arlington County Operations Specialist, who is responsible for handling complaints.

13. County personnel cannot easily determine the identity of the bus operator involved in a complaint.

14. It is not clear that Veolia’s resolution of complaints through refresher training utilizes the four-step disciplinary procedure.
E.  Maintenance of Lifts and Other Accessibility Features
1. Veolia is responsible for maintenance of ART vehicles.  Veolia uses subcontractors to perform certain maintenance tasks, including inspection and preventative maintenance of the wheelchair lifts.

2. As part of their daily pre-trip inspection, Veolia operators are supposed to cycle the lift or ramp.  If the operator finds a problem with the lift or ramp, he or she must report it to the supervisor or mechanic on site at the ART House bus facility.

3. At the time of the review team’s site visit, Veolia had three mechanics.  The maintenance supervisor said that the ideal staffing level is six full-time mechanics, but Veolia was making do by contracting out a number of activities.

4. All maintenance records for ART vehicles are kept manually.

5. Although the Veolia management team that took over in the fall of 2007 has made progress in organizing maintenance records, they do not in general indicate when a problem was first identified, making it impossible for the review team, ART, or Veolia to analyze the length of time that a lift/ramp (or other equipment) was inoperable.

6. Repairs to lifts, ramps, and kneeling mechanisms generally appear to take place promptly, although in at least one instance a bus required lift repair the week after it received scheduled maintenance by a specialist subcontractor, and in another instance the subcontractor did not have parts on hand to repair a lift.

7. Vehicle inspections found general compliance with 49 CFR Part 38 specifications, except that the NABI bus had a floor height of 13 inches above ground level after kneeling, which is insufficient to provide a ramp slope of 1:4 when the 45 inch ramp is deployed to the ground.

8. On several buses, the exterior ISA symbol or required signage for priority seating and/or securement areas was missing at the time of the review.

F.  Budget and Resources

1. ART has sufficient vehicles to provide its current scheduled service, which requires 18 vehicles (plus a lunchtime circulator).  Nine other vehicles in the fleet are inoperable or unreliable, leaving an effective spares ratio of 28 percent.
2. ART plans to increase the number of vehicles in its fleet from 35 to 52 by FY 2014.  These vehicles will support expanded services, which will require a peak fleet of 44 vehicles by FY 2014.

3. The facilities used for ART fixed route service appear sufficient for current operations and vehicle maintenance.  Given the plans for significant expansion of ART’s fixed route services, however, the current facilities would likely not be large enough for the planned fleet.  Office space, overnight parking, and vehicle maintenance space would be very tight.

4. The maintenance staff, which had three mechanics at the time of the review, will not be adequate if more vehicles are added to the fleet; see Finding E.3.
5. Veolia planned to install a computerized maintenance MIS for ART during 2008.

5.2 Recommendations

Recommendations are provided as one potential way for addressing findings.  They are provided for ART’s consideration in developing corrective actions for those findings for which corrective actions are indicated.  Please note that not all findings have corresponding recommendations.
A.  Use of Buses with Inoperable Lifts
1. ART and Veolia should institute more complete record keeping that enables monitoring of the number of days between the report of an inoperable lift and its repair.

2. ART and Veolia should promulgate a clear policy implementing 49 CFR §37.163(d) and (e)—the requirement to remove a bus with an inoperable lift/ramp from service before its next service day unless there is no spare bus and in no event more than three days.

3. Refresher training on lift operation should be targeted to individual operators who report an inoperable lift that turns out to be operable.

4. A record of lift failures during service and the response to the situation should be maintained separate from the dispatcher’s log; see Finding C.4, below.
B.  Pull-out Inspections

1. ART should direct Veolia to verify that operators check the operation of wheelchair restraints and securements during their pre-trip vehicle inspections.

2. ART should direct Veolia to place the ISA on its StarTran vehicles adjacent to the lift door and properly sign the securement and priority seating area. 

3. ART should direct Veolia to verify that operators check the operation of the microphone and PA system during their pre-trip vehicle inspections.

C.  Bus Operations

1. ART should direct Veolia to retrain the operators in proper use of wheelchair securements and restraints.  The proficiency of all drivers should be tested by direct observation of them boarding and securing a wheelchair.
2. Directives to operators regarding all aspects of ADA compliance should be issued in consolidated form by Veolia and reviewed with all bus operators and supervisors.  The directives should address all parts of the applicable regulations (49 CFR Part 37 subparts 161, 163, 165, and 167).  The consolidated directive should be reviewed with all operators and used in training.
3. An explicit policy directive should be promulgated with respect to 49 CFR §37.163(f), requiring alternative transportation when the headway to the next accessible bus on the route exceeds 30 minutes.

4. Veolia should maintain a report that records the time of an en route lift failure, the actions taken to respond, and the time at which the wheelchair customer is picked up by the following bus or by alternative means.  The report should be submitted to ART on a weekly or monthly basis.

5. ART should follow up with Veolia on all complaints and covert observations to ensure that appropriate counseling, retraining, and/or disciplinary action is taken in response to complaints and observations of inadequate performance.

6. Veolia should improve its operator training program so that all operators  graduate from training with demonstrated securement skills (such as placement of anchors, retracting and tightening securement straps, and placement of passenger restraints), and sensitivity/communication should be emphasized in this training.
7. Training should emphasize the need to deploy NABI bus ramps to the curb to avoid excessive slope.
8. Training status for each bus operator should be tracked by Veolia with the use of a single matrix such as a spreadsheet so the training manager can easily ascertain the date and type of training received by each operator and the need to schedule periodic refresher training.

9. ART should require Veolia to respond to all ADA-related complaints within 24 hours; this might be facilitated by making this the responsibility of the Veolia operations manager rather than the training manager.

10. ART should require that Veolia enter all ADA-related complaints into the operator disciplinary system, and ensure that the response to the County includes identification of the bus operator involved in the complaint.
D.  Maintenance of Lifts and Other Accessibility Features
1. Veolia should consider expanding its vehicle maintenance staff to allow more work to be done in-house, rather than rely on subcontractors.
2. Veolia should make the installation of computerized maintenance MIS for ART a priority to help track repairs and enable analysis of maintenance issues.
3. All maintenance records should indicate start and end dates for reported problems.  Until such time as records are computerized, a copy of the DVIR form identifying the problem should be attached to the repair record.

E.  Budget and Resources

1. ART and Veolia should investigate enlarging existing offices, parking, and vehicle maintenance facilities.

2. Veolia should be prepared to hire additional mechanics and vehicle operators to meet Arlington County’s planned expansion in service.

3. If some of the 23 buses usually available for assignment become inoperable for an extended period, ART and Veolia should try to repair any smaller problems within a day to keep an adequate spares ratio; Veolia should also avoid scheduling preventative maintenance during peak service times, when spares may be needed.
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�  The word “lift” is used in the DOT’s ADA regulations to describe the accessibility feature for boarding and alighting riders using wheelchairs and others unable to use the steps of the vehicle.  Similar requirements would apply to other boarding technologies and systems, such as ramps used on low-floor buses.


�Appendix D of DOT ADA Regulations at §37.165 states that wheelchair users often have a preference for entering a lift platform and vehicle in a particular direction and that transit providers should respect the passenger’s preference.


� While the Veolia training manual refers to “clamps,” all vehicles observed by the review team had 4-point securements.


( Glavals are not currently in service
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