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Background:
Cherry Consulting of the Carolinas, Inc. (3C Inc.) was contracted by the City of Gastonia (NC) to ascertain
how Gastonia Transit is being used and to evaluate its optimal operational efficiencies. The following
tasks and focus areas comprise the project’s Scope of Work (SOW).
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Perform Ridership Survey;
Perform Ridership Count;
Review the Current Route Structure;
Evaluate and Determine proper size of buses and fuel type;
Consider other methods to offering public transportation, as well as a coordinated or combined
transit system with Gaston County ACCESS; and, last but by no means least,
6. Identify overall operating efficiencies and improvements.
To this end, the assistance rendered by our Team is intended to enhance the existing service and
position the organization for the future.
This Interim Report, subdivided according to the aforementioned SOW tasks, provides an overview of
activities / observations / recommendations since the implementation Kick-off Meeting held on
Monday, March 7, 2016.

I. Ridership Survey
Utilizing a survey with identical questions asked during a May 2012 survey (serving as a baseline for
comparisons of the two survey periods), from April 7th through April 9th, 2016 AJM Consulting
interviewed 124 citizens that were either riding the bus or waiting at Bradley Station. Survey results
were received on April 19, 2016 and forwarded to Transit Staff members. Appendix A graphically
depicts comparative analysis of the 2012 and 2016 data. The following are the most noteworthy
changes in 2016 responses:








A greater number of passengers are riding transit five (5) or more days because no car is
available.
Passengers between the ages of 19 and 24 years old showed the greatest increase.
Fewer shopping trips are taken using the bus.
Most passengers feel safe riding Gastonia Transit, but fewer are satisfied with Bradley Station’s
security and cleanliness.
The on-time performance of buses in maintaining schedules has shown a slight decline from
2012.
The availability of transit information showed increases in the number of positive riders’
responses.
Some passengers think that the service needs improvement, specifically more frequent service
with less wait time between bus arrivals.
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II. Ridership Count
A list of the existing bus stop locations and time points of all routes was compiled, since the list had not
been updated since 2009. On March 21 and 22, 2016, a 3C, Inc. Team Member rode each of the bus
routes, verifying each bus stop and intersecting street and also observing the environmental conditions,
destinations, traffic patterns, and any potential safety hazards. The 2016 data was used by AJM
Consulting to develop new route sheets for conducting Rider Counts, which occurred from April 7th
through April 9th, 2016. Six local residents were contracted for this purpose, totaling almost 150 hours
on board the Gastonia Transit buses and vans.
Raw numbers indicating the number of passengers that boarded and deboarded at Bradley Station and
were picked up at each bus stop were obtained. Appendix B are summaries of passenger counts on the
two weekdays and on Saturday. It was then geocoded by the Gaston-Cleveland-Lincoln MPO
(GCLMPO)’s Transportation Planning Department for forecasting models and the development of
individual routes and a system-wide map (next section). These were useful in evaluating the current
route structure and the proper size of buses; and, after this project, the data can be beneficial in other
transportation planning activities.

III. Review of Current Route Structure
Since March, 3C, Inc. Team members have driven the bus routes in their personal vehicles on multiple
occasions to gain a thorough understanding of the existing routes. Also, we interviewed the Bus
Operators on March 22nd, obtaining their insight on current traffic patterns around the City and learning
of alternatives for reducing travel time. Finally, the results of the passenger counts were used to
validate Team members’ on-street observations.
Appendix C shows the existing six routes that connect a number of agencies and apartment complexes.
Currently, the system operates both 60- and 90- minute headways to and from Bradley Station. This
schedule makes it difficult for riders to transfer from one bus to another without long wait times. Also,
two of the routes travel in only one direction rather than two, i.e. rider must ride the entire route even if
the intended destination is in the opposite direction. To add clarification, a chart follows that describes
each route’s direction and route characteristics.
Gaston County ACCESS provides hourly ‘deviated fixed route’ service between dedicated time points
from the Bradley Station and Gaston Community College with stops in Dallas and then looping back to
Bradley Station via New Hope Road.
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Route No. / Name

Route
Configuration

Route Characteristics

1 - Franklin Blvd.,
Westbound

Two-direction route

Serves main corridor with
potential for new ridership

1 - Franklin Blvd.,
Eastbound

Should operate same
route Monday-Sat

Serves main corridor with
potential for new ridership

2-South New Hope
Road

One-direction loop

Currently operates 90- minute
headway

3-South Marietta
Street

One-direction loop

Currently operates 90- minute
headway

4-South York Street

Two-direction route

Narrow streets and sharp
curves

5-Edgewood Road

Two-direction route

School zone congestion and
long travel time

7-Highland Avenue

Loop to and from
Bradley Station

Narrow streets

8-Hospital

One-direction loop

Long route that includes
medical and Eastridge Mall

On the pages that follow are individual, existing route maps and well as recommended route
modifications, that are based on our observations, transit planning expertise, and ‘best practices’ in the
industry. Also included in the proposed recommendations are the recommended type of vehicle that
should operate the service and sidewalk enhancements that enhance both current and potential
passengers’ mobility to the buses.
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Route 1 – Franklin Boulevard
CURRENT ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Restaurants & Retail






Main service demand is along the Franklin Boulevard corridor.
Buses routed into parking lots take additional time, but better serves passengers’ destinations.
Based on ridership, Route #1 should have the greatest frequency of service.
Route #1 -Westbound does not operate on Saturdays; instead, Route #1 resources are used to
combine the #1 - Eastbound with Routes # 2 (S. New Hope Road) and #3 (South Marietta Street).
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Route 1 – Franklin Boulevard
PROPOSED ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Restaurants & Retail

Proposed Recommendations:






Enhance service on Route #1 - Franklin Boulevard since it is one of the City’s main corridors.
Route #1 - Eastbound – Franklin Boulevard should operate the same route in its entirety from
Monday through Saturday.
Consider eliminating Route #1 – Dixie Village (westbound) and have service operated by Routes
#5 (Edgewood Road) and #7 (Highland Avenue).
Continue to operate the route with a 35-foot transit bus.
Sidewalk should be installed (Westbound / inbound direction) at Home Depot since it is a
primary bus stop (recommended in the ‘Gastonia Comprehensive Pedestrian Plan’, May 2014).
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Route 1 – Dixie Village
CURRENT ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Restaurants & Retail





Main service demand is along the Franklin Boulevard corridor.
Based on ridership, Route #1 should have the greatest frequency of service.
Route #1 -Westbound does not operate on Saturdays; instead, Route #1 resources are used to
combine the #1 - Eastbound with Routes # 2 (S. New Hope Road) and #3 (South Marietta Street).
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Route 1 – Dixie Village
PROPOSED ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Restaurants & Retail

Proposed Recommendation:



Eliminate Route #1 – Dixie Village and have the service operated by Routes #5 (Edgewood
Avenue) and #7 (Highland Avenue).
Serve the area using Light Transit Vehicles (LTVs) that should eventually be assigned to the
abovementioned routes.
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Route 2 - South New Hope Road
CURRENT ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Retail and Entertainment





Routes # 2 (South New Hope Road) and # 3 (South Marietta Street) operate at 90-minute
headways, using one vehicle for both.
One direction loop, and part of the loop duplicates the eastbound Route #1 (Franklin Boulevard)
in its westerly direction.
The segment from WalMart westbound to Bradley Station is provided in 15-minutes travel time,
but operates only every 90 minutes.
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Route 2 - South New Hope
PROPOSED ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Retail and Entertainment

Proposed Recommendations:






Have New Hope Road be the southernmost point of the route.
Consider having Route #2 (South New Hope Road) serve Eastridge Mall and the Social Security
Administration currently being served by the Hospital/Medical route.
Have Route # 2 operate as a two-directional route by eliminating the Franklin Boulevard section,
with passengers making connections / transfers on Franklin Boulevard at Armstrong Park Road.
Evaluate route prior to the opening of the new developments / destinations (New YMCA) on
Robinwood Drive.
Continue to operate the route with a 35-foot transit bus.

Page 11 of 63

Gastonia Transit Operations Efficiencies Study
Route 3 - South Marietta Street
CURRENT ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Residential






While the streets in the area surrounding the Village Square Apartment complex are more
conducive to a smaller vehicle because of the road width and curves, the capacity of a 35-foot
bus is still appropriate.
Bus makes left turn from Efird Street on to Hudson Boulevard with no traffic control. Route
revision made in July 2016 to continue south on S. Marietta Street, thereby eliminating this
safety hazard
Routing on #3 is very complicated, particularly when the route departs S. Marietta Street and
travels towards Village Square Apartment complex.
Ninety (90)-minute service and a one direction loop is not conducive to current transit riders or
encouraging increased ridership.
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Route 3 - South Marietta Street
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Residential

PROPOSED ROUTE

Proposed Recommendations:





Ensure that the Transit Supervisor is involved in the decision-making process of both the
placement of the shelter and bus routing at Loray Mill to ensure that safety and risk
management factors are considered.
Eliminate route continuance to E. Hudson Boulevard after Village Square Apartment complex.
Continue the route to Union Road, turning south to service the Bi-Lo and Aldi grocery stores and
the CVS Pharmacy. The Route could then turn north back to S. Marietta Street.
Continue to operate the route with a 35-foot transit bus.
Make sidewalk improvements in the Eastbound direction of the 600 block of Hudson Boulevard
where housing exists and sidewalk promotes mobility to the bus stop (Gastonia Pedestrian Plan,
May 2014).
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Route 4 – South York Street
CURRENT ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Health & Human Services




Currently served by 35 ft. bus.
Safety hazards exist due to operations in neighborhoods with narrow streets; sharp, blind curves
on streets; and overhanging tree limbs.
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Route 4 – South York Street
PROPOSED ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Health & Human Services

Proposed Recommendations:





Eliminate routing through Hartford Pointe Apartments, remaining on main corridor to service
the Gaston County Health Department and nearby housing communities.
Eliminate potential safety risks (narrow streets, overhanging tree limbs, sharp curves) by rerouting service between Mountain View and Henderson Streets enroute to the bus shelter /
stops adjacent to the Health Department.
If and when acquired, operate the route with Light Transit Vehicle (LTV).
Make sidewalk improvements on Mountain View Street at Crawford Avenue (outbound). where
bus stop exists and sidewalk promotes mobility to the bus stop (Gastonia Pedestrian Plan, May
2014).
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Route 5 – Edgewood Road
CURRENT ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Workforce Development & Job Training
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Currently served by 35 ft. bus
High vehicular traffic and congestion on the streets surrounding Webb Street School
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Route 5 – Edgewood Road
PROPOSED ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Workforce Development & Job Training

Proposed Recommendations:








Eliminate potential safety risks (vehicular traffic and congestion in charter school zone) by rerouting service on Franklin Boulevard and then turning on to Dalton Street to Garrison
Boulevard for outbound trips.
Eliminate unproductive travel time by having Route #5 service passengers currently riding Route
#1 – Dixie Village (specifically between Oakland Avenue and Dalton Street).
Obtain approval from the Employment Security Commission (ESC) to have permission to circle
its premises (from rear entrance on Raeford Court), eliminating the risk currently posed by the
turn-around in the cul-de-sac.
For Saturday service, discontinue routing of #5 bus to ESC and Gaston Skills, and have bus make
left turn from Bessemer City Road to Crescent Lane thereby enhancing route time efficiency.
Eliminate current route serving the most western point of W. Franklin Boulevard due to unsafe
maneuvers within the shopping center as well as a route inefficiency. [The needs of the small
number of existing riders can be met at Dixie Village and WalMart – West End.]
If and when acquired, operate the route with Light Transit Vehicle (LTV).
Install a sidewalk on Shannon-Bradley from Crescent Drive just past the apartment complex
(before Salem Drive) where housing exists and sidewalk promotes mobility to the bus stop
(Gastonia Pedestrian Plan, May 2014).
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Route 7 – Highland Avenue
CURRENT ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Residential




Streets west of N. Weldon Street are too narrow for smooth, timely, and risk-free maneuvering
of a 35-foot bus, i.e. roadway more ‘accommodating’ to a smaller vehicle.
Destinations for potential riders exist at locations east of N. Weldon Street.
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Route 7 – Highland Avenue
PROPOSED ROUTE
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Residential

Proposed Recommendations:





Consider Route # 7 (Highland Avenue) to service riders on W. Franklin Boulevard between Webb
Street and Dixie Village if Route #1 – Dixie Village is eliminated
If and when acquired, operate the route with Light Transit Vehicle (LTV).
Make sidewalk improvements on Holland Street at Glenn Street where bus stop exists and a
sidewalk promotes mobility to the stop (Gastonia Pedestrian Plan, May 2014).
Install a sidewalk on Baker Boulevard where bus stops are located to accommodate nearby
residents. Sidewalks promote mobility to the bus stops (Gastonia Pedestrian Plan, May 2014).
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Route 8 – Hospital / New Hope – Mall
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Healthcare




CURRENT ROUTE

Currently serves Eastridge Mall and healthcare facilities
Currently served by 35-foot bus
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Route 8 – Hospital / New Hope – Mall
Trip Purpose / ‘Theme’: Healthcare

PROPOSED ROUTE

Proposed Recommendations:






Discontinue routing of Route #8 (Hospital / New Hope – Mall) bus to Social Security
Administration Office and Eastridge Mall, reassigning to Route #2 (South New Hope).
Consider overall service enhancements and cost savings to be re-directed to institute twodirectional service on Route #8 where ridership warrants more service.
Continue to operate the route with a 35-foot transit bus.
Install sidewalk on Aberdeen Boulevard at Cox Road (545 Cox Road) where bus stop exists and
sidewalk promotes mobility to the bus stop (Gastonia Pedestrian Plan, May 2014).
Install sidewalk on Court Drive at N. New Hope Road where bus stop exists and sidewalks
promote mobility to the bus stops (Gastonia Pedestrian Plan, May 2014).
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IV. Determination of Proper Bus Size and Fuel Type
Gastonia Transit currently operates seven bus routes with 60-minute or 90-minute headways. The agency
currently has a fleet of eight (8) 35-ft. Gillig-manufactured buses to operate its seven routes. On any given
weekday, all six buses are operating the service, with one bus in the maintenance center for routine
maintenance or repairs and one bus standing by as a backup.
All Gastonia Transit buses and vans are stored, fueled, and maintained at the City of Gastonia Equipment
Service Center, located at 800 North Broad Street. The transit agency has four bays dedicated to servicing
and maintaining the Gastonia Transit fleet. If, on occasion, two buses are out of service for repairs, the
agency will use vans on a bus route until a replacement bus is available.
These photographs show the Gastonia Equipment Service Center facility.

Currently all transit buses and vans are securely stored overnight at the Equipment Service Center. Buses
are fueled in the morning and then leave to start their runs. When returning in the evening, the buses go
through the vehicle wash facility on-site and are then parked for overnight storage.
This table lists the buses, their year, manufacturer and mileage as of July 7, 2016.

Source: City of Gastonia Maintenance
Date: July 2016

Currently all Gastonia Transit buses run on diesel and are fueled at the Equipment Service Center, which
also is the fueling station of other City of Gastonia-owned vehicles. The picture below is a photo of this
fueling station with the vehicle wash facility in the background.
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Recommendations – Fleet Size
1. Three (3) of the eight buses are now past their useful life as defined by Federal Transit
Administration (FTA) guidelines (see FTA circular C 5010.1D). According to these guidelines, the
minimum service life for a standard, 35-foot to 40-foot bus is 12 years or 500,000 miles, whichever
comes first. This has implications on costs of operating and maintaining the fleet, as well as the
safety and reliability of the vehicles. It is our recommendation that Gastonia Transit should make
provisions in the near future to retire these vehicles and to replace them. While it is understood
that this has cost implications, we recommend that the agency should budget for the local
match and request federal funds to replace the vehicles in the agency’s fleet which have
reached their useful life. In order to meet its current demands and maximize opportunities for
ridership growth, the City needs to have a fleet of vehicles that have not reached their useful
years so as to ensure reliable service, i.e. successfully maintaining existing headways and not
relying upon the ADA complementary service vans as back-up vehicles. Restructuring of routes
and headways will most likely require six (6) operative vehicles for weekday service; therefore,
the City should prepare to replace three units in the next three to five years.
2. Continue to use large buses (35-ft.) for the fixed route operations on major arterials, such as
Franklin Boulevard, but consider using Light Transit Vehicles (LTVs) on routes where passenger
capacities are much lower. There are advantages to utilizing LTVs in a transit system: light
ridership demand; when the route traverses narrow streets; and requiring less space at bus
stops and maintenance garages, among others. While having a standard vehicle size for the
entire fleet has a number of advantages [simplifies the procurement and storage of replacement
and maintenance parts; simplifies the maintenance needs of the system; ensures that all
passengers have the same ride experience, regardless of the route], a diversity in fleet type to
include smaller buses can help provide better service coverage into neighborhoods where street
designs are not conducive for heavy equipment vehicle operations and can maintain time
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schedules comparable to a bus. While smaller transit vehicles, such as LTVs, have a shorter
lifecycle and require replacement sooner than standard 35-ft. buses, the current and short-term
ridership counts, coupled with the geographic areas served, indicate that smaller, less costly
vehicles are sufficient for the foreseeable future to achieve Gastonia Transit System’s service
objectives.
The following chart shows recommended vehicle assignments based upon proposed route
recommendations previously discussed.

Route No.
#1 - Franklin Boulevard
#2 - S. New Hope Road /
#3 - S. Marietta Street
#4 - S. York Road
#5 - Edgewood Road
#7 - Highland Avenue
#8 - Hospital

Recommended
Vehicle
Bus
Bus
LTV
LTV
LTV
Bus

According to the American Public Transportation Association’s (APTA) ‘Vehicle Database Report
for 2015 (U.S. Average New Vehicle Costs for 2014 and 2015 Vehicles by Type)’, the average cost
of 35-foot buses, regardless whether powered by diesel fuel or compressed natural gas (CNG), is
$533,775.00 per vehicle. In 2014, Cape Fear Transit in Wilmington, NC purchased its 35-foot low
floor CNG buses at $453,877.00 per vehicle (cost was lower than the agency initially expected)
while Blacksburg Transit, VA purchased its 35-foot diesel buses for $420,723. A joint procurement
for 35-foot buses here in North Carolina [Piedmont Authority for Regional Transit (Greensboro,
NC), HiTran (High Point), and CK Rider (Concord) resulted in the following quotes: $434,683 for
diesel and $642,690 for Hybrid Electric buses.
On the other hand, Light Transit Vehicles (shown below) are much cheaper than 35-foot buses.
In early 2016, Link Transit in Burlington, NC purchased seven 29-foot, gasoline powered LTVs for
a unit price of $143,000.00 (inclusive of a farebox and other transit technology) for service that
began in July 2016. Apple Country Transportation (Hendersonville, NC) has had a fleet of CNG
LTVs for several years used for its fixed route operations. The last purchase cost per unit was
approximately $165,000. These smaller vehicles have lower seating capacity than 35-foot buses;
cost less to operate; offer front door wheelchair access; have interior hooks installed within the
bus or exterior front mounted bike racks; have shorter turning radius; and can operate less
intrusively on neighborhood streets. The useful life is seven years or 200,000 miles, whichever
occurs first.
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Shown is a chart of fleet types and
associated costs obtained from
NCDOT – Public Transit Division,
after soliciting its FY2018 RFP for
State-funded vehicles.

VEHICLE TYPE
GAS
DIESEL
CNG
35-ft. Transit
Bus
n/a
$460,000
$500,000**
30-ft. Transit
Bus
n/a
$454,000
n/a
28-ft. LTV with
Wheelchair
lift*
$95,500
$131,500
$152,500
25-ft. LTV with
Wheelchair
lift*
$74,500
$100,500
$121,500
22-ft. LTV with
Wheelchair lift
$69,000
n/a
$90,000
20-ft. LTV with
Wheelchair lift
$64,500
n/a
n/a
20-ft. LTV (No
Wheelchair
lift)
$58,000
n/a
n/a
Source: NCDOT-PTD Manufacturers' Bid Quotes for FY18
*: Upgraded chassis
**: Cape Fear Transit's cost in 2014

HYBRID
ELECTRIC
$660,000
$654,000

$173,500

$151,500
$111,000
n/a

n/a

In the event that Gastonia Transit implements service modifications to key destinations within its
service area, we recommend diversity in its vehicle fleet to include smaller buses such as LTVs that
will achieve this objective. As transit ridership grows with system operations, the City can consider
replacing the LTVs with 35-foot buses at the end of the LTVs’ seven-year useful life.
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Recommendations – Fuel Type
3. Continue to use diesel for fueling the fleet. As shown in the preceding chart, the costs for acquiring
alternative fuel vehicles is much greater than diesel. Actual per unit equipment cost is often the most
determining factor in selecting a fuel type, i.e. the availability of local matching dollars at the time of
the requisitioning and then operating funds for services and maintenance after warranties expire.
Agencies that choose either CNG or Hybrid Electric must also have the infrastructures in place to
support the alternative fuel. Other than the equipment, the second greatest expense is the fueling
station, followed by the service facility modifications where the equipment is to be maintained. The
work sites must be compliant with Federal regulations; service and maintenance practices are
paramount, demanding a special set of requirements and practices for safety and compliance.
Essentially, training personnel and continually reminding them of the technical and safety guidelines
is key to incurring losses. Switching some or all of Gastonia Transit’s fleet to an alternative fuel will,
more than likely, require installation of a new fueling station because the current CNG fueling station
is beyond its useful life and has been idle since the 2000 Orion transit bus was taken out of service.
Unless there is a plan for other City of Gastonia fleets (motor pool, waste disposal, etc.) to be
converted or switch to CNG, adding the infrastructure for a CNG fueling facility will not be cost
effective. Diesel provides a reliable fueling system for the City, and should continue to be used in the
near-term.
4. Consider gasoline powered vehicle for LTVs that may be purchased in the future. Since LTVs are
equipped with medium truck engines and have a shorter ‘useful life’ than transit buses, the option of
purchasing an LTV that operates on unleaded gasoline is an option. A gasoline-powered engine
compared to diesel is less expensive both in the equipment purchase and ongoing operating expenses.
In summary, our Team recommends that the City develop, within the next several months, a vehicle
replacement schedule that allows Gastonia Transit to move forward with procuring its replacement
vehicles to ensure that dependable service is provided to existing and potential future riders.

V.

Other Methods to Offering Public Transportation in
Gastonia

A. Bike Racks
The phrase ‘First Mile / Last Mile’ is a concept currently used in the transportation industry to identify
the means of potential and existing transit riders to reach public transit facilities or bus stops. For
persons living some distance from the closest Gastonia Transit bus route, bike rides and the presence of
bike racks on the buses are a means of accessibility, while also potentially increasing ridership. There’s
also no additional financial burden to the riders in this connectivity option.
The City embraces the idea of bike racks, evidenced by obtaining five during the last vehicle
procurement. However, challenges exist in implementing this program. First, there are not enough
racks for every bus in the fleet, a total of eight. Also, the maintenance bays where vehicles are repaired
and stored at night are not long enough to fit buses with racks. The City is exploring the best method to
incorporate bike racks onto its fleet. The roll out of this initiative should be a thoughtful process prior to
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implementation and public launch to the citizens with assistance from Gastonia’s Marketing Director
and Transportation Planning Department, both who can be important advocates of the program.
Recommendation:
We recommend the purchase of additional racks from a transit system (possibly from CATS which no
longer uses two-position racks). Install racks just before instituting any minor route modifications.
When the route modifications are published, an announcement of this transportation alternative should
occur. It is also worthwhile to include media / marketing blitz, promoting transportation connectivity, in
the GO (Gaston Outdoors) program promotions.
B. Contract with Other Transportation Providers
Traveling throughout the City during the past two months, there appears to be quite a number of
private transportation providers in addition to the presence of the two additional public sector agencies,
Gaston ACCESS and CATS. Our Team explored these and found the following:


Private

From the 1960’s until 1977, transit service in Gastonia was provided by a private transportation
company. In 1977, the City took over the operations and hired its first Transit Director (Mr. Bill Bradley).
Recognizing that a specialized skill set was needed to oversee Gastonia Transit’s day-to-day operations
upon Mr. Bradley’s retirement, a consulting contract with a private, nationally known transportation
company was executed for one (1) on-site transit professional as the General Manager. In 2000, the
incumbent resigned and the General Manager position was eliminated with staff assuming the duties.
Since 2000, the organizational structure of transit services has remained somewhat the same, except for
some shifting of job functions and responsibilities.
Recommendation:
The City should conduct a cost analysis to determine whether or not there are cost savings in contracting
the entire transit operations or, at a minimum, the ADA Complementary Paratransit service. For the
later, possible vendors are private companies that have lift-equipped vehicles. Non-ambulatory services,
such as Uber and Lyft, are contracting with transit systems throughout the country for transports in
areas where service demands are low; during ‘off peak’ hours of operations when high-capacity transit
vehicles are not needed; and to implement limited service hours during late nights and weekends. Uber
is now available in the Gastonia city limits, particularly if the destination is between Gastonia and
Charlotte.



Gaston ACCESS

Gaston County’s Management was not initially interested in participating in this study; however, in
conversations with the transit administrator of ACCESS and her supervisor in Department of Social
Services (DSS), our Team was afforded an opportunity to revisit the matter of coordination and
collaboration between the two transit systems. On July 26th, 3C Team members met with the County
Manager, Mr. Earl Mathers. The purpose of the meeting was to provide a progress report on the
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Gastonia Transit operational and efficiency study and to explain the benefits of the two systems
collaborating to enhance transportation options for all citizens.
Mr. Mathers was cordial and informative. He indicated that the County was focused on its core services
of education, health/human services, and supporting veterans residing in the County. He thinks that
ACCESS is achieving its purpose to provide services for Medicaid recipients in a cost productive manner,
with additional services to the VA clinic for veterans and some limited transports to Gaston Community
College. Mr. Mathers does not think that County officials would consider extending its services beyond
the currently served target populations. He would be interested, however, in seeing the final report of
this study for informational purposes only.


CATS

A detailed discussion occurred on June 13, 2016 with the Director of Bus Operations, Mr. Larry Kopf, and
he then brought the matter to CATS General Manager, Mr. John Lewis. In keeping with the ‘Statewide
Mobility Plan’ of 2012, CATS is interested in regional partnerships with neighboring cities as long as
certain conditions exist, the highest priority being some evidence of sustainable funding (both grant and
local match dollars from Gastonia) to pay for the service and sustained ridership by Gaston County
citizens. CATS is currently bearing the majority of costs for the 85X Route serving Gaston County citizens,
with Gastonia paying 50% of the net costs, i.e. variance after CATS’ grant funds totaling between
$280,000 to $300,000 are depleted. The Director said that his organization is in no financial position to
cover expenses for the Gastonia Transit routes. Mid-day service has been discussed for more than a
year but is not expected to commence until grant requirements are met, specifically meeting the
stipulation to operate a CNG bus. Currently CATS does not have this fuel type in its fleet and will have to
procure a new vehicle for the service. Based upon the time for bidding and procuring a CNG bus, no
service will occur before Summer 2018.
Our Team presented the idea of CATS performing only administrative tasks for Gastonia Transit and the
City actually operating the service. The CATS Director said that this alternative will need more analysis
before he would approach the General Manager.
Requested data, such as Gastonia Transit’s fleet inventory and past years’ operating statistics, were
provided to CATS for further review.
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C. TECHNOLOGY
Gastonia Transit has not procured some of the most commonly used technologies in the public transit
industry possibly because local matching dollars have not been allocated to supplement available FTA
capital grant funds. The two technologies that do exist on transit buses are the camera surveillance
system and fare boxes, both add-on procurement options.
Technologies that are readily available include:









Scheduling and dispatching software - optimize routings of ADA Complementary Service
passenger pick-ups;
Automatic Vehicle Location (AVL) systems – identifies exact locations of vehicles using GPS
technology;
Transit Automated Voice Annunciator System –integrated with an AVL system, geographic
location is announced both within the vehicle and at the stop, fulfilling ADA announcement
requirements and making the route system more user-friendly;
Registering fare boxes with fare card readers – tracks ridership; eliminates the need for Staff to
count currency; allows passengers to use ‘Smart Cards’ (cards are replenished automatically
when the card is low on funds;
Automatic Passenger Counting Systems (APC) – counts passengers upon boarding and departing
the vehicles
Interactive Voice Response (IVR) – communicates with ADA Complementary Service passengers,
reminding them of scheduled trips, service delays, and other time-sensitive information

Recommendations:
While cost implications are understood, we recommend that Gastonia Transit budget local match dollars
and request federal funds to purchase, at a minimum, scheduling software and registering fare boxes
with card readers. Based solely upon other small urban transit systems’ (not only in NC-but throughout
the US) these two offer cost benefits by automating necessary Staff functions [two administrators
counting currency five days a week; optimization the scheduling of ADA Complementary Service that will,
more than likely, reduce hourly operating costs] that are otherwise labor intensive.
Gastonia Transit should develop a ‘Technology Plan’ for acquiring additional automated equipment that
keeps the agency in line with the newest advancements in the industry.
D. Sidewalks: A Transit Mobility Enhancement
Sidewalks are one of the most important transit amenities to bus riders because it affords pedestrian
utilization to the bus stops. Sidewalks afford riders a comfortable, safe place to stage when awaiting
vehicle arrivals. In the case of physically disabled riders, especially those using wheelchairs and
scooters, they have no option other than to wait in the street, which is a safety hazard.
In the ‘Gastonia Comprehensive Pedestrian Plan’ (May 2014), a paragraph on the City’s purpose for the
study stated that the “City understands that walking is critical to having a diverse transportation
network and making its streets more vibrant and attractive. For people to choose walking over other
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modes of transportation, sidewalks and other pedestrian spaces need to be safe, comfortable, and
aesthetically pleasing, while also connecting logical desired lines between recognized origins and
destinations.” The report noted that there’s a total of identified sidewalk needs amounting to 25.7
linear miles, truly a man-made barrier to pedestrian movements where walking is an essential means of
transportation for people who cannot drive or do not own a vehicle.
As part of this study, our Team identified the following locations where the installation of a sidewalk or
sidewalk improvements will greatly enhance both current and potential bus riders.

Route

Sidewalk additions & improvements

#1 - Franklin Boulevard

Franklin Boulevard (inbound) at Home Depot

#1 - Dixie Village

None

#2 -S. New Hope Road

None

#3 - S. Marietta Street

600 block of Hudson Boulevard

#4 - S. York Road

Mountain View Street at Crawford Avenue
(outbound)

#5 - Edgewood Road

Shannon-Bradley from Crescent Drive just past the
apartment complex (before Salem Drive)

#7 - Highland Avenue

Holland Street at Glenn Street; Baker Boulevard

#8 - Hospital

Aberdeen Boulevard at Cox Road (545 Cox Road);
Court Drive at N. New Hope Road

Recommendation:
Working with the Engineering Department, Transit Staff should develop a plan which includes a schedule
to make these enhancements (several that also appear on ‘Table 4-3: Spot Improvements’ of the 2014
Comprehensive Pedestrian Plan’) and any other locations that facilitate use of the bus system. The City of
Gastonia should consider using FTA grant funds (80% Federal 5307 grant and 20% State or Local) to
expedite installing new sidewalks as well as ADA ramps, making the sidewalks accessible to all citizens.

E. Marketing the Transit Services
If the City wants to enhance mobility options and choices for the changing populations and
demographics in Gastonia, thereby possibly increasing ridership, it is imperative for Gastonia Transit to
rebrand itself, developing key messages to not only its stakeholders but also future customers.
Marketing efforts need to be intentional and results-driven.
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The existing printed brochures are eye-appealing and somewhat informative, evidenced by Rider Survey
results. The website, however, needs to be enhanced. For example, streets served by the bus routes,
not just the City’s main traffic corridors, should be identified. This gives both current and future riders a
point of reference in how far they must travel to reach the closest bus stop. With the Planning
Department’s capability to now generate maps, website enhancements should not be as cumbersome
as in the past.
Social media tools and platforms, such as Twitter feeds, FaceBook pages, and Instagram photo sharing
are avenues for providing interactivity to the more ‘static’ website and the periodic passenger
satisfaction surveys. They can also act as monitoring tools, helping transit agencies improve how their
systems run, even increasing trust with the passengers. In 2012, the Transportation Research Board’s
Transit Cooperative Research Program (TCRP) conducted a study and prepared ‘Synthesis 99: Uses of
Social Media in Public Transportation’. Transit agencies were surveyed about their social media
practices and the findings were reported as follows:




no metrics exist showing the effectiveness on operations of social media activities;
additional research is needed to provide agencies with the tools for estimating the costs and
benefits; and
methods need to be developed to ensure that the agencies are not vulnerable to Internet
security threats, including viruses and malware.

Gastonia Transit has not developed any of these media outlets because of the time demands on Staff, as
well as any benefits received from their time and energies in developing and monitoring the platforms.

Recommendations:
With assistance and expertise from the City’s Marketing Director and any vendors used in marketing
efforts, Transit staff should focus on marketing endeavors, such as periodic updates to the website,
attending public events, communicating service delays due to inclement weather on the City’s
Blackboard, ‘Connect’ Program, etc.
The individual route maps on the ‘Gastonia Transit System Map & Rider Guide’ is quite informative. One
enhancement to consider is the identification of more major streets and travel corridors on the large
System Map, enabling a user to more quickly identify his/her origin with intended destinations.
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VI. Identification of Overall Efficiency Improvements
Our Team has conducted extensive one-on-one, face-to-face conversations with key stakeholders
including, but not limited to, current passengers; senior City officials; key City Department leaders
(Transportation Planning and Economic Development); and, of course, all employees involved in
Gastonia Transit operations (front line supervision, maintenance, and administration). We have ‘talked
transit’ to anyone that would afford us the time, receiving informative yet open and honest responses
from all personnel. We spent time at the three facilities (Bradley Station, Maintenance Garage, and the
Fleet Operations /Transit Offices) that support transit. We have gained a good understanding of the
operations such that the following observations and recommendations identify opportunities for
efficient operations.

A. Bradley Station: Personal Safety / Security
These findings not only present opportunities but must be addressed in compliance with Federal Transit
Administration’s (FTA) MAP21 and System Safety & Security Plan requirements.
1. On multiple occasions we’ve seen the presence of funds. Anyone in Bradley Station has
knowledge of money available. This poses great risk to not only the Dispatchers but also the
passengers who are waiting inside the building.
Recommendation: Research the costs associated with the purchase of a bus pass vending machine
and determine whether the cost is outweighed by the risk of personal harm to person(s) by a criminal
who decides to rob a Dispatcher. (See ‘Technology’ in Section V – C.)
2. Dispatchers often oblige passengers’ requests to ‘make change’; however, money is visible to
the public eye and risk exposure exists. Secondly, Dispatchers’ productivity is reduced with each
interruption that occurs.
Recommendation: Lease a currency vending machine. While research was conducted in the past
and the cost was determined to be prohibitive, current cost-benefit analysis may be useful in terms
of improved productivity.
3. At no time when our Team was onsite at the Station was there any law enforcement presence.
Prior to onsite visits, Dispatchers advised that there have been multiple incidents of passengers
‘falling out’ from the use of synthetic marijuana (resulting in the person having seizure-like
symptoms). By the time law enforcement arrives, the symptoms have resolved and the person
is back to normal.
Recommendation: Greater law enforcement visibility is warranted at Bradley Station, accomplished
by Officers on patrol driving through the parking lot and/or periodically going inside the waiting
area. Also, law enforcement agencies are keen in tracking data. Dispatchers should record any and
all passenger security incidents, and these should be reported to law enforcement each and every
time for tracking.
B. Fare Counting Process: Fiscal Control(s) and Potential Risk Exposure
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While our Team did not actually observe the money counting process in progress, we did observe the
apparatus and work area, with Staff providing detailed explanations of the flow of funds. FTA Circular
5010.1D, Chapter VI – Financial Management details the elements of ‘internal controls’, requiring
Gastonia Transit to have cash handling policies, plans and procedures.

FTA-established ‘best practices’ (guidelines included to supplement the Circular) which do not exist at
Gastonia Transit are:




Funds are to be counted in a secured area, which is not the case in the Fleet Maintenance
Building.
Lab coat pockets are not sewn to ensure that money is not pilfered by the money counters.
Funds are taken to a City government building by only one individual, i.e. not ‘two-deep’ or by a
bonded entity.

Besides the abovementioned FTA compliance matters, risks are present to the sole person transporting
the fare funds and the organization has loss of productivity of two highly skilled staff persons who are
performing clerical tasks multiple hours each workday. Instituting a fare card system (or a more
enhanced collection system referred to as ‘SmartCard’) in lieu of coins and currency alleviates the time
and expenses associated with the fare counting process. (See ‘Technology’, Section V-C.)
C. Bradley Station Work Environment
There is entirely too much foot traffic in the Dispatch Office and work space. This is because the
Operators have no private location away from the passengers and the Dispatch Office becomes, by
default, the Operators’ lounge and break room. When Employees need entry to their designated
restroom, the key is obtained from the Dispatcher. The result is lost productivity by Dispatchers,
interrupted by conversations either with or between Operators.
Recommendation #1: Install a key pad or card reader outside of the Employee Restroom door, allowing
entry to only authorized personnel. This device eliminates some entries by Operators into the
Dispatchers’ office.
Recommendation #2: Contact FTA to determine if current surplus of Federal grants can be re-directed to
construct an addition to Bradley Station for an Operator-based space (break room equipped with
individual lockers, refrigerator, microwave, sink, and computers; Operator training room; etc.).

D. Organizational Structure
Our Team’s one-on-one conversations with Gastonia Transit staff, coupled with our observations,
indicate that staff is always busy and working diligently at the tasks before them; however, there are
opportunities for improved productivity if some of the following work practices are modified or
eliminated.


Assigning tasks based on an employee’s geographic work location, rather than where the tasks
are strategically aligned to another operating unit’s objectives, is illogical. Such is the
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Administrative Support/Grant Facilitator position that organizationally reports to the Solid
Waste Department but has 20% of the job position’s time allotted to processing transit grants.
The position interest is, quite naturally, on achieving assignments in Solid Waste and not to
transit’s grants servicing.
‘Intermingling’ of funding sources rather than clear separations in budgetary line items for
personnel’s salaries. While job costing and different budget line items probably exist in the
Finance Department, there is no good reason to do so when there is already an established
Department for the ancillary tasks being charged to a different department. A good example is
the administrative position, reporting directly to the Principal Transportation Planner/MPO
Coordinator in the Transportation Planning Department.
Recommendation: The Planning Department’s Training Grant Facilitator position should
perform assistive services of 5307 and 5310 grants. While the incumbent is somewhat new to
the position and is currently only responsible for the 104(f) Transportation Planning grant
administration, it is a reasonable expectation that assumption of grants tracking and monitoring
for grants currently administered in Solid Waste Department can occur.



Based upon financial reports of 5307 expenditures, the City of Gastonia is behind in ‘drawing
down’ funds from the accounts, i.e. expenditures have not occurred as projected at the time of
FTA’s allocation. This is problematic and places the City in a fragile situation with the FTA.
Improvement can be made if the organization structure and staff are more focused to grants
administration and procurements.
Recommendation #1: The City’s Finance Department should be actively involved in the oversight
and “drawing down” of both transportation planning and transit grants.
Recommendation #2: City leaders should have policy discussions on the role of Gastonia
Transit’s services and local funding matches to utilize and maximize both existing and future
Federal Transit Administration grant allocations.



A ‘lean and mean’ headcount is commendable, particularly in terms of payroll dollars. With
tenured personnel in the Transit division, however, personnel absences (especially unscheduled
ones) place undue hardships on available staff. Existing headcount numbers have also
restricted the transit staff from cross-training on each other’s job duties. Coupling the
aforementioned two constraints makes the operations somewhat inefficient and inadequate to
operate an effective small urban public transit system.
Recommendation #1: The City’s Human Resources Department should conduct a Job Task
Analysis study and manpower utilization to determine the appropriate staffing requirements to
operate the transit service. (Staff sizes for comparably sized transit systems can be readily
obtained.)
Recommendation #2: For no less than two months, Transit staff should maintain detailed time
tracking of the tasks that they perform, identifying the amount of time spent on transit versus
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other Department functions. The data should be provided to the HR Department as part of its
study.


There seems to be a lack of passion or enthusiasm in job assignments in the accomplishments
achieved by the Transit Staff. Having some clarity or definition in how the City plans to address
future transportation needs can provide Staff goals and direction. We observed that the Transit
staff is often ‘fighting fires’, i.e. reacting rather than being proactive because they have no time
to step away and strategize on future plans and activities. Now, more than ever before, it is
essential that Staff become “transit experts” because of the increased and ever-changing
demands (including regulations) placed upon a FTA grant recipient.

Recommendation #1: Greater collaboration needs to occur between Transit Staff and the City’s
Transportation Planning Department as the latter are currently the ‘in-house experts’ on FTA regulations,
particularly involving transportation regionalization efforts. Also, the transportation planning expertise
is available and should enhance the transit system’s operations in future years.
Recommendation #2: Staff should schedule time every six months for strategic planning (inclusive of the
City’s Transportation Planning staff), evaluating how effectively tasks were performed during the
previous six months; where achievements and service enhancements were made; and to plan activities
and actions for the short-term future. This session should be results-driven with performance measures
defined.
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APPENDIX A: Comparative Analysis of Riders’ Responses
Source: Gastonia Transit Rider Survey Responses (compiled by AJM Consulting, April 2016)

How often do you usually ride Gastonia
Transit? (2012)
2%
7%
5 or more days a week
20%

44%

3 to 4 days a week
1 or 2 days a week
Less than once a week
First time riding

27%

How often do you usually ride Gastonia
Transit? (2016)
0%
3%
12%
5 or more days a week
3 to 4 days a week
1 or 2 days a week
28%

57%

Less than once a week
First time riding
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How long have you been using Gastonia
Transit? (2012)
3%
14%
More than 2 years
1-2 years
17%

Less than a year
66%

No answer/Unknown

How long have you been using Gastonia
Transit? (2016)
14%

More than 2 years

16%

1-2 years
Less than a year
70%
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What is the main reason for riding the
bus? (2012)
1%

1%
No car available

3%

Save money on maintenance
21%
Unable to drive
Better for the environment
7%
67%

Avoid parking or traffic
hassles
Other

What is the main reason for riding the bus?
(2016)
1% 1%
No car available

3%
14%

Save money on maintenance
Unable to drive

5%

Better for the environment

76%

Avoid parking or traffic
hassles
Other
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20%

10%
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30%

40%

Good - 2012
Good - 2016

Good - 2012
Good - 2016

Good - 2012
Good - 2016

Good - 2012
Good - 2016

Good - 2012
Good - 2016
Fair - 2012
Fair - 2016
Poor - 2012
Poor - 2016

Fair - 2012
Fair - 2016
Poor - 2012
Poor - 2016

Fair - 2012
Fair - 2016
Poor - 2012
Poor - 2016

Fair - 2012
Fair - 2016
Poor - 2012
Poor - 2016

Fair - 2012
Fair - 2016
Poor - 2012
Poor - 2016

Good - 2012
Good - 2016

50%

Fair - 2012
Fair - 2016
Poor - 2012
Poor - 2016

Good - 2012
Good - 2016

Good - 2012
Good - 2016

60%

Fair - 2012
Fair - 2016
Poor - 2012
Poor - 2016

70%

Fair - 2012
Fair - 2016
Poor - 2012
Poor - 2016

80%

Good - 2012
Good - 2016

90%

Fair - 2012
Fair - 2016
Poor - 2012
Poor - 2016
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In general, how satisfied are you with services provided by Gastonia Transit?

100%

Good - 2012

Good - 2016

Fair - 2012

Fair - 2016

Poor - 2012

Poor - 2016
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Survey Demographics (2012)

Male
40%
Female
57%

Survey Demographics (2016)

Male
41.5%
Female
58.5%
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No Answer/
Unknown
2%

Age (2012)
18 & Under
3%
19-24
9%

65 or older
11%

25-34
16%
50-64
29%

35-49
30%

Age (2016)
18 & Under
2%
65 or older
10%

50-64
30%

25-34
18%

35-49
26%
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Survey Ethnicity (2012)

No Answer/
Other Unknown
Native American 1%
4%
2%
Hispanic
4%

Asian American
0%

African American
55%

White
34%

Survey Ethnicity (2016)
Hispanic
4%

Other
5%

Asian American
0%
Native American
0%

White
39%
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Primary Language (2012)
Spanish
3%

No Answer/
Unknown 4%

English
93%

Primary Language (2016)
Spanish
3%

English
97%
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Do you have internet access at home?
(2012)
No Answer/
Unknown 7%
Yes
37%

No
56%
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Do you have internet access at home?
(2016)

No
48%
Yes
52%
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APPENDIX B: Passenger Counts
Weekdays (Thurs., April 7 & Friday, April 8, 2016)
Route
No.
100
101
102
103
200
201
300
301
400
401
500
501
700
701
800
801

Route
Franklin EB OB
Franklin EB IB
Franklin WB OB
Franklin WB IB
South New Hope OB
South New Hope IB
South Marietta OB
South Marietta IB
South York OB
South York IB
Edgewood OB
Edgewood IB
Highland OB
Highland IB
Hospital/New Hope OB
Hospital/New Hope IB
Total

Ons
84
47
32
18
78
26
70
19
113
41
81
44
94
77
132
24
980

Offs
75
59
20
27
59
57
33
44
90
64
53
72
85
86
84
72
980

Total
159
106
52
45
137
83
103
63
203
105
134
116
179
163
216
96
1960

Offs
15
13
25
34
16
13
14
12
25
22
22
38
19
18
286

Total
37
19
61
54
44
17
35
15
61
30
56
67
48
28
572

Saturday (April 9, 2016)
Route
No.
100
101
200
201
300
301
400
401
500
501
700
701
800
801

Route
Franklin EB OB
Franklin EB IB
South New Hope OB
South New Hope IB
South Marietta OB
South Marietta IB
South York OB
South York IB
Edgewood OB
Edgewood IB
Highland OB
Highland IB
Hospital/New Hope OB
Hospital/New Hope IB
Total

Ons
22
6
36
20
28
4
21
3
36
8
34
29
29
10
286

Source: Gastonia Transit Ride Counts – Boardings and Alightings (compiled by AJM Consulting, April 2016)
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APPENDIX C: Current Gastonia Transit Route Map

Source: Gastonia Transit Ride Counts (map prepared by GCLMPO Planner, April 2016)

Page 54 of 63

Gastonia Transit Operations Efficiencies Study

APPENDIX D: Sidewalks
Sidewalk additions or
improvements

Route
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#1 - Franklin Boulevard

Franklin Boulevard (inbound) at Home Depot

#1 - Dixie Village

None

#2 -S. New Hope Road

None

#3 - S. Marietta Street

600 block of Hudson Boulevard

#4 - S. York Road

Mountain View Street at Crawford Avenue
(outbound)

#5 - Edgewood Road

Shannon-Bradley from Crescent Drive just past the
apartment complex (before Salem Drive)

#7 - Highland Avenue

Holland Street at Glenn Street; Baker Boulevard

#8 - Hospital

Aberdeen Boulevard at Cox Road (545 Cox Road);
Court Drive at N. New Hope Road
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Route #1 – Franklin Boulevard
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Route #3 – South Marietta Street
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Route #4 – South York Road
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Route #5 – Edgewood Road
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Route #7 – Highland Avenue
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Route #8 – Hospital
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Route #8 – Hospital
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