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4 Ways Transit Agencies Can

Amp Up Asset Management

BY ANDREAS AEPPLI AND KYLE EMGE

Many transportation agencies are eager to
reap the benefits of systematizing their as-
set management. That’s because it offers
the prospect of ensuring quality, safety, and
efficiency of their service through more
confidence in budget projections, more
formalized data collection, and efficientre-
porting procedures. There are four key pro-
active strategies that transportation agen-
cies can implement to expand the benefits
of asset management: collaboration with
other agencies, leveraging open-source
platforms, streamlining data flows, and
building a culture of asset management.

COLLABORATION WITH OTHER

AGENCIES

Multiple methods exist for accom-

plishing interagency collaboration.
One method is through mandated collab-
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oration, where agencies mustsupplyagen-
cy-specific information to receive fund-
ing. Voluntary collaboration occurs when
agencies develop best practices for data,
management, or policy requirements
through working together, exchanging
ideas, and leveraging resources.

Several benefits are associated with vol-
untary collaboration. First, agencies can
sharethe costsofdevelopingtools, systems,
and applications to enhance performance.
Second, they can share and coordinate
knowledge and data to more efficiently ac-
complish tasks required to comply with
federal and state regulations. Third, agen-
cies can present a united front when seek-
ing to direct policy. Voluntary collabora-
tion also can be achieved through formal
coordination, such aswhen a state Depart-
ment of Transportation (DOT) works with

transit operators collaboratively to stream-
line the processes and results for a specific
statewide program.

A crucial component of collaboration
is trust. There are valid concerns related to
how data is shared, its interpretation, and
comparisons with other agencies. One so-
lution is for agencies to create procedures
that allow only select data to be available
to other agencies or to their state DOTs.
Also, it is imperative for the collaboration
to mutually benefit all involved. Here’s an
example. When agencies and their state
DOT work together, the DOT experiences
enhanced efficiency and consistent infor-
mation from the agencies. Meanwhile, be-
cause the DOT has access to the agency’s
data, it makes it easier for the DOT to un-
derstand the agency’s needs and distribute
appropriate funding for projects. >
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ASSET MANAGEMENT
N

LEVERAGING OPEN SOURCE

TOOLS

There are a variety of proprie-

tary and open source software
solutions that enable agencies (and other
participants) to more effectively manage
processes while supporting strategic and
tactical decision making. While there are
some advantages to working with a pro-
prietary solution provider, the cost to in-

corporate all needed features and capa-
bilities may be prohibitive. On the other
hand, agencies are not required to pay a li-
cense fee to use open source software, nor
are they locked into one particular vendor
for hosting, maintenance, support, or cus-
tomization. With open source software,
agencies can switch vendors and still keep
their platforms. Also, they can enhance
platforms with new features as necessary.
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One key benefit of open-source soft-
ware is the ability to include multiple de-
velopment paths for a particular solution.
This means taking an existing platform
and adapting it specifically to meet the re-
quirements for one or more agencies. Pre-
cise adaptability isn’t always possible with
proprietary software solutions. Another
advantage is agencies can pool funds and
resources to quickly and collectively set
directions for developing cost-effective,
tailored solutions. Open-source tools of-
fer flexibility in integration and can stand
alone or be complimentary to existing sys-
tems. Continued development of the soft-
ware, such as adding new capabilities, is
shared among the community of collabo-
rating agencies.

STREAMLINING DATA FLOWS

To achieve their visions and

goals, agencies seek approaches

that result in more efficient op-
erations. One way to do this is to become
more proactive in using data flows to op-
timize operations. It's no secret that agen-
cies produce enormous amounts of data,
including from asset management ac-
tivities such as maintenance, operations,
and budget planning and forecasting. As-
set management software assists agen-
cies with the task of bringing this data to-
gether to make actionable decisions by
forecasting asset condition and replace-
ment cycles, quantifying capital needs,
and developing and implementing state-
of-good-repair policies.

Agencies can’t manage what they can’t
measure. Collecting and structuring their
data help agencies understand how as-
sets and shared resources are being used
and how they are performing. Then, they
can tap into this data to optimize spending
of resources. Using industry standard and
best practice naming conventions can de-
liver a more effective and streamlined as-
set management platform. A good start-
ing point for naming conventions is to use
federal terminology where appropriate,
as these are well-established and typically
universally known.

Many agencies focus on how to
assemble the data for purpos-
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es of reporting to their state DOT and the
Federal Transit Administration (FTA).
However, when there is a culture of asset
management, there is a greater empha-
sis on leveraging that data to better man-
age assets. For this asset management
culture to succeed, there also needs to
be a motivated management team will-
ing to leverage data collection and analyt-
ics. This requires agency leaders to focus
on asset management, elevate its impor-
tance to agency staff, and work to create
a plan to make asset management a pri-
ority. For instance, an agency might inte-
grate its system with the chart of accounts
to track capital costs. Then, if the agency
is dedicated to an asset management cul-
ture, ituses the information to understand
how much money is spent on their assets,
accounting for additional characteristics
such as types and amounts of usage, tech-
nical design, and maintenance.

Traditional asset management systems
typically take a simplistic view of asset life,
and do not incorporate performance and
cost measures to assist asset managers in
optimizing their capital strategies. For ve-
hicles, this has taken the form of replacing
them once they reach a certain age, such
as standard transit buses every 12 years.
With this approach, there is no account-
ing for the environment the asset was used
in or community safety impacts related
to keeping older vehicles in service. For
this reason, it is possible that the bus be-
ing replaced at the 12-year interval may
have had several operating years left. Or, it
may have been long overdue for replace-
ment due to the particular application that
resulted in high mileage in comparison
to the usage that is assumed for the stan-
dard replacement interval. When a culture
of asset management exists in an agency,
there is a motivation to better optimize as-
setreplacementcycles, takingintoaccount
maintenance costs, reliability, safety, and
other parameters. Processes can be imple-
mented to track each individual vehicle to
determine its optimal replacement cycle.
This aspect ofan asset management strate-
gyleverages an agency’s resources without
putting its service and reputation at risk by
using unreliable assets.

Collaborating with other agencies to pre-

pare asset management plans allows for
resource and knowledge sharing. Leverag-
ingopensource platformshelpswith man-
aging and translating data into actionable
plans. Building a culture of asset manage-
mentwill assistwith creating an assetman-
agement plan that defines strategies, goals,
and visions for the agency and puts into
place the support infrastructure (data col-
lection and analytical tools) to implement

the plan. When agencies understand the
purpose and benefits of asset manage-
ment, they evolve from organizations that
assemble data for the FTA and DOTs, to
ones thatemploy data to successfullyman-
age their assets. M

Andreas Aeppli is a principal, and Kyle Emge

is a software product line manager, at Cam-
bridge Systematics ( www.camsys.com).
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