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The FSP and the Wider World of
Tr a n s p o rtation Management
by Wes Wells, MTC SAFE
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Ro b e rta Littlefield, assistant Ca l t rans admin-
i s t ra t o r, fore g round, and CHP Officer Levy
Ba rnes confer in front of a bank of tra f f i c -
t racking monitors in the Ca l t rans District 4
t ra n s p o rtation management center. 

In urban areas of California, con-
gestion has increased at five times the
rate of population growth over the
past 10 years. According to the state
Department of Finance, California as
a whole experienced double the con-
gestion in 2000 as compared to 1990.
Unless we make an all-out push to
improve the efficiency of the trans-
portation system, we can expect a con-
tinuation of this trend. 

Managing Transportation
One way to improve the efficiency of
the transportation system is to deploy
a broad array of traffic congestion mit-
igation measures together known as
“transportation systems management”
or TSM. TSM includes traffic man-
agement centers, field surveillance and
control devices (in-pavement loop
detectors, closed circuit TV cameras,
ramp meters, changeable message
signs, etc.), communication systems,
and operational programs (traveler
information, traffic control and inci-
dent management). 

In its role as an operational pro-
gram, the Bay Area FSP program has
helped reduce motorist delay and cut
associated fuel use and vehicle emis-

1. Partnering – which means imple-
menting projects that cut through
the limitations of turf, funding and
role/responsibility barriers. The FSP
already has a good start in this area.
2. Integration – which entails more
emphasis on communication
between agencies and projects.
Currently, for example, Caltrans and
the California Highway Patrol
(CHP) keep separate databases on
highway incidents; combining these
would be more efficient and make
the data more useful.
3. Management of Resources –
which means concentrating on cus-
tomer service, and measuring the
impact of programs by how those
programs help motorists instead of
how they meet the internal goals of
an individual organization.
4. Restructuring Financing – which
would move funding toward short-
term, low-cost, ongoing operations
that have demonstrated their worth
by scoring well when performance
measures have been applied, and
away from long-term, high-cost,
unproven or proprietary technologies
and one-time capital investments.
(Although there is a place for long-
term projects, implementing more

As anyone who drives Bay Area freeways knows,
t r a ffic congestion is an ongoing problem. One
e ffective weapon in the fight against conges-

tion is the Freeway Service Patrol (FSP). But, as successful
as the FSP has been over the past decade, it is only one
tool among many that can be employed to reduce 

b u rgeoning traffic jams.

sions. But, to continue these successes,
it must broaden both its perspective
and its role, and redefine itself within
the wider context of TSM.

Moving Toward a Wider Role
There are four key elements to achiev-
ing this broader perspective: 

The Public Speaks 

Motorists continue to mail, e-mail
and phone in praise and descrip-
tions of their experiences with the

FSP program. Here are a few recent com-
ments.

Voicemail
(10/7/02) “I was helped this
morning on Beat No. 21, on the

Sunol Grade. Your driver helped me with
my overheated car, and I really appreciated
it. He was very kind and thorough. I did
not need anything done, my car just needed
to cool off. His presence reassured me that
everything was going to be okay. Thank you
to the driver.”

(10/11/02) “I had the benefit of
using your service. I had a flat tire

this morning on 680. I think this concept is
fabulous. The driver was very professional
and helpful. What a great idea! Thanks.”

(10/25/02) “On Oct. 23rd, I had
a flat tire near the San Francisco

Airport. Glenn Castaneda pulled over and
changed the tire for me. He was very cour-
teous, and got me back on the road. I really
appreciate it. He did a really great job. I
even offered to give him a tip, and he said
no tips were necessary, just drive safely.
Thank you.”

(10/26/02) “I’m calling to express
my gratitude towards one of your

drivers, Jerry. He came by and towed my car
off the side of the freeway. He did a great
job. My wife and I cannot say enough won-
derful things about him, and this service. I
just wanted to thank him, and thank you
for having such a great service available to
the public.”

Letters
(10/24/02) “I was driving my
granddaughter to school in

Oakland on Highway 580 westbound when
my right front tire blew out. We pulled over
and walked back to a call box, and, within
one minute of my call, a Freeway Service
Patrol truck arrived. The driver was courte-
ous and efficient and changed my tire and
stated that there was no charge for his serv-
ice. I have never been so happy to know

that my tax dollars are going toward such a
wonderful service.” 

(11/5/02) “I wanted to write and
thank you so very much for all of

the care and kindness that driver Gerald
Marshall gave me on the freeway this past
Monday morning. You were as kind and
helpful as anyone could imagine and with-
out you I don’t know what would have hap-
pened. I am sending a note to the Freeway
Service Patrol to let them know how won-
derful you were and how grateful I am. So,
again, thanks for all of your help.”

E-mail
(10/1/02) “There are not enough
superlatives in the dictionary to

describe the FSP. I had been totally unaware
of its existence until I suddenly found
myself on the freeway shoulder laboriously
struggling to change a tire. At my present
age and medical condition, it was becoming
more of a chore than I could readily handle.
When I looked up and saw the FSP truck, I
thought it was just a fluke that a tow truck
stopped to see if he could do anything. As I
began to learn more about the FSP, I
became increasingly astonished. I honestly
felt that it was unlike the state of California
to provide such a worthy and well-needed
service.”

(10/24/02) “I wanted to express
my thanks to one of your drivers

for assisting me with a traffic collision on
Oct. 23rd. His name is Robert Bettencourt
and he helped me with Spanish translation.
Please make sure this letter of thanks is
brought to his supervisor’s attention. Thank
you very much for your assistance. All of
your drivers do a great job!”

(12/11/02) “Yesterday I had some
unexpected car trouble and had to

pull over on the side of the freeway. The
assistance that the FSP provided was out-
standing and I wanted you to recognize the
driver who helped me out considerably. His
name is Ruben Banaban, and he works for
Great America Towing on Beat 21. The FSP
tow truck got me off the highway in less
than five minutes. Without him or the serv-
ice I can tell you that the situation would
have been much worse — I appreciate his
help!”
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A More Streamlined Call Box Network
by Linda Lee, MTC SAFE

When did you last see some-
one using a roadside call
b ox? Chances are, it’s been

a long time. Over the past five ye a r s ,
the number of people using call boxe s
to summon help has decreased by
a p p roximately 50 percent. This decline
in call box usage is occurring as more
and more motorists use their cell
phones to dial 911 or to call their auto
c l u b, friends or family for assistance. 

De c reased call box usage also can
be attributed to increased Fre ew a y
Se rvice Pa t rol (FSP) coverage over the
years. FSP trucks are arriving on the
scene before stranded motorists have
time to walk to the nearest call box .

Investing in Call Boxes
Although call boxes are not being used
as much as they we re five years ago,
they still need to be maintained and
upgraded. The Me t ro p o l i t a n
Tr a n s p o rtation Commission (MTC )
Se rvice Authority for Fre eways and
Ex p ressways (SAFE), which oversees the
call box network as well as the FSP,
would need to invest millions of dollars
over the next five years just for mainte-
nance and improvements. For this re a-
son, it is important to determine what
l e vel of investment in the system is
a p p ropriate, re l a t i ve to the number of
users, the range of motorists being
s e rved, and the kind of service being
p rov i d e d .

Strategic Plan Approved
M TC SAFE recently adopted a strategic
plan that includes many cost-saving 
recommendations for the call box pro-
gram. The first recommendation calls
for the re m oval — over a period of
t h ree to five years — of about 1,200
call boxes. This re p resents about one-
t h i rd of the existing 3,500-call box sys-
tem. To make this change, call boxe s
c u r rently spaced at one-quarter mile or
one-half mile intervals would be
re m oved, increasing the distance
b e t ween call boxes to one mile.

Most motorists would not be

i n c o n venienced by the increased spac-
ing, as it would only add a few minutes
to their walk to the nearest call box. In
fact, a recent survey in San Diego indi-
cated that 85 percent of motorists park
within 100 yards of the nearest call box. 

Howe ve r, for some motorists — for
example, senior citizens or people with
physical disabilities — the longer dis-
tance would re p resent a hard s h i p. To
a d d ress this issue, MTC SAFE will be
e valuating the feasibility of providing an
a l t e r n a t i ve means of motorist-aid com-
munication. One option would be to
distribute cell phones — configured to
communicate with call box dispatchers
— to disabled and/or to elderly
m o t o r i s t s .

Benefits for Motorists
The money saved by implementing the
recommendations identified in the
strategic plan will be used to fund other
motorist-aid projects or pro g r a m s .
Ap p roximately $7.5 million will be
used to support the expansion of FSP
s e rvices over the next five years. T h e
number of FSP trucks, beats and hours
of coverage will be increased to meet
the growing demand for more ro a d s i d e
assistance. So, while you may see fewe r
call boxes in the future, there will be
m o re “f re eway angels” to keep you safe.
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Upcoming Events
Technical Advisory Committee
Meetings

8:30 a.m., Tuesdays
MTC MetroCenter

January 14, March 11
CHP, Vallejo

February 11
1999 Harrison St, 17th Floor

April 8

Tow Contractors’ Meetings
11 a.m., Tuesdays
MTC MetroCenter

January 14, March 11

Quarterly Driver Refresher
Training

11 a.m.–1 p.m.
CHP, Oakland

February 27, 28
CHP, Dublin

March 6, 7

Proficiency Testing
7 a.m.–4 p.m.
CHP, Vallejo

January 6, April 7

Certification Classes
7 a.m.–4 p.m.
CHP, Vallejo

January 15–17
April 16–18

B E AT OF THE QUART E R

Interstate 80 in the East Bay has a
we l l - d e s e rved reputation for being
one of the most congested fre ew a y s

in the region. Beat 12, which covers 
I-80 between San Pablo Dam Road in
San Pablo and Cummings Skyway in
Rodeo, runs true to form, with heavy
traffic the daily fare, according to Ro g e r
Craig, sales manager for Ken Betts’
Towing, the company that patrols that
s t retch of ro a d w a y. 

Winner of the Beat of the Quarter
award for the third quarter of 2002,
Beat 12 has been the province of Ken
Betts’ Towing for all of the nearly five
years the company has been with the
Freeway Service Patrol (FSP).

The Oakland-based firm has been
in business for over
40 years, with Craig
serving as sales man-
ager for the past
eight years, and
Mike Urbach over-
seeing the FSP pro-
gram. Two trucks
out of the firm’s
more than two
dozen are assigned to Beat 12, with
two primary drivers: Ambika Maharaj
and Uriel Macedo. Another six drivers
are FSP-certified, according to Craig,
because, he said, “We like the training
they receive.”

Asked what he attributes the Beat
of the Quarter award to, Craig said,
“You’re only as good as your people —
full credit goes to the drivers on Beat
12.” He also noted that being part of
the FSP has been a “great experience”
for the drivers themselves and for the
company. “We’ve only dabbled in the
FSP so far,” Craig declared. “We
intend to get into it with both feet in
the future.”

Uriel Macedo is
one of the FSP
drivers on Beat 12.

DRIVER OF THE QUARTER
Another critical art e ry in the East Ba y
is Interstate 580 through the Altamont
Pass, which connects San Jo a q u i n
Valley bedroom communities with
businesses in the Bay Area. Peter
Gumbel, Dr i ver of
the Qu a rter for the
t h i rd quarter of
2002, is assigned to
Beat 22, which
winds through the
mountainous pass.
“ It’s consistently
b u s y,” Gumbel said.
On the occasional
day when the roadway gets some snow,
traffic gets much worse, Gumbel noted,
since Bay Area motorists are not used
to driving on icy ro a d s .

A tow truck driver for Court e s y
Road Pa t rol of San Jose for nearly 18
months, Gumbel enjoys his job.
“ Helping people is really rew a rd i n g , ”
he stated. “I’m often the first person on
the scene of an accident, and I can
calm people down and keep those who
a re injured from going into shock.”
These kinds of situations can be scary,
he noted, but “you do the best yo u
can.” He credits the California
Highway Pa t rol officers he works with
as being ve ry helpful, along with his
two beat partners. 

While the job can be stre s s f u l ,
Gumbel also has had some humoro u s
encounters, including one in which a
motorist who had run out of gas want-
ed Gumbel to write a note to his boss,
explaining why he was late.

“ It’s a good program,” Gu m b e l
re m a rked, referring to the FSP. “I like
helping people who really need the
h e l p. ”

Peter Gumbel

Quarterly Awards
for July through
September 2002
by Réka Goode, 
MTC Public Information

manageable, low-cost projects often
can have immediate, tangible
results.)

Among these four elements,
three — partnering, integration and
the management of resources —
have been achieved in varying
degrees within the FSP program; the
challenge is to emulate these success-
es in other areas of TSM.

Legislation Needed
The fourth component in broaden-
ing the FSP’s perspective — restruc-
turing financing — is the most diffi-
cult task and also the most essential.
It will require legislation to change
roles and responsibilities of key
agencies as well as the way trans-
portation projects get financed.
Current funding programs are
largely geared toward longer-term,
higher-cost projects, with very little
left over for operational measures. In
order to change this balance, the
statutes that established some of
these programs have to be changed.

A first small step toward a leg-
islative remedy has been taken: Over
the last three months, the managers
of call box and FSP programs
around the state have met to jointly
craft a proposal to broaden the
responsibilities of the SAFE to
encompass the entire range of TSM
activities, and not just incident man-
agement. This could include direct-
ing money toward traffic manage-
ment centers, changeable message
signs and increased CHP enforce-
ment activities.  

With luck, sponsors will be
found for such legislation, support
for this effort will grow, and we’ll see
new legislation signed into law by
the governor next summer!

It pays to keep your truck shiny... 
Rich Bilafer, owner of B & A Body
Works and Towing in San
Francisco, submitted one of his FSP
trucks in a “Show and Shine” com-
petition recently and did well
enough to be declared a semi-final-
ist. Bilafer’s truck competed with
over 500 trucks in a contest held by
Tow Times magazine in September.
The trucks were judged on appear-
ance, detail of finish, originality of
vehicle color and graphics, work-
manship and artwork. 

FSP and
Transportation
Management
continued from page 1


