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With electric vehicle usage and the tran-
sitioning to electric cooling fans continu-
ing to grow at transit agencies around the 
nation, electrical (issues/training) con-
tinues to be the top issue in the shop, ac-
cording to respondents to METRO’s 2016 
Bus Maintenance Survey.  

Overall, electric vehicle usage is up six 
percentage points from last year’s survey, 
while three-quarters of this year’s respon-
dents report that their agency is moving 
from hydraulic to electric cooling fans. To 
address the issues being caused by these 
changes, maintenance officials report that 
they are adding specialized training pro-
grams or requesting increased training 
from their OEM partners. 

Shops Still Dealing with 
Electrical Learning Curve

When asked what new issues have had 
to be addressed through training in the 
last year, respondents reported a range 
of topics, including aftertreatment sys-
tems, supercapacitor care and mainte-
nance, high-voltage propulsion systems 
and electric buses. 

Ninety-four percent of this year’s re-
spondents reported filters as the fast-
moving part they buy the most, fol-
lowed by fluids and brakes. More than 
half of this year’s respondents report-
ed alternators as their most-purchased 
lifecycle part, followed by starter mo-
tors and compressors. 

When asked what questions an agen-
cy should ask when exploring the possi-

bility of adding alternatively propelled 
vehicles, the top answers were: “What 
infrastructure upgrades will be neces-
sary and what will those modifications 
cost?” “What are the true maintenance 
costs?” “What additional training will 
be required?” and “What hiccups have 
other transit agencies experienced both 
early in the adoption process and down 
the road?”

Now in its sixth year, METRO sent out 
its survey to even more maintenance 
shops, spanning a wide demograph-
ic consisting of large metropolitan to 
small and rural transit agencies as well 
as university-focused systems. Ques-
tions covered topics ranging from fleet 

With electric bus usage and the adaptation of electric cooling fans continuing to grow, 
maintenance departments around the nation are working hard to find ways to both 

address issues and provide specialized training for their staff.   
BY ALEX ROMAN, Managing Editor

2016 Bus Maintenance Survey:



Top 5 fast-moving parts you buy the
most?

1  Filters
2  Fluids
3  Brakes
4  Batteries
5  Tires

Ninety-four percent of this year’s respondents say they purchase 
filters the most. The rest of the top five remains somewhat the same, 
with batteries and tires flip-flopping spaces compared to 2015.
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size to average age of their fleet, hours-of-training provided 
per year and how that training is delivered, and the top is-
sues in their shops to what parts they buy most often.

Agencies varied in fleet size, with the largest maintaining 
5,800 buses and the smallest 17, with the mean boasting a fleet 

of 534 buses — up significantly from last year’s 288 buses. 
If you have a question to add for next year’s survey or 

would like to participate in the future, please contact us at 
info@metro-magazine.com. As always, thanks to all those 
who took the time to submit their info this year.

METRO sent out its survey 
to hundreds of 
maintenance shops, 
spanning a wide 
demographic consisting of 
large metropolitan to small 
and rural transit agencies, 
as well as university-
focused systems.

What are the top 10 biggest issues in 
the shop?

1  Electrical (issues/training) 
2  Exhaust gas recirculation systems 
3   Tech equipment (fareboxes, GPS, 

destination signs, etc.) 
4  Staffing 
5  Engines/transmissions 
6  Training 
7  Parts 
8  Brakes (changes/failures) 
9  Leaks 
10  HVAC systems
 
Electrical issues/training continues to be the top issue faced in 
the maintenance shop, followed by exhaust gas recirculation 
systems and tech equipment (fareboxes, GPS, destination 
signs, etc.), which jumps three places compared with last 
year’s survey.

Top 3 lifecycle parts you buy the most?

1  Alternators
2  Starter Motors
3  Compressors

A new question for 2016, 50% of respondents reported that 
alternators are the most purchased lifecycle parts, holding a 
somewhat sizeable lead over starter motors and compressors.

THE LISTS



What is the average age of your fleet?

Average fleet age continues to go down over the last five 
years, with the oldest fleet today reported to be 12 years. 
Today’s youngest fleet is two years, compared with 2015’s 
low of 3.5 years.
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This year’s survey found 
usage of alternative fuels, 
including natural gas, is 
increasing compared to 
previous years.

MAINTENANCE SURVEY

Fleet size

49 or less 4%

50-99 22%

100-300 44%

301 or more 38%

The average fleet size was 534 vehicles, significantly larger 
than previous years, where the average has been around 285 
vehicles. The largest amount of vehicles reported was 5,800, 
with 17 vehicles the least amount reported.

Are you still operating paratransit 
vehicles onsite?

A little more than half (56%) of respondents said they are still 
running paratransit vehicles out of their maintenance shops. A 
significant question, as many agencies look for ways to cut 
costs for the often expensive service.

Type of propulsion

Diesel 84%

Hybrid 76%

Gasoline 40%

Natural gas 36%

Biodiesel 20%

Electric 16%

Propane 8%

Diesel still topping the list as the propulsion type mechanics are 
seeing the most in their shops, followed by hybrid and gasoline. 
Usage of natural gas vehicles in maintenance shops increased by 
eight percentage points from last year, with electric vehicle usage 
growing by six percentage points.

What are the average miles you run your 
vehicles annually?

30,000 or less 8%

45,000 or less 64%

60,000 or less 20%

60,001 or more 8%

More than 60% of this year’s respondents run their vehicles 
45,000 miles or less, annually, holding steady compared to last 
year. Very few agencies continue to run their buses more than 
60,001 miles.
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Have you made the change from 
hydraulic to electric cooling fans?

This is a new trend in many maintenance shops, with three-
quarters reporting that they indeed are making the switch.

How many full-time mechanics do you have 
on staff?

A large majority of this year’s respondents have 40 or less mechanics 
on staff, with the average amount of mechanics from this year’s survey 
totaling 154. Although it holds a significant lead over the next 
category, the number of respondents reporting that they have 40 or 
less mechanics dropped by 30 percentage points from 2015. In a new 
question for this year, respondents reported having an average of 321 
total employees in their maintenance departments.
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IN THE SHOP

How many hours do you budget for 
mechanic training per person?

Not budgeted 33%

20 or less 7%

40 or less 47%

41 to 80 13%

81 or more 0%

Thirty-three percent of respondents report they cannot budget training, 
while 47% report that they provide 40 hours or less of training, which is 
significantly higher than last year’s reported 26%. Zero respondents 
reported that they train their staff more than 81 hours.

What sources do you use to deliver
that training?

 

OEMs takes the top slot this year, jumping suppliers/vendors by a slim 
margin, followed by in-house training programs, which jumped 12 
percentage points from last year. Consultants, which is a new choice in 
this category, is tied for last with college/school at 13% each. 
(Note: Agencies provided multiple answers, so there is some overlap.)

Slightly less than 50% of this year’s respondents report 
training their staff 40 or less hours per year, with that 
training delivered primarily by OEMs and suppliers/
vendors, as well as through in-house training programs.

Do you promote from within?

Fifty-percent of respondents report that their agency does 
promote from within, with 50% reporting that they only 
sometimes do. Last year, 75% of respondents said yes, while 
25% said sometimes.

From where do you source your parts?

OEMs are again the top source for parts, but continue to be a 
significantly lower rate than was reported in 2014 (65%) — a 
trend that began in 2015. (Note: Agencies provided multiple 
answers, so there is some overlap.)
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