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Evaluation of Public Transportation in Penang, Malaysia with Suggestions for Improvement

1. Introduction


1.1. Transportation and Communications

In all societies, transportation has a function very closely related to communications.  The transportation infrastructure of a society, the roads, railway tracks, expressways, rapid transit lines, and bus routes, are just as important as the telephone system, internet, and electrical power system.

To put it simply, transportation is another way to keep us in touch with each other.

The importance of public transportation within a community cannot be underestimated.  Encouraging people to use public transportation is an excellent way to improve the cohesion of a community.  However, for the majority of people in Malaysia, public transportation does not provide the convenience or reliability that they are looking for.

There are many reasons why this is occurring, but a major factor has to be the way that public transportation is planned and regulated in Malaysia.  

1.2. Existing Structure

The table below identifies the different government authorities that are involved in regulating public transportation.
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Table 1: Urban Transportation Responsibilities for Kuala Lumpur - Federal and Local Government Departments
The oversight and regulation of public transportation in Malaysia involves many different federal ministries, departments, and government-linked companies, as well as state and local governments are playing different roles.  

The Commercial Vehicle Licensing Board (part of the Ministry of Entrepreneur and Cooperative Development) licenses and regulates fares.  The Transportation Ministry is responsible for maintaining the overall transportation network (which includes public transportation), but is generally not involved in the network planning.  The Economic Planning Unit (part of the Prime Minister’s Department) is responsible for the planning of infrastructure and development (including public transportation) but not operations.  


The Ministry of Finance controls the two government-linked companies, Rapid and Prasarana, which build and operate transit services. However, neither organization has the authority or power to regulate service at a local level.  
Finally, at the local level, there are different Local Councils, City Councils and the Kuala Lumpur City Hall, all of which have a role in introducing public transit into their communities.  Finally, there are the Road Transport Department and Royal Malaysian Police which (presumably) have the authority to enforce laws and ensure the safe operation of buses on the roads and expressways.

Despite all the efforts that the federal government is making, there is still a huge tangle of bureaucratic confusion. In the long term, this will limit the success of any efforts to improve public transportation in Malaysian cities.
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Figure 1: Current structure for urban public transportation (bus operations)

Because no single organization has the power or authority to control operations, regulate fares, maintain service quality, and promote network integration and future planning, the goal of integration has not yet been achieved.  In the Klang Valley the other bus and rail operators, (over 1 dozen bus operators, the KL Monorail, and the KTM Komuter rail service) are still operating independently.  Laws are still not being enforced and service quality is still deteriorating.  The government-linked service in Penang is being placed in competition with existing bus companies, but it is possible that service quality and enforcement will become lax after the attention of the public and the government is directed elsewhere.

It is easy to create new companies, buy new buses, introduce new routing systems, and announce grand plans, but until the changes take place at the political level, these efforts will be largely wasted.  Without improvements to public transportation, there will be reduced mobility and this will in turn have negative effects on the economy and on communities throughout Malaysia.

1.3. Network Thinking

To build effective telephone, internet, and electrical power infrastructure, we have to build complete and effective networks.  Networks are vital to the functioning of our modern society.  Currently in Malaysia we understand the value of a complete road network and an expressway network.

Like the other types of communication systems, it is very important that the transportation infrastructure in our society is developed with emphasis on building a complete and functional network.  It is also very important that we extend this “network thinking” to the public transportation system.


1.4. Federal Government Efforts to Create Public Transport Network

In 2003, the government took steps to integrate “network thinking” into public transportation by creating two government-linked companies wholly-owned by the Ministry of Finance. Syarikat Prasarana Negara Berhad was created to take over the assets of 4 public transport operators.  Rangkaian Pengangkutan Integrasi Deras Berhad (Rapid) was created to operate and integrate these assets now owned by SPNB (now known under the trade name of Prasanara). 

In other words, Prasarana would build or buy public transportation assets, and Rapid would be responsible for the operation of these assets.  Together these companies would be responsible for the creation of a successful, integrated public transit network.  

However, a few crucial parts of the “network” were not included within the plan. The proposed Klang Valley Urban Transport Authority, Kuta, was never implemented.  Kuta would have acted as the regulator for public transport services in the Klang Valley and its presence would have provided a moderating effect on the actions of the other bus operators.  There was also a failure to secure the cooperation of the local councils and other federal government departments.  This meant that critical infrastructure like bus hubs and bus lanes and bus stops were never properly implemented.

1.5. Penang State Government Efforts to Create a Public Transport Network

The Penang State Government also has made numerous attempts to improve public transportation.  Individual bus operators were restructured to create Transit-Link.  In 2006, “Hub-and-Spoke” service was introduced.  Both projects were attempts at improving the operations of public transport.  The goal of the “Hub-and-Spoke” was to create a new and complete public transport network which would have effectively provided public transport services.  

In the case of Penang, a few crucial pieces were also left out.  Without a local public transport authority, the state government had to rely on the Commercial Vehicles Licensing Board for enforcement, which was unsuccessful.  In addition, little investment was made to improve infrastructure such as bus lanes and bus hubs and new buses.

2. A Vision for Public Transportation
2.1. A Vision is Needed 
Attempts to improve public transport in Malaysia have gone nowhere because there is no national vision or national standards for public transportation in Malaysia.  Without a national vision and national standards, public transport will not improve.  

The Federal Government has proposed a National Public Transportation Commission, answering directly to a Parliamentary Committee on Public Transportation.  The National Public Transportation Commission should take other successful transportation planning and regulation bodies, such as “Translink” in Vancouver, Canada, or the Land Transport Authority of Singapore, as a model.  The National Public Transport Commission needs to bring together representatives from within the Ministry of Transportation, the Economic Planning Unit, and the Ministry of Finance.  It must cut through the bureaucratic tangle and centralize the planning and regulation of public transportation throughout the country.  

The ultimate goal of the NPTC would be to create a National Strategy for Public Transportation which would create national quality standards and integrate these standards with the National Physical Plan.  The NPTC would promote and enhance public transportation by creating a complete National Public Transport Network with complete service in two macro-zones—Peninsular Malaysia and East Malaysia.  

Once the NPTC has established a national vision, the next step would be to restructure public transportation to focus on providing service to the people and improving their communities.

2.2. Local Public Transport Authority
Once the NPTC is clearly established as the national body for the planning and funding and regulation of public transportation, it would make changes at the local and regional level by creating create national standards for public transportation, and provide funding for major public transport projects. Local Public Transportation Authorities (LPTAs) would be responsible for planning and overseeing public transportation within the different regions of Malaysia, such as the Klang Valley and Selangor (KL-Sel), Kinta Valley (KV), Pulau Pinang and Northern Economic Corridor (NCER), Iskandar Development Region and the southern region (IDR-S), East Coast Economic Region (ECER), and regions in Sabah and Sarawak. 

The Local Public Transportation Authorities would be able to oversee public transportation much more carefully because they would have a regional focus.  The National Public Transportation Commission would coordinate funding and planning on a national and inter-regional level, as well as providing additional funding for major public transport projects.  The Local Public Transportation Authorities would coordinate funding and planning on a local and regional scale and oversee the public transport operators.  


2.3. NPTC and LPTA Organizational Structure
The role of the NPTC should be to create national standards and a national vision for public transportation.  It is the LPTAs that will take these standards and this vision and apply it to the needs of the different economic regions of Malaysia
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Figure 2: Sample Operations and Feedback structure for Separate Owner-Operator System under NPTC/LPTA

For more information and a plan for the operations of the LPTA in the Klang Valley please see Appendix 1 – New Vision for Klang Valley Transit Authority.
3. Build Communities not Businesses
3.1. Unfair Competition and Poor Service

Within the public transportation industry, the government (specifically, the Commercial Vehicle Licensing Board) has fixed fares at low rates for long periods of time, while allowing numerous providers to enter the industry.  This has happened with urban transportation, taxicabs, school buses and express buses.  The results of these careless actions is that firms cannot meet their expenses with the existing fares and increasing competition, so they sacrifice safety and/or quality at the expense of the public.  We have seen this again and again in the taxi industry, in the urban buses (Penang being a notorious example) as well as the intercity express bus industry.

It is bad enough that the government is treating public transportation as a competitive business, rather than a service.  What is worse is that they are interfering with this competition by allowing more licenses, and constraining the industry as a whole with bureaucracy and prices that are fixed at low, unsustainable levels. The CVLB has also been accused by public transport operators for allowing unfair competition in the Klang Valley and in Penang.  Bus operator Metrobus Nationwide Sdn. Bhd. has even launched a lawsuit against the CVLB for allowing government sponsored operator RapidKL to charge fares that are lower than normal.

3.2. A Capital-Intensive, High Cost Industry

Public transportation is a capital-intensive industry.  It requires significant money to invest in the purchase, operations, and maintenance of a bus fleet.  That is why quality public transportation services (especially urban transportation) are usually run by a limited number of providers.  Low fares and large numbers of independent operators and unfair competition will mean disaster for public transportation services.

Under the existing structure, bus operators face increased costs and reduced returns on their investment.  Government regulations and requirements such as the need for new buses every 10 years or the taxes on parts and frame, provide an additional burden.

The higher costs that bus operators face will reduce profits.  Under a competitive situation, the only solution is to reduce supply.  Therefore, bus operators may cut costs by deferring maintenance, paying drivers poorly, or violating regulations. 
3.3. Finance and Operations

Investment in quality public transportation services will initially require more funding from the government.  This funding can be provided through indirect (usually capital funding) and direct (operational) subsidy.

Indirect subsidy can be provided through funding of capital purchases.  Currently the Finance Ministry (through Prasrana) buys buses and owns these buses.  Government operators Rapid (RapidKL) and RapidPenang operate these buses for the duration of their operations contract (which for Rapid is from 2003-2013).  

RapidKL and RapidPenang have a 100% capital subsidy, which reduces some of the capital expenditure for the bus operator.  In addition, these operators receive a 50% operational subsidy from the Ministry of Finance.  This level of subsidy is competitive with other municipal transport authorities throughout the world.  Indeed, it is this level of subsidy that allowed both operators to initially introduce a “hub-and-spoke” system.
4. Regulation and Oversight at the Local Level
4.1. Three-Party System 
To maintain international standards for service and quality, the LPTA should implement the three-party system.  The LPTA would own the buses and routes within their jurisdictional areas and these buses and routes would be contracted out using open tenders to Malaysian and international urban transport operators.  Each LPTA could employ different bus operators but they would each use a single fare and route designation system (chosen by the LPTA).
4.2. Building Quality Into Public Transportation

The LPTA would retain overall control over the routes and enforce service quality.  Consumer satisfaction would be very important especially when it comes time to renew the contracts.  Operators that could not maintain their service quality or meet the expectations of the LPTA (and the public) would lose their contract to another competitor.  This mix of private operations and regulated competition would maintain higher standards in the industry
4.3. Open and Transparent

Having an open tender system would show maximum transparency and reduce the potential for unfair competition.  In addition, an open tender system would allow better quality of operators, especially if the tender is opened up to include international transport operators such as First, Veolia, Laidlaw, and ComfortDelGro.  Having a limited contract period would encourage better quality of service.  It would also make the bus operators accountable to their customers, the passengers.

4.4. A Focus on Service

Improved cost recovery should not be the goal of a government-funded operator with a 100% capital subsidy and 50% operations subsidy.  The government and the operators must create a public transport environment that has a focus on service rather than cost recovery.  The system should be capable of achieving quality service based on international standards, rather than national standards.

5. Effective Public Transportation/Public Transit
5.1. “Who are the passengers and what do they want?” 

Everyone can and should use public transportation and public transit to get to their destinations.  Of course, there are times when using private transportation is necessary, but people should at least be able to see public transit and public transportation as a reasonable option.  

Currently in Malaysia, not enough people see public transportation and public transit as a viable transportation choice because they believe it to be unreliable and inconsistent, as well as potentially unsafe.  There is also an association between public transportation and public transit and the “lower income group” which is perpetuated by the government and private corporations (especially those that are attempting to encourage driving).

As long as this myth continues, and as long as public transit is inconsistent and unreliable, a vast majority of people in Malaysia will continue to believe (for whatever reason) that public transit and public transportation are simply not for them.

5.2. What will encourage people to use public transit regularly?”

Reliable, consistent, convenient, quality service will provide this encouragement.  Fares are generally not a consideration for the majority of transit users who are more interested in being able to get to where they want, easily and without major hassle and without waiting too long.  Transit users do not want to get lost, feel uncomfortable, or fear for their safety or security.

To offer a service that meets these needs, some general guidelines include keeping public transit no more than 400m away from people, offering bus schedules and “next bus” or “next train” information, and maintaining frequencies no greater than 15 minutes between buses.  One guideline that can be used is the 15:15 ratio, meaning that ideally, a person should walk no more than 15 minutes to reach a bus stop and wait no more than 15 minutes for a bus.  Of course, given the level of heat and other weather related factors in Malaysia, the ratio should be 10:10. 

5.3. High Expectations

When the government and public transit providers actually increase their expectations, rather than keeping them low, this will help the industry.  If the government and the people expects little from the industry, that is what it will receive.  But if more is expected of public transportation, and the providers deliver the reliable, consistent and convenient service that passengers want, there will be a great demand for public transport.  


5.4. “What is the role of mass-transit and/or rapid-transit?”

The role of mass-transit and/or rapid-transit is to help move people and avoid congestion. Generally, mass-transit bypasses road transport and expressway networks, moving more people around faster than the existing road networks.  Mass-transit has to be designed for maximum efficiency and reduced congestion.  This means that networks should be designed as completely as possible, to allow multiple trips in multiple directions.  Having multiple routes and multiple nodes (interchange stations) within the network is also important because it disperses people quickly and easily, reducing congestion.  
5.5. “When and where should we build mass-transit?” 

Mass-transit like a monorail must build on existing, successful public transit networks.  This means that you cannot have successful mass-transit networks without successful public transportation or public transit already in place.  If there is already a successful network or successful route in place, then there are customers using this network.  This guarantees the success of the mass-transit projects because there is an existing pool of customers and room for long-term growth.  


As long as we stick to the idea that “if we build it, they will come” then we are setting ourselves up for failure.  We cannot build mass-transit to connect every “low income” and “high density” area to the city centre. We also cannot build public transit in a way that chases behind development.

Generally, mass-transit should be built as the last stage in a development process that sees increased demand for public transportation.  This process starts with basic public transportation, using buses and trams in Class-C right-of-way (operating in mixed traffic).  It then continues with “higher-order” and “rapid” public transportation using larger buses and trams in Class-B right-of-way (linear separation).  Finally the “mass transit” stage of public transportation uses high capacity transit vehicles in a Class-A right of way (grade separation).  
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The development process for public transportation generally requires completion of 3 stages to be successful.

Stage 1: (upper left) Basic transportation services – MetroRapid and Metro Orange Line, Los Angeles USA

Stage 2: (top)  Higher order transportation services – River Line, New Jersey, USA

Stage 3: (left)  Mass rapid transport services – VTA line, San Jose, USA
Public transport (especially mass-transit) should be built in heavily urbanized areas first.  Mass-transit built in heavily urbanized, high density areas will see higher demand, faster cost recovery, and greater returns on investment.  In contrast, mass-transit built in suburban, lower density areas will see lower demand, slower cost recover, and lower returns on investment.

6. Conclusion
6.1. A Long-Term Action Plan

It is strongly recommended that the Federal government engage in a proper, long-term development process for public transportation.  The focus should be to build for the needs of tomorrow, rather than for the wants of today.  In order to accomplish this goal, there must be a significant restructuring within the civil service and a restructuring of our attitudes to public transportation.  


6.2. BiPartisan Oversight

One important step to take is to put public transportation into the hands of parliament rather than the Cabinet.  A multi-party parliamentary committee on public transportation will allow for more open discussion of problems and solutions and better solutions will be found.

6.3. NPTC and LPTA

The federal government must create a National Public Transport Commission to take over the overall regulation and control of public transportation.  The NPTA will outline vision, strategy, and standards for public transportation.  Local Public Transport Authorities to carry out this vision and strategy and maintain these standards.  
The Penang Government should move ahead and create a Local Public Transport Authority to provide oversight and regulation on a regional and local level.  The LPTA would control the bus routes and the bus operators would be selected using a competitive open tendering process.  The open process would allow for more operators to provide service, while the increased competition would be an initiative to maintain the quality of service.

Time limited contracts and open tenders would empower the government and the public to develop a more improved, more stable, more reliable, more consistent, more accountable, and higher quality public transportation system.

6.4. Overall Conclusion

Public transportation in Malaysia is in a state of crisis caused by poor planning and regulation and a lack of proper enforcement.  Until these problems are addressed at the government and civil service, there will be little or no improvements.  It must be understood that more financial investments will not solve the existing problems.  Unless the organization, planning and regulation issues are resolved, the state of public transportation in Malaysia will go from bad to worse.

Appendix 1 –Vision for Pulau Pinang Urban Transport Authority

 

Now is the appropriate time for the Federal Government to take away responsibility for public transit from the Commercial Vehicle Licensing Board.  Instead, the responsibility for the planning and regulation of public transport should be in hands of new, smaller Local Public Transport Authorities, for different areas of the country such as the Klang Valley, Penang, Johor Bahru area, etc.  Each of these transit authorities would be directly responsible to the National Public Transport Authority (representing the civil service) and the Parliamentary Committee on Public Transport (representing the people).  

 

In the case of Penang, there would be one Pulau Pinang Urban Transport Authority which would be responsible for planning public transit routes and regulation of operations.  

The new Authority would introduce a new fare system and a new route system for the state and cancel the old route and fare systems.  The existing bus companies would then have to face a competitive tender process to be allowed to operate on the new routes.  To be approved, they would have to demonstrate a strong commitment to high quality service, which is something that has been lacking for many years.  The service they operate would be inspected regularly, and complaints and comments from the passengers (the customers) would be considered before operations contracts would be renewed. 

  

Organization of Service
 

Pulau Pinang is a very large geographical area, and it is heavily inhabited.  The communities in Pulau Pinang range from large scale high rise communities to small scale Kampungs, with terrace houses and flats in between.     
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Figure A2: Pulau Pinang 2020 Structural Plan


Having one Pulau Pinang Urban Transport Authority will increase organization and efficiency.  

 

Quality of Service
 

With all routes regulated by the Authority, the bus companies would have to apply to operate on these routes.  If the quality of service they offered was found to be low, the companies could have their licenses withdrawn.  Their assets (routes and buses) would be taken over by the authority and distributed to their competitors.  This would be an incentive for the bus companies to work well and please their passengers.  

 

Since the route system would be under one body, different companies could operate along the same routes.  This would allow the elimination of the illegal “bus leasing” system that has been operated in the past.

Since there would only be one fare system, all of the money would go to the operator first.  All bus drivers would be employees, with regular salary and benefits.

Buses would not have to wait to fill up, as the costs of service would be balanced out by a system of subsidies (described below).  This would make bus service more frequent, consistent, and reliable.

 

The result is that the customer would win as the quality of bus service improved.  The route system would become more simplified and flexible.  It would be easier to understand, and easier to use.  More and more people would start to use public transit by choice. 

 

Financing and Support
 
One of the biggest complaints about bus services in Malaysia is related to quality of service.  Unfortunately, the existing system of competition works against the operation of a high quality public transit service.  The examples of the North Klang bus terminal, KOMTAR in Penang and the Kota Raya area of Kuala Lumpur, show that competition in the public transit industry leads to unreliable service, pollution, and traffic congestion.  Reports from other countries confirm this.  

 

Under the current system bus companies have to cover their costs in full, and they have to compete with many other companies.  Profit margins in the public transit industry are very thin.  With increased competition from other companies and other modes of transport, passenger numbers decline.  As a result, the quality of bus service suffers.  Maintenance is often deferred (or ignored) to save costs.  Buses also wait to fill up with passengers before they service their routes.  While the buses sit idling, they are responsible for increased traffic congestion and pollution. 

 

Many Malaysians describe the public transit services of other countries in a very positive light.  These services are high quality because the government offers significant subsidies for the operation of public transport.  Subsidies range from 20% - 50% in North America, and 50%-70% or higher within Europe.

The Malaysian government must consider that to improve public transit, additional sources of revenue will be needed for the bus companies.  The system of low cost loans offered by the SME bank is not a long term or stable solution.  In contrast to the challenges faced by the private bus operators, government operator RapidPenang has a 50% operating subsidy and 100% capital subsidy from the Ministry of Finance. 

Under a variation on this existing system, the LPTAs and the Finance Ministry (through Prasarana) could obtain loans on behalf of the bus companies and distribute the bus fleet according to the needs and operations of each company.    

This is only one form of subsidy, and the government needs to explore other forms of capital and operations subsidy to give the bus companies a chance to operate better service. 


Fare System
 

One integrated and unified fare system would be in the best interests of bus passengers.  All buses would have to use the same fare system.  The cost of implementing a new unified fare system would depend on the choice of fare collection model (for example, daily passes vs. stage fares/zone fares or fare by distance), and the technology used.  However, the clear and obvious advantage would be that fare collection would be simple and consistent on all bus routes.  

 

It is recommended that the fare system be designed around two major features: the use of the Touch ‘N’ Go card for all public transport, and the collection of information about where passengers board, how many tickets are bought, what routes are more heavily used, when they are most heavily used, etc. 

 

More information for maximum efficiency
 

By having access to the information described above, the KVTA can better plan the routes, fares, and operations.  The result will be that the bus companies will be less likely to lose money, because they can anticipate passenger numbers.  In addition, the government can use this information about fare collection to provide an appropriate and effective system of subsidies to authority, which would be distributed to the bus companies.  

   

Service Management
 

The management of public transit is a serious problem in Malaysia.  The fact is that companies make no effort to maintain on-time performance.  Although traffic conditions can never be predicted perfectly, no bus company should be using traffic jams as an excuse. 

 

In fact, one wonders why public transit must face the same jams as everyone else.  Introducing bus lanes and reserved transit ways for buses will do wonders to speed up service, making it more frequent and more reliable.  

 

Many people will protest about the increased congestion that will arise from more bus lanes.  However, it is time to realize that the roads around us exist for the movement of people, not the movement of vehicles.  A bus full of passengers must have more freedom to move, and should be able to move faster, than a car with a single person inside. 

 

 

Routes
 
Improved organization would lead to having more buses running along the exact same routes.  This would benefit passengers, as bus services would be more frequent throughout the state.  Also, the other bus companies would not lose out, because they would be responsible for the more profitable trunk routes, and they would also not have to deal with the jams in the urban centres. 

Currently, the duplication of routes is a serious problem.  In addition, there is the problem of poor service on unprofitable or less popular routes.  
 

There are more than enough buses spread among the bus companies to offer very frequent service along these major routes.  Sadly, instead of moving, these buses spend so much time sitting jamming up the terminals, or the streets of Kuala Lumpur, waiting for passengers.  

Bus lanes are going to be an absolute necessity on the “mainline” bus routes, to make people see that public transport is convenient and reliable. With proper bus lanes and frequency, the mainline bus routes should be able to move 5,000 passengers per direction per hour, which is a carrying capacity that is similar to the KL Monorail, at a fraction of the cost!

 

Route Expansion
 

To make the service even better and more reliable, an expansion of bus routes would be needed.  Existing Utama service offered by RapidPenang and similar trunk bus services offered by others, would continue.

However, this service would be complemented by an expanded system of Ekspres or limited stop routes for passengers traveling around the state.  

An increased number of City Shuttle bus routes would service major hubs inside and outside the city centres.   This would allow passengers to avoid jams within the city.  

By combining a system of Ekspres routes with an expanded city shuttle service, passengers would be assured of reliable, quick, and comfortable service.  Ultimately, the more successful bus routes would be converted to monorail and LRT routes.  The authority would ensure that city would have a complete LRT and monorail network before any more suburban extensions would be allowed. 

 

 

New Rapid Transit Services

The Authority would also streamline bus service operated by all the different companies.  The major roads would each have a single “Rapid Express” route.  For example, there could be “Rapid Express” buses along the Jelutong Highway, Jalan Air Itam, Jalan Masjid Negeri, the Bayan Lepas Highway, and other major roads.

Streamlining the various bus routes into a “Rapid Express” service would benefit passengers because there are many buses available in the different bus fleets.  Service could be offered at a very high frequency, such as every 3 minutes or less. 

The authority could build air-conditioned mini-stations along these major lines.  Local buses would drop passengers off at the stations where they would board the “Rapid Express” buses for trunk like travel.

This “Rapid Express” service would follow the same model as a rapid transit service such as LRT. However, it would cost less than LRT and be more frequent and reliable than the existing system of competitive bus services.    

Once “rapid” forms of public transport develop, demand will steadily increase.  Ultimately threshold passenger loads will be reached and at this time, the NPTC and LPTA will have to invest in expanding the public transport infrastructure.

The Authorities can then identify potential “mainline” routes which can potentially carry more passengers - up to 15,000 passengers per direction per hour. These lines will be the RapidTram lines in the future.

Expansion
Following the success of the Pulau Pinang Urban Transport Authority this vision for improved public transportation could be replicated in north Peninsular Malaysia by expanding the Authority to serve the Northern Corridor Economic Region (serving Kulim, Butterworth, Bukit Mertajam, Alor Setar and Sg. Petani).

Appendix 2 – New Vision for Klang Valley Transit Authority

 

Wherever I go in Malaysia, I am amazed by the variety of public transport options that are available.  Malaysians really do make use of public transit.  There are literally buses everywhere.  And yet, people are always complaining that the public transit system in Malaysia is poor.  

 
Once Again, it is all about Money

The issue has never been about the number of buses, but rather, the way they operate.  In Malaysia there is no subsidy for public transit operations.  So buses have to wait to fill up with passengers in order to recover their costs.  In addition, there is the problem of competition.  With so many competitors on the lucrative routes, companies have to sacrifice the quality and safety of their service.  

 

If we want good quality public transit, then it must be subsidized in part by the government.  The benefits of the subsidy will greatly outweigh the costs.  If an increased subsidy of public transit leads to better service, this will mean fewer cars on the roads, fewer trips taken by car, and fewer traffic jams.  Fewer jammed roads means that productivity will not be wasted.  Time will not be lost stuck in traffic jams.  It means that people will get to work on time, meetings will start on time, and deliveries will happen on time.  New expressways will not be needed as soon.  Tolls will not go up as fast.  Less petrol will be burnt.  There will be less pollution.  Costs will decrease and inflation will slow down.  

 

In addition to adding a proper subsidy, it is time to take a careful look at competition.  How is it possible that with so many buses, operated by so many bus companies, Malaysia's largest city is constantly beset by traffic jams? 

 

The reason is because the main bus companies (RapidKL, Metrobus, SJ Bas, Selangor Omnibus, etc.) compete with each other. 

These buses need to complement each other.  If the bus companies offer complementary rather than competitive service, then high costs, delays, jams and unreliable service can be eliminated from the public transit passenger's daily experience. 

The way to do this requires a seriously new and different approach to bus operations and route planning.   

Now is the appropriate time for the Federal Government to take away responsibility for public transit from the Commercial Vehicle Licensing Board.  Instead, the responsibility for the planning and regulation of public transport should be in hands of new, smaller Local Public Transport Authorities, for different areas of the country such as the Klang Valley, Penang, Johor Bahru area, etc.  Each of these transit authorities would be directly responsible to the National Public Transport Authority (representing the civil service) and the Parliamentary Committee on Public Transport (representing the people).  

 

In the case of the Klang Valley, there would be one Klang Valley Transit (or Transport) Authority.  This authority would be responsible for planning public transit routes, as well as the regulation of public transit operations.  

This new KVTA would introduce a new fare system and a new route system for the entire Klang Valley, and cancel the old route and fare systems.  The existing bus companies would then have to face a competitive tender process to be allowed to operate on the new routes.  To be approved, they would have to demonstrate a strong commitment to high quality service, which is something that has been lacking for many years.  The service they operate would be inspected regularly, and complaints and comments from the passengers (the customers) would be considered before operations contracts would be renewed. 

 

The advantages of this system are numerous:
 

Organization of Service
 

The Klang Valley is a very large geographical area, and it is heavily inhabited.  The communities in the Klang Valley range from large scale high rise communities to small scale Kampungs, with terrace houses and flats in between.  There are also many local authorities in the Klang Valley, and each has its own plans for transit services.   

This is one reason why the quality of public transit is not consistent in the Klang Valley.  Even the DBKL structural plan includes the future LRT and rail routes (key links for future public transit in the Klang Valley), but does not give serious consideration to the areas outside the Federal Territory. 
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Figure A1: DBKL 2020 Structural Plan


Having one Klang Valley Transit Authority will increase organization and efficiency.  The KVTA can make plans for the whole of the Klang Valley rather than the limited areas that are given to the local town councils and City Halls.  

 

Quality of Service
 

With all routes regulated by the KVTA, the bus companies would have to apply to operate on these routes.  If the quality of service they offered was found to be low, the companies could have their licenses withdrawn.  Their assets (routes and buses) would be taken over by the authority and distributed to their competitors.  This would be an incentive for the bus companies to work well and please their passengers.  

 

Since the route system would be under one body, different companies could operate along the same routes.  This would allow the elimination of the illegal “bus leasing” system that has been operated in the past.

Since there would only be one fare system, all of the money would go to the operator first.  All bus drivers would be employees, with regular salary and benefits.

Customers would also benefit, because they could board the first bus that came along on their route.  For example, route U67 (KL Pasar Seni to USJ8) could be operated by Metrobuses and RapidKL buses together.  

Buses would not have to wait to fill up, as the costs of service would be balanced out by a system of subsidies (described below).  This would make bus service more frequent, consistent, and reliable.

 

The result is that the customer would win as the quality of bus service improved.  The route system would become more simplified and flexible.  It would be easier to understand, and easier to use.  More and more people would start to use public transit by choice. 

 

Financing and Support
 
One of the biggest complaints about bus services in Malaysia is related to quality of service.  Unfortunately, the existing system of competition works against the operation of a high quality public transit service.  The examples of the North Klang bus terminal, KOMTAR in Penang and the Kota Raya area of Kuala Lumpur, show that competition in the public transit industry leads to unreliable service, pollution, and traffic congestion.  Reports from other countries confirm this.  

 

Under the current system bus companies have to cover their costs in full, and they have to compete with many other companies.  Profit margins in the public transit industry are very thin.  With increased competition from other companies and other modes of transport, passenger numbers decline.  As a result, the quality of bus service suffers.  Maintenance is often deferred (or ignored) to save costs.  Buses also wait to fill up with passengers before they service their routes.  While the buses sit idling, they are responsible for increased traffic congestion and pollution. 

 

Many Malaysians describe the public transit services of other countries in a very positive light.  These services are high quality because the government offers significant subsidies for the operation of public transport.  Subsidies range from 20% - 50% in North America, and 50%-70% or higher within Europe.

The Malaysian government must consider that to improve public transit, additional sources of revenue will be needed for the bus companies.  The system of low cost loans offered by the SME bank is not a long term or stable solution.  In contrast to the challenges faced by the private bus operators, government operator RapidKL has a 50% operating subsidy and 100% capital subsidy from the Ministry of Finance. 

Under a variation on this existing system, the LPTAs and the Finance Ministry (through Prasarana) could obtain loans on behalf of the bus companies and distribute the bus fleet according to the needs and operations of each company.    

This is only one form of subsidy, and the government needs to explore other forms of capital and operations subsidy to give the bus companies a chance to operate better service. 


Fare System
 

One integrated and unified fare system would be in the best interests of bus passengers.  All buses would have to use the same fare system.  The cost of implementing a new unified fare system would depend on the choice of fare collection model (for example, daily passes vs. stage fares/zone fares or fare by distance), and the technology used.  However, the clear and obvious advantage would be that fare collection would be simple and consistent on all bus routes.  

 

It is recommended that the fare system be designed around two major features: the use of the Touch ‘N’ Go card for all public transport, and the collection of information about where passengers board, how many tickets are bought, what routes are more heavily used, when they are most heavily used, etc. 

 

More information for maximum efficiency
 

By having access to the information described above, the KVTA can better plan the routes, fares, and operations.  The result will be that the bus companies will be less likely to lose money, because they can anticipate passenger numbers.  In addition, the government can use this information about fare collection to provide an appropriate and effective system of subsidies to authority, which would be distributed to the bus companies.  

   

Service Management
 

The management of public transit is a serious problem in Malaysia.  The fact is that companies make no effort to maintain on-time performance.  Although traffic conditions can never be predicted perfectly, no bus company should be using traffic jams as an excuse. 

 

In fact, one wonders why public transit must face the same jams as everyone else.  Introducing bus lanes and reserved transit ways for buses will do wonders to speed up service, making it more frequent and more reliable.  

 

Many people will protest about the increased congestion that will arise from more bus lanes.  However, it is time to realize that the roads around us exist for the movement of people, not the movement of vehicles.  A bus full of passengers must have more freedom to move, and should be able to move faster, than a car with a single person inside. 

 

 

Routes
 

Under a new unified fare system and route system, RapidKL can concentrate on operating the Local Shuttle service and the City Shuttle service, which it is good at.  Metro and the others would concentrate their operations on the trunk routes, which they are good at. 

Improved organization would lead to having more buses running along the exact same routes.  This would benefit passengers, as bus services would be more frequent throughout the Klang Valley.  Also, the other bus companies would not lose out, because they would be responsible for the more profitable trunk routes, and they would also not have to deal with the jams in the City Centre. 

Currently, the duplication of routes is a serious problem in the Klang Valley.  In addition, there is the problem of poor service on unprofitable or less popular routes.  The example of duplication can be seen along the Federal highway between Kuala Lumpur and Klang, or the KL-Seremban highway between Kuala Lumpur and Seremban. 

 

There are more than enough buses spread among the bus companies to offer very frequent service along these major routes.  Sadly, instead of moving, these buses spend so much time sitting jamming up the terminals, or the streets of Kuala Lumpur, waiting for passengers.  

  

 

Route Expansion
 

To make the service even better and more reliable, an expansion of bus routes would be needed.  Existing Utama service offered by RapidKL and similar trunk bus services offered by Metrobus and others, would continue.

However, this service would be complemented by an expanded system of Ekspres or limited stop routes for passengers traveling around the Klang Valley.  

An increased number of City Shuttle bus routes would service major hubs inside and outside the old city of Kuala Lumpur.   This would allow passengers to avoid jams within the city.  

By combining a system of Ekspres routes with an expanded city shuttle service, passengers would be assured of reliable, quick, and comfortable service.  Ultimately, the more successful bus routes would be converted to monorail and LRT routes.  The authority would ensure that city would have a complete LRT and monorail network before any more suburban extensions would be allowed. 

 

 

New Rapid Transit Services

The Klang Valley Transport Authority would also streamline bus service operated by all the different companies.  The major Klang Valley roads would each have a single “Rapid Express” route.  For example, there could be “Rapid Express” buses along the Federal Highway, Jalan Ipoh, Jalan Kepong, Jalan Puchong, Jalan Cheras, and other major roads.

Streamlining the various bus routes into a “Rapid Express” service would benefit passengers because there are many buses available in the different bus fleets.  Service could be offered at a very high frequency, such as every 3 minutes or less. 

The authority could build air-conditioned mini-stations along these major lines.  Local buses would drop passengers off at the stations where they would board the “Rapid Express” buses into KL.

This “Rapid Express” service would follow the same model as a rapid transit service such as LRT. However, it would cost less than LRT and be more frequent and reliable than the existing system of competitive bus services.    

Once “rapid” forms of public transport develop, demand will steadily increase.  Ultimately threshold passenger loads will be reached and at this time, the NPTA and LPTA will have to invest in expanding the public transport infrastructure.

In the past, planning for rapid transit and mass transit operations has made use of old rights of way (Ampang line) or attempted to cover as many points as possible (Kelana Jaya line, KL Monorail).  With the NPTA/LPTA and managed infrastructure growth, public transport planning and infrastructure will be based a stable foundation of demand and projected growth.  This will increase the profitability of public transport operations and increase the cost recovery on infrastructure investment.

Expansion
Following the success of the KVTA this vision for improved public transportation could be replicated throughout Malaysia by establishing Local Public Transport Authorities for different regions.  Along with the Klang Valley and Selangor and Pulau Pinang, the Northern Corridor Economic Region (serving Kulim, Butterworth, Bukit Mertajam, Alor Setar and Sg. Petani), Kinta Valley (Ipoh, Kuala Kangsar and Taiping), East Coast Economic Region (Kuantan, Terengganu and Kelantan), Iskandar Development Region (Johor Bahru and south Johor), and the Southern Heartland (Seremban, Senawang, Port Dickson in Negri Sembilan, Melaka, and north Johor) would see improved service. 
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