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Case Study

 “Southampton prepares for new interoperable transport smart card”
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1. Case Study

The Integrated Transport SmartCard Organisation (ITSO) has launched a new industry standard to make interoperable smart cards a reality. Supported by the Department of Transport and with members that include bus operators, train companies, local authorities and industry, the aim is to revolutionise the use of smart cards in transport. The public will benefit from these developments because passengers will have tickets that are re-usable and are genuinely interoperable. They can be used on buses, trains and other forms of transport.

To capitalize on these innovative developments, Southampton City Council and Southampton University are working on a project to introduce ITSO-compatible smart cards on bus services in Southampton.

The ticketing machines for bus services operated in Southampton by First Hampshire, Unilink and Solent Blue Line will soon be taken out and replaced with new machines with ITSO-compatible smart card readers on them. The equipment in the depots which interfaces with ticket machines on the buses is also being upgraded to comply with the new smart card technology specifications. 

As part of this complex setting up process, transport consultant, Richard Powell, says that an ITSO- compatible Host Operator Processing System (HOPS) for the scheme is being installed to facilitate transactions between different transport operators. “It will pick out transactions in a transport operator’s back office system which need to be transferred to another HOPS system somewhere else. In the long term, for example, a Southampton passenger might buy a ticket from a rail operator which has a bus ticket attached to it. Both would be loaded onto the passenger’s new interoperable ITSO smart card. When the passenger pays once for both tickets, the money will go into the rail operator’s own HOPS system. The part of the transaction relating to the bus ticket will then be sent via the rail operator’s HOPS and the ITSO clearing mechanism to the Southampton scheme HOPS, and then to the specific bus operator’s back office. So the bus ticket money will be transferred automatically from the rail operator to the bus operator,” he explains.

There are currently two sets of smart cards in Southampton, both of which were developed as part of the European Commission-funded SmartCities scheme. The two types of cards are the Citizen card run by Southampton City Council which offers access to transport and city libraries and leisure facilities and holds schools and loyalty applications; and the Southampton University card, which offers a wide range of University functions, including transport for students and staff. “They have overlapping functions and they will both become ITSO-compatible so they will be usable by either card community on all of the buses,” Richard Powell explains. The current smart cards do not have sufficient intelligence or capacity to support ITSO applications and are going to be switched over to the new system gradually. There are currently about 30,000 smart cards in circulation in Southampton and from this summer, only ITSO-compatible smart cards will be issued.

As the new ITSO-compatible smart cards are rolled out across Southampton, it is expected that transport operators will find it much easier to manage their various fare schemes. As the ITSO system provides genuine interoperability, operators will no longer be tied to a particular supplier of card reading equipment. This means in practice they will have more choice and be able to ‘mix and match’ system elements from different suppliers. 

Richard Powell explains that because the ITSO solution is smart card-based, bus operators in Southampton will eventually be able to substantially reduce the need to handle cash. They can cut down on fraud and reduce the time taken to pick up passengers. “The new cards reduce loading times onto buses. They will make the bus running times more reliable. The new solution reduces congestion around bus stops. The less time you take on boarding the better.”

With the accurate and up-to-date information they receive from the ITSO solution, Southampton transport operators will be able to target their marketing and promotion efforts – and their services – much more accurately and effectively. The ITSO specification also makes it possible for transport authorities to introduce electronic purses, loyalty and reward schemes in the future.

What is driving the Southampton project is a desire by the council to make public transport more accessible and user-friendly, Richard Powell says. The ITSO solution raises the possibility that people will be able to travel anywhere in Southampton on any form of transport with just one smart card containing all their tickets and this service could eventually be extended to the country as a whole. It would mean in theory that if the ITSO smart card solution was widely supported, passengers could travel on a ferry from the Isle of Wight, by bus to Southampton railway station and then by rail to the Houses of Parliament with just a single piece of plastic.

Links: www.itso.org.uk
www.southampton.gov.uk
