UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO
Transportation Student Advisory Board

November 5, 2007

4 – 5:15pm, Admin 406

MINUTES

In attendance: Dennis Echtchenko (IHC), Julian Quintanilla (IHC), Kaitlyn Tucker (IHC), Chris Williams (SG), Brian Shaw, Meghan Hammond. Missing: Jarrod Wolf (SG), Harshvardhan Kanda (SG). 

Brian began the meeting with an overview of his office, his role, and the role of TSAB. He explained that his office is part of Facilities Services, that it reports to the Chief Financial Officer and not the Dean of Students, and that it is funded primarily with central funds from the University. In addition to central funds, transportation receives some support from the hospital, the police department, and Residence Halls and Commons, because they are each supported by the transportation system. He stated that this academic year is the second under the current bus system, and also TSAB’s second year in existence. TSAB was created, he said, because there were no other channels for students to give input on transportation issues and questions. The advisory board, he explained, meets roughly twice per quarter to make sure things are running smoothly, and acts as a sounding board for new ideas from his office, as well as a resource for students to address any complaints or concerns. 

The students then introduced themselves, telling their year, their dorm or housing location, and which student group they represented (SG or IHC). Brian then opened the floor for any questions. 

Katie asked about the service cuts announced by the CTA recently, wondering if, as she had heard, the buses serving the campus area would not be affected. If so, she also asked what the greater impact of these cuts might be on students more broadly. Brian stated that he has worked with the CTA to ensure that the University routes are not cut, since they have a contractual obligation to run those routes. However, he said that cuts to other routes will definitely affect students, particularly as they get downtown or over to the red line on buses like the 6 or 55/174. With the cutting of routes like the X28 or X55, these other routes will be more crowded and run slower than they used to. Brian went on to say that the even larger concern will be fare increases, because, if the battle in the state legislature over this funding crisis continues, the CTA will likely have to increase its fares to keep from running a deficit. All of this means that, even though there will continue to be bus service to the downtown, it will likely be more crowded, slower, and more expensive. Still, the CTA is aware of its obligation to provide transportation to those in the city who rely on it daily to get to work, etc., and so it is highly unlikely, as Denis asked, that the CTA will completely disintegrate at any point in the foreseeable future. 
Brian also stated that, on the University routes (like the 171 and 172), his office is well aware of the need for larger buses, but that more large buses may actually become available through these route cuts. Denis asked how size decisions are made for the routes, and Brian answered that, though drivers may have a preference, ultimately the size of the bus comes down to which buses were allotted from the CTA fleet to each route. Thus, there simply may not be enough large buses allotted to the 171/172, since the CTA has generally thought the smaller buses are easier to maneuver and run in the streets of Hyde Park. Further, though transportation and the CTA are well aware of the problem that the buses are too packed during the peak hours, it is difficult to accurately predict which specific runs will be crowded, because these vary so much each day. 
Chris asked about the schedule changes to the 172 route, since he had heard a concern that the times posted online were not correct. Brian said that the transportation page links to the CTA schedule page, which should be as updated as possible, and that corrections have been posted. In addition to this, there is a complicating factor in that we have added extra runs to both the 171 and 172 to relieve some of the crowding issues, but these are not currently on the schedule. This band-aid fix, however, can only continue until the next “pick,” when the additional runs will have to be worked into a schedule, per CTA’s guidelines. Denis asked about the drivers on these routes, whether they are senior drivers who have preferred these routes, and Brian said that some are, but that our schedule complicates the ability for many senior drivers to choose these routes. He said that these decisions are based entirely on their preferences, and that the limited number of full time positions our schedule allows for creates fewer opportunities for senior drivers who want full-time work to drive on our routes. 
Julian then asked about the construction of the new dorm, wondering whether the addition to the south campus would result in an overhaul of the entire transportation system, or if Brian’s office would look to simply tweak its current practices. Brian said that the goal would be more like tweaking it to fit, but the question that remains is the order of magnitude this would take. The addition of 800 more beds to the south campus means there will be a critical mass there that has never existed before, so they will have to creatively address this issue. One ongoing need is for a central connecting service for campus, so that, for instance, residents in the new dorm will be able to get to Ratner or even the main quad more quickly and safely. 
Chris asked Brian how these issues can best be addressed, and how students can be involved in the decision processes regarding transportation with the new dorm, etc. Brian said that TSAB is a good place to start, but that he’s happy to meet individually with students as well. He said that he views TSAB as a resource for testing their ideas and solutions, but that transportation may hire consultants to do a more detailed study of campus transportation needs. This is simply because no one on his staff has enough time to do this on their own. 

Chris then said that there has been concern raised about access to downtown, particularly “fixing” the 173 route so that students can take it southbound as well. He said this is an issue Jarrod has taken upon himself as well, and Brian said he is aware of the problem. The biggest stumbling blocks, he said, are funding and perspective. Brian argued that perhaps what is needed is a better education on cost-effective ways to get downtown, since Hyde Park is as connected to the rest of Chicago as any other area; it’s simply a matter of knowing how to navigate the system. He said the largest problem is that, no matter how many costly initiatives we implement, the campus will always be 6 miles from downtown. Here again, there is a need for creative thinking about possible solutions to the problem. Brian said that the 174 was a good example of creative thinking in response to student needs. He explained that, previous to its creation, the transportation office found that many students were often stranded at night at the Garfield Red Line station, waiting for the 55, which was frequently stuck behind a train. Because of safety concerns, Brian’s office worked with the CTA to create a route that would run from campus to the Garfield station and back, thus avoiding the train issues that were causing delays and resolving the standing safety concerns these delays brought about. 
Chris then followed up with another question, asking where the extra funds freed up from cutting the 173 route back had gone. Brian said that part of that money was used to make the route run every 30 minutes instead of 60, and that another portion of that funding was used in the creation of the 174 route. One other concern that the CTA cited with the 173 southbound route, Brian said, was that traffic on that route made it difficult to commit to a set schedule for stops. When they looked at the numbers, the CTA and transportation found that more students were riding the 173 northbound and then taking the Red Line or other alternative routes back to campus. So, the southbound route was cut, and Brian said so far the numbers have been roughly equivalent in terms of ridership. He said that one additional area of concern is for a morning southbound equivalent, for those who take the 173 to commute from housing on the north side. 

Chris said he had heard of GSB student concern with getting to and from the Gleacher Center, particularly with the cutting back on the 173 route. Brian said that this is tied up in many of the above concerns with the 173 route more broadly, but that there are alternative ways to get downtown midday. 

Chris then explained that SG is currently putting up FAQ sections on various campus services, such as dining services, and asked if Brian would be willing to answer questions for posting on the website. Brian said he would be more than happy to do so, and said the same FAQ list could then be posted on the transportation website to help improve communications there as well. 

Chris also asked about small cards for the bus routes to give to students. Brian said that these would be useful, and that his office can coordinate with SG to create these. He felt these would be helpful for students and a productive exercise in which his office could participate.
Katie then asked about airport access for Thanksgiving and other holidays. Brian gave an overview of the SG-piloted shuttle service that started last year. He said the shuttles they ran were probably the most successful SG-funded programs so far. He said that there are always limits in terms of the capacity and number of buses, but that mostly it is simply a matter of finding funding so that the transportation office can make this free to students and avoid the City’s license fees at the airport for commercial/for-hire transportation. Chris said that SG wants to fund this program again this year, and said that he would like to work with Brian very soon to set up the details. He said they are hoping to expand the service to cover all quarter breaks, but that Thanksgiving would probably not be an additional service because of budget concerns and the lack of a concentrated critical mass of travelers in the way that the end of fall, winter and spring quarters typically brings. 
Julian asked about whether this service could be used to get students back to campus after the breaks, but Brian explained that this is more difficult since students tend to trickle back to campus at different times, rather than during a consolidated window, like when they leave. He said they could look into this, but his sense was that this would be less successful than the trips out to the airports. 

Chris asked for an update on the CTA card stations. Brian said that, because of the budget issues with CTA, as well as the fact that no one ever wants to give them up once they get them, he has not been able to secure a point-of-sale machine that would enable him to sell Chicago Cards on campus. He said they continue to sell transit cards in the Regenstein ID office, as well as in the parking office, but that, until one of these machines is freed up from another location, there is little he can do to sell anything other than the transit cards on campus. Denis asked if the transit cards could also be sold at the Shoreland, explaining that many students who live there would use this service, since the ID office and parking office are closed on the weekends, when many students would normally buy a transit card. Brian said he could bring this up to RH&C, but that it would probably have more weight if a Shoreland resident brought it to IHC’s attention, which in turn asked RH&C for this service. He said that, in the past, RH&C used to manage the transit cards sales, so his best guess was that they would have put an option in at Shoreland then if they were going to do it, but he said it wouldn’t hurt to ask. Brian said he would very much like to be able to sell Chicago Cards, and continues to work on this through the CTA, but it may still be a ways off. 

The meeting ended at 5:15pm. Meghan will coordinate the time for the next meeting. 
