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whetheR yOu’Re hen it comes to 
understanding transportation systems,
the biggest constant seems to be 
that no two systems are alike. Some 
public transportation entities cover 
both airports and port terminals, some 
include light rail or subway systems, 
while others primarily operate bus 
routes. Some systems carry a few 
thousand passengers daily, others a few 
million. Despite this diversity, however, 
all well–run public transportation 
systems, according to everyone 
interviewed for this article, have put in 
place effective strategies to manage risk 
such as employee training to reduce the 
incidence of accidents, return–to–work 
programs and better use of claims data.

Gilbert Gherna, risk manager director 
for Sun Tran Systems in Tucson, 
Arizona, knows how important a 
good safety program can be. Sun 
tran, the primary provider of public 
transportation in Tucson, employs some 
500 employees, including 300 bus 
drivers; runs 37 bus routes; and has 
up to 153 buses on the road at peak 
hours. the system carries over 15 
million passengers annually, and for the 
year ending July 30, 2003, recorded 
only 113 traffic accidents and 44 
passenger injuries. the previous year: 
98 accidents and 31 passenger injuries. 
how does the system post such a 
stellar record?

“every new driver receives four to six 
weeks of initial training,” Gherna told 
Public Domain, including both classroom 
work and on–the–road training. the 
latter includes time learning routes, 
identifying hazardous intersections, and 
practicing tight turns.

“we don’t stop after the initial training,” 
Gherna adds. “we spend a great deal 
of time reinforcing safety messages.” 
For example, he notes that Sun tran’s 
radio dispatchers constantly send out 
safety messages, reminding drivers to 
wear their seat belts, watch their speed, 
or be cautious of slippery conditions on 
those rare rainy days in the desert. In 
addition, Gherna and the local union’s 
safety steward write safety articles 
regularly for Sun Xpress, Sun tran’s 
monthly company newspaper. topics 
covered have included collisions with 
stationary objects, passenger injuries, 
instructions for properly tying down 
wheelchairs, and tips for avoiding 
rear–end accidents.

Sun Tran also collects statistics 
from various sources on busy 
intersections and those that record 
the most accidents. “We map out the 
intersections and post them for our 
drivers,” explains Gherna. “we also 
photograph and post changes in traffic 
flow patterns so drivers can recognize 
them and respond accordingly.”

Other jurisdictions take a similar 
approach. The Suburban Mobility 
Authority for Regional transportation 
(SMARt), which comprises four 
Michigan counties (including wayne–
Detroit’s home county), tracks accident 
and other data. According to Avery 
Gordon, SMARt’s general counsel, “If 
we find a high–accident location, we 
will assess the situation and determine 
whether we can and should alter the 
route.” Sometimes, Gordon notes, a 
route change may not be feasible, but 
a change in the location of the bus stop 
could solve the problem. SMARt also 
puts out periodic payroll stuffers with 
safety messages at key times of the 
year, reminding drivers, for example, to 
beware of icy roads in the winter or to 
watch for children playing in the streets 
once spring arrives.

What happens when you’re responsible 
for managing multiple types of systems 
with different safety needs? Niagara 
Frontier transportation Authority (NFtA), 
which operates two airports, a boat 
harbor, a bus system, and a small 
metrorail system, created the position of 
director of safety four years ago. “the 
aim was to ensure a top–level focus 
while providing uniformity across the 
entire system,” says Christine D’Aloise, 
NFtA’s manager of risk management.
“Within the last year, the position
has been expanded to director of
health, safety, and environmental
quality to address changing exposures.”

while implementing sound training
programs and having quality safety
standards and procedures in place
are critical to managing risk in the
public transportation sector, obviously
safety alone is only one component of 
smart risk management. A few others 
include the following:

• Accident Procedures
Despite the best training and 
prevention programs, some accidents 
will happen. how they are handled 
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Sun tran Systems in tucson, Arizona, 
“has a reputation for being very 
aggressive in defense of its claims,” 
says William Poorten, an attorney 
with Snell & wilmer and counsel to 
Sun Tran. His client has only lost one 
case at trial (and in that one Sun Tran 
admitted negligence but refused to 
pay an outrageous fee to settle the 
matter), which helps to discourage 
frivolous lawsuits and to decrease the 
dollar amounts claimants tend to seek.

Poorten offers four key pieces of 
advice to other bus systems looking to 
manage risk:

• train drivers and supervisors in
accident investigations. Sun tran 
drivers are told to avoid making 
any statement to bystanders at the 
scene and are given instructions on 
securing the area and gathering 
information from witnesses, 
including bus passengers. In 
addition, a supervisor comes to 
the scene of every accident to 
take photographs and witness 
statements. Some Sun Tran 
employees also have taken courses 
on accident investigation at the 
u.S. Department of transportation’s 
Transportation Safety Institute.

• Develop a reputation for being fair
and reasonable — and also tough.

• Own up to mistakes and try to
settle them.

• Maintain good records. “It’s
important to maintain complete and 
accurate records,” stresses Poorten. 
he cites as one example the fact 
that every call coming into Sun 
tran’s call center is entered into 
a database. This helps to identify 
and address problems before they 
get to a claimant stage and also to 
better defend claims that do arise.



both at the scene and later is key to 
smart risk management. (See also 
“Reputation, Reputation, Reputation” on 
page 1.) At Sun tran, “every accident is 
photographed,” says Gilbert Gherna. “If 
we have the same accident more than 
once, we’ll post pictures on the drivers’ 
bulletin board along with an explanation 
of what happened and how to prevent it.”

Gherna notes that his team also meets 
monthly to review every accident and 
determine whether it could have been 
prevented. In addition, an accident 
review board made up of one driver, 
one supervisor, and one police officer 
assesses each case. Similarly, at 
SMARt, “our standard is: has the driver 
done everything possible to avoid the 
incident?” says Avery Gordon.

• Return–to–Work Programs
NFtA has “worked aggressively in the 
workers’ compensation arena to reduce 
costs and, ultimately, risks,” Christine 
D’Aloise told Public Domain. As one 
example, she notes that NFtA implemented 
a return–to–work program that has been 
successful in increasing productivity 
and decreasing the time employees are 
away from the workplace on a workers’ 
compensation absence. Perhaps a bus 
driver isn’t medically cleared to drive yet, 
but he or she might be able to help out with 
other meaningful tasks.

• Understanding the Data
“The better you understand and can 
document your data, the easier it is to 
manage your risks and to work with 
various insurance companies,” says 
D’Aloise. NFtA has done a lot in recent 

years to put its underwriting and loss 
data into a format that allows D’Aloise, 
her colleagues, and underwriters to better 
understand both exposures and costs. In 
addition, NFtA has taken advantage of 
insurance carriers’ loss control reviews 
to provide independent reviews of the 
authority’s operations. “these reviews 
offer a great opportunity to learn from 
their experience and then get advice 
from insurance carriers on what we’re 
doing right and what we could 
improve upon.” u
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the “unsung heroes” of 9-11
While many people think of public transit systems as an essential mode of commuter transportation or perhaps as a solution to urban traffic woes, a recently released report reveals 
just how much we count on the public transportation sector and those who work for transit authorities.

“Public transit agencies were the unsung heroes of the 9-11 attacks,” says Saving City Lifelines: Lessons Learned in the 9-11 Terrorist Attacks.* The report, released September 
11, 2003, by the Mineta Transportation Institute, finds that “from their role in saving passengers’ lives and evacuating Lower Manhattan to delivering rescue workers and heavy 
equipment to Ground Zero and providing communications capacity, the transit agencies played a vital role in rescue and recovery work.”

The report adds that public transportation “played a key role in evacuating Lower Manhattan and Washington, D.C.”

Authors Brian Michael Jenkins and Frances Edwards-Winslow examine what happened that fateful day and what lessons can be learned for the future. The lessons fall into three 
categories. First is the need for a uniform command–and–control structure. Second, the need for “all–hazards” emergency planning. Finally, the authors cite the importance of 
“pre–event planning, training, and exercises.”


