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ORLANDO, Fla. — Even though 
the nine-month-old revamped fed-
eral charter rule was supposed to 
end confusion about public transit 
agencies providing charter bus ser-
vice, confusion still reigns. 

And, judging by the questions 
raised and the issues discussed at an 
education session at UMA Motor-
coach Expo, much of the confusion 

is with private bus operators.
A panel on transit agency rela-

tions attempted to sort out specific 
issues for attendees and provide ac-
curate information about the rule 
that went into effect April 30.

The rule limits public transit 
agencies’ ability to perform charter 
work, instructs them on what to do 
when they get a request for charter 

service, and gives the Federal Tran-
sit Administration authority to rule 
on alleged violations.

“The charter regulation is de-
signed to strike a balance between 
profitable and community service 
work,” said Linda Lasley, FTA as-
sistant chief counsel for legislation 
and regulation, and one of the ar-
chitects of the revised rule. “The 

FTA is often in the middle of the 
negotiations, and it’s not a place we 
like to be in,” she said. 

Private bus operators must reg-
ister online with the FTA to re-
ceive e-mails from transit authori-
ties about charter work they have 
been contacted about or are inter-
ested in performing.

Lasley stressed that it’s critical 

for private operators to contact a 
potential customer right way after 
learning about a charter job from a 
public transit agency. “It shows 
due diligence in the FTA’s eyes,” 
she said.

Ken Presley, UMA vice presi-
dent of industry relations, said some 
operators mistakenly think that 
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New coach sales decline in ’08

Sales of new motorcoaches de-
clined to their lowest level in four 
years during 2008, due largely to a 
dismal fourth quarter, a sharp 
plunge in purchases of conversion 
shells, and a slowdown in coach 
buying by many charter operators. 

A total of 2,017 new over-the-
road buses were sold in 2008, 
down from 2,173 in 2007, accord-
ing to figures compiled by Nation-
al Bus Trader magazine.

In 2006, 2,381 new coaches 
were sold; in 2005, new-coach 
sales totaled 2,058, and in 2004, 
only 1,668 new motorcoaches 
were delivered.

But, as National Bus Trader Edi- 
tor Larry Plachno noted, in spite of 
the overall sales decline in ’08, half 
of the new coach models matched 
or exceeded their 2007 sales.

Much of the full-year ’08 sales 
drop occurred in the final three 
months of the year when deliveries 
plunged nearly 23 percent to 456 
units. That compares to final-quar-
ter 2007 sales of 591 new coaches.

The fourth quarter is tradition-
ally the best quarter of the year for 
new coach sales, but last year’s 
final period was marked by very 
tight credit conditions and a rapidly 
sinking national economy.

The widely reported pullback 

Economy, credit
contribute to slide

Confusion over charter rule widespread among operators

The sagging national economy, 
combined with lower fuel prices, 
has resulted in a drop in charter 
rates in recent weeks, coach opera-
tors in many parts of the country 
report.

An informal survey of 15 oper-
ators from across the U.S. revealed 
that where the local or regional 
economy has turned weak, charter 
bus rates have often followed suit, 
dropping by double-digit per- 
centages.

One Atlanta-area operator re-
ports his competitors are undercut-
ting his rates by 20-25 percent. 

“They’re starving right now,” 
said Sammy Neal, general manager 
of Holiday Tours in Marietta, Ga., of 
his competitors. “They’re chasing 
their tail and they’ll never catch it.”

Tom Giddens of Pacific Coach-
ways Charter Services in Garden 
Grove, Calif., said his competitors 
“will drop (their price) just to get a 
trip. It’s amazing.” 

Much of Giddens’ work in-
volves student travel jobs. But 
school systems have been hit hard 
in Orange County, Calif., and he’s 
noticing the effects. Still, he has 
tried to stay steady on his pricing, 
although he will reduce rates on a 
case-by-case basis.

Paul Snelgrove, president of 
Constitution Coach Inc. in Bolton, 
Conn., said he has seen his larger 
competitors undercut his daily rate 
by $150.

“We’re our own worst ene-
mies,” says Snelgrove of the indus-
try. “It’s good for the consumer but 
sooner or later it will be like the 
airlines.”

One Plains state operator said 
that for bread-and-butter, one-day-
turnaround charter runs between 
his city and the state capital, rough-
ly 100 miles away, his leading com-
petitor has cut rates by nearly 20 
percent since December.

“It’s a low bidder’s market,” 
said the operator, who asked that 
his name not to be used. “And, of 
course, (the customers) want brand 
new buses.

“With fuel prices going down 
and the economy going down, 
there’s tremendous downward pres-
sure (on prices),” said the operator.

 Godfrey LeBron of Paradise 
Trailways in Hicksville, N.Y., said 
he has seen operators charging 
rates that are below cost. “The mo-
ment you do that, the consumers 
begin expecting it, and they think 
that’s what it costs.

For the first time
Deliveries of the Temsa TS-35 
(top photo) were included 
in National Bus Trader 
sales figures for the first 
time. The Van Hool TD925 
(center) is the first double-
decker to make the U.S. list 
of best-selling coaches. The 
Volvo 9700 (left) likely will 
be included in future coach 
sales reports. 

Economy, fuel price dip
reflected in charter rates
in many parts of the U.S.
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N.Y. bus operator arrested
for ignoring workers’ comp

YONKERS, N.Y. — The owner 
of a Yonkers bus service faces felo-
ny charges for failing to provide 
workers’ compensation insurance 
coverage for 25 employees over a 
two-year period.

The charges were brought by 
the New York State Insurance De-
partment and the New York State 
Workers Compensation Board.

Salvatore DiPaolo, 59, the 
owner of Service Transit Lines 
Inc., was arrested by state police in 
Hawthorne, which is about 16 
miles north of  Yonkers, and charged 
with violating the state workers’ 
compensation law.

His arrest came following a 
months-long investigation by the 
Insurance Department’s Frauds 
Bureau and the Workers Compen-
sation Board’s Fraud Inspector 
General and Compliance Unit.

DiPaolo, who lives in Scars-

dale, N.Y., also faces charges of 
harassment and obstructing gov-
ernmental administration, result-
ing from an altercation on June 10 
when Workers’ Compensation 
Board investigators issued a stop-
work order on DiPaolo for operat-
ing without insurance.

According to investigators, 
DiPaolo failed to provide workers’ 
compensation insurance for the 25 
employees of his school and charter 
bus service between 2006 and 2008, 
thereby avoiding payment of an es-
timated $130,000 in premiums.

His clients included the Harri-
son School District, the town of 
Mamaroneck and various casinos.

If he’s convicted, DiPaolo could 
be sentenced to up to four years in 
prison on the felony charge.

He was released pending a 
hearing to be scheduled in West-
chester County (N.Y.) Court.

MCI manufacturing workers
reject contract, vote to strike

WINNIPEG — Union employees 
at Motor Coach Industries’ Fort 
Garry coach manufacturing facility 
here have voted overwhelmingly to 
reject a company contract proposal 
and to authorize a strike.

The strike vote came after plant 
workers rejected the company’s 
contract offer that would have in-
creased wages by 11 percent over 
three years, increased vacation time, 
improved health benefits, plus given 
each employee a $1,250 bonus once 
the contract was ratified.

But 93 percent of the 700 work-
ers, which includes coach assem-
blers, welders, painters, tool makers 
and maintenance staff, voted in 
favor of a strike. A strike date was 
not announced.

Plant employees will remain on 
the job while the company and 
union continue discussions in a 
government-assisted conciliation 
process. 

The union, Local 1953 of the In-
ternational Association of Machin-
ists, said a major point of contention 
is that MCI wants to contract out 
many services, and union members 
feared significant job losses.

MCI had approached the union 
three months ago to begin negotia-
tions early for a new contract. 

In a letter sent to employees two 
days before the contract and strike 
votes, MCI said it wanted to resolve 
issues and negotiate a contract early 
because it would help the company 
in its efforts to emerge from Chap-
ter 11 bankruptcy.

MCI filed for Chapter 11 pro-
tection in September in an effort to 
shed more than $400 million in 
debt and to deal with shrinking 

sales and a weakening economy.
“We informed the union leader-

ship that Motor Coach (Industries) 
would have to get financing from 
lenders to successfully leave bank-
ruptcy in early 2009,” MCI told its 
employees.

“We believed that an early set-
tlement of the collective agreement 
would improve the chances to get the 
loans needed to leave bankruptcy.”

When MCI filed for bankrupt-
cy protection in September and 
again when its reorganization plan 
was approved by a federal bank-
ruptcy COURT in Delaware in late 
January, MCI executives said they 
hoped to complete the reorganiza-
tion process, conclude financial ne-
gotiations and emerge from bank-
ruptcy by the end of February.

MCI said it made numerous re-
quests of Local 1953 in November 
and December to begin negotia-
tions, but the union didn’t agree to 
start talks Jan. 8.

The company said it and the 
union negotiated through January 
and even beyond the expiration date 
of the contract, trying to reach an 
agreement. On Feb. 4, the company 
presented what it said was its final 
offer to the union and asked that the 
proposal be turned over to member 
for a vote.

In its letter to employees, MCI 
said it believes it presented “a very 
good offer,” especially given there’s 
a worldwide recession that’s exact-
ing a heavy toll on manufacturing 
industries.

The union agreed to let mem-
bers vote on MCI’s offer, but the 
union leadership did not recom-
mend approval.

La. targets workers’ comp scofflaws
BATON ROUGE, La. — Loui-

siana has become the latest state to 
crack down on businesses that ig-
nore worker compensation laws.

As many as one in five busi-
nesses in Louisiana may be break-
ing the law that requires them to 
insure their workers against acci-
dents, so the state is stepping up 
enforcement, say officials. 

The Louisiana Workforce Com-
mission and the Attorney General’s 
Office announced a new fraud de-
tection program last month.

“We want to make sure…
there’s a level playing field for all 
of our businesses,” said Tim 

Barfield, director of the commis-
sion. “Right now, there are a num-
ber of companies who aren’t play-
ing by the rules.” 

Chris Broadwater, head of the 
commission’s Office of Workers’ 
Compensation Administration, 
said violators will face penalties of 
$250 per employee, per incident. 
Repeat offenders could face crimi-
nal penalties and have their busi-
nesses shut down. 

Broadwater said a spot check 
of 20 companies, using auditor and 
hotline tips, found 7 of the 10 that 
responded out of compliance. The 
other 10 didn’t respond, he said. 

Similar programs found $96 
million in unpaid premiums in Il-
linois and $91 million in Massa- 
chusetts. 

According to one authority, 
Louisiana rates would be lower if 
all companies that should be pay-
ing were doing so. 

Broadwater said some busi-
nesses don’t realize they have to 
pay for workers’ compensation in-
surance. Others know they should, 
but don’t — or commit more ac-
tive fraud by listing workers’ jobs 
as less hazardous than they are, or 
by claiming their employees are 
independent contractors.
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DOT secretary backs tolls
on new roads, partnerships

WASHINGTON — Ray La-
Hood, the new secretary of the 
U.S. Department of Transporta-
tion, says tolls and public-private 
partnerships should be among the 
ways Congress funds infrastruc-
ture construction, but existing in-
terstate highway lanes should re-
main toll-free.

Fuel taxes are inadequate to 
fund infrastructure construction 
and repair, according to LaHood, 
and the United States needs to be 
“innovative” in financing its road-
ways, adding he favors tolls on 
new construction and the use of 
public-private partnerships.

LaHood says he opposes “the 
idea of taking an interstate and 
putting a toll booth on it,” but if 
“you want to have an additional 
lane and you want to toll it, or if 
you want to build a bridge that’s 
going to cost a lot of money, I 
think people ought to think about 
tolls on the bridge as a way to pay 
for it,” he says.

“The idea of taking part of the 
interstate highway that’s already 
there and people are using and 
putting tolls on that, personally I 
think that is not a good idea,” La-

Hood said.
Echoing some of the Bush ad-

ministration’s beliefs about high-
way funding, LaHood said the 
government was “going to have to 
think innovatively,” adding that 
transportation dollars would have 
to be generated “differently than 
just the gasoline tax.”

“Public-private” partnerships 
will have to be part of the way 
governments increase money for 
transportation, he said.

LaHood said the fuel tax, the 
main f inancing source for the 
Highway Trust Fund, is “a dino-
saur.” Fuel taxes were “developed 
when [President Dwight D.] Eisen-
hower and the Congress came up 
with the idea” of the Interstate 
Highway System, LaHood said. 
“We’ve come far afield of that,” 
he said, adding that he was “will-
ing to listen to all ideas” on high-
way finance.

LaHood, 63, had just retired 
from the U.S. House after seven 
terms when Obama picked him to 
be secretary of transportation, and 
a Republican in a Democratic 
administration.

He was elected in 1994.

More states embrace toll roads
An ever increasing number of 

state governments across the U.S. 
appear to have fallen in love with 
toll roads.

New reports show more states 
are making toll roads a permanent 
part of the nation’s highway system 
and eyeing toll dollars as a way to 
plug gaps in budget deficits.

New toll-road development is 
expected to increase from 75 miles 
in 2006 to more than 180 miles an-
nually during the next few years, 
according to a report from the Fed-
eral Highway Administration.

Texas leads the country in toll-
road development with 78 projects 
completed or in development, ac-
cording to the report. California is 
No. 2, and Florida is third.

“Although toll revenues are 
currently a relatively small part of 
overall highway revenues — $8 
billion out of $165 billion nation-
ally — tolls are an essential source 
of income” for some states, ac-
cording to the report.

Some toll projects focus on en-
tirely new highways, the report 
said. For example, North and South 
Carolina have eight tolled high-
ways each under  design or 
construction.

Other projects consist of such 
features as high-occupancy toll 

lanes added to existing highways 
in congested urban areas such as 
Northern Virginia, around Wash-
ington, D.C.

“Toll roads do better in times 
of weak federal government,” said 
Neil Gray, director of government 
affairs for the International Bridge, 
Tunnel and Turnpike Association. 
“There’s no one giving out free 
money.”

There has been a cycle to toll 
road building, Gray said. “The 
grand era…was post-World War 
II, before the federal highway 
network.”

According to the FHWA re-
port, most of the new toll develop-
ment is in states with fast-growing 
urban centers, such as Colorado, 
and in states that have had toll 
roads for decades, such as Illinois 
and Pennsylvania.

American Trucking Associa-
tions has been among those strongly 
encouraging an increase in federal 
fuel taxes to finance infrastructure 
maintenance and improvements, 
not tolls. ATA believes fuel taxes 
are the most equitable and effi-
cient way to support the transpor-
tation system.

Typically, when roads are tolled, 
20 to 30 percent of the revenue 
goes to administrative overhead. 

The ATA also contends that 
fuel taxes create a “level playing 
field” for truckers, but tolling cre-
ates what it calls “bad actors,” 
truckers who compromise safety 
by using inappropriate roads to 
avoid paying tolls. 

Although the federal report 
deals with new toll lanes in the na-
tion’s transportation network, toll 
fever is sweeping the states in other 
ways. On existing toll roads, the 
cost of rolling through a booth is 
rising to make up for declining 
traffic as the economy worsens.

For the first time in the Maine 
Turnpike’s 61-year history, state 
officials said, tolls collected in 
2008 were lower than in the previ-
ous year. To offset the decline, of-
ficials ordered a toll increase that 
wasn’t due until next year.

The Ohio Turnpike also recent-
ly raised tolls, as did Pennsylvania 
and New Jersey. And in West Vir-
ginia, turnpike officials have begun 
a campaign to convince the public 
to accept higher tolls they hope to 
have in place by July 1.

Maryland OKs
increase in tolls
for buses, trucks

BALTIMORE — The Mary-
land Transportation Authority has 
approved increased bus and truck 
tolls for its seven toll facilities. 
They take effect May 1. 

The toll hikes for multi-axle 
buses and trucks will range from 
$2 to $13, but multi-axle vehicles 
making more than 100 trips per 
month can receive a 10 percent 
discount.

The toll for three-axle coaches 
using the Baltimore Harbor or Fort 
McHenry tunnels or the Francis 
Scott Key Bridge will increase to 
$6 from $4 on May 1. The toll for 
the John F. Kennedy Memorial 
Highway goes to $15 from $10.

The three-axle coach toll for 
the Lane Memorial Bay Bridge in-
creases to $9 from $5, the Hatem 
Bridge jumps to $15 from $10, 
and the Nice Bridge toll rises to $9 
from $6. 

On July 1, E-Z Pass customers 
will begin paying a $1.50 monthly 
service fee under the new plan, 
and prices will increase for new 
and replacement transponders.

The last toll increase was in 
November 2003.



	 Bus & Motorcoach News 	 THE DOCKET March	1,	2009	 �

Electronic onboard recorder rule is being reviewed
WASHINGTON — The new 

Obama administration is taking a 
fresh look at electronic onboard re-
corders for over-the-road commer-
cial vehicles amid indications it 
may want to expand their use.

Within days of taking office, 
the new administration had the 
Federal Motor Carrier Safety Ad-
ministration pull back its formal 
proposal that would require some 
commercial vehicle operators to 
use electronic onboard recorders.

The rule had been submitted — 
late last year by the Bush adminis-

tration — to the Office of Manage-
ment and Budget for review as part 
of standard federal procedure. The 
OMB did not complete its review 
before the clock ran out on the 
Bush administration.

Sources close to FMCSA re-
port the administration would like 
electronic onboard recorders to be 
required on more commercial vehi-
cles than the Bush administration’s 
proposed regulation would have 
done.

Sent to the White House in No-
vember, FMCSA’s f inal EOBR 

rule would have expanded the 
agency’s original proposal, but by 
how much is not known. Former 
Administrator John Hill was quot-
ed as saying “it was a significant 
expansion.”

In its initial proposal, FMCSA’s 
mandate would have applied only 
to truck and bus operators that fail 
two compliance reviews in a two-
year period. Hill indicated previ-
ously the final rule would consider 

fatigue-related crashes as a way to 
expand the number of carriers 
forced to use the technology.

The Obama administration re-
portedly wants “the reach expand-
ed,” according to FMCSA sources.

Nat’l safety board supports
fatigue monitoring devices

WASHINGTON — The Na-
tional Transportation Safety Board 
has recommended that the USDOT 
explore making several heavy-
duty vehicle safety technologies 
mandatory, including fatigue mon-
itoring systems.

The recommendations grew 
out of the October 2005 accident 
on Interstate 94 in Wisconsin where 
a tractor-trailer rolled over and a 
motorcoach ran into the wreckage. 
Four passengers and the coach 
driver were fatally injured, and 35 
other passengers were injured.

An investigation by the NTSB 
found that the truck driver was fa-
tigued and fell asleep at the wheel.

Possible technologies that 
could have helped in this instance, 
the NTSB noted, included lane de-

parture warning systems, driver 
monitoring systems such as PER-
CLOS (which measures the rate of 
eyelid closure), and electronic on-
board recorders.

In a letter to the Federal Motor 
Carrier Safety Administration, the 
NTSB said the FMCSA should 
“develop and implement a plan to 
deploy technologies in commer-
cial vehicles to reduce the occur-
rence of fatigue-related accidents,” 
as well as “develop and use a 
methodology that will continually 
assess the effectiveness of the fa-
tigue management plans imple-
mented by motor carriers, includ-
ing their ability to improve sleep 
and alertness, mitigate perfor-
mance errors, and prevent inci-
dents and accidents.”

Team at USDOT to push stimulus
WASHINGTON — The U.S. 

Department of Transportation has 
created a special team to coordi-
nate its role in President Obama’s 
economic recovery program.

The group supposedly will en-
sure that funding is made avail-
able quickly for transportation in-
frastructure projects and that 
project spending is monitored and 
transparent.

To be known as the Transpor-
tation Investment Generating Eco-
nomic Recovery team, it is com-
posed of officials from a variety 
of USDOT administrations and 
offices.

“We created the TIGER team 
to make sure that DOT’s portion 
of recovery funding goes out to 
states and localities as quickly as 
possible in order to immediately 
create jobs and strengthen our 
economy and transportation sys-
tems,” said Transportation Secre-
tary Ray LaHood.

The team will identify and pri-
oritize key highway, bridge, tran-
sit, rail, aviation and intermodal 
spending, and will develop report-
ing standards to track the money 
as it is being spent and ensure that 
all accountability requirements 
are being met.

Washington reports road conditions online
OLYMPIA, Wash. — A harsh 

winter that has included flooding 
and heavy snows in Washington 
has heightened the importance of 
the state’s online road reporting 
system.

The state department of trans-
portation website includes road 
closures (go to www.wsdot.wa.
gov/news/update) and safety rest 

areas along Washington interstates 
(go to www.wsdot.wa.gov/Safety/
RestAreas/restareamap.htm).

The department also offers an 
e-mail system that announces 
emergent road conditions.

Go to https://service.gov 
d e l i v e r y. c o m / s e r v i c e / u s e r.
html?code+WADOT  to sign up 
for department notices.
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in spending by wealthy individu-
als, whether for lavish homes, va-
cation retreats, boats or planes, 
plus the NASCAR slump and re-
duced touring by entertainment 
groups, hit the conversion shell 
market like a sledgehammer. Only 
39 conversion shells were sold 
during the fourth quarter of last 
year, compared to 90 in the fourth 
quarter of 2007, or a near 57 per-
cent slide. 

The fourth-quarter drop in 
shell sales followed a 50 percent 
decline during last year’s third 
quarter when only 32 shells were 
delivered.

The percentage of imported 
coaches — Van Hools and Setras 
— sold in the fourth quarter of last 
year was essentially unchanged 
from the final quarter of 2007, but 
the overall number declined to 112 
units from the 150 sold in the 
fourth quarter of 2007, Plachno 
reported.

“It is noteworthy that the Van 
Hool T2145, Prevost H3-45 and 
MCI E4500 models all matched or 
improved upon their 2007 fourth-
quarter sales numbers in the fourth-
quarter of 2008,” said Plachno.

“This would suggest that busi-
ness in the tour-and-upscale-char-
ter market continued to be strong. 
Also showing an increase over the 
previous year were the MCI D4500 
and D4505 models, typically repre-
senting public sector and tradition-
al private-sector markets. There are 
also indications that the scheduled-
service segment of the industry has 
been doing reasonably well, with 
Greyhound, megabus.com and 
other scheduled-service operators 
placing orders recently.

“Hence, we are left with the 
conclusion that the greatest part of 
the (fourth-quarter sales) decline 
seems to be centered around the 
low- and mid-range charter seg-
ment of the industry and conver-
sion shells,” Plachno added. 

The best selling coach during 
the fourth quarter of last year was 
the MCI D4500, followed by the 
Prevost H3-45, Van Hool C2045, 
MCI J4500, MCI D4505, MCI 
E4500 and Van Hool TD925.

The MCI D4500 also was the 
best-selling coach during the third 
quarter of last year. Meanwhile, 
the J4500 slipped to No. 4 in the 
fourth quarter last year, with the 
H3-45 and C2045 each moving up 
a notch.  The J4500 was the top 
seller for all of last year, however.

The appearance of the TD925 
on the hit parade of top-selling 
coaches marked the first time a 
double-decker model had achieved 
such a distinction.

Other highlights of the 2008 
new coach sales report:

• The Temsa TS-35 was in-
cluded in the National Bus Trader 
figures for the first time. The de-
livery of TS-35s to Cardinal 
Coaches of Middlebury, Ind., was 
included in the fourth-quarter 
numbers. The Temsa is manufac-
tured in Turkey.

• Sales of the Volvo 9700 
model likely will be included in fu-
ture reports. The 9700 is assem-
bled in Mexico with a U.S.-made 
engine.

• Sales of new coaches in 
Canada declined in the fourth 
quarter, sliding to 45 units, com-
pared to 76 coaches in the fourth 
quarter of 2007.

• 62 of the coaches sold in the 
fourth quarter were delivered with 
ZF AS-tronic transmissions, or 
just under 14 percent of the total. 
That’s a decline from previous 
quarters.

• Only 13 coaches sold during 
the quarter were 40-41 feet in 
length. The 45-footer still dominates 
with 96+ percent of the market.

Coach sales
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

Hurricane Gustav evacuee
hunts high ’n low for bag

NEW ORLEANS — An artist 
from here has been on a five-month 
odyssey to track down a piece of 
luggage she says was lost when she 
was evacuated by motorcoach during 
Hurricane Gustav late last August.

Lynne Mathews has been look-
ing — essentially nonstop — for 
her bag since she caught what she 
says was the last coach to leave 
New Orleans’ Alero Arena bound 
for a Red Cross center in Bossier 
City, La.

She says she got sick on the 
coach and the driver left her at a 
hospital in Shreveport, La., but her 
bag stayed on the bus which went 
on to Bossier City. A few days later, 

the hospital released her and she 
made her way to the Red Cross fa-
cility in Bossier City.  But no bag 
was waiting.

She says the coach she rode was 
white with the words Transit Tours 
on the side.

Evacuation organizers tell 
Mathews there were no companies 
with that name involved in the evac-
uation, suggesting the coach may 
have been formerly owned by a 
company with that name but oper-
ated by someone else who hadn’t 
changed the livery.

During the evacuation, the 
coach air conditioning failed; she 
thinks it was a compressor belt.

She says the driver was a black 
man, short (5 feet 2 inches or there-
abouts), small boned, dressed in 
black, and wore a natty black fedora 
with a feather.   

Mathews would REALLY like 
to get her bag back, along with a 
treasured stuffed bunny. If you think 
you can help her, call (504) 328-
2661, or call Jim Szeszycki of Ho-
tard Coaches in New Orleans at 
(504) 944-0253.

Corrections
Maggie Masterson, meetings 

and operations coordinator of the 
United Motorcoach Association, 
was misidentified on Page 12 of 
the Feb. 15 issue.

The  phone  number  for 
Chief’s Motorcoach Repair was 
wrong in the Feb. 15 issue. The 
number is: (281) 987-9300.
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Stimulus: Yes, it will impact the coach industry
WASHINGTON — The gigantic eco-

nomic stimulus legislation that Congress 
cobbled together last month doesn’t offer 
much in the way of direct benefits to the mo-
torcoach industry — but it does contain 
many elements that will nevertheless impact 
the industry.

For example, virtually all seniors — 
many of who ride motorcoaches to casinos 
across the U. S. — are getting a one-time So-
cial Security bonus check of $250. In total, 
$14 billion in stimulus money is flowing to 
Social Security recipients, poor people on 
Supplemental Security Income, and veterans 
receiving disability payments and pensions.

Most economists expect the seniors and 
veterans receiving the extra cash to spend it, 
“stimulating” the economy. Many no doubt 
will “spend” it at their favorite gambling pal-
aces — which they visit by motorcoach.

A more prosaic example of the law’s im-
pact on the industry is the $46 billion in the 
stimulus package for transportation projects, 
including $27 billion for highway and bridge 

construction and repair. That money could 
help speed highway congestion-relief proj-
ects in many parts of the country.

The stimulus law also contains $8.4 bil-
lion for mass transit, meaning coach compa-
nies that perform work for public transit agen-
cies could see contracts saved or opened up.

Oh, yes, there’s also $1.3 billion for Am-
trak, guaranteeing that everyone’s favorite 
passenger rail system will continue mud-
dling along, which, of course, benefits some 
operators, hurts many others.

There’s $5 billion in the stimulus law to 
extend the provision allowing businesses 
buying equipment to speed up depreciation 
through 2009.

There’s another $2.5 billion to make the 
sales tax paid on new car purchases tax de-
ductible. That could help operators — who 
purchase autos for use in shuttling drivers 
rather than having them deadhead coaches 
— save several hundred dollars.  

Employees who have been laid off by 
coach builders and operators because of the 

business slowdown will have their unem-
ployment benefits extended, thanks to $40 
billion included in the stimulus legislation.

Their unemployment checks also will in-
crease by $25 a week.

And, there’s $21 billion to provide a 60 
percent subsidy of health care insurance pre-
miums for the unemployed under the COBRA 
program. 

The federal government also plans to 
spend $7 billion to bring broadband internet 
service to underserved areas, which could 
help operators in rural areas of the U. S.  

There’s a huge pile of money — $54 bil-
lion — to help states avoid cuts in aid to 
school districts. Among other things, that 
could mean many school travel programs, 
using motorcoaches, will be sustained. 

And, for those operators who are helping 
finance their children’s college education, 
there’s about $13 billion in the stimulus leg-
islation to provide a $2,500 expanded tax 
credit for college tuition and related expenses 
for 2009 and 2010. The credit is phased out 

for couples with incomes over $160,000, 
though.

Finally, there’s a line item in the legisla-
tion that could lead to direct assistance to 
coach operators. The Department of Home-
land Security is getting $150 million for 
“public transportation security assistance.” 

A fraction of that money could possibly 
find its way to the intercity bus security grant 
program.

While almost no one expects the stimulus 
package to quickly solve the problems beset-
ting the national economy, it could reduce the 
damage and, perhaps more importantly, re-
store a measure of consumer confidence.

And it is strengthening consumer senti-
ment, plus gains in disposable income, that 
will — more than anything — improve the 
long-term outlook for the travel industry.   

However, there are those economists who 
fear the stimulus spending — despite being 
the most ever — is too small given the size of 
the economic decline, and they suggest Con-
gress may have to revisit the issue.

A Union View: The Deregulation Bus is Out of Gas
By Bruce Hamilton

During the Great Depression, Washing-
ton regulated the communications, banking 
and transportation industries, limiting Big 
Business’ ability to abuse its workers.

But Corporate America never rests, and 
has tried ever since to roll back employee 
rights and working conditions.

Congress deregulated intercity bus ser-
vice 25 years ago.

The results of deregulation have been di-
sastrous on the workforce. In 1983, there 
were 20,000 unionized employees at Grey-
hound and Trailways. The two carriers merged 
in 1987, and today there are only about 3,000 
represented workers in total — an astonish-
ing 85 percent decline. 

The public has also paid a steep price. 
The cuts in service have been so deep that we 
no longer have a nationwide bus service. This 
has hastened the decline of small town Amer-
ica, as Greyhound was the last means of pub-

lic transportation for thousands of small cit-
ies and towns across North America.

It has also left the country with no mass 
means of escape in the event of natural disas-
ters or terrorist attacks. 

The unregulated marketplace is also a 
major contributor to the nation’s enormous 
highway death toll, both by encouraging 
transport companies to drive down wages of 
drivers and mechanics — forcing them to 
work longer hours to make ends meet until 
they succumb to fatigue — and by increasing 
the number of private cars on the road. 

The deregulation tide may finally be turn-
ing. Financial practices that regulators 
wouldn’t allow are widely blamed for the cur-
rent recession, and the airline industry’s re-
cent troubles can also be traced to 
deregulation. 

This may be the best opportunity in de-
cades for Amalgamated Transit Union Local 
1700 members to restore Greyhound to where 
it would be if the intercity bus industry hadn’t 

been deregulated. It won’t happen by itself. 
We must mobilize every union member if we 
want to stand any chance of succeeding. 

The Contract Action Committees that 
members organized during the last negotia-
tions must continue working as organizing 
committees. We have our work cut out for us: 
First we must organize ourselves and our new 
sisters and brothers from Carolina (Trail-
ways), Vermont (Transit) and TNM&O bus 
lines and the maintenance companies.

We must build a force that can negotiate 
from a position of strength. Then we must or-
ganize the hundreds of thousands of non-
union bus workers across North America 
whose low wages and substandard working 
conditions undercut our ability to secure de-
cent living standards. Our goal can be noth-
ing less than organizing every intercity bus 
employee. 

Political organizing is part of that effort. 
Congress must reverse the damage it did to 
our jobs and to public transportation policy 

when it deregulated the intercity bus 
industry. 

That means persuading our Congressio-
nal representatives to support us.

This year we will “adopt a Representa-
tive” in Congressional districts across the 
country. In conjunction with that, we need to 
vastly increase our COPE campaign. And 
every member must help elect a worker-
friendly president. Attend your union meet-
ings for full discussions of these urgent 
matters. 

Our jobs could be good jobs. There is no 
reason we should not have jobs that we would 
eagerly look forward to going to every day. It 
is up to us to work collectively to make our 
jobs into the good jobs we all know they 
could be.

Mr. Hamilton has been a union activist at 
Greyhound Lines for three decades. For the 
past four years, he has been president of 
Amalgamated Transit Union National Local 
1700.
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when they are contacted by a public 
transit agency about a charter job 
that the transit agency wants to con-
tract out the work to the private op-
erator. That’s not what’s going on. 

The e-mail from the transit au-
thority is informing the private op-
erator that the work is available 
and the transit agency may per-
form it if no private operator re-
sponds to the notice. That makes it 
critically important to respond to 

the e-mails, said Presley.
Lasley noted that transit au-

thorities are under no obligation to 
tell the potential charter customer 
that an e-mail is being sent to pri-
vate operators, informing them 
about the charter work.

“You might have a surprised 
(potential) customer” when you 
call them, she said. 

Also, transit authorities are 
under no obligation to tell opera-
tors about a potential job if the au-
thority is not interested.

Both situations can cause re-

sentment among private operators, 
but they just have to live with it. 
That’s the way the process works. 

Another point to remember is 
that transit authorities cannot nego-
tiate for or on behalf of the poten-
tial charter customer, or require pri-
vate operators to follow a specific 
agreement, such as a certain price, 
a certain number of buses, or that 
all buses have wheelchair lifts.

In response to questions, Lasley 
said a subsidy paid by the sponsor 
of an event or a fare above the nor-
mal fixed rate charged by a transit 

agency qualifies the service as a 
charter.

Free service, without a subsidy, 
is not a charter. Payment for a bus 
shelter, for example, qualifies the 
job as a charter.

And, as long as a transit author-
ity is following the rule, it can oper-
ate a “charter department” and ad-
vertise. But it must follow the rule 
and give first crack at all charter 
jobs to private operators.

Service to senior, low-income 
and disabled citizens can be an ex-
ception to the charter service rule. 

In some cases charitable events 
don’t qualify under the rule. Excep-
tions must be reported to the FTA 
quarterly, according to Lasley.

Key elements of the revised 
charter rule tighten the definition 
of a charter and spell out the issu-
ance of a “cease-and-desist order” 
by the FTA, halting a public transit 
agency from providing charter 
service.

“Before (the revised rule was 
adopted), if they committed a viola-
tion, nothing happened,” said Pres-
ley. “Now they can lose funding.”

Charter confusion
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

“The worst thing operators can 
do is to panic,” says LeBron, who 
also is chairman of the United Mo-
torcoach Association. 

“I’ve been very creative and 
I’ve cut our prices — without los-
ing our dignity,” adds Lauren Le-
Bron, president of Paradise Trail-
ways and Godfrey LeBron’s wife 
and business partner. “It’s scary.” 

Across the country, many coach 
operators are anticipating worse 
times ahead, although layoffs 
hadn’t hit the interviewed compa-

nies themselves yet. 
“It’s the fear of what’s going to 

happen,” says Giddens. “People are 
not spending their money; they’re 
holding back.”

Jim Lienhart of Arrow Coach 
Lines in Little Rock, Ark., reports 
that in his area as fuel prices 
dropped last year, so did surcharg-
es: “I think from that respect, ev-
erybody’s going to drop rates.”

Scott Brush of Colorado Char-
ter Lines & Tours in Commerce 
City, Colo., thinks the weakening 
economy has caused him and oth-
ers in the industry to be more flexi-
ble with rates.

He still has a going rate, but 
notes: “To get business, we have to 
bend a little bit with our rates.” For 
example, he has developed special 
deals to generate new business.

He also has seen customers 
with advanced bookings come back 
seeking lower rates which, in some 
cases, he has gone along with.

Mark Greer, founder of Bus-
Rates.com, said he hasn’t noticed 
much of a universal decline in char-
ter rates because of the economy. 
Rather, rates dropped when diesel 
fuel prices came down last year, 
and operators are telling him they 
feel rates are at a level they should 

have been all along.
Lienhart said he expects to be 

undercut by those operators that 
have significant debt. “A lot of 
these people get into heavy debt. 
They need cash flow, even if it’s a 
losing cash flow.” 

He doesn’t anticipating drop-
ping his rates.

Frank Leyden, general manager 
of Cline Tours in Birmingham, Ala., 
hasn’t seen undercutting in his mar-
ket because of the economy. 

“Here, in Alabama, we didn’t 
have far to fall,” joked Leyden. “In 
Alabama, we’re more isolated than 
the rest of the country. We continue 

to be busy and bookings are strong.”
For Jeff Greteman of Windstar 

Lines in Carroll, Iowa, rates have 
been holding steady, although: 
“You have to look at ways to cut 
costs. You have to keep moving 
ahead. You can’t dwell on it or 
you’ll be going backwards.”

He says rates in his area did 
drop when fuel prices declined.

“This year, it’s hard to get any 
kind of increase because of the fuel 
and because of the economy. We 
won’t increase sales this year but if 
we can maintain them we’ll be 
happy,” he says.

Many operators no doubt share 

Charter rates
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

Operators provide suggestions for ‘recession coping’
ORLANDO, Fla. — Motor-

coach operators need to think cre-
atively when contending with the 
current recession.

That was the advice from three 
operators who participated in a 
panel discussion at UMA Motor-
coach Expo here. The operators of-
fered ideas and techniques for sur-
viving the downturn.

“The next two years are going 
to be fairly questionable,” said 
Mike Waters, vice president and 
general manager of Coach Ameri-
ca, Franciscan Lines, out of San 
Francisco.

Some work is recession-proof, 
Waters suggested, like shuttling 
football teams, while other busi-
ness not so. “We were getting a lot 

of foreign tourism, but so many 
countries bought into the subprime 
market. Our best (tack) will be to 
plan very conservatively.”

Tom Ready of Ready Bus Line 
in La Crescent, Minn., said that 
paring back may be needed. “In-
stead of three buses, do two. You 
need to prepare for smaller 
groups.”

Dale Krapf,  chairman of 
Krapf’s Coaches in Exton, Pa., said 
the current downturn is “much dif-
ferent from anything I’ve ever seen. 
A fairly large part of our population 
is just plain scared. Discretionary 
income is not going to be there.”

Victor Parra, president and 
CEO of UMA, asked Ready and 
the other panelists how they will be 

influenced by the next two years. 
Ready said that refinancing debt 
and extra preparation for big ex-
penditures will be needed.

“Look at the people in the of-
fice,” said Waters. “What role do 
they play? You have to look as if 
you have too many people. Maybe 

you should try to scale down the 
operation, go to a four-day work-
week, or look at salaries.”

Krapf said operators should 
stay lean during the next few years.

Waters said an operator’s eyes 
should be on clinching the sale, 
telling the staff: “If you’re going to 

lose a sale, you need to talk to me 
first.”

Steve Klika, president of Inter-
national Motor Coach Group, 
asked the panelists what were the 
most important factors to consider 
during the next two years.

“The charter (service) rule is a 
huge opportunity,” said Krapf. 
Also, actions by the Obama admin-
istration could bring more dollars 
for green equipment, he predicted.

“The charter rule is a fairly 
new opportunity,” added Waters. 
When you see a transit bus go by, 
he said, “it could be hauling your 
next charter customer.”

Parra noted that “preserving 
the charter rule is going to be a 
battle going forward.”

Mike Waters of Coach America, center, responds to a question, while Tom Ready 
of Ready Bus Lines, left, and Dale Krapf of Krapf Coaches, consider their responses.

Recommendation: Reach out to your local transit authority
ORLANDO, Fla. — Since the 

revised federal service charter rule 
went into effect nine months ago, 
countless horror stories have sur-
faced about possible violations of 
the rule by public transit agencies.

But, say motorcoach industry 
executives and Federal Transit Ad-
ministration officials, relations be-
tween private bus operators and 
local transit authorities don’t have 
to be contentious.

In a panel discussion at the 
UMA Motorcoach Expo here, ex-
perts urged coach operators get in-

volved with their local transit au-
thority, as well as their metropolitan 
planning organization.

That’s the first step to a better 
relationship, they said.

Ken Presley, vice president of 
industry relations at the United 
Motorcoach Association, suggest-
ed operators begin their bridge 
building by introducing themselves 
to the general manager of their 
local transit agency.

If the transit manager or agency 
staff is unresponsive, there are 
alternatives.

There is the transit agency’s 
board of directors, and the board of 
the metropolitan planning organi-
zation, which is usually composed 
of community and business leaders 
who may be more likely to lend an 
ear to a businessperson’s opinions.

The key is that metropolitan 
planning organizations are required 
by state laws to make their meet-
ings open to the public, said Linda 
Lasley, FTA assistant chief counsel 
for legislation and regulation, and 
one of the architects of the revised 
charter rule that governs charter 

bus service provided by public 
transit agencies.

And that’s your chance to be 
heard.

“We can no longer be an is-
land,” said Presley. “Transit author-
ities (have often been) surprised at 
how many charter operators were 
out there.

“By the time a route was ex-
panded, or new vehicles came to 
the community, there were deci-
sions made months ago. Do you 
want to be on the outside looking 
in?” asked Presley. “The commu-

nity leaders are assuming you 
aren’t interested because you are 
not there.”

Jimmy Cantrell, owner of Dan-
iel’s Charters in Gainesville, Ga., 
took an operator’s involvement to 
the next level; he became a mem-
ber of his local board.

“They can be your friends,” he 
said. “You’ve got to get involved in 
your community.” 

If you’re visible in your com-
munity, he said, transit officials will 
“know we’re there” and they’ll 
come to the operators for opinions.
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NorthEast Trailways acquires Richards Coach in Maine
LEWISTON, Maine — North-

East Trailways of Lewiston has ac-
quired Richards Coach of Lincoln-
ville, Maine.

Richards Coach was a family 
owned company, with John Rich-
ards Sr. and John Richards Jr. as 
the primary owners.

Scott A. Riccio, president of 
NorthEast Trailways, said that 
combining the two companies will 
allow his firm to expand its cus-
tomer base along the central coast 
area and southeastern region of 
Maine, while continuing to grow 
clientele in central Maine.

“The acquisition of Richards 
Coach was a perfect f it for our 
company and allows us to grow 
our client base throughout Maine,” 
said Riccio. “Our fleet of motor-
coaches also allows us to differen-
tiate ourselves from our competi-
tors. Our customers prefer and 
routinely ask specifically for our 
Setra motorcoaches.”

NorthEast Trailways has a 
largely Setra fleet, consisting of 
three S 417 motorcoaches, two 
S  217s and three S 215s, plus five 
other coaches, one midsize bus 
and a van. Riccio says it is the 
third-largest motorcoach operation 
in Maine.

NorthEast Trailways was es-
tablished 10 years ago as a shuttle 
service for guests visiting Sunday 
River Ski Resort in Newry, Maine. 
It began service with a van, a mid-
size bus and a motorcoach. Since 
then, the company has grown into 

a full-service charter operation. 
Riccio is retaining the Rich-

ards name but integrating services 
and various company operations, 
including maintenance, fleet man-
agement and personnel policies. 

NorthEast Trailways is the of-
ficial transportation provider for 

the Portland Seadogs, a minor-
league affiliate of the Boston Red 
Sox, as well as the Lewiston Maine-
iacs hockey team of the Quebec 
Major Junior Hockey League.

The company has been a certi-
fied U.S. Department of Defense 
operator since 2004.

FEBRUARY 2009

23-24 Motorcoach Association 
of South Carolina Annual Coach 
Roadeo, Myrtle Beach, S. C. Info: 
Go to www.scmotorcoach.org.

MARCH 2009

1-4 Trailways Transportation 
System 2009 Conference and 
Meeting, Hyatt Regency Hill 
Country Resort & Spa, San 
Antonio, Texas. Info: www.trail 
ways.com, or call (703) 691-3052.

2-4 12th Annual Pacific Bus 
Expo/Aloha Bus Maintenance 
Forum, Hilton Waikiki Prince 
Kuhio, Honolulu. Info: (808) 
834-1417.

5 MCI Customer First Event, 
Houston. Info: www.mcicoach.
com.

5-6 CVSA Bus Safety Summit, 
Hyatt Regency. Crystal City, Va. 
Info: Go to www.cvsa.org.

Calendar
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Investment losses pinch profits at National Interstate
RICHFIELD, Ohio — In spite 

of strong operational results, Na-
tional Interstate Corporation expects 
to report sharply lower earnings for 
the fourth quarter of last year be-
cause of losses on investments.

For all of 2008, National Inter-
state Corp. anticipates reporting 
net income of 49 to 61 cents per 
share, down sharply from full-year 
2007 net income of $2.25 per 
share.

Roughly a third of the decline 
in 2008 earnings is due to lower in-
come from operations and two-
thirds from losses on investments.

The parent company of leading 
motorcoach industry insurer, Na-
tional Interstate Insurance, report-
ed preliminary financial results for 
the final quarter and all of 2008 in 
mid-February and said it would 
have final numbers for the year and 
quarter later in the month.

The preliminary f igures re-
leased by National Interstate show 
the company had net income from 
operations for the f inal three 
months of last year of 63 to 69 
cents per share. That was the com-
pany’s best quarterly performance 
of the year and compares to fourth-

quarter 2007 income from opera-
tions of 59 cents per share.

For the full year, National In-
terstate said net income from oper-
ations will total between $1.66 and 
$1.72 per share, down from $2.27 
per share in 2007. 

Large claims, resulting from 
crashes occurring earlier in the 
year at companies insured by Na-
tional Interstate, held ’08 opera-
tional results in check during much 
of the year. Claims activity returned 
to “expected” levels in the fourth 
quarter.

Gross premiums written at Na-

tional Interstate totaled $380 mil-
lion in 2008, up nearly 10 percent 
from 2007. The ’08 gain came de-
spite a modest decline in premium 
income during the fourth quarter of 
last year. 

But it was investment losses 
that damaged National Interstate’s 
bottom line — both in the fourth 
quarter and for all of last year. (See 
Nov. 15 and Oct. 1 issues of Bus & 
Motorcoach News.) 

Net realized losses from invest-
ments are expected to result in in-
come impairment adjustments of 
roughly $10 million for the fourth 

quarter of ’08, and $21 million for 
all of last year. 

 For the final quarter of last 
year, National Interstate’s net real-
ized losses from investments to-
taled between 58 and 64 cents per 
share. That means the company 
could report a net loss for the quar-
ter of 1 cent per share or income of 
as much as 11 cents a share. That 
compares to fourth-quarter 2007 
net income of 57 cents a share.

As of Sept. 30, National Inter-
state had cash and invested assets 
valued at $544 million, versus $472 
million a year earlier.

Cracking the international market
ORLANDO, Fla. — So, you 

want to branch out, attract interna-
tional groups to your coach compa-
ny, but aren’t sure where to begin.

Getting started can be as easy as 
typing in a domain name. There are 
a number of websites and agencies 
that can help guide your company 
through your decision.

One, www.export.gov, is main-
tained by the United States and For-
eign Commercial Service of the 
U.S. Department of Commerce; the 
site will hook you up with business-
es, give you marketing data, and 
more. 

“Our group got tired of fighting 
over the same piece of pie, so we 
looked at how to make the pie big-
ger,” Steve Klika told United Mo-
torcoach Association members at a 
Motorcoach Expo seminar here. 
Klika is president of International 
Motor Coach Group Inc. 

The session in which he partici-
pated focused on how to latch onto 
international travelers and foreign 
dollars. 

Klika said his group found a 
strong advocate in the U.S. and For-
eign Commercial Service. With of-
fices in many embassies and 105 
field offices in the U.S., you can lo-
cate its offices at www.export.gov.

Within two months of contact-

ing the Commercial Service, Klika’s 
group found six reputable compa-
nies in Mexico. 

Some of the export.gov website 
information costs, but some is free. 
You have to register for specific in-
dustry information and trade leads.

Another site to look at is http://
tinet.ita.doc.gov/.

It’s maintained by the Office of 
Travel and Tourism Industries, an-
other U.S. Department of Com-
merce agency. The site tells how in-
ternational visitation is doing, both 
in dollar volume and percentage 
changes; allows users to view the 
memorandum of understanding in 
leisure travel between the U.S. and 
China; offers market profiles of 
specific countries, and has other 
features.

Kenneth Mouradian from Com-
mercial Service’s Orlando office 
told attendees that when a company 
provides services in the U.S. for a 
company outside of the U.S. — like 
tours — that qualifies as an export. 
That’s an important notion when 
negotiating through the Commer-
cial Service website and in devel-
oping your marketing strategy.

If you have access to capital, 
commitment and something you 
have the right to sell: “If you’ve got 
those, your export is ready,” Mou-

radian told conference attendees.
Another great resource, he said, 

is www.tia.org, operated by the U.S. 
Travel Association.

The association organizes 
shows, called “International Pow 
Wows,” that can bring home valu-
able leads. Non-members can at-
tend but the costs are considerably 
higher, says Valerie Hutchinson of 
the association. The next Pow Wow 
is in May in Miami. Information is 
available on the TIA website.

Mouradian recommended the 
Pow Wows for serious exporters. 
“That’s what makes their shows 
successful. They want you to be se-
rious,” Mouradian said later.

Other resources for getting in-
ternational leads include conven-
tion and visitors’ bureaus and state 
tourism agencies, says Mouradian.

So, you’ve found leads, how do 
you know if those companies are 
legitimate?

Potential foreign business part-
ners can be investigated by profes-
sionals in U.S. embassies on behalf 
of U.S. companies, and that infor-
mation is disseminated through 
Mouradian’s agency. His agency of-
fers a “Gold Key Service” that will 
give you four to six solid interviews 
with companies from a specific 
region.

Local folks may help foster int’l niche
ORLANDO, Fla. — Look in 

your own community first when 
trying to find international tourism 
opportunities, say experts.

In Chicago, for example, says 
Steve Klika, president of Interna-
tional Motor Coach Group Inc., 
there is a large population of Polish 
extraction; and in Minnesota, many 
people have Scandinavian ties. 
Take advantage of that, he says.

“How can you synergize with 
those groups? Find out what makes 
sense for your community.”

Start out small, he advises, per-

haps providing support for compa-
nies in other countries. “You have 
to share back and forth,” he says. 
“You start this chain reaction and it 
keeps building and building. This is 
a two-way street. If you think you’re 
going to get something for nothing, 
it isn’t going to work that way.”

Klika also warned operators 
not to treat their international cus-
tomers like a commodity. “We are 
a service. This is about building re-
lationships. There’s a tendency to 
treat people like American citi-
zens.” It’s important to at least un-

derstand some of the basic cultural 
needs of the customers, he said.

“We’ve got to get out of the 
mindset that our culture has to dic-
tate; we have to understand that 
people from other countries do 
business differently, they react dif-
ferently,” says Klika.

For example, Germans look at 
travel as a total experience, always 
on the lookout to immerse them-
selves in the culture.

He advised that it helps to be 
ready with a translation and cultur-
al resource in your community. It 

Website is not sufficient
to harness internet power

ORLANDO, Fla. — Building a 
website isn’t enough to turn the 
power of the internet into an effec-
tive business tool, says Mark Greer, 
founder and CEO of BusRates.
com.

You have to apply methods of 
bringing traffic to it, and then that 
traffic can translate into bookings, 
says Greer, who was part of a panel 
— at UMA Motorcoach Expo here 
— on leveraging the internet.

Upwards of 75 percent of adults 
use the internet, according to Greer. 
And 70 percent of users find web-
sites through a search engine. More 
than two million searches a month 
are bus related, he noted.

The older the website the better, 
says Greer, calling it “domain aging.” 
It’s best to put a site up while you’re 
still working on the finished prod-
uct so search engines begin picking 
it up. He also advises that the site 
be updated every five days.

Gene Wright II, promotional 
marketing manager of B&W Char-
ters in Kalamazoo, Mich., also 
warned that websites need to be 
updated regularly. “If you’re not, 
you’re giving your money to bro-
kers,” he said.

“Look at what the competition 
is doing…some things can be cop-
ied, others cannot. Look at the ones 
that are successful,” said Wright.

He suggested operators make a 
page for each town they are target-
ing. Make sure you put relevant 
text for those towns, including at-
tractions. Next, you can make links 
to those towns and their attractions, 
asking them to do the same for 
you. That increases your ranking 
on search engines, which is called 
“search-engine optimization.”

P ic tu re s 
should have 
tags on them 
a n d  y o u 
should make 
sure you have 
the right key 
w o r d s  f o r 
your business. 
This also in-
creases your 
placement on searches. And make 
sure your site is easy to navigate.

“People are not going to fill out 
a lot of information. There are bro-
kers that have big long quote 
forms,” said Wright.

Social networking tools, such 
as a blog, a Facebook account, 
Linked In and My Space, also are 
good ways to have a presence on 
the web, according to Wright.

He also said you need to have 
“proper key-word density,” which 
means you want to say “Michigan 
charter bus” enough times but 
don’t do overkill.

Greer suggested operators 
focus on quality content.

Raymon Land III, president of 
Fabulous Coach Lines in Branford, 
Fla., tries to welcome visitors to his 
website with an abundance of pho-
tos. “Take pictures of your coach-
es. I get some of my best pictures 
when I drive the coach myself,” 
said Land.

Land highly recommends Bus-
Rates.com as a good way to spend 
your money and have a presence 
on the web. 

He said money spent on a web-
site is money well spent. “It’s 
$1,200 for an alternator. I think 
you can get a hell of a website for 
$2,400.”

Mark Greer

could be your child’s German or 
Spanish teacher, for example, or 
perhaps a multicultural driver.

“Look at what your customer 
really wants,” says Klika. “It may 
not be 20,000 places in five days.”
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By Dave Millhouser

It was nearly dawn and the driver of a bus 
that was being deadheaded home was exhaust-
ed. After pulling into a truck stop parking 
area, the driver, Leon, shut off the engine.

Too tired even to sprawl across a pair of 
passenger seats, he slumped over the steering 
wheel and fell asleep.

An hour later a tow truck pulled into the 
lot, hauling a big-rig tractor. The big truck 
was facing backwards and it was parked in 
front of the coach — truck snout facing bus 
windshield.

Leon awoke from his slumber and saw a 
truck apparently about to hit him head-on. 
There was screaming, cursing, stomping air 
brakes and blaring the horn before Leon real-
ized neither vehicle was moving.

That all occurred during the second it 
took his brain to interpret what his eyes 
recorded.

A trucking industry study points out that 
90 percent of accidents caused by “delayed 
recognition” of hazardous situations could 
have been prevented if the driver had reacted 
one second sooner. 

It appears we can save a ton of heartache 
and money if we can help drivers gain and 
use that second. Even U.S. Airways’ Captain 
Sullenberger had well over a minute to sort 
out the Miracle on the Hudson, and he wasn’t 
surrounded by malevolent motorists.

There seem to be a couple of ways to help 
drivers make better use of that “golden sec-
ond.” The most obvious is experience. The 
more you drive, the quicker you’re able to in-
terpret visual cues, and use the second to 
make appropriate moves. We old guys LOVE 
experience because it makes sure you whip-
persnappers never catch us. 

There are a couple problems though.
First, experience, by definition, takes 

time to accumulate. Second, some folks can’t 
grasp the difference between 20 years experi-
ence, and one year repeated 20 times.

A developing trend is the addition of so-
phisticated safety systems to buses and 
trucks. Anticollision radar, antilock brakes, 
adaptive cruise control and electronic stabili-
ty control, in some ways, are mechanical ef-
forts to enforce collective experience on the 
driver.

The software in these safety gizmos is a 
distillation of what’s known about vehicle 
handling. And, their lightning quick electron-
ic brains resist allowing drivers to do things 
that will wreck a coach. The driver can just 
flail away, and expect good things. 

Nifty, when they’re correctly designed, 
programmed and maintained.

Finally (you KNEW we’d get here), there 
is training. Even the automated systems re-
quire driver understanding. Do we really 
want to replace a coach, in the midst of a 
charter, when the adaptive cruise control goes 

down, if a savvy driver can safely work 
around it?

Several safety experts I talked to pointed 
out that for their first five years, drivers expe-
rience steady improvement in safety, but then 
performance begins to taper off. Experience 
alone doesn’t get the job done. 

Commercial drivers surveyed about job 
satisfaction respond, almost universally, 
they’d like more training. 

It appears that ongoing classroom work is 
a factor in improving performance in drivers 
across the whole range of experience. Train-
ing is “packaged experience,” a way of accel-
erating learning for new drivers, and identify-
ing and eliminating bad habits for old 
timers.

Research supports the view that every 
driver benefits from consistent training, and 
that there is a correlation between “academ-
ic” learning and a driver’s ability to take ad-
vantage of the “golden second.” 

Simulators have advanced and a number 
of enlightened companies are using them to 
meld the academic and the physical. There’s a 
wide range of size and realism available but, 
at this point, there are virtually no definitive 
studies that measure how valuable they are 
(perhaps because they are evolving so rapidly).  

A mountain of data supports the concept 
that regular continuing education is as critical 
as experience in safely driving a coach. Ex-
perts I spoke with pointed out that there have 

been huge improve-
ments in what and how 
drivers are taught and 
that trend will likely 
accelerate. 

There are a variety 
of ways to work training 
into your operation. The 
Bus & Motorcoach 
Academy offers web-
based courses that can be invaluable. Many 
insurance companies offer a variety of re-
sources, from seminars to on-site lectures. 
They love it when you ask for help BEFORE 
there’s a problem.

The experts (who I shamelessly stole 
from for this column) are available to help 
train drivers or trainers.

In light of continuing improvements in 
the field, it’s not enough to read a book every 
couple of years. Airlines understand this, and 
universally require regular training and 
testing. 

Leon had plenty of time to sort things out. 
Your drivers only have that “second,” and it’s 
important to help them use it wisely.

Tragically for Leon, and fortunately for 
us, there was another driver sleeping on the 
bus, awakened by the commotion, who was 
able to rat him out.

Dave Millhouser is a bus industry market-
ing consultant and freelance writer. Contact 
him at: dave_millhouser@hotmail.com.

Dave Millhouser

Safety systems AND training are invaluable to drivers
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REPOS FOR SALE
Variety of makes and models of 
“Bank Repos” across the United 

States and Priced to Sell!
1-877-737-2221 Ext. 716 for more information!

CLASSIFIED ADVERTISING

Asking $155,000 each or OBO – all fair offers considered 
~ We have more on the way!! ~

Call 507-456-5310 or 507-583-4585 with any questions

2000 MCI DL103, SOUTHERN 
COACH, FRONT END KIT, 

WEBASTO, GOOD RUBBER, 
ALCOAS 12.7 SERIES 60 DETROIT

2000 MCI DL103, WESTERN COACH, 
NEW TRANSMISSION, WHEEL CHAIR 
LIFT, NEW PAINT, WEBASTO, GOOD 
RUBBER 12.7 SERIES 60 DETROIT

(2) ’97 Dina Viaggio 1000’s
52 PAX + 1 Escort Seat $50,000

w/tires – New Paint

(2) ’99 Vanhool T-945’S
57 PAX, + 1 Escort Seat,

$89,500 w/tires – New Paint
All buses are Clean - Well Maintanied - Excellent Condition
For more pics: http://s259.photobucket.com/albums/hh298/amaralbus/
Call Joe: 508-993-4503 or e-mail joe@amaralcompanies.com

Canadian operators pick top spots
TORONTO — Canadian tour 

bus operators say New York was 
their top selling U.S. city last year 
and it likely will repeat this year.

The finding was one of a dozen 
from a survey of tour operators 
taken at the Ontario Motor Coach 
Association Conference and 
Marketplace.

The survey was conducted to 
determine the operators’ top selling 
destinations last year and this, and 
to identify those suppliers that pro-
vide excellent service.

Here are many of the survey’s 
key findings:  

• Five top-selling Canadian 
provinces in 2008: 1) Ontario, 
2) Quebec, 3) Prince Edward Is-

land, 4) Nova Scotia, 5) Newfound-
land and Labrador 

• Ten top-selling Canadian cit-
ies in 2008: 1) Quebec City, 2) To-
ronto, 3) Ottawa, 4) Montreal, 
5) Niagara Falls,  6) Halifax, 
7) Charlottetown, 8) St. John’s, 
9) Vancouver, 10) Calgary and St. 
Jacobs, ON (tie) 

• Projected five best-selling 
Canadian provinces for 2009: 
1) Quebec, 2) Ontario, 3) Prince 
Edward Island, 4) Nova Scotia, 
5) Newfoundland and Labrador

• Projected 10 top-selling Ca-
nadian cites for 2009: 1) Quebec 
City, 2) Ottawa, 3) Toronto, 4) 
Montreal, 5) Halifax, 6) St. John’s, 
7) Niagara Falls, 8) Charlottetown, 

9/10) (tie) Vancouver and Calgary
• Ten top-selling U.S. States in 

2008: 1) New York, 2) Pennsylva-
nia, 3) District of Columbia, 
4) Massachusetts, 5) Tennessee, 
6) New Jersey,  7) Michigan, 
8) Florida, 9) Missouri, 10) Illinois 

• Ten top-selling U.S. cities in 
2008: 1) New York City, 2) Boston, 
3) Chicago, 4) Washington, D.C., 
5) Atlantic City, 6) Erie, PA, 
7) Nashville, 8) Branson, 9) Hyan-
nis/ Cape Cod, 10) Lancaster 

• Projected ten top-selling U.S. 
States for 2009: 1) New York, 
2) Pennsylvania, 3) Massachusetts, 
4) New Jersey, 5) Tennessee, 
6) Washington D.C., 7) Florida, 
8) Michigan, 9) Missouri, 10) (tie) 
South Carolina/Ohio/Illinois 

• Projected ten top-selling U.S. 
cities in 2009: 1) New York City, 
2) Boston, 3) Washington, D.C., 
4) Atlantic City, 5) Chicago, 6) Erie 
PA, 7) Hyannis/Cape Cod, 8) Lan-
c a s t e r ,  9 )  D ay t o n a  B e a c h , 
10) Branson 

• Suppliers providing the best 
service: 

• Destination Marketing Orga-
nization: Ottawa Tourism, and Cape 
Cod Chamber of Commerce (tie)

• Hotel chain: Best Western 
Hotels, and Drury Inns (tie) 

• Attraction: Niagara Parks 
Commission, Top of the Rock, and 
Gaylord Opryland (tie) 

• Restaurant: Cracker Barrel 
Old Country Stores 

NE Passenger Transport Conference set
HARTFORD, Conn. — The 

Northeast Passenger Transporta-
tion Association and the Federal 
Transit Administration are jointly 
sponsoring a three-day conference 
and exposition in mid-March that 
will focus on critical public trans-
portation issues. 

Attendance by both private and 
public ground passenger transporta-
tion executives is being encouraged.

The conference/expo center-
piece will be a discussion of the 
federal highway and public trans-
portation reauthorization legisla-
tion that will be considered by 
Congress later this year.

A panel, composed of both pri-

vate and public bus industry associ-
ation leaders, will offer their views 
on the omnibus public transit and 
highway reauthorization legislation.

Included on the panel are Unit-
ed Motorcoach Association Presi-
dent and CEO Victor Parra and 
American Bus Association Presi-
dent and CEO Peter Pantuso, plus 
top leaders from public transporta-
tion organizations. 

Other sessions will deal with 
public-private partnerships, bus 
maintenance, the federal economic 
recovery program, and public trans-
portation planning, project devel-
opment, program management and 
oversight.

Speakers will include Richard 
H. Doyle, regional administrator of 
the FTA, and possibly Connecticut 
Gov. M. Jodi Rell.

Most sessions will take place in 
the Hartford Marriott Downtown, 
while the transportation expo will 
be in the nearby Connecticut Con-
vention Center. The conference be-
gins with a reception March 17 and 
ends at noon March 19.

For registration and other infor-
mation contact the FTA Region 
One office at (617) 494-2055, or e-
mail Mary Beth Mello of the FTA 
at mary.mello@dot.gov, or Chris 
Anzuoni of Brush Hill Transit at 
CAnzuoni@P-B.com.

OMCA license service
assures valid licenses

TORONTO — The Ontario 
Motor Coach Association has 
begun offering a Bus Driver Li-
cense Status Check service, which 
the association says is a practical 
and affordable way for Ontario bus 
companies to confirm at regular 
intervals that their drivers continue 
to hold a valid license.

Every three months the service 
checks the drivers’ license status in 
the Canadian Ministry of Trans-
portation’s drivers’ license data-
base and electronically notifies the 
bus company of any drivers whose 
license status has changed.

The service was developed by 
OMCA with the support of Travel-
ers Insurance, which provided 
some financial support to OMCA 
to develop the service. Travelers is 
a major insurer of coach operators.

“The whole idea is to reduce 
the risk of improperly licensed bus 
drivers,” said Brian Crow, presi-
dent of OMCA. “Obtaining a driv-
er’s abstract once or twice a year 
may not be enough because a driv-
er’s license status can change at 
any moment as a result of a suspen-
sion, class downgrade or airbrake 
endorsement change.”

Bus companies subscribing to 
the service electronically submit to 
OMCA (via a secure website) a 

driver roster, listing driver license 
numbers, and class and airbrake 
endorsement (if applicable).

Once every three months, 
OMCA submits the license num-
bers to the Ministry of Transporta-
tion for a license status check. The 
Ministry of Transportation sends 
the results back to OMCA where 
they are electronically analyzed for 
discrepancies.

The bus company is immedi-
ately notified by e-mail which, if 
any, of their drivers has been 
flagged with a license status 
discrepancy.

In a pilot test run in December, 
18,400 drivers were checked and 
the service identified drivers who 
were driving buses without a valid 
license.

“For just a few pennies per 
driver per day, it gives me peace of 
mind that all my bus drivers have a 
valid license with the proper class 
and endorsement,” said Ron 
Malette of Tisdale Bus Lines of 
South Porcupine, Ont.

The Bus Driver License Status 
Check is available to members of 
the OMCA, the Ontario School 
Bus Association and the Ontario 
Public Transit Association.

For more information, go to 
www.OMCA.com.

N.Y. enhanced licenses approved
for U.S.-Canada border crossing

WASHINGTON — The U.S. 
Customs and Border Protection 
has approved so-called enhanced 
drivers licenses issued by the state 
of New York as an acceptable docu-
ment to cross into the United States 
from Canada without showing a 
passport.

Only U.S. citizens are eligible 
for enhanced drivers licenses, and 
the New York enhanced license is 
available for CDL holders.

Drivers wanting to obtain one 

of the enhanced licenses need to 
bring proof-of-citizenship docu-
ments when applying.

A regular CDL costs $130 and 
there is a $30 premium cost for the 
enhanced license, with an initial 
pro-rated renewal fee structure for 
drivers wishing to take advantage 
of the new license.

Visit the New York DMV’s en-
hanced drivers license website for 
more information, at www.nydmv.
state.ny.us/edl-main.htm.

North Dakota operator W.L. Lesmeister dies
MINOT, N.D. — W.L. Les-

meister, who founded a charter-
and-tour bus company more than 
35 years ago after working as a 
crop duster and custom harvester, 
died here suddenly last month at 
age 79. He would have been 80 on 
Feb. 22.

Wendelin L. Lesmeister was 
born and reared in North Dakota, 
joining the Army in 1951. He was 
stationed in Korea until his dis-
charged in 1953,

After leaving the Army, he held 
a variety of jobs, including piloting 

a crop duster, working on a custom 
harvesting crew that traveled from 
Texas to North Dakota, and driving 
a city and school bus.

 In 1972, he formed Northland 
Bus Service Inc., specializing in 
school bus contracts, charters and 
tours, and in 1999 he formed 
Northland Bus Sales. He was oper-
ating both businesses at the time of 
his death. 

In his spare time, Mr. Lesmeis-
ter restored classic cars and trucks 
and a tractor, and piloted a Cessna 
aircraft he owned. 

He served as an alderman of 
Surrey, N.D.; was a member of fra-
ternal organizations, and last year 
began driving the train in Roos-
evelt Park for the Railroad Muse-
um of Minot.

But it was the open road that he 
loved, whether in a coach or classic 
car, and he was proud to have driv-
en a bus in 49 states, missing only 
Hawaii.

He is survived by his wife of 52 
years, Patricia; a son, Steven; a 
daughter, Luann Klimpel, and three 
sisters.





THE NEW VOLVO 9700. 
UNIQUELY SAFE.

The new Volvo 9700 is the safest coach we have ever built. We would be able to fi ll 
this entire page with details of equipment and characteristics that contribute to high safety. 
Such as our ESP electronic stability program. Instead, we intend to focus on just a few 
important new features that we are alone among bus manufacturers in offering. Front Impact 
Protection is one example, Knee Impact Protection is another. Both considerably reduce 
the risk of the driver being injured in a frontal collision. What is more, the Volvo 9700 is 
equipped with the Front Underrun Protection System. It’s there to protect the occupants in 
an oncoming passenger car if it is unlucky enough to collide with the coach. Welcome aboard.

FOR SALES INFORMATION
USA 1-877-773-8678 CANADA 418-883-3391
Prevost, 35 Gagnon Blvd., Ste-Claire QC G0R 2V0 CANADA
Volvo 9700 motorcoaches are distributed by Prevost, 
a fully owned subsidiary of Volvo Bus Corporation. Please contact 
your Prevost Regional Sales Manager for more information.

www.prevostcar.com

Volvo Buses. When Productivity counts
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