
 
 

 

 
 
 

STAFF REPORT 
 
 
 
 
 
SUBJECT: Call Box Replacement Project 
 
 
MEETING DATE: September 18, 2003       AGENDA ITEM: 7F    
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Approve a recommendation to implement the �Yes/No� call box device type as part of the 
comprehensive capital replacement project. 
 
DISCUSSION: 
 
Background 
SBCAG, in its role as the Service Authority for Freeways Emergencies (SAFE), is responsible 
for the operation and maintenance of a system of approximately 340 highway call boxes in the 
county.  With the assistance of Congresswoman Lois Capps, SBCAG obtained a sizeable 
federal funding grant (demonstration project) as part of TEA-21 authorization in 1998 to be used 
in upgrading the call box system.  Current objectives for the project include:  1) Replacing 
and\or repairing the original equipment which has deteriorated due to age and weather 
conditions; 2) Upgrading equipment from analog to digital technology for better service and 
reliability; and 3) Providing equipment and site improvements that meet the requirements of the 
American with Disabilities Act for hearing-impaired and speech-impaired users. 
 
The total cost of the project has been estimated at $1.66 million of which nearly $900 thousand 
is for the equipment upgrades to meet the project objectives outlined above.   
The federal funds available to SBCAG amount to $1.055 million, and are required to have a 
20% local match.  The local match and the remaining project costs are to be paid from 
SBCAG�s existing SAFE fund balance.  There are sufficient funds to meet these local match 
requirements.  The project is intended to move forward into the implementation phase early in 
2004 and is anticipated to be in full-operation by the Fall of 2004. 
 
One of the key aspects in order to move forward on the project is the decision on which call box 
technology-type to use to meet the needs of hearing- and speech-impaired users.  There are 
two device types that are available and on the market which meet the needs of hearing- and 
speech-impaired individuals.  The two device types are described as the �Yes/No� call box and 
the �Full TTY� call box.  At the May 15, 2003 SBCAG meeting, staff presented a comparison of 
the two device types and conducted a hearing to receive comments from the public.  A 
demonstration on the usage of the call boxes was also conducted at the meeting.  There are 
currently no regulatory requirements dictating which device type SBCAG must use to make its 
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call box system ADA compatible.  Selecting the device type is left to the discretion of the SAFE 
boards around the state, with one exception.  The LA SAFE is required to specifically use the 
Full-TTY device type resulting from the settlement of a lawsuit in 1999.  Figure 1 and Figure 2 
show a comparison of the various features of the two device types.  
 

 
FIGURE 1 

Feature/Use Yes/No Device 
Call 
Accessibility  

Provides accessibility to hearing 
and sight imparired users through 
Yes/No buttons and all other users 
via traditional handset use. 

Display Screen The dispatcher/operator questions 
appear on the display screen.  The 
screens are formatted to show ten 
characters per line which leads to 
word breaks (deviating from 
standard TTY display protocol). 

Caller 
Communication 

The caller responds to a series of 
Yes/No questions in response to 
dispatcher questions by 
depressing the appropriate button. 

On-Going 
Maintenance 

Fewer concerns regarding 
malfunctioning parts and 
vandalism to keyboards.  

Costs $1400/unit. 
 

 
 
FIGURE 2 

Feature/Use TTY 
Call 
Accessibility  

Provides accessibility to hearing 
and sight impaired users through 
Yes/No buttons and all other users 
via traditional handset use.  Users 
are provided additional 
accessibility option via a 
retractable keyboard. 

Display Screen The dispatcher/operator questions 
appear on the display screen.  The 
screens are formatted to show ten 
characters per line which leads to 
word breaks (deviating from 
standard TTY display protocol). 

Caller 
Communication 

Caller has the option to use Yes or 
No buttons or to employ a 
keyboard device to type responses 
to the questions being asked by 
the dispatcher/operator.   

On-Going 
Maintenance 

Keyboard with moving parts is 
subject to malfunction and 
vandalism.   

Costs $1700/unit. 
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Table 1 shows implementation plans that have been undertaken by other SAFE organizations 
around the state. 
 
 

Table 1 
Call Box Implementation by Other SAFEs1 

 
County Agency Device Type Year 

Implemented 
No. of 
Units 

Los Angeles MTA Full-TTY 1999 4,400

San Francisco Bay Area  

Sonoma Yes/No 

San Francisco Yes/No 

Solano Yes/No 

Santa Clara Yes/No 

Alameda Yes/No 

Contra Costa Yes/No 

San Mateo Yes/No 

Marin Yes/No 

Napa 

MTC 

Yes/No 

1999 250

Monterey TAMC Full-TTY 2000 110

Orange OCTA Full-TTY 2002 1,300

San Luis Obispo SLOCOG Full-TTY 2003 (pending) 6

1 In 1995, Ventura County installed 550 TTY units.  These units do not provide the dual-mode accessibility of the units that are 
proposed for Santa Barbara County. 

 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Staff is recommending that the SBCAG board approve the use of the Yes/No device type to 
meet the needs of hearing- and speech-impaired users.  This recommendation is made after 
weighing criteria such as legal compliance, technological quality and maintenance, acceptability 
and accessibility for all users, and compatibility with the existing call box system.  Below are 
some specific reasons as to why staff is recommending the Yes/No call box device type. 
 

1. The Yes/No device meets accessibility requirements of hearing- and speech-impaired 
users and has broad acceptability to all users.  In the year 2000, the organization 
representing SAFEs in California conducted a study to compare the various call box 
device types.  The study group comprised of users that were hearing- and speech-
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impaired, deaf and users without hearing impairments.  The results of study found that 
among all users, the Yes/No device type received an 81% approval rating, while the TTY 
device received a 69% approval rating.    

 
2. There is no legal precedent that requires SB SAFE to use any one of the two available 

technologies.  Should the statewide SAFE guidelines, which are to be completed by 
2005, indicate that the Full-TTY option is required to meet the needs of the hearing-
impaired or speech-impaired users, then SBCAG could retrofit the Yes/No boxes with a 
TTY keyboard device. 

 
3. The Yes/No is approximately $300 less expensive when compared to the Full-TTY 

device.  System-wide this will save SBCAG around $102,000 from the total cost of 
implementing the capital replacement project.  

 
4. The cost savings from using the Yes/No device can be invested by SBCAG in providing 

safer and more accessible call boxes at selected locations as part of the replacement 
project. 

 
5. The Yes/No device is less susceptible to vandalism and has fewer maintenance issues, 

according to SBCAG staff�s discussions with Comarco Wireless Technologies, which 
maintains call boxes throughout California and is the call box maintenance provider for 
Santa Barbara County.   This will result in lower on-going maintenance costs. 

 
COMMITTEE REVIEW: 
 
Following the May 15, 2003 SBCAG board meeting, staff conducted several meetings with local 
partners, special transportation committees and the business community to obtain comments on 
which device type (Yes/No or TTY) to use.  Below is a summary of those meetings: 
 

•  On June 5, 2003, SBCAG�s Technical Transportation Advisory Committee (TTAC) 
received a report on the call box project and recommended the selection of the 
�Yes/No� device type.  TTAC�s decision was based on issues of equal access, cost, 
reliability and long-term maintenance.  TTAC�s recommendation was also strengthened 
by the fact that there is no legal precedent that required SBCAG to use either device 
type.   

 
•  On July 14, staff met with transportation committee of the Santa Maria Chamber of 

Commerce based on their request to hear information on the call box replacement  
project.  Attending the meeting were members of business community, transportation 
professionals, a representative from the Automobile Club of Southern California 
(ACSC), and local CHP representatives.  Each of the aforementioned groups provided 
to staff clear support for the project and for the call box system overall.  However, there 
was no particular preference given on which call box device type to implement.   

 
•  On July 22, staff met with local dispatch representatives from the CHP and the SAFE 

coordinator from San Luis Obispo Council of Governments (SLOCOG).  SBCAG 
shares dispatch centers for answering call box calls with the Ventura County 
Transportation Commission (VCTC) in the south county and with SLOCOG in the north 
county.  The Gaviota area is the dividing line between north/south.  The discussion 
focused on compatibility of the equipment used in each county and additional training 
that might be needed for CHP dispatchers if different device types are used in Santa 
Barbara and Ventura counties, or Santa Barbara and San Luis Obispo counties.  As a 
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result of the meeting, SBCAG staff determined that if different call box device types are 
chosen by the SAFEs it would not significantly impact the operations of the CHP 
dispatch centers, and there would be no need for additional training or equipment for 
dispatchers.  Staff will continue monitoring this issue with each of these partners 
through the implementation phase. 

 
•  On June 16, the North County Transit Advisory Committee (NCTAC) received a report 

on the project.  One of the outcomes from that meeting was the desire from NCTAC 
representatives and people whom they represent to have an opportunity to participate 
in a live-demonstration using the two call box device types.  As a result, on August 15, 
2003 a demonstration was held and NCTAC members found that both device types 
met the needs of the hearing-impaired and speech-impaired and users, with some 
minor modifications. 

 
•  The South Coast Transit Advisory Council (SCTAC) was given a presentation on the 

call box project on August 8, 2003.  The members of SCTAC did not express any 
preference as to which device type should be selected; however they did provide 
comments on improvements to make the sites physically accessible for mobility-
impaired users.   

 
FUTURE ACTIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS: 
 
Assuming SBCAG board approval of staff recommendation, staff will continue with the 
development of this project through the following actions: 
 

1. Continue formal coordination and consultation with Caltrans.  Caltrans involvement is 
required since: 

a. All the proposed work is within State right of way; 
b. SBCAG is receiving federal-aid on the project and Caltrans acts on behalf of the 

federal government.   
 
2. Evaluation of the environmental impacts (anticipated to be minimal) of the project and 

development of an environmental document for the board�s approval. 
 
3. Development of an RFP and contracting out for professional services to prepare Plans, 

Specifications and Estimate (PS&E).   
 

4. Development of an RFP and contracting out for construction inspection services that will 
ensure the construction work is performed pursuant to the specifications and that the 
call boxes are functioning properly upon completion. 

 
 
STAFF CONTACT:     Fred Luna  
 
 


