
  
AC TRANSIT DISTRICT GM Memo No. 11-207 
Board of Directors  
 Meeting Date:    October 26, 2011 
Committees: 
Operations Committee  Planning Committee 
External Affairs Committee  Finance and Audit Committee   
Board of Directors  Financing Corporation  
 
SUBJECT: Update on Automated Vehicle Announcement and Intra-Vehicle Text Message 
Sign Projects 
 
RECOMMENDED ACTION:   Briefing Item          Recommended Motion   
 
Consider Receiving Report on the Automated Vehicle Announcement (Talking Bus) 
and Intra-Vehicle Text Message Sign (IVTMS) Projects 
 
Budgetary/Fiscal Impact:  
 
FY 11/12- $960K in New Freedom Funds for IVTMS Project 
FY 11/12 - $390K District Capital Funds for IVTMS Project 
FY 11/12 - $8.5K in District Operating Funds for AVA 
 
Background/Discussion: 
 
The Automated Vehicle Announcement (AVA) project provides bus passengers with 
automated stop announcements for major bus stop locations and landmarks, in addition to 
route name and destination information.  This is consistent with the requirements of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).  This project also includes the Intra-Vehicle Text 
Message Sign (IVTMS) project, which uses the same data set to provide a visual display of 
the information. 
 
This project is customer facing and highly visible.  As such, when the system works well, it 
shines a light on District’s ability to provide excellent quality public information.  But, when it 
malfunctions, the AVA system highlights the deficiencies of District systems. 1  This requires 
nimble and quick adjustments to systems and processes that are sometimes not inherently 
flexible. 
 
As an example, the District implemented two timed messages in June, 2011: a safety 
announcement and a “rear door alighting” message.  When technical limitations of the timed 
messages surfaced, staff responded quickly to address passenger concerns and fine-tuned 
the content and frequency of the messages. 
 
Since April 2009, staff has added 53 new talking routes, so that 69 routes now make 
automated announcements.  This represents all of the District’s local routes, plus three 
Transbay lines (F, NL, and O).  The AVA project also provides automated announcements 
for the City of Oakland’s Broadway Shuttle. 
                                                           

 
Rev. 8/11 
 
 

1 Systems such as the Computer Aided Dispatching and Automated Vehicle Location system (CAD/AVL) is 
installed on all AC Transit bus coaches for radio communications, GPS location tracking, automated annunciation, 
passenger counting and schedule adherence functions. 
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The task of preparing AVA data each quarter within the time constraints of the sign-up 
process remains a challenge.  Staff focuses on maintaining the current talking routes before 
adding any new routes.  The large number of changes required by the Spring 2010 service 
change interrupted the process of adding new routes, but the ‘roll-out’ rate of new talking 
routes has been improving steadily since January, 2011. 
 
Additionally, since the last report to the Board, the project has made significant headway on 
the Intra-vehicle Text Message Sign (IVTMS) aspect of the AVA project.  The intra-vehicle 
text signs are the visual element of the AVA project because the signs are supported by the 
same data and system components currently used to make audio announcements. 
 
AVA Project Accomplishments 
 
The following accomplishments have been achieved since the last report to the Board in 
April 2009. 
 

 Implemented AVA announcements on all AC Transit local routes and one 
additional Transbay route. 

 Implemented a rear-door alighting message on local routes along with a  safety 
message on the entire fleet (including non-talking routes). 

 Standardized the volume of external announcements. 

 Conducted an operational assessment of AVA operations. 

 Implemented automated announcements for the Broadway Shuttle. 

 Updated the Hastus scheduling system to identify announced stops for the AVA 
project and Stop Call-Out Sheets for Bus Operators (which help in the event that 
buses stop talking). 

 Reported to the District Accessibility Advisory Committee on a regular basis. 

 Improved the time associated with downloading the AVA data to the fleet by 
temporarily changing a sleep mode setting on the District’s CAD/AVL system. 

 Introduced a ‘Talking Buses’ page on the District web-site.  
 

 Implemented AVA related recommendations from the 1R and 51 Service & 
Reliability Studies to improve service. 
 

 Implemented significant changes to AVA programming to manage impact of the 
Spring 2010 service change (working with Transportation, Maintenance, 
Scheduling, Information Services, and Planning staff). 
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Trigger Box Tool
 
Staff continues to work toward the goal of having automated announcements on every 
route.  However, as more routes begin talking, the manual editing tasks associated with 
keeping them talking expand exponentially.  Having text message signs adds another 
layer of data maintenance which limits how quickly new AVA routes can be added.  To 
improve the District’s ability to provide fleet-wide automated announcements, staff 
identified a solution that was submitted as part of the FY 11/12 Capital Budget 
development process. 
 
Since then, the District secured grant funding to implement the solution, which requires 
the purchase of a proprietary software tool from ACS (supplier of our CAD/AVL system) 
to automate the process of creating, editing, and maintaining AVA data. This will ensure 
data accuracy, and help the District achieve the goal of automated announcements on 
all routes, with no interruption at sign-ups. 
 
Intra-vehicle Text Message Signs (IVTMS) 

Last year, the District secured $960K in New Freedom grant funds for LED text 
message signs on the bus fleet. Following that grant award, the project’s technical team 
identified two technical issues that should be resolved in order to fully realize the 
benefits of the project: the aforementioned Trigger Box Tool (that automates AVA data 
editing); and a proprietary Stop Request Patch (that determines where internal text 
signs can be installed). This technical team is comprised of staff from Electronics, 
Maintenance, Service Development and the District’s body shop to ensure that solutions 
meet the standards of the District and our fleet. 

The Stop Request system ‘patch’ is important because it ties a passenger initiated stop 
request to a text and/or audio announcement.  Because this capability does not exist in 
the current CAD/AVL operating system, installation of this ACS proprietary software 
improvement will allow the new text signs to be installed directly over the existing stop 
request signs.  This allows us to integrate the AVA text message sign with the existing 
“Stop Request” sign without needing two separate signs on the bulkhead of the bus, 
which can be visually confusing to passengers.  Service Development staff is working 
with the Purchasing department to secure the Trigger Box tool and the Stop Request 
“Patch”.  

IVTMS Contract and RFP 

The Purchasing Department is now preparing an RFP for the IVTMS project for release 
by January 1, 2012.  It is currently envisioned that text signs will be installed in two 
phases.  The District has applied for New Freedom grant funds for Phase II of the 
project;  award is expected before January 1, 2012. 

• Phase I: installing the cables and wires on up to 600 vehicles (pre-sign 
installation), and the Stop Request Patch and Trigger Box Tool software 
improvements.  
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• Phase II: text sign installation on the balance of the bus fleet.  

The sign vendor cost proposal will determine the actual number of signs that will be 
installed on the bus fleet by coach type. One contractor will be selected to implement 
both phases of the project (including installation) and also provide additional stock for 
sign replacements.  Like the rest of the AVA project, the IVTMS project will require 
continued support from Maintenance, Electronics, Planning, Scheduling and Information 
Services. The installation contract and work will be managed by the Electronics Shop. 
 
CAD/AVL System Health and the AVA Project
Text messages will only display—and audio announcements will only play—when all of 
the AVA components of the CAD/AVL system are healthy and functioning well.  Prior 
GM Memos described in detail how the overall health of the CAD/AVL system directly 
impacts those AVA functions.  While Hastus schedules, bus stop data changes, and 
other data accuracy issues have continued to improve, the following technical issues 
still require ongoing support, and are important to the AVA project and the full use of 
text-based signs.  These issues continue to present the greatest challenge to the 
project, and often highlight symptoms of the underlying CAD/AVL system to the public 
through incorrect annunciation, especially when implementing data changes at each 
quarterly sign-up.   
 
ISSUE IMPACT RECOMMENDATION 
On-board equipment 
performance & failure rate: 
• AMDT (advanced mobile 

data terminal) 
• GPS 
• Radio 

• Bus cannot receive or use 
AVA data efficiently 

• Bus does not make 
announcements 

• CAD/AVL support 
contract 

• CAD/AVL upgrade 

Wireless equipment 
deficiencies 

• Bus cannot download data 
within sign-up period 
constraints 

• Wireless equipment 
upgrade 

• CAD/AVL upgrade 
Old version of software in 
AMDTs (software “build”) 

• Delay in activation of new 
data after download to bus 

• Interruption to annunciation 
at sign-up 

• AMDT software build 
upgrade  

• CAD/AVL upgrade 
 

AVA programming computer 
(CRS) instability 

• Staff cannot program AVA 
data efficiently or trouble 
shoot solutions 

• Support contract for 
CRS software  

• Upgrade CRS software 
• CAD/AVL upgrade 

Lack of ability to activate 
announcement with stop 
request (will be corrected with 
Software Patch mentioned 
above) 

• Cannot install text signs over 
existing stop request sign 

• Cannot tie rear-door 
alighting message to 
passenger stop request 

• Acquire proprietary 
software “patch” from 
ACS 

• CAD/AVL upgrade 

Extensive manual data 
maintenance (will be 
corrected with Trigger Box 
Tool acquisition mentioned 
above) 

• Lengthens time required to 
program AVA for all routes 

• Acquire proprietary 
Trigger Box Tool from 
ACS 
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A complete CAD/AVL upgrade will be necessary to fully resolve these issues, and 
increase reliability and performance of the AVA system. The District budget for FY 13/14 
assumes $28M for a replacement system. 
 
In the meantime, staff continues to pursue short-term incremental improvements to the 
AVA project as budget allows.  Participation by all District departments to facilitate 
feedback, reporting, troubleshooting, and communications, continues to be crucial to the 
AVA project’s success. 
 
Next Steps
In addition to introducing new talking routes, the following project objectives are planned 
for the next 9-12 months: 
 

1. Implement AVA on the remaining Transbay Routes. 
 

2. Secure a maintenance contract for the proprietary AVA programming 
computer software. 
 

3. Install hardware and software at the General Office that will support vehicle 
testing of AVA data. 
 

4. Develop in-house talent and technological capacity to provide voice 
recordings for the AVA system. 
 

5. Acquire proprietary Stop Request Patch and Trigger Box Tool software from 
ACS. 
 

6. Continue reporting to the AAC and use of website in support of overall AVA 
project. 
 

7. Release RFP and select vendor for IVTMS contract. 
 

8. Install Phase I of text message signs on fleet, and prepare existing AVA data 
for that equipment. 
 

9. Secure New Freedom funding for Phase II of text signs. 
 

10. Determine replacement sign cost and future budget requirements. 
 

11. Install Phase II text message signs. 
 
Prior Relevant Board Actions/Policies: 
GM-Memo 08-250:  Consider Receiving Report Concerning the Automated Vehicle 

Announcement (AVA) Project 
GM Memo 09-104: Consider Receiving Status Report Concerning the Automated 

Vehicle Announcement (AVA) Project, April 22, 2009 
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GM-Memo 09-185:   Consider Recommending the Adoption of Resolution NO. 09-043 
Authorizing the General Manager, of His Designee, to Submit an 
Application to the Metropolitan Transportation Commission for 
Funds for the New Freedom Program 

GM-Memo 11-137:  Consider the Adopt of Resolution No 11-025 authorizing the 
Interim General Manager, or Her Designee, to File Applications 
with the Metropolitan Transportation Commission for New 
Freedom Funds 

. 
Attachments: 
[None] 
 
Approved by: Mary V. King, Interim General Manager 

Tina Spencer, Director of Service Development and Planning 
 

Prepared by: Patricia Broadbent, IS Project Manager 
   Sally Goodman, Planning Data Analyst 
 
Date Prepared: October 15, 2011 
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