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Summary of Findings 

Benefits Derived 

In addition to the cognitive benefits derived from the educational emphasis of each tour, the visits also 
resulted in recreational, health, social and emotional benefits.  Recreationally, visitors appreciated the 
beauty of Washington, DC and open spaces of NAMA.  They shopped, ate and many stayed in area hotels.  
Participants received health benefits through miles of walking, with pedestrian miles traveled varying 
from 2 miles (cultural groups) up to 9.7 miles (school group) and anywhere from 600 to over 2200 calories 
burned along the way.  Socially, the camaraderie evidenced on the tours was often very high, with tour 
guides, tour leaders and drivers often showing their jovial sides and encouraging participant engagement 
in the fun.  The tours also represented a social opportunity for senior members who might not regularly 
benefit from group interaction. Emotional benefits were most salient for Honor Flight veterans, who were 
positioned to recall the best and worst of their wartime experiences while simultaneously receiving 
ongoing accolades throughout the tour.   

Infractions 

Researchers documented infractions consistently throughout the tours.  Drivers double parked and 
parked in non-designated areas; loaded and unloaded in non-designated areas including the middle of 
roads; idled beyond the 3-minute limit in Washington, DC and talked on cell phones while driving.  
Notably, the drivers were all very experienced at navigating Washington, DC and aware of the regula-
tions.  They appeared to violate the rules knowingly and strategically with a clear sense of how far they 
could push the limits without receiving a driving citation.    

Cruising 

Cruising occurs when a driver elects to drive the bus empty rather than search for a place to park or is 
forced to drive the bus empty because no parking is available or convenient.  While not illegal, tour bus 
cruising contributes to vehicle emissions and traffic congestion.  Cruising miles while in Washington, DC 
varied between 2.3 miles on the low end and 22 miles on the high end.  Drivers indicated the 
impracticality of looking for parking in remote locations.  For example, the drivers for the cultural groups 
explained that their participants stopped for such short periods of time that it was not feasible to seek 
offsite parking.  Additionally, group leaders on many of the tours contributed to cruising in that they 
frequently asked the driver to stay close to the loading/unloading area so that wait times would be 
minimized.  

Drivers’ Concerns 

The tour bus drivers expressed concerns about parking, traffic conditions, loading/unloading areas, law 
enforcement and safety.  Most complaints were specific to parking, giving the sense that the other issues 
would diminish if parking locations were readily accessible and free.  They were cognizant of parking 
spaces that had been taken away, particularly at Hains Point, and generally did not see remote parking as a 
solution.  While there was some use of humor to downplay the problems, frustration was frequently 
evidenced.  As an exception to the general distaste of driving in Washington, DC, one driver indicated a 
desire to be selected for Washington, DC tours.   He explained his request to be a frequent driver for 
Honor Flight tours by stating, “Listen...I am a vet. I owe it to these guys. The first time I did it, it was just 
random. After one trip I told them to sign me up for as many as possible.”      

Tour Leaders’ Concerns 

Tour leaders’ concerns revolved around staying on schedule and safety.  Tour leaders were often unhappy 
with delays and they at times worried that a driver’s specific behaviors might jeopardize the safety of the 
group.  Notably, there was occasionally a sense that they questioned the drivers’ commitment to the task.  
A tour manager for school groups explained that out of hundreds of drivers in their company, only one 
likes coming to Washington, DC.  At the same time, it was clear that the tour leaders were looking out for 
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1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

The National Park Service/National Mall and Memorial Parks (NPS/NAMA) management team 
completed a plan entitled the National Mall Plan / Environmental Impact Statement (2010) to provide a 
long-term management framework for the future of NAMA.  As part of the larger plan, conditions 
pertaining to access and circulation were highlighted.  The National Mall Plan proposed numerous 
recommendations in light of tour bus operations, including but not limited to: loading and unloading 
locations; parking; the management of large groups arriving by tour bus; creating multilingual educational 
opportunities for culturally diverse groups that arrive by tour bus; ready access to refreshments for tour 
bus arrivals and departures at select locations; information provision; and sustainable practices. 

The background for the 2010 recommendations included findings from a 2003 study entitled the District 
of Columbia Tour Bus Management Initiative that was conducted by the Volpe National Transportation 
Systems Center for the District of Columbia Department of Transportation and other key stakeholders.  
The 2003 study highlighted numerous problems associated with tour bus operations in the District of 
Columbia, including traffic congestion, residential neighborhood disruption, air pollution, excessive 
noise, obstruction of view corridors and major landmarks and negative impacts on local infrastructure.  
The 2003 study recommended specific changes as well as on-site data collection and counts for moni-
toring purposes.  However, the concerns raised and recommendations set forth in the National Mall Plan, 
completed in 2010, suggested that little progress had been made in the interim period.   

In 2011, NPS contracted with researchers at George Mason University (GMU) to conduct a scoping study 
to determine the perceptions of the current state of tour bus operations in Washington, DC from key 
stakeholders.  The study was conducted to confirm perceptions of current tour bus operations, in general, 
and specifically to determine the constraints to making improvements to current tour bus operations in 
and around NAMA.    

The GMU research team worked collaboratively with NPS to identify agencies for participation in the 
scoping interviews.  Feedback was also received through meetings, e-mail communication and webinar 
participation.  The following stakeholders were represented in the 2011 study: Academy Bus / New World 
Tours, Destination DC, DDOT, Guild of Professional Tour Guides, National Tour Association, United 
Motorcoach Association, U.S. Capitol Police, U.S. Park Police and the U.S. Travel Association.  The 
primary goal of the scoping questions was to determine perceptions of the progress that has been made in 
terms of addressing the problems identified and the recommendations made in the 2003 study.  Results 
from operators indicated perceptions of little progress, with an overall sense of increased enforcement 
being accompanied by a decrease in available parking, resulting in increased congestion and cruising.  A 
disconnect between operator and enforcement personnel was evidenced, with operators indicating that 
parking and loading spaces near key NAMA visitor sites are inadequate for current demand while 
enforcement agencies indicated concerns regarding a lack of knowledge of and/or unwillingness to use 
available sites.    

The current study builds upon the background knowledge provided in the 2003, 2010 and 2011 reports by 
beginning the process of systematically documenting existing conditions related to tour bus operations.  
This is the fifth phase of the seven-phase study that will ultimately be integrated into a comprehensive 
plan of action for short-term and long-term improvements in tour bus operational efficiency within 
NAMA.   

The current report summarizes Phase V findings, specific to on-bus data collection and documentation of 
daily bus operations.  Acronyms that will be used throughout the report include those for the National 
Park Service (NPS), George Mason University (GMU), District Department of Transportation (DDOT), 
Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments (COG), and American Bus Association (ABA).
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2.3. Data Collection: Training and Implementation 

researcher stayed on the bus at all times in order to document the day through the experiences of the 
driver.   

The first instrument was an on-vehicle cover sheet (appendix A) designed to allow the researchers to 
document their personal characteristics as well as specifics of the tour and the group.  The cover sheet was 
completed at the beginning of the tour by each researcher.  Personal characteristics including each 
researcher’s height, weight, age and sex were needed to normalize health benefits data specific to calories 
burned during the excursion.  Tour and group variables pertained to date, day of week, tour start time, 
tour start location, temperature, weather conditions, bus style, bus company, DOT number, last three 
digits of license plate, name of group or primary affiliation, the presence or absence of a professional 
guide, number of group leaders, group type (school, adult, cultural, Honor Flight), number of individuals 
in each of four age groups (pre-teen, teen, adult, senior), number of group members using an assistive 
device, types of assistive devices being utilized and an indication of languages other than English spoken 
by members in the group.   

The second instrument was an activity sheet used throughout the tour to pinpoint the specific locations 
visited and sites visited by the group members (appendix B).  Activity sheets were completed on the iPads 
for each time the bus unloaded, loaded, parked, was in transit, while cruising empty and during off-bus 
periods.  One analyst stayed with the bus while other analysts unloaded with the tour bus passengers and 
completed activities with the group.  Variables included activity start time, bus activity, start point, traffic 
congestion level (if in motion), cause of congestion (if applicable), observed operational issues, passenger 
loading/unloading behaviors, place assessment, passenger off-bus activity, distance walked during off-bus 
activity, calories burned during off-bus activity, end time, end point and comments.         

The third instrument allowed researchers to summarize relevant overheard commentary from group 
members (appendix C).  Variables included time, whether the speaker was on or off the bus when the 
comment was made, who made the comment (i.e., driver, passenger, group leader, tour guide, NPS 
Ranger, or other individual), approximate location, comment theme and a summary of the comment 
content.  Researchers did not pose questions to passengers at any time or eavesdrop on conversations; as 
such, documenting overheard commentary was optional and only noted as applicable to the study.   

The final instrument was a photolog (appendix D) where researchers captured a relevant image that was 
time stamped.  They then added comments regarding the location and why they took the picture.  
Photographic evidence was optional and only captured as deemed relevant by the researchers on each 
given tour.   

2.3 DATA COLLECTION: TRAINING AND IMPLEMENTATION 
All researchers went through a 1-hour offsite training session to become familiar with the instruments and 
protocol.  Researchers did not wear any NPS identifiers on their clothing and were instructed to simply 
blend in with the tour as participant observers.  For each tour, the bus driver and all tour participants were 
introduced to the researchers and informed of the study purpose.         

Because iSurvey software does not permit the researcher to toggle between instruments until an open 
instrument is completed, multiple analysts were needed for on-bus data collection.  A minimum of two 
researchers joined each tour.  Researchers would periodically switch tasks throughout the day to decrease 
data entry fatigue.  Due to the nature of the data collection, with researchers acting as participant-
observers, tour documentation was subject to variability based on the individual experiences and 
accounts of the researchers.  The use of standardized instruments, multiple analysts and task switching 
aided in data collection breadth and consistency.     
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2. METHODS 

2.4 DATA ANALYSIS 
Data were organized and analyzed using Microsoft Excel software.  Spatial data files were converted into 
Arc GIS format for analysis.  Each data point was geocoded by zone before creating graphical illustrations 
of each key variable.  Google Earth and Street View technologies were utilized to better understand the 
spatial makeup of the tour routes.   
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3. RESULTS 

FIGURE 3.1: TOUR ROUTE — SCHOOL GROUP 1, FRIDAY, MARCH 22, 2013 
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3.1. School Group 1 — Friday, March 22, 2013 

3.1.3 Photographic Documentation (School Group 1) 
PHOTO 3.1: PARKING ON OHIO DR. IN THE MORNING 
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3.2. School Group 2 — Thursday, June 13, 2013 

FIGURE 3.2: TOUR ROUTE — SCHOOL GROUP 2, THURSDAY, JUNE 13, 2013 
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3. RESULTS 

FIGURE 3.3: TOUR ROUTE — ADULT GROUP 1, THURSDAY, APRIL 11, 2013 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

20 













3. RESULTS 

FIGURE 3.4: TOUR ROUTE — ADULT GROUP 2, FRIDAY, MAY 2, 2014 
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3.4. Adult Group 2 — Friday, May 2, 2014 

3.4.3 Photographic Documentation 
PHOTO 3.2: PROFESSIONAL TOUR GUIDE 

 

 
PHOTO 3.3: SEGWAY TOURS 

 
Several tour participants mentioned that they wish they had a Segway 
for getting around instead of all the walking.   
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3. RESULTS 

PHOTO 3.4: MEDICAL PERSONNEL RESPONSE AT U.S. CAPITOL. 

 

 

PHOTO 3.5: TIMED ENTRY TICKET FOR U.S. CAPITOL TOUR 
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3.4. Adult Group 2 — Friday, May 2, 2014 

PHOTO 3.6: MULTI-GENERATIONAL REPRESENTATION ON TOUR 

 
PHOTO 3.7: RESTORATION PROJECT AT U.S. CAPITOL 
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3. RESULTS 

PHOTO 3.8: OVER 1,300 BREAKS BEING REPAIRED IN U.S. CAPITOL DOME 

 
PHOTO 3.9: U.S. CAPITOL GUIDE 
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3.4. Adult Group 2 — Friday, May 2, 2014 

PHOTO 3.10: SPRING LANDSCAPING AND VIEWS 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Many visitors commented on the trees in bloom and the 
beautiful weather, as well as landscaping and views. 
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3. RESULTS 

PHOTO 3.11: RECYCLING CONTAINERS AND TRASH CONTAINERS  

 
Containers were readily accessible and frequently side by 
side, making them convenient to use.  

 

PHOTO 3.12: NIGHT TOUR 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Passengers were tired but still enjoyed the night tour. 
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3. RESULTS 

FIGURE 3.5: TOUR STOPS — CULTURAL GROUP 1, MONDAY, JANUARY 13, 2014 

NOTE: Due to missing mapping data, tour stops are indicated rather than the full tour route. 
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3. RESULTS 

FIGURE 3.6: TOUR STOPS — CULTURAL GROUP 2, SUNDAY, APRIL 27, 2014 

NOTE: Due to missing mapping data, tour stops are indicated rather than the full tour route. 
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3.6. Cultural Group 2 — Sunday, April 27, 2014 

3.6.3 Photographic Documentation 
PHOTO 3.13: DOUBLE PARKED BUSES FOR LOADING AND UNLOADING 

 

 

PHOTO 3.14: ROADSIDE UNLOADING 
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3.7. Honor Flight Group 1 — Saturday, June 1, 2013 

FIGURE 3.7: TOUR ROUTE — HONOR FLIGHT 1, SATURDAY, JUNE 1, 2013  
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3. RESULTS 

3.7.3 Photographic Documentation  
PHOTO 3.15: VETERANS BEING HONORED AT THE WORLD WAR II MEMORIAL 

 

 
PHOTO 3.16: YOUNGEST HONOR FLIGHT TOUR MEMBER REMINDING VISITORS ABOUT SILENCE AND RESPECT 
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3.7. Honor Flight Group 1 — Saturday, June 1, 2013 

PHOTO 3.17: “HE IS NOT JUST MY FATHER. HE IS MY HERO AND MY FRIEND.” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PHOTO 3.18: THE ONE FEMALE VETERAN ON TOUR WITH HER ASSISTANT 
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3. RESULTS 

PHOTO 3.19: GROUP PHOTO AT THE U.S. AIR FORCE MEMORIAL 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.8 HONOR FLIGHT GROUP 2 — SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 14, 2013 

3.8.1 Overview 

The weather was warm and the afternoon heat was a bit exhausting to the older veterans and their escorts.  
The day started with enthusiasm that was enhanced by an honor paid to the veterans by a volunteer 
motorcycle escort into Washington, DC.  Traffic was light on this Saturday morning, but access to the first 
planned site (World War II Memorial) was denied due to street closures associated with a marathon race 
being held that day.  A revised itinerary was developed and followed.  Enforcement of no parking areas 
and no unloading/loading zones appeared to be suspended for the day, and drivers had no trouble getting 
close to each site to be visited by the group.  Unloading or loading generally took a minimum of 10 
minutes.  Following the no idling rule was a created a problem for passengers who chose to stay on the 
bus when too exhausted to disembark and visit a site.  The lack of air conditioning and air movement on 
the parked buses exacerbated their fatigue and discomfort.  The only time that a safety concern was raised 
was during the visit to the Marine Corps Memorial which is not able to accommodate many tour buses 
and, with the presence of active service vehicles, presents maneuvering challenges to large vehicles and 
accessibility challenges for bus passengers who have ambulatory constraints.  The tour route was a total of 
112 driving miles with participants walking 2.17 pedestrian miles (Figure 3.8).   
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3.8. Honor Flight Group 2 — Saturday, September 14, 2013 

FIGURE 3.8: TOUR ROUTE — HONOR FLIGHT 2, SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 14, 2013 
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3. RESULTS 

3.8.3 Photographic Documentation 
PHOTO 3.20: BUS UNLOADED AND LOADED IN A NON-DESIGNATED ZONE BY THE U.S. NAVY MEMORIAL. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bus remained parked on street during the entire stop. 

 

PHOTO 3.21: EXCELLENT TURNAROUND AND PARKING AT THE U.S. AIR FORCE MEMORIAL. 
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APPENDIXES 

Question 
Type 

Question Settings Statements Answers/Ratings Next Question 

º Min Answers-1 passengers ) 
Private medium tour bus ( 16-40 

passengers ) 
Private large tour bus ( 41+ 

passengers ) 
Public transport bus Sightseeing 

bus (e.g. open-top, 2-deck, 
trolleys, etc.) 

NPS visitor bus  
School bus of any size 
If other, please take a photo   
If other, please take a photo & 

indicate the photograph # here  
Other type of bus 

14: 
Text 

Bus Company OR School bus/group name º Answer 
Required 

 15 

15: 
Numeric 

Full DOT # º Answer 
Required 

 16 

16: 
Text 

Last 3 digits of LICENSE PLATE º Answer 
Required 

 17 

17: 
Text 

Name of Group or Primary Affiliation º Answer 
Required 

 18 

18: 
Single 
Select 

Was a professional guide part of the tour group? º Answer 
Required 

 
 
Yes 
No 

19 
 
19 
19 

19: 
Numeric 

Number of group leaders (excluding professional guides) º Answer 
Required 

 20 

20: 
Single 
Select 

Type of Group º Answer 
Required 

º Specify Answer  

 
 
 
 
School Group 
Cultural Group 
Honor Flight 
General Tour 
Other (Describe) 

21 
 
 
 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 

21: 
Text 

Number of Pre-teens (0-12 yrs) in the group? º Answer 
Required 

 22 

22: 
Text 

Number of Teens (13-18 yrs) in the group? º Answer 
Required 

 23 

23: 
Text 

Number of Adults (19-60 yrs) in the group? º Answer 
Required 

 24 

24: 
Text 

Number of Seniors (60+ yrs) in the group? º Answer 
Required 

 25 

25: 
Numeric 

How many group members used any sort of assistive device (e.g., cane, 
wheelchair, stroller) 

º Answer 
Required 

 26 

26: 
Text 

If assistive devices used, what type of devices were used?   27 

27: 
Single 
Select 

Any language besides English spoken from members of the group? º Answer 
Required 

 
 
Yes 
No 

28 
 
28 
28 

28: 
Text 

If yes to above question, please mention the languages used.   Conclusion 
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APPENDIXES 

Question 
Type 

Question Settings Statements Answers/Ratings Next Question 

7: 
Multi 
Select 

Loading/unloading behaviors of passengers. (Select all that apply.) º Answer 
Required 

º Specify 
Answer 

º Min Answers-1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Unsafe entering/exiting of bus  
Trash dumped 
Soil compaction (Not using walkways) 
Viewed interpretive signage (e.g., wayside, 

educational, interpretive) 
Viewed directional signage (e.g., way-finding) 
Other (Describe additional behaviors) 

8 
 
 

8: 
Multi 
Select 

Place Assessment. (Select all that apply.) º Answer 
Required 

º Specify 
Answer 

º Min Answers-1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Trash containers  
Recycling containers  
Waysides  
Directional signage  
NPS Ranger 
Other (Describe additional surroundings) 

9 

9: 
Multi 
Select 

Activities passengers engaged in at the site. (Select all that apply.) º Answer 
Required 

º Specify 
Answer 

º Min Answers-1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Ranger program  
Site program  
Eating 
Group photos  
General sightseeing 
Other (Describe additional activities) 

10 

10: 
Information 

At end of activity, make notations of Distance, Calories.   11 

11: 
Numeric 

Distance º Answer 
Required 

º Decimal 
Places-1 

 12 

12: 
Numeric 

Calories º Answer 
Required 

 13 

13:  
Time 

End Time   14 

14: 
Text 

End Point º Answer 
Required 

 15 

15: 
Text 

Comments   Conclusion 
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