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ANNEX A

Investigation of options for the roll-out of the Real Time Information system in Oxfordshire

Report by Halcrow Group Limited:

Executive Summary

1.1.1 Real-time information (RTI) systems can give confidence to existing and potential bus passengers by informing of arrivals, delays or cancellations. This can help make public transport more attractive and help achieve modal shift, in accordance with the LTP2 objectives of tackling congestion; and improving accessibility. RTI systems can also deliver additional benefits, including dynamic fleet management for bus operators and the provision of more realistic schedule adherence information and historic reports. 

1.1.2 For this reason in 2002 Oxfordshire County Council started the procurement process for a RTI system, and in March 2004 awarded a contract to ACIS for 20 RTI displays along the Oxford to Kidlington Corridor. With extra contributions from the bus operators, the scope of the original system has been extended, to 215 buses. The ‘Oxontime’ RTI website also provides RTI for 870 bus stops in Oxfordshire on the internet. 

1.1.3 With phase 1 of the RTI project now complete (and formally launched in early Dec 05), OCC commissioned Halcrow to review the current system and to consider and recommend options for system expansion in terms of providing additional on-street RTI displays; making RTI available via SMS (Short Message Service) and/or WAP (Wireless Application Protocol); and server-to-server links – facilitating data exchange between disparate systems.

1.1.4 The study took into account existing and emerging standards for RTI, a review of the website options for establishing an RTI SMS service, and server-to-server links. Also the study sought the views of stakeholders including existing and potential bus users, lower tier local authorities, and Oxford’s two universities. It also undertook a comparative performance of ACIS-supplied RTI systems in other locations; and considered options for types of RTI display. 

1.1.5 The current Oxontime website was reviewed and whilst compared to other RTI websites there were some areas of detail in the webpage design and format that could be improved, it was generally found to meet its objective. 

1.1.6 The on-street customer surveys showed a clear public support for RTI in Oxfordshire, with over 90% of the people at bus stops who had seen the RTI system thinking it was useful. Also of the passers-by interviewed, only 4% thought RTI would not be useful. Nearly 70% of those interviewed used the internet, and whilst only 1 in 10 of those had seen Oxontime, of those who had 87% though it was useful. 65% of respondents used mobile phones for texting by SMS. Of those, 65% thought that making RTI available by SMS would be useful. Fewer than 12% used WAP. 

1.1.7 Of the feedback from the Stakeholder groups consulted there was much support as well as some constructive comments for improvement. All were keen to see RTI extended, and Oxford Brookes University was particularly keen. There was also strong support for the shelter mounted displays rather than the pole-mounted displays as they were considered easier to read. 

1.1.8 When benchmarked in a sample survey against the three other local authorities of Bristol, Gloucester and Surrey, the Oxfordshire system performed the best with 100% of the buses arriving at stop being shown on the display in real-time. Some of the other systems fared far worse, such as Surrey, of which all times were timetabled rather than real-time. Some useful information on the other local Authorities’ approach to RTI was also gained. 

1.1.9 The issues around server-to-server links between neighbouring RTI system were examined, and the use of RTIG-XML is recommended to be used as the national standard. The potential for RTI via SMS was also examined, and it was concluded that the capital costs are relatively low compared to the potential coverage and benefit, although the revenue costs of the return text to the passengers would have to be paid by the individual user. From the issues around WAP and the low level of response from the on-street surveys, it is not recommended to make RTI available by WAP. 

1.1.10 The ability of ACIS to deliver a roll-out of RTI has also been considered and with suitable safeguards and due diligence on proposed timescales, there should be no reason for concern. 

1.1.11 Various options for Phase 2 enhancements were considered, ranging from the roll-out of RTI to routes requiring more RTI equipped vehicles; equipping more routes where the buses are already equipped; having RTI via audio at bus stops and/or on-buses; delivery of RTI by SMS; and enhancing the Oxontime website. 

1.1.12 The potential benefits of RTI by SMS in terms of increased accessibility are huge, and it is recommended that SMS is developed. It is also recommended that users pay for the cost of the return text via a premium text rate, unless significant revenue streams can be found from the County Council or the bus operators. 

1.1.13 Sub-options were also considered of what types of display should be used, whether to equip the more or less frequent routes; and if the system should be extended to more bus operators. 

1.1.14 It is recommended that a balance is struck to share the benefits of RTI around Oxfordshire, with a mixture of routes from the frequent to less frequent, and to link with the Premium Route concept. It is also recommended to link in the provision of RTI to the creation of an Oxfordshire bus punctuality improvement partnership. Where possible, shelter mounted displays are recommended to be used. Instead of a bespoke website, it is recommended to seek improvements to the ACISLive website with other Local Authority users. 

1.1.15 The recommended outline strategy for the roll-out of RTI is as follows, with indicative budgetary estimates. 

· Route 100 / Botley Road Corridor*


£133,000

· Cowley Road / London Road (inc Brookes Bus)
£80,000 each

· Equipping each remaining park and ride site 
£48,000

· Bicester / Abingdon areas



£40,000 each

· All other routes (inc coverage of subsidised services)
£220,000

· At-stop audio




£40,000

· Banbury PMR base station



£55,000

· X39/X40 and X5 service RTI system links 

£30,000 each

· Development requests to improve the website
£0

· Provision of an SMS service


£50,000

· On-bus next-stop displays/audio trial (BrookesBus)*£50,000

· Additional ACIS TSP junctions


£165,000

· Bus shelter infrastructure 

(on which to mount displays)


£250,000

· RTI posts/brackets 

(where no suitable shelter is available)

£120,000

· MINUS bus operator contributions* 

- £91,000 

· NET COST TO OCC



£1,340,000

1.1.16 It is recommended that the current funding model of bus operators paying for their on-bus and computer workstations is continued as this is fair and ensures they have an incentive to use the RTI system effectively. Other recommendations have been made in the main report of aspects that should be investigated and related initiatives to the benefit of the RTI system. 
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