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CITY OF CAMBRIDGE

Community Development Department



To:
Robert W. Healy, City Manager

From:  Brian P. Murphy, Assistant City Manager for Community Development 

Date:
June 5, 2013
Re:
Council Order O-7 dated May 20, 2013 regarding solar LED bus arrival time displays at bus shelters.
Public transit is critical to the livability and economic vitality of Cambridge. 27% of all Cambridge residents rely on transit as their primary means of commuting to work. There are 26 bus routes that are in or pass through Cambridge carrying about 85,000 riders per typical weekday. Strong multi-modal transportation networks concentrate employment, making jobs more accessible and labor markets more flexible for companies seeking workers with specialized skills, and also reduce traffic congestion and air pollutants including greenhouse gases.

There are currently about 50 bus shelters in the City of Cambridge. The majority of the shelters are owned and maintained by Cemusa Inc, through a contracting program developed by the MBTA and implemented in 2004. The remaining shelters are owned and maintained by the City of Cambridge.

Beginning in 2009, the MBTA launched an initiative to make public real-time bus GPS location data to encourage software developers to create “apps” for smart phones, website tools, and a mechanism to use text messages from a traditional mobile phone to obtain real-time bus arrival information. This is the most cost effective mechanism to provide riders with tools to get better information about bus arrival times. As of May 2012, more than a hundred thousand smart phone users have downloaded apps that provide arrival time information for more than 180 MBTA bus routes.
The cost of installing solar LED countdown displays on existing shelters is high, and would require ensuring that it could be integrated with the existing shelter structures. The MBTA has not prioritized equipping shelters with these displays at this time. We have approached Cemusa, Inc., but they are not willing to incur the additional expense. Therefore, the City of Cambridge would need to provide the funds for such a project. It is also possible that Cemusa, Inc. would not allow such a retrofit under our existing contract, which does not expire until 2018.
Given the cost implications, displays should be prioritized where multiple bus lines/stops are located within close proximity, as they allow bus riders to evaluate what route best meet their needs at a given time. The MBTA is about to pilot real-time bus arrival displays in the form of LCD monitors, similar to those at airports, at Dudley Station because of the number of bus routes at that location. City staff will be engaging with the MBTA to encourage that this pilot program be expanded to locations in Cambridge served by more than one bus line such as Central Square, Harvard Square, and Lechmere.
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