


 

Transit Workers Sue over Diesel Exposure 
 
13 transit workers from New York State filed a lawsuit 
August 18th against manufacturers of diesel engines and 
buses, citing health conditions ranging from heart and lung 
disorders to cancer resulting from exposure to diesel 
exhaust fumes.  Of the 13 workers, among them both 
drivers and mechanics, nine had become ill with cancer, 
four had pulmonary arrest or heart conditions.  Two 
named in the suit have already died; family members filed 
on their behalf. 
 
The workers spent a combined 252,000 hours in job 
conditions which exposed them to diesel exhaust.  
“Sometimes, buses were left to idle all night because if the 
engines were turned off, they wouldn’t always start in the 
morning,”  John Dearie, co-counsel for the bus workers, 
told reporters.  They are seeking unspecified damages 
from General Motors, Detroit Diesel and 11 other 
companies whose equipment replaced electric transit 
systems in New York several decades ago.  “They gave 
no warning,” said Dearie, “yet they knew the belching of 
these fumes was a dangerous byproduct.” 
 
Emidio DeStefano, 71, said that diesel fumes from city 
buses had caused him to develop throat cancer.  “Doctors 
asked me, ‘how many packs of cigarettes did you 
smoke?’, and I’d say, ‘I never smoked a day in my life,’” 
DeStefano said. 
 
General Motors, the biggest company named in the 
lawsuit, declined comment.  Attorneys say they believe 
this could be a landmark case, and expect many more sick 
transit workers and their families to come forward.   A 
previous Washington Appeals Court ruling established a 
causal link between diesel exhaust exposure and cancer.  
Although medical studies have linked diesel exhaust to 
illnesses, no legal link existed prior to that ruling.  Lawyer 
John Durst said described the lawsuit as “just a taste of 
things to come.”  With millions of transportation workers 
with diesel exhaust exposure facing heart problems and 
malignancies, Durst anticipates many lawuits will follow.    
 
Durst felt that the use of particulate filters on diesel 
engines may be a preventative measure.  But California’s 
Natural Resources Defense Council cautions that “the 
truth is that today's exhaust-control technology still doesn't 
eliminate all the air pollution and ill effects of diesel 
combustion.”  
 
[Sources:  NY1 24 Hr. Local News, Aug. 18, 2008; METRO 
New York, Aug. 19, 2008; AM New York, Aug. 19, 2008; 
NRDC “Green Diesel: Fact or Fiction?” (www.nrdc.org)] 
 
                                            

High Fuel Prices and High Ridership 
bring Trouble for Transit 
 
Public transit providers across the United States 
and Canada are in serious trouble, owing to high 
fuel prices and booming ridership, according to a 
September report in the Chicago Tribune. 
 
Some years ago, today’s ridership levels were what 
transit providers dreamed about.  But what they 
didn’t envision were today’s costs. 
 
The public certainly are leaving their cars and 
switching to transit in numbers not seen in recent 
decades, mostly owing to high fuel costs.  
Increases in transit ridership do generate more 
revenue, but growth in demand also requires more 
service to meet that demand, and rising operating 
costs also need to be covered just to maintain 
existing levels of service.  So while growing transit 
use may have its benefits for society, for transit 
providers the reality is that the increase in revenue 
is never enough to offset rising costs or cover the 
expenditures necessary to add more service. 
 
According to information supplied by the American 
Public Transportation Association, the trade group 
that represents transit agencies, at least 85% of 
transit providers report overcapacity problems—
demand at a level much higher than they can meet 
with current resources.  65% say they don’t have 
sufficient funding to increase service levels to be 
able to meet demand.  61% of transit agencies are 
considering fare increases as a means to cover 
rising fuel costs, while 35% are pondering service 
cuts to balance their budgets.  33% are cancelling 
planned service enhancements, almost 40% of 
agencies are turning away passengers due to 
overcrowding. 
 

[Source:  Chicago Tribune, September 15, 2008] 

 

Hybrid Buses Bomb in Winnipeg 
W
] 
Last February, Winnipeg Mayor Sam Katz proudly 
ushered in diesel-electric  hybrid buses.   But now, 
Winnipeg Transit's efforts to “go green” with hybrids 
appear to have crashed. 

innipeg Transit wants to cancel order 

 
The introduction of 20 of the hybrid buses for the city 
fleet is poised to be scuttled because of poor 
performance during recent trials.    City  spokesperson
 

Pam Sveinson confirmed that Winnipeg Transit's purchase of the vehicles from local manufacturer New Flyer 
Industries -- each at a price of about $1 million – now looks uncertain,  mostly because of problems with the vehicle’s 
fuel consumption. "The concerns are related to efficiencies in terms of fuel savings and reduced emissions," she said, 
adding the city is now looking at other alternatives. 
 
Winnipeg sources also pointed to performance problems with the hybrid’s batteries in cold weather.  City Councillor 
Russ Wyatt said maintaining heat in the buses was also difficult, adding the city has no choice but to back away from 
the buses if they don't work well.  "It would be irresponsible to spend $20 million on something with problems," he said. 
"The last thing we want is something that doesn't work properly."                               [Source: Winnipeg Sun, June 14, 2008] 
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International News
 Retired Vancouver Trolleys find New Life in Argentina 

 

With a fleet of over 200 new low floor trolleybuses now operating on Vancouver’s streets, it appears that some of 
its previous trolley fleet will find new life in a new home.  80 of the city’s 25-year-old Flyer E900 trolleys were 
finding their way to the Fraser docks aboard flatbed trucks in early September for shipment to Mendoza, 
Argentina.  While their stepped entryway is considered a barrier to accessibility for Vancouver, Mendoza, a city of 
about 900,000 welcomes the used trolleys.   
 
The old trolleys “just don’t meet our needs because we need to get the whole fleet up to accessibility standards”, 
explained Drew Snider, spokesperson for TransLink.  But the buses are still safe and fit for use.  The used trolleys 
will fetch about $2,300 each for TransLink, as opposed to only $1,000 each if sold for scrap.  “As we turn over our 
electric trolley fleet in Metro Vancouver, it’s good to know that we’re able to help another metropolitan area 
maintain their fleet and make their own contribution to environmental protection,” says TransLink CEO Tom 
Prendergast. 
 
While diesel buses are typically retired after twelve to eighteen years of service, it is not uncommon for 
trolleybuses to see two to three times this service life.  Often trolleybuses retired by one city are sold for use 
elsewhere.  Valparaiso, Chile operates American-made trolleybuses in daily service that were built in the 1940’s; 
Guadalajara uses ex-Chicago trolleybuses built in the early 1950’s.  A number of Flyer trolleybuses retired by 
Edmonton in 1987 are still in active service in Mexico City.  [Source:  Vancouver Sun, Sept. 11, 2008] 

Schaffhausen, Switzerland to renew 
and expand trolley operations 
 

City Council in Schaffhausen voted September 16th to 
continue trolleybus operations in that city and renew 
the city’s aging trolleybus fleet.  The Swiss city of 
75,000 people operates a single trolleybus line, Route 
1, using a fleet of eight trolleybuses.   
 

Factors motivating the decision included the instability 
of oil prices and the trolley’s zero in-street emission 
and low noise credentials.  Tenders will be sought  for 
seven new trolleybuses in 2009.  
 

Schaffhausen Council also voted to consider the 
expansion of trolleybus service by converting Route 3 
from diesel bus operation in 2013.  [Source:  Swiss 
Trolley Coalition, http://www.proaktiv a.ch/trolleybus] 
 
Leipzig, Germany to reintroduce 
Trolleybuses 
Tests prove hybrids offer poor value 
 

After tests of new hybrid buses proved to offer 
minimal savings and advantages over regular diesel 
vehicles, the German city of Leipzig has now decided 
to move forward with a reintroduction of electric 
trolleybuses as a way of gaining freedom from the 
growing global problems surrounding the price and 
supply of crude oil.  “With trolleybus technology, we 
can gain independence from world developments with 
respect to oil—after all, nobody really knows how high 
oil prices are going to soar,”  explains Ronald Juhrs, 
technical manager for the local transit authority.  
“Electricity is pretty much a locally produced 
commodity, and so it makes more economic sense.” 
 
Initially, the Leipzig transit authority had considered 
hybrid buses to be the solution.  But testing showed 
that the small savings on fuel didn’t justify the hybrids’ 
higher purchase price.  “The higher purchase cost of 
hybrids—about 100,000 to 250,000 Euros    (con’t p. 6) 

 

Meridians take Pride in New 
Trolleybus System 
 
It literally changed their life, says an August 19th 
press release from the Venezuelan Agencia 
Bolivariana de Notiicias.  The press release refers 
to the impact of the brand new electric trolleybus 
system that is up and running in Merida, one of 
Venezuela’s major cities.  “Talking about Merida 
means talking about before and after the 
trolleybus,” says the press release, as “it is the one 
thing that lends a futuristic and modern vision to 
this otherwise bucolic and conservative city”. 
 
Since 45 modern trolleybuses went into service on 
June 18, 2007, over 3 million people have been 
carried on the system.  Powered entirely by 
electricity without any curbside emissions, 
Meridians now ride daily in the smooth and quiet 
comfort of the air conditioned and ecologically 
friendly vehicles.   18 more kilometers of trolleybus 
line are under construction and will be completed 
by December of 2009. 
 
The Meridian people are clearly proud of the 
implementation of this electric mass transportation 
system developed under the guidance of the 
Ministry of Infrastructure (Minfra) and with the 
support of the Merida State government.  “Having 
the trolley is a blessing,” says Alejandrina Moran, a 
government worker who travels more than 4 km to 
work each day.  “It is quiet, comfortable and very 
fast. It used to take me three hours to go from 
home to my job, now I only spend ten minutes in 
the trolley; it’s a great ride.”  
 
[Source:  Agencia Bolivariana de Notiicias, Aug. 19, 
2008] 
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