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1.0 Evaluation of Existing ATIS  

1.1 BACKGROUND  
The Mid -Ohio Regional Planning Commission (MORPC) has requested that the 
Cambridge Systematics, Inc. (CS) team assess the feasibility of a regional 
multimodal  advanced traveler information system  (ATIS) in central Ohio.  

The central Ohio region already has some ATIS in place, including the Ohio 
Department of Transportationôs (ODOT) Buckeye Traffic web site 
(http://www.buckeyetraffic.org/), t he city of Columbusô Paving the Way web site 
(http://www.pavingtheway.org/), the Central Ohio Transit Authority ôs (COTA) 
web site (http://www.cota.com/), and MORPC ôs RideSolutions web site 
(http://ridesolutions.morpc.org/).  While the agencies managing and  operating 
these ATIS do sometimes coordinate with each other, the various ATIS are not 
linked together and there is no ñone-stop shopò where travelers can get the 
information they need to make informed decisions about how they should travel.  

MORPC envisions developing an ATIS that allows travelers to compare available 
transportation modes for a particular trip based on factors such as travel time, 
length, and cost.  This ATIS also would serve as a clearinghouse for information 
about existing travel conditi ons (e.g., construction  restrictions, congestion levels, 
and impacts of incidents).  The ATIS would be recognized by travelers, the 
media, and transportation system operators as a reliable source of static and 
dynamic traveler information . 

1.2 PURPOSE OF EVALU ATION OF EXISTING ATIS  
A review of e xisting ATIS deployment s in other locations across the United 
States as well as international locations can provide MORPC with excellent 
information  in terms of being able to see what features those other ATIS include, 
how those traveler information systems were implemented, how travelers are 
using those systems, what resources are required to implement and maintain 
those systems, and what lessons the managing and operating agencies have 
learned through the deployment and  operation of their ATIS . 

Kimley -Horn and Associates, Inc., as part of the CS team, surveyed five existing 
top-tier national and international ATIS deployments to evaluate their relevance 
to the ATIS efforts and traveler information needs in central Ohio.  For the 
national ATIS surveyed, information was gathered from agency web sites, 
published documents, and interviews with agency staff.  For the international 
ATIS surveyed, information was obtained from agency web sites but no 
interviews with agency staff  were conducted.  As such, there is more detailed 
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deployment and ñlessons learnedò information and analysis on the national ATIS 
than the international ATIS.  

The purpose of the evaluation was to determine what features are included in 
the surveyed ATIS, how those features were implemented, how travelers are 
using those features, what resources are required to implement and maintain 
those features, and what lessons have been learned by the agencies managing 
and operating the surveyed ATIS that may be applicable to the ATIS efforts in 
central Ohio. 

It is envisioned that the findings of this evaluation will help guide MORPC and 
its partners in deciding if the envisioned ATIS in central Ohio is feasible, and if 
so, how, when, and by whom it should be deployed an d operated. 

The locations of the five operational ATIS that were evaluated are: 

 San Francisco Bay Area, California (ATIS web site:  http://www.511.org/ ); 

 Houston, Texas (ATIS web site:  http://www.houstontranstar.org/ ); 

 Salt Lake City, Utah (ATIS web site:  http://www.utahcommuterlink.com/ ); 

 London, England (ATIS web  site:  http://www.tfl.gov.uk ); and 

 Munich, Germany (ATIS web  site:  http://www.muenchen.de/ verticals/
Traffic_Transport/ 227515/index.html ). 

Emerging ATIS technologies and current ATIS business model trends also were 
briefly evaluated  to provide MORPC and its partners with a sense of where the 
ATIS industry appears to be headed in the future in areas such as private sector 
involvement in traveler information and different partnership strategie s. 

1.3 SAN FRANCISCO BAY AREA, CALIFORNIA  
The San Francisco Bay Area is home to approximately seven million people and 
is a densely populated area.  The Metropolitan Transportation Commission 
(MTC) is the designated Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) for  the San 
Francisco Bay Area.  MTC operates an ATIS web site at http://www.511.org/ .  
MTC has branded its ATIS as ñ511,ò which includes both the web site and the 
companion phone-based ATIS that is accessible by dialing 511.  Figure 1.1 shows 
what the homepage of the 511.org web site looks like. 
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Figure 1.1 Homepage of http://www.511.org/ 

 

Relevance to Central Ohio ATIS Efforts  

MTCôs 511 ATIS was included in the survey because it is widely recognized as 
one of the leading ATIS in the United States in terms of comprehensive 
multimodal and trip planning information available on both the web site and 
phone system.  Like MORPC, MTC is the MPO of a metropolitan region within a 
state that contains multiple metropolitan  areas.  MTC has contracted out the 
operations and maintenance of its ATIS to the private sector because MTC does 
not have the necessary in-house resources, although MTC does provide program 
oversight and is responsible for coordinating with the various tr ansit and 
transportation operations agencies within the region .  MTCôs ATIS incorporates 
traveler information gathered from numerous sources, including the state 
Department of Transportation (DOT), regional transit agencies, local 
transportation agencies, toll tag transponders, and a private data provider . 

History  

MTC has operated web- and phone-based ATIS in the San Francisco Bay Area for 
more than a decade.  The U.S. Department of Transportation selected the San 
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Francisco Bay Area as a Field Operational Test for ATIS in 1993.  The ATIS 
developed by MTC was originally known as TravInfo and it officially deployed 
in 1998.  The TravInfo ATIS provided basic information on current traffic 
conditions and available transit services in the region.   Much of the tra ffic and 
transit information in TravInfo was previously available on multiple agency web 
sites and phone systems, but MTCôs ATIS brought several different traveler 
information resources together into a centralized regional system.  Providing this 
regional traveler information clearinghouse was no small feat from both an 
institutional as well as a technical perspective.  Few MPOs besides MTC have 
made the investments to successfully bring together state, county, city, transit 
and private sector data to create a one-stop, multimodal  regional traveler 
information resource.  

In 2002, MTC launched a cobranded 511 web site and phone system that were 
much more robust than the previous TravInfo ATIS.  The selection of the ñ511ò 
number as the name of MTCôs new ATIS reflected the Federal Communications 
Commissionôs decision in 2000 to reserve the phone number 511 for travel 
information .  MTC has upgraded its ATIS several times since 2002 based on 
feedback from users and the emergence of new data and new technologies to 
include features such as point-to-point current freeway driving times, real -time 
transit predictions, and personalized profiles.  The San Francisco Bay Area MTC 
511 ATIS is considered by many to be among the top publicly operated ATIS in 
the United States. 

Modal Components  

MTCôs 511 ATIS contains the following information on the various modes of 
travel (more detailed and interactive information is provided on the web site 
than on the phone): 

 Trains  ð Train schedules, route maps, fares, announcements, and agency 
profiles for four heavy rail and two light rail commuter train providers;  

 Buses ð Bus schedules, route maps, fares, announcements, and agency 
profiles for 20 bus providers plus external site links to 2 other bus providers;  

 Automobiles  ð Construction closures and restrictions, incidents, cameras, 
traffic congestion map, both typical and current driving times between 
predefined points, and links to seven local traffic conditions web sites; 

 Bicycles ð Locations of bike lockers and racks, bikes on public transit and 
across toll bridges, riding safely in traffic, tips on commuting by bike, 
existing bike facilities maps, 511 ridematch subscription service to help locate 
biking partners, and other bicycle resources; 

 Airplanes  ð External links to web sites of four airports in the region where 
users can get information on flights, rental cars, airport maps and directions, 
and airport policies;  
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 Ferries ð Ferry schedules, route maps, fares, announcements, and agency 
profiles for seven ferry providers;  

 Shuttles  ð Information on numerous shuttles, mostly through external site 
links; 

 Carpool/Vanpool  ð Map and detailed information on carpool lane locations, 
park-and-ride lot locations, and bridge toll locations, 511 ridematch 
subscription service that e-mail s users a list of potential carpool or vanpool 
partners who live and work nearby, ideas on how employers can provide 
commuting options, and a calculator that helps the user determine the 
financial and environmental cost of various commuting options; and  

 Others  ð Infor mation on commercial bus, paratransit, and out-of-region 
transit providers, carsharing.  

Data Flows  

 MTC, through its 511 Traffic Contractor, collects freeway traffic data from the 
following three primary data sources:  

ð MTC manages the FasTrak electronic toll collection program, known as 
TrafficWatch, and utilizes travel information provided by the FasTrak 
probe transponders to keep driving times up to date . 

ð Caltrans (the state DOT) monitors traffic volumes and speeds on the 
regionôs freeway system using loop detectors embedded in the pavement, 
off -pavement sensors, and closed circuit television cameras (CCTV).  This 
data is reported back to the Caltransô District 4 Transportation 
Management Center (TMC) in Oakland, which also is where MTCôs 511 
Traveler Inform ation Center (TIC) is located.  This allows Caltransô TMC 
staff to efficiently share traffic data with TIC staff, who then upload that 
data to the 511 web site and phone system using a custom interface 
developed by MTC . 

ð SpeedInfo, a private traffic content and data wholesale company, has 
deployed low -cost, solar-powered Doppler radar sensors to fill gaps in 
coverage for over 250 miles of highways in the San Francisco Bay Area.  
MTC purchases the spot speed data from SpeedInfo. 

 MTCôs 511 Traffic Contractor has developed algorithms that fuse the data 
provided by the three aforementioned data sources into speeds and travel 
times that are then disseminated to the 511 web site and phone system, as 
well as to multiple information service providers and media outlet s (via an 
XML data feed), as shown in Figure 1.2. 
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 MTC manually uploads incident information to the 511 web site and phone 
system from the California Highway Patrol (CHP) Computer Aided Dispatch 
(CAD) system on accidents, stalled vehicles, and other incidents such as 
debris in the road.  CHP personnel are located in the District 4 TMC and 
coordinate directly with TIC staff when necessary to provide updated 
traveler information related to incidents . 

 MTCôs Rideshare Contractor is responsible for collecting, processing, and 
disseminating rideshare and bicycling information for the 511 ATIS . 

Figure 1.2 MTC 511 Traffic Data Flow 

  

Source: MTC, 2005. 

 Transit agencies transmit their data at regular intervals in predefi ned formats 
to MTCôs transit clearinghouse database.  MTCôs 511 Transit Contractor then 
processes and disseminates the transit information on the 511 web site while 
the 511 Traffic Contractor is responsible for disseminating the transit 
information on the 511 phone system.  Specific real-time transit information 
is transmitted to transit hub signs.  A real -time transit data feed is provided 
to transit agencies upon request but this transit data feed currently does not 
go to third -party information service p roviders . 
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 MTC has partnered with more than 60 other agencies to either provide their 
static information on 511 or to at least provide an external link to the 
agenciesô web sites or a call transfer from the 511 phone system. 

Display, Mapping, and Visualizat ion Approaches  

 MTCôs 511 Marketing Contractor designs and manages the 511 web site 
homepage and provides design guidance on other web pages that are part of 
MTCôs 511 ATIS web site. 

 The transit trip planner and traffic congestion maps are both shown on the  
homepage, along with links to the major categories of available information . 

 The traffic congestion map allows users to toggle map features on and off, 
pan and zoom in and out of specific map areas, and click on map items to get 
more detailed travel infor mation . 

 The traffic congestion map color scheme has four choices:  standard colors, 
high contrast, red/green color blind, and blue/yellow color blind . 

 Traffic conditions and driving times information can be shown graphically or 
in text format.  Figure 1.3 shows the driving times graphic format from the 
511 web site. 

Trip Planning Capabilities  

 Transit trip planning is available on the 511 web site and provides estimated 
travel time using various transit options as well as the walking time to/from 
transit stops, as shown in Figure 1.4. 

 Historical average and current driving times between points on the traffic 
congestion map are available on the 511 web site and phone. 

 The 511BikeMapper shows bicyclists where bike facilities are in the San 
Francisco Bay Area. 

Alert and Personalization Capabilities  

 My511.org is a web site where the user can personalize the 511 web site or 
phone system to quickly get desired travel information for specific routes or 
locations, such as current driving times and preset camera views.  Users can 
also sign up to receive text messages and e-mail alerts for status updates at a 
preset time of day or whenever driving times are worse than a preset severity 
threshold. 

 The text on the 511 web site (excluding the text embedded in graphics) also is 
available in Spanish and Chinese. 
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Figure 1.3 MTC 511 Driving Times 

 

Event Information  

 Special event information is included in the traffic conditions map.  

 A web ticker allows MTC to post urgent messages that scroll across the top of 
the 511 web pages.  On the 511 phone system, floodgate messages serve a 
similar function.  

 The 511 web site home page also features emergency alerts when there is a 
significant closure or major disruption to transit services.  

 In the event of a major emergency, both the 511 web site and phone system 
can be converted to an abbreviated form that provides emergency 
information quickly and simply while conserving system capacity.  
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Figure 1.4 MTC 511 Transit Trip Planner 

 

Additional Features  

 There are external links to local Chambers of Commerce, Convention and 
Visitors Bureaus, and other 511 services in California. 

 The 511 web site and phone system allow callers to provide comments and 
occasionally also to participate in surveys. 

 MTC transmits its driving times back to Caltrans , so Caltrans can post the 
driving times information on its dynamic message signs (DMS) . 

 Current departure times are now available for San Francisco Muni buses and 
trains on the 511 phone system and on signs at transit hubs and they will 
become available on the web site and through a phone texting service later 
this year.  Other Bay Area transit agencies, including ferries, will be added in 
the future as well . 

 MTC periodically promotes various events or programs, such as Bike to 
Work Day and Spare the Air, by providing links on its 511 web site where 
travelers can obtain more detailed information . 


