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The Data Suppliers Working Group Chair’s message

The Data Suppliers Working Group has recently completed its Best Practice Guidelines for the Supply of Data for RTPI (RTIGT028). This document was intended for stakeholders to promote data accuracy by using TransXChange as the data exchange format. Copies are free to members from the RTIG Website.

Following on from this document, the Working Group is now looking at how TransXChange is working for stakeholders in practice. This special edition of the RTIG Newsletter is a chance for us to share with you some of the experiences which stakeholders are having with TransXChange.

Leslie Knoop

Working Group Chair

The national overview from DfT’s Transport Direct

2008 marks a significant milestone in the electronic transfer of bus service data. Through extensive co-operation between bus operators, VOSA, local authorities and information system suppliers (amongst others), bus service data is now flowing electronically between different organisations so that they can realise major business and bus service policy objectives. 

Over the next few years, more organisations will be involved in this electronic flow of bus service data, so improving the completeness, timeliness and accuracy of the data that is exchanged. Bus service data is needed by many stakeholders, ranging from bus operators for their internal business systems to their end customers use of various information systems. The underlying data is needed to provide paper-based bus timetables and at-stop information displays. It is also required within journey planning and electronic information systems, including “departure board” information displays at bus stations and some bus stops. And finally, the data is required for regulatory purposes and accessibility planning. No one of these requirements alone was sufficient to make the business case for the transition to electronic data transfer – but together the case for this development is clearly very much stronger.

The methods of transferring route and schedule data  have, to date, been far from ideal, with data frequently being re-entered manually into systems from paper records. This requires a large amount of effort and is vulnerable to simple typing mistakes. If data can be transferred electronically between all interested parties it should be possible for the data to be more accurate and more timely when received by downstream systems … and new opportunities to use the data in creative ways will also be opened up.

Vision

With these points in mind, the vision that TransXChange (and its associated standards) opens up is:

· The bus data supply chain from operator through to all interested parties is completely electronic;
· The operator creates and owns the data such that it can be re-used effectively and efficiently by all;
· Value can be added to the data as it moves through the supply chain to the customer.
To bring about this vision, Electronic Bus Service Registration using TransXChange can be a significant enabler:
· The bus operator creates a single version of the bus service data from the scheduling system that is suitable for all uses;

· In effect, this is a “single version of the truth”; 

· This single version provides the Electronic Registration for the service;
· Each data user creates a “window” into this rich data in order to see it from its own perspective.

Each user of this data not only can create their own window to the data so that they can extract what they need, but they may also benefit from having the full set of data. For example, the route maps used for registration are significantly improved through the availability of data for all stops (not just the principal timing points) and the road route tracking points – data that is clearly needed for real-time automatic vehicle positioning.

Although VOSA receives a richer set of data than they require, they have agreed only to monitor the bus service on the principal timing points, as is currently the case.

Developing and implementing TransXChange has involved a partnership approach to learning and evolution, ensuring that everyone gains and no one loses. EBSR has demonstrated the power of partnerships: a shared investment for a shared success. That success is to move bus service data seamlessly, coherently and electronically between authorised and interested stakeholders, resulting in the efficient and effective management and handling of bus service data. Data and information quality will be improved throughout the whole supply chain, and value can be added to data, services and processes where appropriate.

The wider travel information community has worked together to deliver the success of TransXChange and EBSR and the community’s members will continue to work together to deliver the widespread electronic transfer of bus service data between all parties.

Roger Slevin, Transport Direct Team, DfT

First Group:

The Aberdeen RTPI Scheme

The Aberdeen RTPI Scheme dates to 1998 when 20 displays were installed in Aberdeen City Centre. There are now well over 100 displays.

From inauguration until 5th April 2008, schedule data had been provided for the system by re-keying all the timetable information to a spreadsheet. Bus stops and times at these stops which were not included in the schedules data were then added separately. This exercise took enormous resource for each service change and provided no other benefits. Re-keying risked that data essential to the RTPI system might not be consistent between the Scheduling system providing the details that drivers input to the ticket machines and that stored in the RTPI system.

Due to the impending deployment of GPS enabled Electronic Ticket Machines, it was decided to include all the bus stops in the scheduling system and to export this data to the ETMs and the RTPI system using TransXChange 2.1. It was planned that this switch would coincide with a timetable revision to be implemented on 6th April 2008. This data could also be used for Electronic Bus Service Registration, Traveline, bus stop timetable displays and bus stop/farestage information for the ETMs.

Technical discussion took place between First, Omnibus and ACIS in January and February 2008. First provided test files of an existing service to ACIS on 5th March 2008. The performance of this service was observed for a week and it was noted that the percentage of journeys monitored increased significantly. First provided ACIS with several versions of complete data sets between 13th March and 3rd April 2008. ACIS validated each set and reported data issues found which were corrected before the next export. 

Unfortunately, there were still some issues that didn’t come to light until implemented on the live system. These were quickly resolved and the full system was thought to be operating correctly from 9th April 2008. Analysis of data returned from the system revealed an inconsistency of data for one route on drivers’ schedules in May. These were replaced and June saw the highest percentage of journeys recorded by the system this year.

Most of the issues were regarding errors and inconsistency of data used to uniquely identify trips to the system. There were also instances where the wrong bus stop code was in use, particularly at multiple flagged locations

There were also some TransXChange specific issues. The export contained public Holiday services, coded as Bank Holiday. The ACIS import recognised these as the default list of UK Bank Holiday. However, in Aberdeen most Monday Holidays fall on dates that are unique to the region. Excluding the festive season, the only UK Holiday observed is May Day. An option was created in the TransXChange export routine to specify the dates of holidays observed in any locality.

The Export also contained data for School Days, Non School Days and term time and holiday periods for two different university operations. Initially these were coded without dates of operation. As the default days for each code were the same, multiple versions of the same journeys appeared in the TransXChange export, operating at the same time. A routine to specify Serviced Organisation Codes was added to the TransXChange export facility. The Export now contained precise dates of operation for all trips included. The only data excluded being the festive period, as this part of the operation had not been specified when the export was required.

The next step will be to refine 66 destination point names included in the export to ensure that all fall within 19 characters and are suitably descriptive to be shown in the real time bus stop displays. This has been input manually to the RTPI system in the past, but could be automatically configured from the TransXChange file.

When the GPS enabled ETMs are deployed, driver input of data will be virtually eliminated and significant increase in percentage of trips recorded by the RTPI system is expected.

David Houston, First

The Standards for EBSR

Underpinning Electronic Bus Service Registration are two national technical standards – NaPTAN for referencing stops, and TransXChange itself for the exchange mechanism.

NaPTAN

The National Public Transport Access Nodes (NaPTAN) database is the nationwide system for uniquely identifying all the points of access to public transport. It is a core component of the national transport information infrastructure and is used by a number of other standards and information systems. Every station, coach terminus, airport, ferry terminal, bus stop, etc. is allocated at least one unique NaPTAN identifier. There are about 400,000 individual records within the national (GB) database.

The NaPTAN schema is a de facto standard, sponsored by the Department for Transport, which supports both the public registration of bus timetables by the VOSA and data collection for the regional traveline services, real-time information systems, the Transport Direct Portal and other information services. For more detail see www.naptan.org.uk
TransXChange

As part of a family of coherent transport-related XML standards, TransXChange is the de-facto standard, sponsored by the Department for Transport, for exchanging information about bus routes, schedules and related data. It is used both for the electronic registration of bus routes with VOSA, and for the exchange of bus schedule data with other computer systems, such as journey planning and vehicle real-time tracking systems.

For more detail see www.transxchange.org.uk
Roger Slevin, Transport Direct Team, DfT

Stagecoach: 
The Introduction of EBSR

Our customers want buses that turn up when they say they do as well as good quality information on the services, delivered in an understandable and usable way. Bus service information needs to be accurate, consistently delivered and available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. The need for the integration of systems is long overdue and Stagecoach Group fully supports the introduction of EBSR as a means of improving the way our business communicates timetable, schedule and geographic data to both internal and external stakeholders. We look forward to the vision of EBSR being fully implemented across the public transport industry.

We believe that the two-way flow of information using TransXchange will enable Stagecoach Group to deliver what our customers want whilst also improving the efficiency and effectiveness of our operations. It will allow us to shift our focus to precise service and schedule design and reduce the turnaround times for bus service registrations.

Stagecoach started using version 1.2.1 of TransXChange to replace the old spreadsheet-based inputs to RTI systems in 2004; very soon, ten systems with three different suppliers were taking data in this format. Various issues came to light. Some of these were data-related, as TXC demands a higher level and degree of accuracy than was previously needed in bus scheduling. Flaws in our data had to be corrected at source. Others required changes in process and software – both in production of the data, and its importing into the various RTI systems. There was an expectation in some quarters that we should change our operating practices to overcome some of these issues. Although there is always a balance to be drawn, we felt that the RTI system should mirror how we schedule and operate our services rather than the other way round and were unable to accede to the majority of these requests.

Another issue that started to emerge at this point, but became more obvious with the migration to TXC 2.1 was that although there was a general understanding of how TXC should work and what it could support there were differences on points of detail and the various parties had interpreted some parts of the schema in different ways. The number of people with a working knowledge of TXC is increasing, but the number of true experts is still small.

In 2006, we started discussions with the various RTI suppliers about the migration to TXC 2.1, which is the version required for EBSR. This was a major step-change; the most serious problem was that most of the stop data was no longer contained in the TXC file itself, but had to be taken directly from NaPTAN. Therefore, any downstream users had additional data management tasks before the TXC file could be used. The development costs involved were in this case borne by the RTI suppliers, but this raised the question of who should be funding development work for any further enhancements to the schema. Stagecoach believes that it is unfair to expect the whole of this cost to fall in future on the operators and the various software houses.

We also found that 2.1 was even less forgiving of anomalies in the data than its predecessor and that issues arose because it was far richer in content. For example, the handling of Services organisation, Bank Holidays (particularly Christmas and New Year) and special timetables have come to the fore. We are working closely with our partners to resolve these and quite often have had to use work-rounds in the short to medium term, but discussion was needed before we could move forward on the permanent solutions and a couple of sessions of the RTIG Data Management WG were key to this process.

Under EGSR, our aim is to supply one file that can be sued for all purposes and to have that as complete as possible at time of registration. In practice, non-registration sub-versions will have to be supplied later with the additional data required by RTI systems and journey planners, but all the registrations we submit should contain all journeys with timings extracted down to bus-stop level. Inevitably, the EBSR Pilot threw up more challenges: in a small number of cases, although the timings were correct, the way we had been supplying data to RTI systems didn’t reflect how the services were actually registered and these had to be brought in line with the registration version,

We have found using TXC to be a steep learning curve for our Commercial Office staff throughout the country as traditional bus scheduling has made very little use of computers. However, our people are now getting to grips with it; so far we have three of our operating subsidiaries live on EBSR with another ten in pilot, whilst two other companies are supplying RTI schemes with TXC 2.1 data. The aim is to have Stagecoach fully live on EBSR by the end of 2009.

Inevitably, a project of this size will have its problems, but we are already seeing the benefits of using TXC. Our experience with RTI systems has been instrumental in our rapid progress with EBSR. It is also essential to get all parties together to discuss progress, any issues that have arisen and solutions; in particular, any changes or corrections that are needed in the data must be fed back to the operator so they can be amended at source. Due to the complexity of TXC, an incremental approach to development is desirable, as this makes error-tracing and rectification much easier. As RTI systems are the most demanding in terms of data completion and accuracy and tend to flush out most issues, we feel that the role of the RTIG Data Management WG will be crucial in the future development of the schema.

Chas Allen, Stagecoach
First Group: 
The Scottish Concessionary Card Scheme

Agreement was reached in December 2005 with Transport Scotland to deploy advanced ticket machine technology capable of reading and reporting on the use of Smart Cards issued under the Scottish Concessionary Travel Card Scheme.

It was decided to equip all First’s fleet in Scotland with ALMEX Optima ETM. The ETMs have GPS capability, enabling them to recognise where they are, what service they are operating, issue fares specific to that stop and record all boarding passengers geographically. ALMEX agreed to accept the schedule and fare stage information required in TransXChange 2.1 form. This was slightly complicated in that their software developers are based in Hanover, Germany, and we believe this was their first encounter with TransXChange.

There have been some problems with quality and lack of NaPTAN data in a few rural areas. There have been some issues where ALMEX have developed import routines that have been corrupted by additional data appearing in the TXC2 files. This has been predominantly the development of Bank Holiday information and Serviced Organisation Codes that were driven by the RTPI system in Aberdeen. These problems appear now to have been overcome.

The ALMEX ETMs using data from TransXChange 2.1 are currently being used in live trials at Linlithgow & Livingston Depots in Central Scotland.

It is currently hoped to complete implementation by November 2008.

David Houston, First Group


Arriva: 
EBSR and Information Provision

Our customers want transport to take them to their destinations – safely, on time and with the minimum of fuss. People want to have a real choice in their use of public transport. Arriva uses clear customer information to encourage people to use our services. Electronic Bus Service Registration will facilitate the supply of bus service information directly from the scheduling system and so will remove any possibility of errors.

All the information will be provided in a standard format with an improved quality of mapping compared with the manual system it replaces. It will also play a crucial role in the future of data exchange between stakeholder and partners in the public transport sector.

Public transport thrives on partnerships. We work closely with local authorities and information providers to achieve our success. The use of Electronic Bus Service data will strengthen this partnership and ensure that more timely, accurate and clear information reaches our customers.

“It was a very rewarding moment when our first electronic bus registration was accepted online, thanks to several years of hard work and dedication from numerous parties involved in this innovative project. Constructive partnerships have been crucial in getting this far and we will continue to support the scheme as we head toward achieving 100 per cent electronic registrations across our UK bus business.


[image: image1]

 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 


 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 


 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 


 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 


 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 


 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 


 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 


 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 


 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 


 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 


 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 








Working Group Members





The current Working Group is as follows:





Chair


	Leslie Knoop (Centaur Consulting Ltd)


Participants


	Craig Gulliford (ACIS)


	Martin Sizckowski (ACIS)


	Andrew Cudbertson (Arriva)


	Richard Warwick (Arriva)


	Sue Westwood (Brigthon CC)


	Adrian Waters (Connexionz)


	Chris Gibbard (DfT)


Roger Slevin (DfT)


	Paul Clear (First)


	David Houston (First)


	Melanie Watson (GMPTE)


	David Yates (GMPTE)


	David Batchelor (Kent CC)


	John Pryer (Omnibus


	Simon Hall (Ominbus)


	Nic Burns (Southampton CC)


	Chas Allen (Stagecoach)


	Roy Jeffries (Stagecoach)


	Martyn Lewis (Stagecoach)


	Mark Fell (Trapeze)


	Martin White (Trapeze)


	Roger Dennis (Trapeze)


	Peter Stoner (Traveline)


	Sue Walnut (National Express)


	Paul Jenkins (National Express)


	Julie Williams (Traveline SW)


	Steve Robinson (TfL)





The next working group meeting will take place on Thursday 28 August, 2008.





If you would like to join this group please contact Leslie Knoop at � HYPERLINK "mailto:leslie.knoop@centaurconsulting.co.uk" �leslie.knoop@centaurconsulting.co.uk� 
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