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AC Transit Board Questionnaire

Name: Greg Harper

Current occupation: Incumbent

Website (if any):

1. Why do you want to serve (or continue to serve) on the AC Transit Board?

   I am an engineer-computer programmer turned lawyer. I’ve held this office for 20 years, 11 of 

which I was also a member of the TJPA that developed the new Salesforce Transit Center.

    

   Before that, I was an Emeryville City Councilmember for 12 years. I also served on the

Bay Area Air Quality Management District Board for 9 years, and was a commissioner on

the Alameda County Housing Authority for 10 years. I think holding office takes a lot of

learning to figure out what the problems really are. Bus transit has been the most complex

multi-variable problem I have encountered, but I have accrued the experience at AC to 

understand the operating parameters and the internal politics of the agency.

2. (For incumbents:)

a) What actions of yours during your term are you proudest of?

    

   I stopped the policy of just buying the biggest buses we could afford. So there are far fewer 

mostly empty 60 foot artic buses on our streets that are blocking our intersections for no reason. I 

was able to do that by insisting on sophisticated statistical analysis that disproved the validity of 

the old methodology. After my lobbying, AC hired a statistician who now evaluates the quality of 

the tremendous amount of data we collect from our operations. As a result, there is now more 

objectivity and less politics in our planning.

    I am also proud of my 10 years of service in two separate terms on the Transbay Terminal 

project. As I stepped down after the last meeting of my first term, when the project was finally 

financially assured, the representative from San Mateo county (now a state senator) publicly 

stated that without me the project would have died. 

b) What have you helped the District accomplish during your time on the board?

     

    Please see above. I have also been the only board member demanding that AC discuss its 
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problems in public meetings rather than illegally in closed sessions. That problem still exists, but 

has improved with my scrutiny.

3. (For non--incumbents:)

a) Which of your past experiences are valuable for serving on the board?

b) Have you been following AC Transit's activities and progress over the last several years?

c) What changes have you noted, either positive or negative?

4. Do you ride AC Transit and, if so, how frequently?

5. How can AC best leverage emerging technologies that offer new modes of transport, as well as 

rider independence, choice, and convenience; while improving both service and cost profiles for 

target populations, including youth, seniors, limited-income, and people with disabilities?

    AC is still not proficient at adopting technologies for greater line management. Ultimately, AC 

needs to have such accurate, reliable, real time arrival information, that it can abandon schedules 

all together. There are now programs out there that will time and place passenger boarding data 

per stop with algorithms that will suggest new routes and schedules. I have seen it demonstrated 

and I know I.T. wants it; but I’m not sure planning and scheduling is ready for it; siloing is a 

problem at AC.

    AC also must make the most use of Clipper than it can, including the phasing out of cash fares. 

Cash collection costs AC more than the cash revenues it receives, and greatly slows down its 

service. Covid made it dangerous as well because cash paying customers came face to face with 

drivers. Cash fares are higher than clipper fares. Instead of cash, AC should work with MTC and 

all low income service agencies to get free clipper cards into the hands of low-income folks so 

they can make use of the reduced fares that would then be paid by the issuing agencies.

    

6. What are your thoughts on AC Transit's current Transbay service?

a) How do you think its normal (non-COVID) ridership and/or efficiency can increase?

    It was easy non-covid. BART overcrowding and high bridge traffic drove ridership up 

tremendously. Now that ridership is way down; but transbay fares contribute twice as much to the 

cost of transbay operations than local riders contribute for theirs, so assuming that work-at-home 

does not too reduce the need for commuting to SF, the coming financial crisis should force AC to 

re-institute and continue to enhance transbay service as quickly as the ridership requires, if the 

politics allows.

b) How should AC balance Transbay service with local, especially trunk line, service during 
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COVID restrictions ?

    AC's local trunk lines have always been its primary concern, even. The problem is that drivers 

are not offered the option of driving part-time for higher wages and less benefits, which I know 

from talking to them that many would choose. As a result of this limitation, those trunk lines run 

mostly empty middays and evenings. Making the problem worse is the fact that transbay drivers, 

with routes limited to commute hours, must be put onto local routes when they are not driving 

transbay.

c) Do you think that double-decker buses ordered for Transbay service is a good idea?

    Yes, I have championed the move to double deckers for years now.

7. What do you feel AC’s direction should be for developing a zero- or super low-emission fleet, 

after the District’s experiments with hydrogen fuel cell and other technologies over the past 

decade and a half?

    AC must finally drop its 18 year, multi-million dollar, wasted hydrogen bus experiment. 

Hydrogen fuel now costs AC 5X/mile what electricity would; it also still requires on board 

storage batteries, and is carbon dirtier than battery electric. Most importantly, no bus 

manufacturer has stated that it is definitely planning on building H2 buses.

    AC needs to declare a 100% battery electric bus future, as 95% of the other bus agencies in 

California have done. And most of those battery electric buses should be less than 40 foot long. 

Except for transbay service, the pre-pandemic route structure had been slowly but steadily losing 

riders for years, despite increased tax revenues.

8. How can AC Transit sustain and/or improve upon progress made so far in social and 

environmental justice (including socio-geographic coverage/equity), as well as economic equity 

(including fare policies)?

    Please see above on Clipper for improving social equity. For environmental justice, see above 

on battery vs. fuel cells.

   However, Geographic equity has been generally ignored. The East Bay Hills are the most 

underserved areas in AC's jurisdiction. The 67 & 69 & service from Montclair and Piedmont have 

already been largely sacrificed, and the covid-recovery plan tentatively calls for eliminating them 

and the 7 line all together next August.
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    Of course, intensive transit in the Hills is impossible, and would be unpopular as long as big 

diesels provided the service. Flex time 25-30 foot circulators from the Hills to Shattuck or 

College Avenue (for examples) coupled with good real time arrival and trip planning technology 

would help.

    Ultimately however, to supply really good service to the Hills, AC would need to do a deal with 

TODs like Uber and Lyft , paying for much if not all of the cost of the ride from door to bus stop 

(assuming they come back post covid). Those TODs want the right to use AC’s bus stops, and 

they have already developed the technology to intensely coordinate with AC's GPS location data. 

“Wheels” in Dublin is trying this out in a program called “Go Dublin”.

9. What will be the benefits of the new bus rapid transit (BRT) service to AC’s ridership and the 

system, and do you understand and agree with how surrounding bus lines were (or are slated to 

be) re-structured to both support the BRT line and improve overall service coverage and 

frequency?

    Tempo (the BRT) will be great for its service area. This was our most intensely ridden line. The 

service is completely accessible, it is designed for pre-paid all door boarding, and the interiors of 

the 70 foot buses have a lot of open space in which bicycles, strollers, walkers, and pull-carts can 

be stored. Those wheeled accessories were a big problem on our regular buses.

    AC has delayed adjusting any complementary routes until it can observe the passenger loads 

boarding at the various Tempo stops and the passenger loads on the intersecting lines which will 

feed Tempo. Unfortunately, covid-recovery has now made historical comparisons difficult, so it 

may be awhile before that can be sensibly done.

 

10. What do you see as the most workable strategies for AC to cope with the COVID-19 crisis, 

and ultimately to transcend whatever the long-term impacts may be, including making choices on, 

and how to fund:

a) “Protective” features of vehicles, equipment, facilities, and policies, including public education 

regarding riding safety;

    I'm proud to say that this is an area in which AC has excelled. There will be a side shield for 

drivers, aeration tests have already been done to determine and implement maximum aeration.        

 The technology which AC most needs to improve are the voice messages within the buses. For 

whatever reason, those messages are quite inflexible and as yet unavailable as means of 

communicating with its riders in changed circumstances. Combined with GPS geo-fencing 

technology, our on-board messaging should be available to broadcast much more than the 

upcoming bus stop and urging passengers to depart via the rear door.
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b) Additional service density on major corridors and adequate geographic coverage in both 

transit-dependent and “choice rider” communities

    By additional density I assume you mean more frequency. If that is so, AC already does that 

very well for its major corridors because that is necessary due to its use of full-time only drivers.

     For choice riders and geographic equity, see my answer in #8, above.

11. What endorsements have you received thus far?

     Scott Donahue, Emeryville City Councilmember

     Archana Horsting, Executive Director of Kala Institute, Berkeley  

12. Please add anything more you wish to tell us so we can make a good decision.

   You might think I am too critical of AC. I love AC, but I am afraid that the upcoming financial 

crisis it faces will cause it to react by making drastic cuts in its legacy operations, which will 

exacerbate the classic downward spiral than has only been slowly happening so far. That coupled 

with its seriously underfunded pension plan could cause AC's demise in the event of a market 

crash.


