Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transit Authority

(LACMTA)

Los Angeles, California
March 16-20, 2009
Summary of Observations

Review of Route Identification

and

Stop Announcements

Prepared for

Federal Transit Administration

Office of Civil Rights

Washington, DC

Prepared by

Planners Collaborative, Inc.

Final Report : September 30, 2010

CONTENTS

11
Introduction

1.1
Overview of the Review
1
1.2
Overview of LACMTA
3
1.3
Customer Input
5
Agency and Customer Comments
5
LACMTA Complaint Process and Complaint Review
5
2
Summary of Findings
7
2.1
Findings Regarding Stop Announcements and Route Identification Requirements
7
2.2
Findings Regarding On-Board Stop Announcement Performance
8
2.3
Findings Regarding Vehicle/Route Identification Performance
8
3
Stop Announcement and Route Identification Compliance Efforts
10
3.1
Policies and Procedures
11
LACMTA Stop Announcement and Route Notification Procedures
11
Bus Stop Signage
12
3.2
Operator Training
12
3.3
Monitoring Procedures
13
3.4
Operator Discipline
14
3.5
Stop Announcement and Route Identification Equipment
14
Automated Voice Announcements
15
Description and Operation of AVA Technology
15
Bus Fleets
18
3.6
Findings
19
3.7
Recommendations
21
4
On-Board Stop Announcement Performance
22
4.1
Customer Comments
22
4.2
Bus Operator Interviews
22
4.3
Review Team Observations
23
4.4
Findings
25
4.5
Recommendations
26
5
Vehicle/Route Identification Performance
27
5.1
Customer Comments
27
5.2
Bus Operator Interviews
27
5.3
Review Team Observations
27
5.4
Findings
28
5.5
Recommendations
28



TABLES

4Table 1 – LACMTA Bus Lines

Table 2 – PA System Equipment on LACMTA Fixed Route Buses
19
Table 3 – Observed On-Board Stop Announcement Performance
24
Table 4 – Audibility of On-Board Stop Announcements
25


ATTACHMENTS

Attachment A
FTA Notification Letter

Attachment B
Site Visit Schedule

Attachment C
LACMTA Response to Draft Report
Attachment D
Customer Interview Form

Attachment E
LACMTA Online Complaint Form and Sample from LACMTA Complaint Database

Attachment F
Excerpts from LACMTA Training Materials

Attachment G
Fixed Route Operator Interview Form

Attachment H 
On-Board Stop Announcements Data 
Attachment I
On-Board Stop Announcements Assessment Form
Attachment J
Route Identification Assessment Form

Attachment K
Route Identification Announcements Data

1 Introduction

1.1 Overview of the Review

The Federal Transit Administration (FTA) is responsible for ensuring compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) and the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) regulations (49 CFR Parts 27, 37, and 38) that implement this civil rights law.  As part of its compliance efforts, FTA, through its Office of Civil Rights, conducts periodic reviews of fixed route transit services operated by grantees.  In a letter dated January 22, 2009, FTA notified the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transit Authority (LACMTA, known locally as Metro) that a fixed route review had been scheduled and a site visit would be conducted within 120 days of the date of the letter (Attachment A).  The FTA notification letter also explained that the review would consider on-board stop announcements and route identification efforts.
The requirements for stop announcements and route identification are set forth in 49 CFR § 37.167:

(b) On fixed route systems, the entity shall announce stops as follows:

(1) The entity shall announce at least transfer points with other fixed routes, other major intersections and destination points, and intervals along a route sufficient to permit individuals with visual disabilities to be oriented to their location.

(2) The entity shall announce any stop on request of an individual with a disability.

(c) Where vehicles or other conveyances for more than one route serve the same stop, the entity shall provide a means by which an individual with a visual impairment or other disability can identify the proper vehicle to enter or be identified to the vehicle operator as a person seeking to ride on a particular route.

Planners Collaborative, Inc. of Boston, MA conducted the review.  Jim Purdy served as the review team leader.  Other review team members were David Chia and Norm Ketola.

The stop announcement and route identification fieldwork began Monday, March 16, 2009, and continued on March 17 with all three reviewers making observations.  Members of the FTA Los Angeles Metropolitan Office made additional observations.  On Wednesday, March 18, 2009, one reviewer continued to make on-board observations while the opening conference took place.  The following individuals attended the opening conference:

Gladys Lowe
LACMTA Director, Regional Programs Management

Shannon Anderson 
LACMTA Transportation Contract Services Manager

Theresa Arslanian
LACMTA Operations

Edward Castillo
LACMTA Transportation Contract Services Field Rep

Matthew Dake
LACMTA Equipment Maintenance Manager

Ashad Hamidah
LACMTA Regional Programs Management

William Morris
LACMTA Fleet Maintenance

Diego Ramirez
LACMTA Regional Programs Management

Mike Stange
LACMTA Equipment Maintenance Superintendant

Michael Turk
LACMTA Operations Assistant Instruction Manager

Ray Tellis
FTA Los Angeles Metropolitan Office Team Leader
Darrin Jourdan
FTA Region IX Civil Rights Officer (by phone)

Kim Zapfel
FTA Office of Civil Rights (by phone)

Jim Purdy
Planners Collaborative, Team Leader

David Chia
Planners Collaborative, Reviewer

Mr. Tellis of the FTA Los Angeles office made introductory remarks.  Kim Zapfel of the FTA Office of Civil Rights participated in the opening conference via telephone.  Ms. Zapfel opened the meeting by thanking LACMTA for its assistance with the review.  She noted that the review team had been on site since Monday, March 16.  She explained that reviews of on-board announcements were conducted by providing a general timeframe for the review, having the review team make initial observations, and then notifying the agency and requesting an opening conference.  This process was used to ensure that the patterns of announcements would not be influenced by the grantee knowing when the review team was on site.

Ms. Zapfel noted that FTA viewed the review not just as part of its overall ADA compliance effort but also as a chance to provide technical assistance on ADA issues.  She indicated that the review team was available to answer any questions from LACMTA staff or to offer suggestions on addressing any issues that LACMTA might have.

Mr. Purdy summarized the activities of the review team from the previous two days.  These activities consisted of field observations of stop and route announcements on LACMTA bus routes.  Activities also included waiting at stops used by multiple bus routes and observing route identification patterns.  Mr. Purdy then presented a proposed schedule of LACMTA meetings for Wednesday and Thursday.  Attachment B is a copy of the review team’s site visit schedule.

During the remainder of that day, review team members met with various LACMTA senior staff to gather information about policies and procedures for stop announcements and route announcements.  They interviewed staff regarding operator training, operator performance monitoring, and operator discipline.  
On Friday March 20, 2009, review team members finished compiling the data from their field observations and prepared preliminary findings for presentation at the exit conference that afternoon.  Those present at the exit conference were:

Gladys Lowe
LACMTA Director, Regional Programs Management

Shannon Anderson 
LACMTA Transportation Contract Services Manager

Theresa Arslanian
LACMTA Operations

Matthew Dake
LACMTA Equipment Maintenance Manager

Ashad Hamidah
LACMTA Regional Programs Management

Philip Rabottini
LACMTA Senior Engineer, Vehicle Technology and Support

Diego Ramirez
LACMTA Regional Programs Management

Mike Stange
LACMTA Equipment Maintenance Superintendant

Michael Turk
LACMTA Operations Assistant Instruction Manager

Jim Marshall
First Transit

Ray Tellis
FTA Los Angeles Metropolitan Office Team Leader
Sue Clark
FTA Office of Civil Rights (by phone)

Jim Purdy
Planners Collaborative, Team Leader

David Chia
Planners Collaborative, Reviewer

Norm Ketola
Planners Collaborative, Reviewer

Ms. Clark began the exit conference by thanking LACMTA staff members for their cooperation and assistance with the review.  She indicated that a draft report would be prepared and forwarded to LACMTA for review and comment.  LACMTA’s comments on the draft would then be incorporated into a final report.  Ms. Clark noted that once the report became a final document, it would be subject to release in response to Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests and posted on FTA’s website.

The review team then presented the preliminary findings and recommendations from the site visit and advised LACMTA that it will be required to respond to the findings presented in the final report.  Recommendations are offered as suggestions and do not require a response.  LACMTA may consider the recommendations in developing responses to the findings.

Chapter 2 summarizes the review team’s findings and recommendations.  Chapter 3 describes LACMTA’s efforts to comply with the regulations, including written policies and procedures, operator training, and compliance-monitoring efforts.  Chapter 4 presents the review team’s observations, analysis, and findings related to on-board stop announcement performance.  Chapter 5 includes observations, analysis, and findings regarding route identification performance.

A copy of LACMTA’s response to the draft report is included as Attachment C.
1.2 Overview of LACMTA
Formed in 1993 out of the merger of the Los Angeles County Transportation Commission and the Southern California Regional Transit District, LACMTA serves as transportation planner, coordinator, designer, and builder and public transportation provider for Los Angeles County, California.  More than 10.3 million people, nearly one-third of California’s residents, live within the 1,433-square-mile service area.  LACMTA provides of transit services for the region.

LACMTA is governed by a 13-member Board of Directors, including one non-voting member appointed by the Governor, five members of the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors, the Mayor of the City of Los Angeles, two public members and one member of the City Council of the City of Los Angeles appointed by the Mayor of the City of Los Angeles, four members, either a mayor or member of a city council, appointed by the Los Angeles County City Selection Committee.
LACMTA operates an extensive rail and fixed-route bus network and vanpool program.  Metro bus and rail services operate seven days a week from 5:00 a.m. to 12:00 midnight with owl service on 26 bus routes.

The rail network, called Metro, is 73.4 miles long with 69 stations and consists of five lines (Red, Purple, Blue, Green, and Gold).  The Metro Red and Purple Lines are heavy rail; the other lines are light rail. The heavy rail line is one operating division with its own maintenance and operations center.  Each light rail line is also its own operating division with its own maintenance and operations center.  Weekday ridership averages 269,000.  LACMTA’s rail ridership topped 74 million in FY2008.
As of the time of the on-site review, LACMTA operated 192 fixed route bus services, 170 of them directly and 22 through contractors utilizing LACMTA-owned buses.  The bus “lines” as they are called locally are grouped by LACMTA as shown in Table 1.  The service is a mix of bus rapid transit service (Metro Rapid), express service (Metro Express), and local service (Metro Local). Each operating division has its own maintenance and operations facility. Metro Bus provides service to 1.3 million passengers on an average weekday. The entire fleet is wheelchair accessible and over 89 percent of the fleet is powered by compressed natural gas (CNG).
As part of its role as the regional transportation planning agency, LACMTA administers a pass-through grant program of FTA funds.  Sources of FTA funds include Congestion Mitigation Air Quality (CMAQ) and Surface Transportation Program (STP) funds transferred into the Section 5307 program, Section 5309 earmarks, and ITS earmarks.  The program is open to agencies that are not direct FTA grantees.  LACMTA is also the designated recipient of Job Access and Reverse Commute (JARC), and New Freedom funds for the Los Angeles urbanized area.
Table 1 – LACMTA Bus Lines

	Bus Line Designation
	Number of Lines
	Description

	001-099
	40 (1 by contractor)
	Local Services to/from Downtown

	100-199
	36 (5 by contractor)
	East-West Local Service, Other Areas

	200-299
	45 (8 by contractor)
	North-South Local Service, Other Areas

	300-399
	14
	Limited Stop Service

	400-499
	13
	Express Service to/from Downtown

	500-599
	3 (1 by contractor)
	Express Service, Other Areas

	600-699
	17 (7 by contractor)
	Shuttles and Circulators

	700-799
	25
	Metro Rapid Bus Service

	Total
	192
	


As of the time of the on-site review, the contractors were: First Transit, Inc. (10 bus lines in the southern portion of the service area), Southland Transit Inc., (six bus lines in the eastern portion of the service area), and Veolia Transportation (six bus lines in the northern portion of the service area).  

As of the time of the on-site review, LACMTA had five operational sectors, each with two or three divisions based in separate locations.  There are eleven divisions; their numbers are non-consecutive, reflecting past history when buses were based at more locations than at present.

· Gateway Cities Service Sector (Divisions 1 and 2)

· San Fernando Valley Service Sector (Divisions 8 and 15)

· San Gabriel Valley Service Sector (Divisions 3 and 9)

· South Bay Service Sector (Divisions 5 and 18)

· Westside-Central Service Sector (Divisions 6, 7, and 10)
As discussed in Section 3.5, the full LACMTA fleet of 2,524 buses is equipped with Automatic Voice Annunciation (AVA), which makes both on-board stop announcements and external route identification announcements.  At the time of the review, the other 181 buses used by contractors were not AVA-equipped.

1.3 Customer Input

In the experience of the FTA Office of Civil Rights, input from transit customers, such as those who use Metro buses and particularly those who rely on stop announcements and route identification can be helpful in conducting reviews.  Customer input assists the reviewers in identifying specific problem areas to be addressed during the course of the review.  In addition, the input provides anecdotal support for reviewers’ observations and conclusions drawn from the reviewers’ analyses.  The review team gathered customer input from customer and agency representative interviews and LACMTA customer incident-complaint records.  

There were no relevant formal complaints on file with FTA.
Agency and Customer Comments

The review team interviewed seven customers by telephone.  These persons were identified by contacting local organizations serving people who are blind or who have vision impairments (Vista Nova Home for the Blind, Pasadena Braille Club, the Braille Institute, Active Blind Inc., and Junior Blind of America) and persons who had made complaints to LACMTA.  Interviewees were surveyed for their most frequently used routes.  Their responses indicate that most of the customer comments summarized in this report are from trips on routes directly operated by LACMTA.  Attachment D includes the customer questionnaire.  Specific customer comments are presented in Section 4.1 (on-board stop announcements) and Section 5.1 (route identification announcements).

Five of the customers said they had filed complaints with LACMTA on these issues in the past, and four customers reported never hearing back from LACMTA.

LACMTA Complaint Process and Complaint Review

LACMTA’s website contains a “Rider’s Guide” as one of the home page navigation buttons.  The Rider’s Guide includes the following:

Concerns About Metro Service? 

Passengers who use Metro service may have questions or concerns that they need to discuss with a Metro passenger relations representative.  If reporting a specific incident, please note if at all possible the bus number (located on the front of the bus and inside the bus above the fare box) and/or the operator’s badge number (located on the patch on the driver’s right sleeve), along with the date, time and location of the incident.  This service is available weekdays from 8 am to 4:15 pm by calling 213.922.6235 to submit comments online 24/7.  
This is followed by links to a Customer Comment Form, which is reproduced in Attachment E.  The complaints and comments are entered into LACMTA’s Passenger Complaint Management System (PCMS) either automatically when the online form is submitted or by a customer service representative for complaints submitted in person, by phone, or by email.  The PCMS database can be searched by type of complaint (e.g., failure to call stops) or other criteria such as the bus line, bus operator, or customer name.  LACMTA staff interviewed by the review team stated that complaints are referred by Customer Service to the division level where action is to be taken by the Division Manager.  See Section 3.4: Operator Discipline.

In response to the FTA notification letter, LACMTA provided the review team with all customer comments regarding stop announcements received in 2008.  The information provided was a print-out from the PCMS database with the date of each complaint, details of the complaint, and details of the Division’s response.  Nine complaints were received, eight regarding LACMTA-operated bus routes and one regarding a contractor-operated route.  For the LACMTA-operated routes, the complaints stated that the operator failed to make on-board announcements when the automatic announcement system was not operating, including one in which the customer said he had requested that a particular stop be called.  Eight of the nine complaint records included responses from the applicable division, which included the operator’s response to the complaint and the action that was taken by the division; one additional complaint record lacked documentation of the response.  In five instances, including four involving LACMTA buses and one involving a contractor-operated bus, the operator was counseled or instructed to announce stops when the automatic announcement system was not working; in three other instances the response information indicated that the complaint may not have identified the bus operator correctly or that the operator stated that he or she did make the announcements.
2 Summary of Findings

This chapter summarizes the findings from the review.  The background discussions for these findings are addressed in other sections of this report.  The findings should be used as the basis for any corrective actions proposed by LACMTA.  Recommendations are also included in Chapters 3 through 5 for LACMTA’s consideration in developing corrective actions.

2.1 Findings Regarding Stop Announcements and Route Identification Requirements
1. LACMTA’s Operator’s Rulebook and Standard Operating Procedures is a well-organized document that in general fully and accurately addresses the DOT ADA regulation for stop announcements.

2. The Operator’s Rulebook and Standard Operating Procedures addresses the requirement that operators make external route identification announcements when the Automatic Voice Annunciation (AVA) is not functioning; however, the wording of Section 7.104 implies that these announcements are necessary only when visually impaired passengers are present at the bus stop or the headsign is inoperable.  It also does not make clear that announcements are needed whenever more than one bus route (Metro or municipal) is served by the stop.

3. The LACMTA training program is thorough and addresses the standard operating procedures with respect to stop announcements and route identification announcements.  However, the discussion of providing external announcements when passengers with vision impairments are present at the bus stop indicates that announcements are deemed necessary only when the operator believes a person who is blind or who has vision impairment is present.  Provision of stop and route announcements only to customers who appear to be blind or have vision impairment is insufficient to meet the requirements of the DOT ADA regulations.

4. LACMTA involves the training staff with the monitoring and discipline functions to assist in helping operators make improvements.

5. LACMTA requires eight hours of refresher training for all operators each year and provides other opportunities such as safety meetings at the divisions with which to reinforce ADA compliance issues when necessary.

6. LACMTA contractor First Transit’s training is adequate on stop announcements but does not include any material on external route identification announcements.

7. LACMTA monitors operator performance through routine ride checks.  Covert ride checks may be used after an incident or complaint.

8. LACMTA and contractors use a progressive discipline system to address infractions of the standard operating procedures.  Division Managers use both the complaint tracking system and training staff in assessing discipline and correcting operators.

9. All buses operated by LACMTA are equipped with both PA systems and AVA that provide on-board stop announcements and external route identification announcements.  The AVA systems are centrally programmed to announce all stops and to make route identification announcements at all stops.

10. Contractor operated buses are equipped with PA systems only.  Therefore, training and operator compliance with announcement policies are critical for the contracted routes.

11. Speaker volume is adjusted by technicians working at the division level.  External speaker levels are not adjustable by operators.  Interior speaker levels can by adjusted by operators within limits set by the technicians.  These speaker levels are automatically set at a default level when the mobile data terminal is activated prior to pullout.

12. AVA stop announcements are activated by GPS; in some instances review team members observed that some stops were not announced even though the AVA was operational.  This may be due to GPS signal loss caused by topographic interference.

13. Reporting of AVA problems by operators appears to be sporadic.

14. Because the AVA stop announcements are triggered by GPS at the bus stop locations, operators do not know before leaving the bus facility if the AVA is working properly.

15. In a large percentage of observations, automatic external identification announcements were either not being made or were at a volume level too low to be audible.  LACMTA has been replacing deteriorated exterior speakers, which are believed to have caused at least some of these announcement failures, with more durable equipment.

16. The route identification announcements are currently centrally programmed to be made only between 9 a.m. and 6 p.m.; this is reportedly due to noise complaints.  Given the low observed level of operator compliance when the AVA was not making announcements, excluding external AVA route identifications and relying on operators to identify routes does not comply with DOT ADA regulations for route identification.
17. Observation of external announcements suggests that the volume levels are sufficient for audibility at the bus stop but not loud enough to disturb adjacent businesses and residents.

2.2 Findings Regarding On-Board Stop Announcement Performance
1. Operators that were interviewed were familiar with the requirement to announce stops when the AVA was not working and all said that they did so.  Perhaps because the AVA announces all stops on LACMTA-operated bus routes when functioning properly, not all interviewees could recall the specific types of stops for which DOT ADA regulations require an announcement.

2. Review team observations indicated that automated announcements were made on approximately 90 percent of LACMTA-operated bus route segments; all or nearly all stops were announced on these route segments.  However, drivers generally did not announce stops omitted by the AVA, and on one additional observed route segment (i.e., one ride), the AVA announced only 17 percent of the listed stops, and the driver made no announcements.

3. On the approximately 10 percent of LACMTA-operated bus route segments on which the AVA was not operating, no announcements were made by operators.

4. On the 16 contractor-operated bus route segments observed, no announcements were made on nine of the segments and all announcements were made on only two of the segments.

5. Automated announcements observed by the review team were judged to be clearly audible on 79 percent of the route segments and of mixed audibility on 21 percent.

6. On three of the seven contractor-operated segments on which operators made stop announcements, three were judged to be fully audible, and four to be of mixed audibility. Stop calls were made without use of the PA system on six of the seven observed segments. 

2.3 Findings Regarding Vehicle/Route Identification Performance

7. Most operators who were interviewed did not understand the need to make external route identification announcements at stops served by more than one bus route regardless of whether they perceive a customer with blindness or a vision impairment.

8. Review team members observed 14 route identification announcements from 80 observations (17.5 percent) at bus stops served by more than one route.

9. The observed external announcements were judged to be audible at the bus stop but not so loud as to be objectionable to nearby businesses.

3 Stop Announcement and Route Identification Compliance Efforts

The DOT ADA regulations require stop announcement aboard transit vehicles and, for people waiting at stops served by more than route, an effective means of identifying the proper vehicle to enter.  Specifically, the regulations state:

Stop Announcements, 49 CFR § 37.167(b):

On fixed route systems, the entity shall announce stops as follows:

(1) The entity shall announce at least at transfer points with other fixed routes, other major intersections and destination points, and intervals along a route sufficient to permit individuals with visual impairments or other disabilities to be oriented to their location.

(2) The entity shall announce any stop on request of an individual with a disability.
Identifying Vehicles and/or Passengers, 49 CFR § 37.167(c):

Where vehicles or other conveyances for more than one route serve the same stop, the entity shall provide a means by which an individual with a visual impairment or other disability can identify the proper vehicle to enter or be identified to the vehicle operator as a person seeking a ride on a particular route.

This chapter presents information about LACMTA’s efforts to comply with the regulations requiring that operators announce stops and identify routes to fixed route bus and trolley customers.  The review included:
· LACMTA policies and procedures

· LACMTA operator training practices and written materials
· LACMTA monitoring and disciplinary procedures

Prior to the site visit, review team members received written information from LACMTA on its policies and procedures for stop announcements and route identification.  LACMTA reported conducting over 600 undercover observations of bus operator performance, including stop announcements, in 2002 and over 900 undercover observations from 2004-2006; sample copies of completed monitoring reports from the latter period were provided by LACMTA.  These monitoring efforts were conducted prior to the installation of the automatic voice annunciation (AVA) equipment on LACMTA buses and are therefore not an indicator of current stop announcement compliance.  

While on site, review team members interviewed LACMTA managers and supervisors about training, monitoring, and stop announcement and route identification efforts.  Managers at First Transit, the contractor with the largest number of bus routes were also interviewed on these subjects.

3.1 Policies and Procedures
LACMTA Stop Announcement and Route Notification Procedures
LACMTA implemented automatic stop and route identification announcements beginning in 2004, using on-board AVA technology.  This GPS-activated technology is described further in Section 3.5.  Although the AVA equipment can be used with any list of stop announcements for a given route, LACMTA decided to use the AVA to announce all bus stops.  Therefore, all announcements required by DOT ADA regulations are routinely made on non-contracted routes, provided the AVA is working on each bus.  In Los Angeles, the bus routes form a grid system, and transfers between routes (whether operated by LACMTA and its contractors or separate municipal providers (such as the cities of Los Angeles, Santa Monica, Long Beach, Norwalk, Gardena, and Torrance) are possible at a large proportion of the stops at major intersections, all of which are announced on LACMTA routes.  

The announcement of all stops also satisfies the requirement of 49 CFR § 37.167(b) to make announcements “at intervals along a route sufficient to permit individuals with visual disabilities to be oriented to their location”  Analysis of the stop lists by computing the average interval between announcements indicates that stop announcements occur at the rate of  approximately one per minute on local service routes, and approximately one per three minutes on limited-stop and Metro Rapid bus routes.  LACMTA routes tend to remain on the same street, making few turns.  These announcement frequencies provide excellent orientation.

The AVA system is intended to provide a route identification announcement through the bus’ exterior speaker at all stops.  As discussed in Section 5 Vehicle/Route Identification Performance, there are performance issues with the external announcements, but the system is designed to make them automatically.

The LACMTA Operator’s Rulebook and Standard Operating Procedures (SOP’s) is a well-designed and well-written manual for bus operators that addresses all DOT ADA regulations.  In sections 7.03 and 7.103, it correctly identifies the types of stops that must be identified as well as the requirement to make announcements at intervals sufficient for orientation.  

Section 7.03 Calling Stops states:

In the event that the Automatic Voice Annunciation (AVA) system is not operational, make announcements in a clear, distinct voice.  If available, a public address, (PA) system should be used. Federal regulations (ADA) require the announcement of all transfer points, major intersections, and destination points, points of interest and any stop or location upon request.  In addition, make announcements at sufficient intervals along a route to orient a customer with a vision impairment to their location. (See SOP 7.103)
Section 7.103 Calling Stops – Bus Interior reminds the bus operator to ensure that the AVA system is on, and it repeats the requirement to make announcements if the AVA is not operational.  It also states

Calling stops benefits both the operator and the customer.  By calling stops, operators will experience fewer missed stops and reduce the dwell time at each stop.  Calling stops increases an operator’s familiarity with the stops along the route and makes them better equipped to answer questions from customers (see Rule 7.03).
Section 7.104 Exterior Speakers states the requirement for route identification announcements:

In the event that the AVA system is not operational, use the exterior speaker for announcing: line number and destination at multiple line bus zones for visually impaired customers, when the headsign is inoperable and when deploying a lift/ramp.  (See SOP 7.112)

This section properly addresses the requirement to ensure that a route identification announcement is made at stops serving more than one bus route.  However, this procedure is worded such that an operator might think that the external route announcement is only required if the operator is aware of a visually impaired customer at the bus stop.  This is described further in the section on training.  In addition, the phrase “multiple line bus zones” may be unclear to the bus operator; it should specify “any stop used by more than one bus route, regardless of whether the other routes are Metro’s or municipal routes.”  
SOP 7.112 describes the “Metro Flash Cards” that may be used by customers to indicate the bus route they wish to board.  This section also instructs the bus operator to use the exterior speaker to announce line and destination information if the AVA system is not operational.
Bus Stop Signage

LACMTA bus stops are clearly indicated by a standard sign with a series of placards listing the routes served by the stops.  Stops may be located either before or after an intersection (or less commonly at a mid-block location).  In some instances there may be one local service bus stop before an intersection serving one or more bus routes, with a second stop after the intersection serving a Metro Rapid Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) service.  This is part of the design of the BRT service, which includes distinctive bus stops for the BRT vehicles.

3.2 Operator Training

Based on an interview with LACMTA’s Assistant Instruction Manager, LACMTA provides six weeks of training to new operators, including classroom, behind-the-wheel, and in-service training with a line instructor in their assigned district.  The LACMTA training materials include a classroom module on people with disabilities and older adults.  Training materials specific to stop announcements are presented in Attachment F.  The module includes sensitivity training and understanding specific disabilities, including vision impairments.  The Assistant Training Manager stated that the module on ADA topics occupies most of the one-day classroom training.  It reiterates the requirement to announce all stops and it accurately lists the types of stops for which the DOT ADA regulations require announcements as well as the requirement to make route identification announcements (see Pages 82 and 90).  The training module also emphasizes the need to announce stops loudly and clearly and to “check the PA/amplification system during your pre-trip inspection” (see Page 82).
As with the Operator’s Rulebook and Standard Operating Procedures, a possible source of misunderstanding is the instruction to announce “Bus and route number for visually impaired customers standing outside of the bus (using the PA system) or as a convenience for all customers” (see Page 82).  This wording may lead to the mistaken impression that route identification announcements are required only when the operator sees a customer who appears to be blind or to have a vision disability.  Limiting external announcements in this manner could potentially exclude some customers with disabilities.  Furthermore,  external route announcements are intended to provide access for people with other types of disabilities, not just people with vision disabilities and blindness, and are required by the DOT ADA regulations at all stops serving multiple routes,  regardless of whether or not the disabilities of the waiting patrons are evident..
The training materials do not describe the AVA system’s function to automatically make on-board stop announcements and external route identification announcements or differentiate the operator’s responsibility when the AVA system is not functional for making both on-board and external announcements.

A section on ADA equipment discusses amplification and the public address system.  It states that the operator is required to test the system to determine which settings offer the best clarity and that the operator should adjust the volume as necessary (see Page 109). 
LACMTA provides eight hours of refresher training to all operators each year.  The refresher training includes classroom, behind-the-wheel training, and discussion of in-service observation.  Refresher training groups typically comprise 10 to 12 operators.  The refresher training addresses ADA compliance and is an opportunity to reinforce the need to announce stops and identify the bus route if the AVA system is not working.

In addition, LACMTA divisions hold periodic safety meetings and pro-active “rap sessions” to emphasize good practices with respect to customer service (including customers with disabilities) and safety.  If trends in operator performance indicate a need to emphasize a particular subject, the training staff may put together a set of training materials for a “back to basics” refresher for that subject.
It is noteworthy that one of the operators who was interviewed said that the training staff is seen as a resource by many operators to answer questions about situations they encounter in service.  The Transportation Manager at Division 10 mentioned that the training staff in the division is an asset that helps improve operator performance when complaints or ride checks indicate a deficiency.

A review team member also interviewed the training manager at First Transit, which operates ten bus routes for LACMTA.  The First Transit training program involves classroom and supervised driving.  The classroom training includes ADA awareness and spends approximately eight hours on ADA-related topics.  It appears appropriate and adequate with regard to the types of stops that must be announced and the inclusion of PA system and stop request indicator in the operator’s pre-trip inspection.  First Transit operators are instructed to announce all stops.  However, there is no mention in the training program of the requirement to make external announcements identifying the bus route at stops that serve more than one route.
3.3 Monitoring Procedures

Operator performance is monitored at the division level.  The divisions routinely use random “line rides” by supervisors and line instructors to monitor service quality.  In addition, a Division Manager can request ride checks if there is a reason to believe an operator’s performance may need improvement.  Ride checks are routine following a complaint or accident and Division Managers often use Line Instructors from a different division to provide the ride check.  

LACMTA formerly had an undercover team to make random ride checks but discontinued this practice due to budgetary reasons.  Undercover ride checks are still used to investigate operators whom supervisors believe may not be following standard operating procedures.

Operators who have been involved in accidents or about whom there have been multiple complaints or evidence of poor performance are sent to LACMTA headquarters for 8 hours of retraining, followed by observed rides.  

3.4 Operator Discipline
LACMTA uses a typical system of progressive discipline: caution, warning, suspension, and termination.  This system is prescribed in Article 27 of LACMTA’s contract with the United Transportation Union, the collective bargaining agreement representative of all the non-contracted drivers.  In addition, two of the three contractors, Veolia and First Transit, also have collective bargaining agreements; these agreements classify ADA violations as major infractions and prescribe the steps in progressive discipline in the same manner as Article 27 for LACMTA employees.  A caution results in discussion with a road supervisor and note being placed in the operator’s personnel file documenting an infraction of SOP’s.  A written warning follows a repeat offense or a number of separate offenses within a 90-day period.  Warning letters generally document the offense and cite the relevant sections of the operator’s handbook.  The Division Manager may send the operator to retraining after a warning, depending on the operator’s history and the nature of the offense.  First Transit uses essentially the same disciplinary system as LACMTA.

Supervisors use the LACMTA complaint management system to evaluate operators with recurring problems.  The system provides all case reports for the operator, and the supervisor reviews them in detail with the operator.  Line Instructors are often brought in by the Division Manager to help an operator make improvements.

3.5 Stop Announcement and Route Identification Equipment
As of the time of the on-site review, LACMTA’s fixed route service had a fleet of 2,705 buses, all of them owned by LACMTA.  Of these, 2,524 were operated and maintained in-house by LACMTA staff.  The other 181 buses are operated and maintained by its three contractors, First Transit, Southland, and Veolia Transportation.  All vehicles have interior and exterior public address systems.  All of the LACMTA-operated buses are equipped with an AVA system.  Contractor-operated buses do not currently have AVA systems.  LACMTA staff described plans to introduce some AVA-equipped buses to the contractor operated fleets beginning in summer 2010.

The review team met with LACMTA vehicle maintenance staff at headquarters and four of the LACMTA divisions and at the First Transit contractor facility.  Team members also reviewed fleet information and maintenance records.  The primary purpose of these discussions and analysis was to understand the procedures in place at each location for vehicle maintenance staff to learn about problems with the PA and AVA systems on the buses and make necessary repairs.
A second objective was to understand procedures in place for regular preventative maintenance for PA and AVA systems.

Automated Voice Announcements
Description and Operation of AVA Technology

The AVA technology on LACMTA-operated buses includes the hardware and software used to make automated internal stop announcements and automated external route identification announcements.  Both automated announcement systems are controlled through the on-board Advanced Transportation Management System (ATMS), which also handles GPS data, automatic passenger counter data, digital video recorder data, and communications with the LACMTA ATMS Engineering Group.

The interior AVA system is activated by the vehicle’s GPS signal using a stop announcement list for the particular route.  The list is contained in a database in the ATMS that contains the stop announcement list for every LACMTA route.  The ATMS Engineering Group updates the stop announcement database every six months for the entire fleet based on data supplied by the Planning and Schedules Department.  The updating process for all vehicles takes more than a week owing to the size of the file (50 megabytes) and the use of wireless communications to download the data to the ATMS on each bus.

LACMTA policy is to announce all stops; therefore there is no difference between the stop list and the announcement list for each route.  This allows the ATMS Engineering Group to take the stop file from the scheduling software (HASTUS) and convert it directly into a file for the AVA system.  
The criterion for an announcement in advance of the stop is to call out the stop at 250 feet.  If stops are located less than 800 feet apart, a single announcement is made for both stops using the format “Approaching [first stop], followed by [second stop].”

There are two methods for controlling the volume of the interior speakers.  The first is through a visual display on the ATMS mobile data terminal (MDT).  One of the MDT screens available to the operator is the Annunciation Volume Control Screen, which has a slide control that can be adjusted between “LO” and “HI.”  This screen does not permit the announcements to be silenced.  The second method for controlling volume is an internal adjustment screw in the ATMS hardware that is only accessible to the technicians that work on the unit because of its placement within the equipment enclosure.  There are three separate adjustment screws for controlling interior speakers, the exterior speaker, and microphone volume.  The interior speaker adjustment screw is used to set the maximum volume that can be achieved when the slide control on the MDT volume control screen is at the high end of the scale.  Thus, bus operators can reduce or increase the interior volume with the MDT but they cannot silence it or increase it past the pre-set maximum.

During interviews with ATMS technicians, it was noted that on New Flyer buses, the adjustment screws were located in a separate equipment box behind the operator’s seat with openings that allow a screwdriver to be inserted to adjust the maximum volume.  At the time of the review, LACMTA was in the process of placing metal covers over the adjustment openings on all the New Flyer buses to prevent the operators (or anyone other than the technician) from accessing the adjustment screws.
On routes that have stops serving multiple routes, the automated exterior route announcement system is intended to be activated when the front door is opened at all stops, not just the stops served by an additional route.  The announcement includes the route number and the destination.  There is no provision for the operator to change the volume of the exterior speaker.  The technicians set the volume to an acceptable level for neighborhood operations using the exterior speaker adjustment screw.  In order to avoid disturbing people who reside along the bus routes during early morning and late night operations, the ATMS shuts off the exterior speaker between 6 p.m. and 9 a.m.  This policy does not comply with the regulation.
Observed Problems, Possible Sources and Potential Solutions
As noted in the sections on observation of stop announcements and route announcements, the review team observed several problems in the performance of both the interior and the exterior automated announcement systems on LACMTA-operated buses.  The following describes each observed problem along with some potential problem sources and possible solutions.  The information presented is based on interviews with LACMTA maintenance and ATMS Engineering staff and a review of LACMTA documents.

1. No Announcements

In some cases, the AVA system would not provide any announcements.  There are two potential sources for no announcements:

· The ATMS is malfunctioning

· There is no GPS signal input into ATMS

LACMTA has had a number of technical problems with ATMS over the five years since it was first installed.  The major problem appears to be with the data handling capability of the ATMS IVS unit, which would periodically become overloaded with data and cause the system to shut down, affecting stop announcements and other ATMS functions.  After trying numerous software fixes to solve the problem, the ATMS vendor implemented a hardware solution that required LACMTA to send the units to the vendor’s facility.  LACMTA maintenance staff reported that the replacement units have resulted in a significant improvement in ATMS reliability.  The replacement plan calls for all IVS units to be upgraded by the end of June 2009.

Another cause of stop announcement malfunction is the lack of a GPS signal input to the ATMS.  This is usually caused by a failure in the GPS antenna connection or the associated wiring to ATMS, a straightforward repair problem handled by the ATMS technician on a regular basis.  This problem is different from temporary loss of the GPS signal owing to topographic interference as described below under intermittent announcements.
2. Inaudible Announcements

The review team observed automated announcements made at volumes too low to be heard clearly, which could make it difficult or impossible for customers on the bus to hear or understand the announcement.  The most likely causes of low volumes are an improper adjustment of the screw controlling maximum interior speaker volume and/or the setting of the volume control slide on the MDT display.  If the operator does not specifically bring up the volume control screen and make an adjustment during the login and start-up of ATMS, the system will automatically be set at a default value, which is set as part of the software configuration on a system wide basis at approximately the midpoint between LO and HI.  If properly set, the adjustment screw setting should provide for normal volume at the default setting on the MDT volume control.  This would allow the operator to increase the stop announcement volume if the interior ambient noise level is higher than usual.  The maintenance manager for the Westside Central Service Sector stated that the technician calibrates the volume adjustment with a sound meter; this is a standard practice in some but not all divisions.
The low-volume problem can be resolved by ensuring that operators report any instance where they are unable to obtain an audible stop announcement level by adjusting the setting on the MDT volume control screen.  Upon receipt of a low-volume report, the ATMS technician can make the necessary adjustments using a sound meter if one is available, or can judge the volume by ear if necessary.  The technician can also check to ensure that all interior speakers are functioning normally.

3. Intermittent Announcements

Review team members observed the skipping of one or more stop announcements.  Considering that the system is designed to announce all stops, this could be due to a problem with the stop announcement file in the ATMS or a situation where the GPS signal is interrupted at particular locations.  One possible solution is for ride checkers or supervisors to a use a stop list and check off stops as they are announced.  Information on skipped announcements can be forwarded to the ATMS Engineering Group so that they can check the file for a particular route and make the necessary changes.
If there is no problem in the ATMS stop file, skipped announcements are likely due to GPS signal interruptions.  The Engineering Group can check the GPS data transmissions to ATMS to determine the location where the signal was not received.  Unless there are a significant number of skipped automated announcements attributed to GPS signal problems, this may have to be considered as a normal consequence of the operating environment; the review team observations suggest that interruptions in the stop announcements on the observed route segments were infrequent.  These intermittent signal problems were observed only in the northern portion of the service area where the mountainous topography is probably the cause of signal loss in specific areas.
4.  External Announcements

The major problem observed with the automated external route announcement system is either no announcements or inaudible announcements during the daytime and evening hours when the system is expected to be working.  There are two potential sources for this problem:

· Exterior speaker not working

· Volume of exterior speaker turned down to inaudible levels 

At the time of the on-site review, there had apparently been a significant problem with the failure of exterior speakers.  Based on discussions during the interviews, there was a particular problem with the original equipment speakers on New Flyer buses (456 of 2,524 buses were New Flyers, at the time of the on-site review).  The speaker design incorporated a paper fiber speaker cone that deteriorated when exposed to water splash during heavy rain or flooding conditions.  LACMTA had a speaker replacement program underway with new speaker cones made of plastic, which is expected to largely solve the problem of speaker reliability.
The review team reviewed documentation on the speaker replacement program.  As of March 27, 2009, 62 percent of the speakers on the New Flyer 7000 series buses had been replaced.  Additional speakers were on back order and it was not clear when the speaker replacement effort would be completed.

As noted earlier, only ATMS technicians can adjust the volume of the exterior speaker by accessing the equipment cabinet.  Therefore, if the speaker volume is too low to be readily audible, the technician can reset it to audible levels.  If the volume is high enough to disturb people near the stop location, it can be reduced to lower but still appropriate levels.  The review team noted that the volume of the automatic external announcements were usually audible by customers waiting at the bus stops but not too loud to be a nuisance.
System Monitoring for AVA Problems

The systematic identification of problems with the AVA technology is almost solely dependent upon reporting by the operators.  Once they have logged in on the MDT and the route is identified, the operator is able to check the route announcement system by opening the front door.  This could take place as part of the pre-trip check, but there was no indication during the operator interviews that such a check was taking place.  The operator cannot check the stop announcements until they approach the first stop on the route.  Some operators indicated that they would report problems with the stop announcement system, but based on the operator interviews, this did not appear to be a common practice.
Interviews with the ATMS technicians reinforced the need for better feedback from the operators regarding problems with the AVA technology.  It was also noted that the ATMS Engineering Group analyzes the data coming in from the bus fleet and processes it to identify problems such as lack of GPS data or corruption of the vehicle stop announcement file.
Bus Fleets
Table 2 presents the data provided by LACMTA on the various vehicle models and years and the types of PA technology and speaker configuration of the LACMTA bus fleet.  The LACMTA contractors operate 181 buses leased from LACMTA.  These buses were placed in service from 2000 to 2003 and do not have AVA but are equipped with PA systems with interior and exterior speakers.

In its May 27, 2010 response to the Draft Report (Attachment C), LACMTA reported that 12 of the 181 buses operated by contractors are now AVA-equipped, that 50 new buses with AVA have been purchased and will replace contractor buses without AVA, and that 82 buses used by contractors will be retrofitted with AVA.

Table 2 – PA System Equipment on LACMTA Fixed Route Buses

	Bus Series
	Year
	Total Buses
	Interior Speakers (per bus)
	Exterior Speakers (per bus)
	P.A. System Type

	12-5202 TMC Diesel
	1992
	59
	TBD
	TBD
	(AVA) & Direct

	30-3019 New Flyer LF
	1998
	15
	6
	1
	(AVA) & Direct

	42-4205 NABI 42FT Hybrid
	2008
	5
	TBD
	TBD
	(AVA) & Direct

	45-4695 Neoplan CNG HF
	1995
	180
	TBD
	TBD
	(AVA) & Direct

	46-4793 Neoplan CNG HF
	1996
	97
	TBD
	TBD
	(AVA) & Direct

	50-5222 New Flyer HF
	1999
	221
	6
	1
	(AVA) & Direct

	53-5522 New Flyer LF
	2000
	220
	6
	1
	(AVA) & Direct

	63-6600 Neoplan CNG HF
	1997
	299
	TBD
	TBD
	(AVA) & Direct

	67-6799 Neoplan CNG HF
	1999
	99
	TBD
	TBD
	(AVA) & Direct

	70-7214 NABI LF
	2000
	186
	6
	1
	(AVA) & Direct

	73-7514 NABI LF
	2001
	214
	8
	1
	(AVA) & Direct

	7525-99 NABI LF (steel)
	2005
	75
	8
	1
	(AVA) & Direct

	76-7949 NABI LF
	2001
	349
	8
	1
	(AVA) & Direct

	7980-99 NABI LF (comp)
	2002
	18
	8
	1
	(AVA) & Direct

	80-8099 NABI (comp) 45´
	2004
	96
	8
	1
	(AVA) & Direct

	81-8359 NABI (comp) 45´
	2008
	2
	TBD
	TBD
	(AVA) & Direct

	92-9399 NABI Artic 60´
	2005
	200
	10
	1
	(AVA) & Direct

	94-9495 NABI Artic 60´
	2007
	94
	10
	1
	(AVA) & Direct

	95-9594 NABI Artic 60´
	2007
	95
	10
	1
	(AVA) & Direct

	Total
	
	2,524
	
	
	


3.6 Findings
1. LACMTA’s Operator’s Rulebook and Standard Operating Procedures is a well-organized document that in general fully and accurately addresses the DOT ADA regulation for stop announcements.

2. The Operator’s Rulebook and Standard Operating Procedures addresses the requirement that operators make external route identification announcements when the Automatic Voice Annunciation (AVA) is not functioning; however, the wording of Section 7.104 implies that these announcements are necessary only when visually impaired passengers are present at the bus stop or the headsign is inoperable.  It also does not make clear that announcements are needed whenever more than one bus route (Metro or municipal) is served by the stop.
3. The LACMTA training program is thorough and addresses the standard operating procedures with respect to stop announcements and route identification announcements.  However, the discussion of providing external announcements when passengers with vision impairments are present at the bus stop indicates that announcements are deemed necessary only when the operator believes a person who is blind or who has vision impairment is present.  Provision of stop and route announcements only to customers who appear to be blind or have vision impairment is insufficient to meet the requirements of the DOT ADA regulations.
4. LACMTA involves the training staff with the monitoring and discipline functions to assist in helping operators make improvements.

5. LACMTA requires eight hours of refresher training for all operators each year and provides other opportunities such as safety meetings at the divisions with which to reinforce ADA compliance issues when necessary.

6. LACMTA contractor First Transit’s training is adequate on stop announcements but does not include any material on external route identification announcements.

7. LACMTA monitors operator performance through routine ride checks.  Covert ride checks may be used after an incident or complaint.

8. LACMTA and contractors use a progressive discipline system to address infractions of the standard operating procedures.  Division Managers use both the complaint tracking system and training staff in assessing discipline and correcting operators.

9. All buses operated by LACMTA are equipped with both PA systems and AVA that provide on-board stop announcements and external route identification announcements.  The AVA systems are centrally programmed to announce all stops and to make route identification announcements at all stops.

10. Contractor operated buses are equipped with PA systems only.  Therefore, training and operator compliance with announcement policies are critical for the contracted routes.
11. Speaker volume is adjusted by technicians working at the division level.  External speaker levels are not adjustable by operators.  Interior speaker levels can by adjusted by operators within limits set by the technicians.  These speaker levels are automatically set at a default level when the mobile data terminal is activated prior to pullout.

12. AVA stop announcements are activated by GPS; in some instances review team members observed that some stops were not announced even though the AVA was operational.  This may be due to GPS signal loss caused by topographic interference.

13. Reporting of AVA problems by operators appears to be sporadic.

14. Because the AVA stop announcements are triggered by GPS at the bus stop locations, operators do not know before leaving the bus facility if the AVA is working properly.

15. In a large percentage of observations, automatic external identification announcements were either not being made or were at a volume level too low to be audible.  LACMTA has been replacing deteriorated exterior speakers, which are believed to have caused at least some of these announcement failures, with more durable equipment.

16. The route identification announcements are currently centrally programmed to be made only between 9 a.m. and 6 p.m.; this is reportedly due to noise complaints.  Given the low observed level of operator compliance when the AVA was not making announcements, excluding external AVA route identifications and relying on operators to identify routes does not comply with DOT ADA regulations for route identification.
17. Observation of external announcements suggests that the volume levels are sufficient for audibility at the bus stop but not loud enough to disturb adjacent businesses and residents.

3.7 Recommendations
1. LACMTA should emphasize the need for all operators to make both on-board stop announcements and route identification announcements when the AVA is not operable. LACMTA should ensure that contractors do so as well.

2. LACMTA and contractor training should clarify the need to make external route identification announcements at all stops served by more than one route (Metro or municipal), regardless of whether a person who is blind or who has a vision disability seems to be present.

3. LACMTA should develop a method to test the functionality of the AVA system before a bus leaves the division (see Section 3.2) and should monitor the compliance of LACMTA bus operators with the stop announcement and external route identification announcements for these buses.
4. LACMTA should identify locations where AVA does not operate because of signal failure and develop and implement a method for making stop and route identification announcements at these locations.  LACMTA should consider both technological solutions and operator compliance with the requirement to make announcements when the AVA fails.

5. LACMTA should check every bus to identify those on which the external route identification announcements are not being made and these deficiencies should be immediately remedied by the adjustment or replacement of components.

6. LACMTA should standardize the volume levels set by technicians for both interior and exterior speakers.  The use of sound level meters for this purpose should be adopted in all divisions.
7. Operator performance in reporting AVA and speaker malfunctions should be improved through training and monitoring.

8. The AVA route identification announcements should be made at all times, including evening hours.  Setting exterior speakers at a level that is audible by passengers at the bus stop but not excessively loud will minimize noise complaints.  Community outreach may be necessary to ensure that the public understands that audible announcements are required at all times of the day.
4 On-Board Stop Announcement Performance

Section 37.167(b) of the DOT ADA regulations sets forth the following requirement related to the announcement of stops on fixed route systems operated by public or private entities:

On fixed route systems, the entity shall announce stops as follows:

(1) The entity shall announce at least transfer points with other fixed routes, other major intersections and destination points, and intervals along a route sufficient to permit individuals with visual disabilities to be oriented to their location.

(2) The entity shall announce any stop on request of an individual with a disability.
This chapter focuses on LACMTA performance in making stop announcements.  Included are:

· Summary of customer comments from telephone interviews

· Summary of operator comments from interviews with review team members
· Description of the review team’s method for observing on-board stop announcements

· Summary of information collected and observations of stop announcement efforts

· Analysis of stops selected for announcements

4.1 Customer Comments
The seven customers interviewed indicated that automatic stop announcements are generally made on LACMTA bus lines.  However, these customers reported differing experiences regarding announcement performance by operators when the AVA system was not working: customer estimates ranged from operators making the announcements 30 – 50 percent of the time, sporadically, or not at all.  One said that in the event of an AVA failure, the operators would typically announce only the transfer stops.  Two of the customers described the automated announcements as loud and clear most of the time and a third said they were clearly audible about half the time.

It is noted that the customers who were interviewed would be known by the bus operator to be blind or to have low vision, which might increase the likelihood of operator compliance with the requirement to make announcements.  
4.2 Bus Operator Interviews

The review team interviewed 12 LACMTA operators and 3 operators working for a LACMTA contractor.  The primary purpose of the interviews was to assess operators’ understanding of the requirements to announce stops and identify routes.  In addition, the LACMTA operators provided their perspectives on the effectiveness of the AVA.  Attachment G lists the questions posed by the review team.  The operators interviewed had a range of four months to 25 years of experience, with an average of 13 years and a median of 10 years.
All operators understood the need to make some stop announcements.  Most understood the need to call out stops at major intersections, though few understood the requirement to announce stops only where passengers can transfer.  Four operators mentioned the requirement to call out stops at points of transfer to other bus routes.  Five operators noted the LACMTA SOP requirement to call out all stops.  

Eleven of the LACMTA operators interviewed said that they were either provided with a stop list or knew that they could obtain the list when needed.  One LACMTA operator and all three contractor operators indicated that they were not provided with a stop list.  The LACTMA operators indicated that the interior AVA system worked approximately nine out of ten times.  
All of the operators indicated that they checked the PA system as part of the pre-trip inspection.  Two-thirds said that they reported a malfunctioning PA system when identified.  Most of the LACMTA operators noted that they cannot check the operation of the AVA system until they get to their first stop.

All of the LACMTA operators said they would make stop announcements when the AVA system was not operating properly.  Most of the LACMTA operators indicated that they would use the PA system, if it were working, to announce stops.  The operators working for the LACMTA contractor all stated that they would use the PA system to announce stops.  Most of the operators indicated that the PA systems usually work.
Most operators indicated that they had no problems making on-board stop and route announcements.  With one exception pertaining to the need to find a stop list, all operators were satisfied with the information and training received.  In response to an open-ended question regarding anything that would help the operator, several mentioned the volume adjustment for the interior speakers and the inability to control the volume of the exterior speaker.
4.3 Review Team Observations

During the two days prior to the opening conference and on the day of the conference, the review team conducted on-board observations of the stop announcements, recording the bus number, location of each announcement, whether the announcement was made by the AVA, on the PA system, or by voice, and whether each announcement was audible.  The three reviewers rode 115 different route segments in all parts of the service area.  A route segment may include all or part of a bus route (in one direction).  Staff from the FTA Los Angeles Metropolitan Office made additional observations.  The data collected by the review team is presented in Attachment H.
The bus routes observed included local and express routes and some community circulator routes.  The observed route segments included 99 operated by LACMTA, five by Southland, nine by First Transit, and two by Veolia.  Observers boarded as early as 6:25 a.m. and as late as 8:56 p.m. and included both peak and off-peak periods.

The observers used LACMTA stop lists for all bus lines to record whether the on-board announcement was made for each stop.  Observations were recorded to indicate where each stop was announced and whether the announcement was clearly audible from the observer’s position in the middle of the bus, one or two seats forward of the rear door.  The “On-Board Stop Announcements Assessment Form” used by the reviewers is provided in Attachment I.  

Table 3 presents the results of the observations.  The percentages given in the table refer to each route segment as one observation.  On the bus lines operated by LACMTA, there were occasionally stops for which the AVA system did not make an announcement.  In Table 3, those route segment observations were classified as having all or most stop calls made if at least 60 percent of the stops were announced.  The category “some calls made” comprises observations in which the proportion of announcements ranged from 15 percent to 47 percent of all stops.
Table 3 – Observed On-Board Stop Announcement Performance

	Operator 
	 Observations 
	No Calls Made
	Some Calls Made
	All/Most Calls Made

	LACMTA
	99
	10
	10.1%
	1
	1.0%
	88
	88.9%

	First Transit
	9
	4
	44.4%
	3
	33.3%
	2
	22.2%

	Southland
	5
	3
	60.0%
	2
	40.0%
	0
	0.0%

	Veolia
	2
	2
	100.0%
	0
	0.0%
	0
	0.0%

	Total
	115
	19
	16.5%
	6
	5.2%
	90
	78.3%


The observations showed that LACMTA made all or most of the stop announcements 89 percent of the time.  All of these announcements were made by the AVA system.  On 68 of the observed route segments, the AVA was working and called all stops.  On 20 other route segments, the AVA announced most but not all stops; for these route segments the proportion of announced stops ranged from 68 percent to 95 percent, and the drivers did not make the omitted announcements by voice or PA system, except for a single stop called by the driver on one observed route.  As shown in Table 3, these cases where all or most of the stops were announced totaled 88 observations.  On one additional observed route segment (i.e., one ride), the AVA announced only 17 percent of the listed stops, and the driver made no announcements.  The AVA was not functioning at all on 10 of the observed route segments, and the LACMTA operator did not make announcements on these route segments.

On buses operated by contractors, there is no automatic announcement system.  Compliance was low in this group of observed route segments.  Two of nine First Transit operators called all bus stops; three First Transit operators called some of the stops (14 to 35 percent of listed stops); and four operators did not call any stops.  On the five observed routes operated by Southland Transportation, two operators called some of the stops and three did not call any stops.  There were no stop announcements made on either of the two observed routes operated by Veolia Transportation.  

For all observed route segments by LACMTA and its contractors, the overall proportion on which most or all stops were announced was 78 percent.  It should be noted that on the 26 observed routes where there was no functioning AVA system (10 LACMTA and 16 contractor routes), only two contractor operators (8 percent) called all stops, and 19 LACMTA and contractor operators (73 percent) made no announcements.

The review team also noted whether the on-board stop announcements were audible from a position near the rear door of the bus.  These observations are summarized in Table 4.  On the AVA-equipped buses operated by LACMTA, the announcements were judged to be audible for approximately 79 percent of the observed route segments on which announcements were made.  On the other 21 percent of the observed route segments, there were some announcements that were either inaudible or of borderline audibility such that a person unfamiliar with the street names would have difficulty understanding the announcement.  
With AVA, the articulation and clarity of the recorded announcements is uniform, so the only variable affecting audibility is the volume setting in relation to ambient noise levels.  Ambient noise varies, so in general on the route segments with mixed audibility, some of the announcements were audible while others were inaudible or borderline.  This deficiency can be avoided if the default volume level is properly set by the technician and the bus operator sets the volume to a level appropriate for ambient conditions; adjusting speaker volume is discussed in Section 3.5, Stop Announcement Equipment.
Table 4 – Audibility of On-Board Stop Announcements

	Operator 
	Observations, Calls Made
	Calls Inaudible
	Mixed Audibility
	All Calls Audible

	LACMTA
	89
	0
	0.0%
	19
	21.3%
	70
	78.7%

	First Transit
	5
	0
	0.0%
	3
	60.0%
	2
	40.0%

	Southland
	2
	0
	0.0%
	1
	50.0%
	1
	50.0%

	Veolia
	0
	0
	0.0%
	0
	0.0%
	0
	0.0%

	Total
	96
	0
	0.0%
	23
	24.0%
	73
	76.0%


On the contractor-operated buses, which do not have AVA, the operators made at least some stop announcements on seven routes.  The stops were announced by voice on six of the seven route segments where stop calls were made.  The calls were audible on two of these route segments.  The calls were of mixed audibility on the other four.  One additional operator used the PA system and these announcements were audible.  

No problems were observed with respect to the timing of the announcement in relation to the bus stop.

4.4 Findings
10. Operators that were interviewed were familiar with the requirement to announce stops when the AVA was not working and all said that they did so.  Perhaps because the AVA announces all stops on LACMTA-operated bus routes when functioning properly, not all interviewees could recall the specific types of stops for which DOT ADA regulations require an announcement.

11. Review team observations indicated that automated announcements were made on approximately 90 percent of LACMTA-operated bus route segments; all or nearly all stops were announced on these route segments.  However, drivers generally did not announce stops omitted by the AVA, and on one additional observed route segment (i.e., one ride), the AVA announced only 17 percent of the listed stops, and the driver made no announcements.

12. On the approximately 10 percent of LACMTA-operated bus route segments on which the AVA was not operating, no announcements were made by operators.

13. On the 16 contractor-operated bus route segments observed, no announcements were made on nine of the segments and all announcements were made on only two of the segments.

14. Automated announcements observed by the review team were judged to be clearly audible on 79 percent of the route segments and of mixed audibility on 21 percent.

15. On three of the seven contractor-operated segments on which operators made stop announcements, three were judged to be fully audible, and four to be of mixed audibility. Stop calls were made without use of the PA system on six of the seven observed segments 

4.5 Recommendations
1. LACMTA should reinforce the requirement for full compliance with the ADA regulations on announcements for LACMTA employees and all contractors.  This could include operator bulletins, discussion at safety meetings, and training of new operators.  The specific types of stops that are required to be announced should be emphasized.
2. LACMTA should use targeted training and, if necessary, progressive discipline where particular operators are observed to not be making required stop announcements.

3. LACMTA should increase efforts to monitor operator announcements when the AVA is not functioning.

4. LACMTA should require contractors to monitor, report, and improve operator performance in making stop announcements until compliance approaches 100 percent.

5. LACMTA should ensure that technicians properly adjust the interior speaker levels and that operators properly regulate volume to provide more consistent audibility.

6. Monitoring of announcements on contractor-operated routes should include the audibility of the announcements.

5 Vehicle/Route Identification Performance

Section 37.167(c) of the DOT ADA regulations related to the identification of fixed route services states:

Where vehicles or other conveyances for more than one route serve the same stop, the entity shall provide a means by which an individual with a visual impairment or other disability can identify the proper vehicle to enter or be identified to the vehicle operator as a person seeking a ride on a particular route.

This chapter addresses LACMTA’s efforts to implement the requirement to identify bus routes to customers waiting at stops shared by more than one route.  Included are:

· A summary of customer comments from telephone interviews

· A summary of operator comments from interviews with review team members
· A description of the review team’s method for reviewing route identification efforts

· A summary of information collected and observations made regarding route identification

5.1 Customer Comments

As discussed in Section 1.3, the review team conducted telephone interviews with seven LACMTA customers.  Four of the seven customers said route identifications were made infrequently or never, while one said they were made most of the time.  All of the interviewees who had heard route identification announcements commented that LACMTA limits loud, rush-hour announcements due to complaints from area businesses and residents.  One customer said that automated announcements are not made in the morning for this reason.  Five of the customers said that in the absence of automated route identification announcements, the operators make the announcements sporadically or not at all, but two said that operators identify routes for blind customers.

5.2 Bus Operator Interviews

Of the 15 operators who were interviewed, only two (both of whom were LACMTA employees) understood the requirement to identify routes to waiting passengers at stops shared by more than one route.  Approximately half of the operators indicated that they identify their routes to waiting customers that have a disability, particularly blindness, or who are elderly only.  One operator cited a requirement to identify their route when the route sign is not operating.
Approximately two-thirds of the LACMTA operators mentioned that the automated external route announcement system worked at the same level of reliability as the stop announcement system, or that it typically works.  Three of the operators noted that the automated external route announcement system rarely worked.
5.3 Review Team Observations

The review team conducted 80 observations of external route identification announcements.  The “Route Identification Assessment Form” is presented in Attachment J.  Over 50 of these observations were made at bus stops in downtown Los Angeles, where many routes converge, and the stops serve multiple routes (e.g., Grand Ave. at 6th St., 7th St. at Flower St., and Broadway between 5th St. and 6th St.).  The other observations were made at bus stops throughout the LACMTA service area, also served by multiple lines.  These observations took place on March 15, 16, 17, and 18, 2009.  Each bus arriving at the stop where a reviewer was stationed was recorded and counted as a single observation.  Of the observed buses, LACMTA operated 78.  Of these 78, there were 14 instances of route identification announcements.  First Transit and Veolia each operated one bus that the review team observed.  Neither bus operator for these two buses made an announcement.  This yields an overall route identification performance of 17.5 percent.

Attachment K presents the full set of route identification announcement data.
5.4 Findings

16. Most operators who were interviewed did not understand the need to make external route identification announcements at stops served by more than one bus route regardless of whether they perceive a customer with blindness or a vision impairment.
17. Review team members observed 14 route identification announcements from 80 observations (17.5 percent) at bus stops served by more than one route.

18. The observed external announcements were judged to be audible at the bus stop but not so loud as to be objectionable to nearby businesses.

5.5 Recommendations
1. LACMTA should reinforce the requirement for full compliance with the ADA regulation on external route identification announcements for LACMTA employees and all contractors.  This could include operator bulletins, discussions at safety meetings, and training of new operators.
2. LACMTA should use targeted training and, if necessary, progressive discipline where particular operators are observed to not be making required route announcements.

3. Operators should be aware that they are required to make route identification announcements by voice—either with or without the exterior speaker—at all stops served by multiple routes if the AVA is not working properly or the external announcements are not turned on.

4. LACMTA and all contractors should use covert observations at multiple route bus stops to monitor compliance with the requirement for external announcements.

     Pre-trip inspections and scheduled maintenance inspections should include testing the exterior speaker and AVA for functionality and volume level.
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