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Introduction 
 
The American Public Transportation Association (APTA) conducts peer reviews for 

member organizations on a broad range of issues, including technical, operations, safety, 

organizational efficiency, and program management. Peer review teams are comprised 

of highly experienced transit professionals able to share methods, insight, and 

experiences with the requesting agency based on their experience at their own agencies 

and businesses.  

Peer reviews are narrowly focused.  The results are at a high level and are not intended 

to substitute for more detailed consulting analyses. The process typically involves a 

review of relevant documents and personal interviews of key stakeholders, staff and 

interested parties. Following completion of the interviews, the team summarizes key 

observations and recommendations or conclusions. A presentation is then made to the 

requesting agency followed by a written report. The agency is free to accept and act on 

the recommendations if and to the extent it deems appropriate. 

This APTA Peer Review Panel was convened at the request of Adelee Le Grand, Chief 

Executive Officer of the Hillsborough Area Regional Transit Authority (HART), to seek 

best practices and ideas to enhance operational readiness at the transportation agency.  

Peer Review Focus  

In March 2021, then newly appointed CEO Adelee Le Grand requested an APTA peer 

review to “look under the hood” of the agency she had just started to lead to better 

understand its organizational culture and its capacity to plan and execute its service plan 

and its financial strategy.  The goal was to identify those areas needing particular attention 

as Ms. Le Grand set her priorities for the agency.  The peer review reported out to Ms. Le 

Grand during the summer 2021 with numerous recommendations for areas within HART 

that could be improved. 

One finding was that HART often was unable to reliably and consistently operate some 

routes, with as many as 70-80 employees unavailable to work on any given day and 

numerous buses out of service.  Since then, HART has resized its service plan to better 

match resources and has hired many new employees. This has improved the situation.   
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However, service performance remains inconsistent, with high on-time-performance 

(OTP) and service availability on some days but missed routes and low OTP on other 

days. 

To help address this issue, Ms. Le Grand requested an additional peer review in 

November 2022 specifically focused on opportunities to improve the readiness of the 

operations and the maintenance departments to fulfill the mission of the agency.  The 

peers were asked to consider several issues: 

• The need for additional training and skills development.  

• Procedures and capabilities for planning for current and planned operations and 

maintenance requirements. 

• Accountability and transparency of departmental activities and transactions 

• Key Performance Indicators for use in measuring departmental and agency 

performance. 

 
Peer Review Panelists 

 

To undertake this review, APTA engaged, with approval of Ms. Le Grand, the expertise 

of two industry expert peers: 

 

• Christopher Walton, former Director of the Broward County Transportation 

Department, and current principal of the CKW Consulting Group.  Chris served 

with Broward County for over 20 years in roles ranging from service director to 

associate director responsible for bus operations and maintenance to overall 

agency Director.  His achievements included implementation of the County’s first 

express bus service, the first county-wide bicycle share program and the largest 

alternate fueled paratransit fleet in the nation.  Chris also led the successful Penny 

for Transportation Surtax campaign in 2018, which is providing the county 

significant capital funding for its transportation program.  it Prior to joining Broward 

County, Chris served as Director for the Detroit Department of Transportation. 

 

• Emille Williams, Deputy CEO, Central Ohio Transit Authority (COTA).  Emille 

joined COTA some seven years ago as Vice President Operations.  He served as 

Interim President and CEO before assuming his current position as Chief 

Operating Officer.  Prior to COTA, Emille spent 20 years with SEPTA in positions 

ranging from Director of Maintenance to Chief Engineer. 

 

The peers were selected for their expertise in operating and managing operations and 

maintenance programs similar in size and mission to that of HART.  They are highly 
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accomplished in their fields.  In addition, Emile Williams participated in the 2021 peer 

review, so he was able to approach the work with prior knowledge of the HART 

organization and mission. 

 

David Carol, APTA Chief Operating Officer, supported the work of the two peers and 

helped to prepare this report. 

 

Peer Review Approach 

The review consisted of several activities: 

 
• Review of a broad range of documents relating to the operations and maintenance 

departments, the attendance of departmental employees, and rates at which 

service or maintenance were impacted from lack of employees or equipment 

readiness.  The documents included: 

─ HART organization charts 

─ Training syllabus for CDL and non-CDL Drivers 

─ Window dispatch schedule 

─ Customer Complaints log 

─ On-Time Performance Reports 

─ Monthly call center reports 

─ Fleet roster 

─ Fleet maintenance plan 

─ Road call reports 

─ Weekly maintenance schedules 

─ Monthly maintenance reports 

─ Active operator list. 

 
• Interviews with key members of the operations and the maintenance groups during 

the week of November 28, 2022. 

 
 

General Observations & Opportunities 

 
The primary function of a transit agency is to provide safe and reliable transit service on 

a daily basis.  At its core, this requires detailed planning, preparation and communications 

across the transit agency to match the service plan with a well-trained and available work 

force and a well maintained, trip-ready bus fleet sufficient to reliably operate that pan.  

HART today appears to do a better job of this function than in 2021.  However, there are 

important opportunities to improve.  These include the following: 
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• Communications:  The priorities and expectations of HART leadership, 

particularly around on-time performance, is communicated to each department.  

However, within the operations and the maintenance departments, different 

groups do not always work cohesively or share necessary data or information with 

one another to implement those priorities.  Interviewees repot that some groups 

are at times create information silos, keeping critical information to themselves, 

which undermines the ability of the agency as a whole to match employee and 

equipment availability and budget with the requirements of the service plan.  This 

also can make planning for future hiring needs and bus procurements very difficult.   

 

Opportunities:   The sharing of information is critical for effective service planning. 

Other transit agencies address the need for information transparency through 

various mechanisms: 

 

─ Use of a strong Chief Operating Officer to whom both operations and 

maintenance report.  This reporting approach helps drive cross-department 

engagement and helps to ensure each group knows what the other is 

doing. 

 

─ Use of cross-functional teams to disseminate information and proactively 

gather feedback, engaging operations, maintenance, human resources, 

planning, and scheduling. 

 
─ Annual planning retreats to discuss performance and lessons learned from 

the prior year and the needs for the coming year, including human 

resources, operations and maintenance. 

 

─ Joint monthly staff meetings with different departments. 

 
─ Document sharing folders with all key documents available across 

departments. 

 

• Procurement:  Responsibility for contracting for parts, materials and supplies is 

distributed across the agency; it is not centralized through a single procurement 

group. User groups are not always consulted regarding specifications or contract 

terms, resulting in inefficiencies, missing terms, and inconsistent provisions. The 

lack of centralization can also reduce competition and pose transparency issues.  

The lack of coordination and competition can lead to major shortages and other 

challenges.  For example, at the time of peer review, 19 buses were out of service 

due to lack of parts or lack of vendor capacity.  
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Opportunities: Other transit systems typically require consistent procurement 

practices, including the need for multiple vendors, specific performance 

requirements and delivery dates with liquidated damages and associated penalties 

for non-compliance.  This approach also can reduce the opportunity for and 

appearance of contracting improprieties. 

 

One additional observation relates to the contract for bus tires.  Some 20 percent 

of service interruptions are reportedly due to tire problems.  This far exceeds any 

transit agency norm.  HART’s contract for tires should be reviewed.  In addition, 

operating and maintenance activities should be reviewed to determine the root 

cause for the failures. 

 

 

Role of Human Resources:  The peers did not interview HR staff.  However, 

several interviewees complained that Human Resources does not develop new or 

innovative  strategies to address the challenges in staffing the organization.  For 

example, while HR does the formal hiring of employees, the operations group had 

to develop, plan, advertise and conduct its own job fair to hire bus operators.  This 

presents a number of challenging legal, logistical and efficiency issues, not the 

least of which is time away from the departments primary responsibility for 

operating service.  This practice can leave the agency open to hiring discrepancies 

and potential legal challenges. As noted below, there has been a shortage of 

trained mechanics for many years at HART, which undermines the ability to 

operate a reliable fleet.   

 

Opportunities:  Transit agencies look to their human resources staff to be strategic 

in planning for the agency’s staffing needs.  Job fairs and finding eligible applicants 

should be performed by professionals trained in this area based on the hiring 

needs of the entire organization.  HR should be asked to develop a strategic plan 

for meeting the staffing needs of the agency and should look at some of the 

innovative practices implemented by other agencies.     

 

 

Opportunities in Maintenance 

 

Technicians:  HART’s fixed route service plan requires a fleet of 132 buses for daily 

service.  The budget allocates funding for 44 technicians to maintain the HART bus fleet.  



APTA Peer Review – HART  

 

7 | P a g e  

 

• At the time of the review, the maximum staffing levels attained was just 34 

technicians and there is a persistent 25 percent shortage of technicians. The 

impact of the shortage can be seen in the daily buses available for service – on 

the day of the peer review, of the 132 bus fleet, only 99 buses were available for 

service.  This has been a long-standing issue at HART. Moreover, the HART 

technicians are also responsible for maintaining the paratransit fleet.  By industry 

standards, the current staffing levels are insufficient to maintain this many vehicles.  

Steps should be taken to increase staffing at least to the 44 authorized positions. 

 

• HART should consider developing a separate paratransit vehicle technician group.  

Using the same technicians for both fixed route buses and paratransit vehicles 

dilutes the number and priority of available bus technicians.  Many transit agencies 

hire and train separate teams for the two functions. 

 

• The distribution of labor among the shifts could be better balanced to maximize the 

opportunity to perform maintenance when buses are actually available for repair, 

primarily at night.  Currently, there are more day shifts, when vehicles are operating 

in the community, than night shifts, when buses are parked.   

 

• Lastly, in light of the difficulty in staffing technicians, some maintenance jobs or 

repairs could be better performed by contract vendors.  For example, an engine 

removal and replacement by HART staff requires 80 hours to complete. This 

translates to two technicians working for an entire week to get one bus back into 

service. These types of repairs, requiring a significant amount of technician time, 

could be contracted out, leaving the faster, less complex work, and sometimes 

higher priority work to HART technicians. 

 
The work force shortage is a national phenomenon that has made transit agency staffing 

very challenging.  HART is not immune to this.  However, contracting out more complex 

work, hiring a separate paratransit technician group, and allocating more staff time to 

nights when buses are more readily available, could make more technicians available 

and optimize their time, helping to reduce the shortage of available equipment.  As noted, 

HR should develop a strategy for relieving the shortage. 

Training:  Bus technology is changing rapidly, particularly with digitalization and the move 

to zero-emission technologies.  In light of these changes, many transit agencies are 

making technician training a top priority.   

The department lacks a consistent training plan for its technicians and a person with 

responsibility for developing and implementing a training plan.  Such a position would 

help to ensure that certifications are maintained, and skills developed, and the agency 
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can quickly adapt to the rapidly changing technologies.  Development and implementation 

of a train plan built around the current and future needs of the agency could significantly 

improve equipment availability as well as make working at HART more attractive to new 

and existing employees. 

Inventory Policies:  Departmental policies developed for a specific reason can have 

significant unintended impacts elsewhere.  Presumably for budgetary reasons, there 

appears to be a strong reluctance by the department to order parts overnight for individual 

out-of-service buses.  At the time of the peer review, it was reported that approval to 

overnight/expedite parts delivery would only be given when the number of buses out of 

service and needing a common part totaled five or more.  This means that buses remain 

out-of-service for want of parts until a threshold is met.  There does not appear to be 

budgetary necessity for this -- review of the maintenance budget indicated that only 83% 

of the budget for parts was actually spent in 2021, information that was unknown either 

by the person responsible for ordering parts or the person who needed to approve to 

order the parts. 

Expedited delivery costs for parts can be excessive.  However, keeping buses out of 

service also can have significant adverse impacts.  Policies should be reviewed broadly 

to understand their budgetary and operational impacts.  It may be helpful to the 

maintenance department to avoid some costs, but that must be balanced again the 

operational impacts of the decision on service and to the agency as a whole. 

 

Opportunities in Operations 

 

Bus Assignments:  Which buses get assigned for service can have a large impact on 

bus maintenance and longevity.  Fleets must be managed to optimize service levels, 

operating costs, and procurement needs.  The assignment of buses by the department 

lacks consistency and strategy.  There is a clear preference by both the operators and 

operations management for CNG buses over diesel buses. As a result, CNG buses are 

assigned more often. 

The CNG buses on average are driven 60,000 miles per year, or 20,000 more miles 

annually than the diesel buses. Over time, this will have the effect of prematurely aging 

the CNG fleet, reaching its 12 year / half million miles useful life after just 8.5 years.  This 

has two effects:  the buses must be replaced sooner and maintenance costs will increase 

quicker as those buses age.  In contrast, the diesel buses will last longer because they 

are operated less. 

Most transit agencies develop specific assignment plans to optimize their fleet usage, 

reflecting operating, maintenance and replacement costs.  This will become dramatically 
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more important if HART acquires battery-electric buses, which require complex 

management to balance mileage, charging and assignment.  

On-Time Performance:  Application of a consistent definition and formula for OTP is 

critical given the importance of OTP as a performance measure.  The peers found that 

different managers interpret OTP differently. Some defined the “on time” window as two 

minutes early and five minutes late. Others used one minute early and six minutes late.  

Across the transit industry, “on time” is typically defined as 0 minutes early to 5 minutes 

late.  Buses arriving early, particularly in service areas with large headways, is not 

acceptable. Passengers can forgive a bus running behind schedule, but if they miss one 

that is ahead of schedule, the wait is often too long and many will find another way to 

travel.  

HART should establish and strictly enforce an OTP definition across its operations.  The 

policy should be monitored and strictly adhered to by the operators, the Control Center 

and on-street supervision. 

Coordinating Service Planning:  Good service planning requires strong 

communication, coordination and execution between the service development/planning 

function, budget/finance, operations and maintenance.  Only in this way can the agency 

ensure that all parties are capable of meeting their responsibilities.  In addition, it is 

essential that the finance/budget function account for needed mid-life overhauls and long-

term replacement vehicles, and that the human resources function understands future 

hiring needs.   

Although HART recently created a new service planning lead, some of the interviewees 

stated that coordination across departments remains inconsistent.  This may reflect 

frustration that planned service levels sometimes cannot be achieved or maintained due 

to chronic employee shortages. 

Cross-departmental coordination is essential; the peers believe that continued progress 

in this area is important to achieving the high performance standards expected of the 

agency. 

Road Inspectors:  Road inspectors provide valuable input to the agency’s management 

regarding how the service is actually performing.  It is another tool for understanding what 

is really happening in the field. 

HART currently employs 18 road inspectors, all former bus operators. The position serves 

as a career opportunity for bus operators, which is commendable.  However, HART may 

be missing an opportunity for a more varied perspective on performance by limiting the 

position to former bus operators.  HART should consider other disciplines for this function 
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as well, such as individuals from other industries with strong customer service 

backgrounds. 

 

Opportunities With Paratransit 

 

Fleet Maintenance:  As noted, the paratransit operation uses the same technician 

workforce as the fixed route fleet.  This dilutes the available work force for both fleets of 

vehicles.  Building a separate paratransit technician group could address this issue. 

Service Envelop:  In February 2022, FTA increased the service envelop for paratransit 

to 1.5 miles on either side of a fixed route.  To better serve its community, HART opted 

to double the envelop to three miles.  However, this has not been coupled with an 

increase in paratransit vehicles in service.  Some interviewees stated that this has led to 

a degradation in service.  However, there is  a lack of data to analyze the impact of the 

change.     

Expanding service must be balanced against the ability to provide reliable service to the 

expanded service area.  HART should undertake develop the data to quantify the impact 

of the service expansion and seek to optimize its service area, number of vehicles and 

number of operators to ensure it can achieve is KPI for performance. 

Rethinking Paratransit:  Like many agencies, HART at time struggles to meet the broad 

needs of its fixed route and paratransit customers with the limited number of employees 

and vehicles it can employ and put in service.  It uses the same technicians to maintain 

both fleets.   

The current national work force shortage means a constant challenge to find, hire and 

train employees.  In order to meet the primary goal of reliable, safe and efficient service, 

many agencies have opted to contract out their paratransit service.  There are many 

companies whose sole focus and function is paratransit operations.  Contracting out 

would enable HART to focus on its fixed route service, including its maintenance 

functions, while bringing on a company expert in the needs of the paratransit community.  

Contracting out also means HART can hold a private operator to performance standards 

that it is challenged to achieve itself.    
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CONCLUSION 

 

As detailed in the 2021 peer review, organizational culture is extremely difficult to change.  

It requires a commitment by leaders and employees across the agency to pull in the same 

direction and to understand that the they succeed only when the agency succeeds.   

 

HART has improved over the past two year despite the challenges of the pandemic and 

chronic under resourcing.  However, it will take time and deliberate action to create a 

culture that drives success.  Stovepipes remain, blocking the type of communication and 

knowledge exchange essential to plan effective and reliable service.  Policies, some 

probably put in place many years ago, may benefit one group to the detriment of another 

or to the agency as a whole.  In its enthusiasm to do more for its community, HART may 

suffer overreach given its constrained financial resources and its challenge in hiring and 

retaining employees. 

 

The peers have identified a number of opportunities and practices used by other agencies 

to improve communications, provide transparency in procurements and focus available 

workforce on the primary mission at hand.  Some of these recommendations, such as 

contracting out HART’s paratransit service, would constitute a major change for the 

agency.  But such steps may be necessary to change the culture to one where the 

agency’s success, and providing the best possible service to the community, becomes  

the metric for success. 

 

APTA stands ready to assist in any it or its members across the United States and Canada 

can.  We appreciate this opportunity to work with HART. 

 

 


