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Realities of Public Transport in Small
Urban Areas
by A. D. Fiander*

ABSTRACT

THIS PAPER includes a summary of
relevant observations derived from

a variety of projects dealing with pub-
lic transportation services in urban areas
With less than 100,000 people. The paper
includes consideration of both fixed-
route systems and vanpooling operations.
A review of recent national trends
(since 1974) of the following fixed-route
Operating characteristics for small tran-
sit systems is presented: a). revenue-
cost ratios, b). subsidy per capita, c).
ridership per capita, and d). passengers
Per mile of service. These trends are as
sessed in the context of their relation-
ship to the escalating fuel costs and the
increased energy consciousness which
occurred during this period.
The paper also includes observations

regarding implementation of commuter
Pooling services at industrial sites in
small, rural oriented areas. Experience
on two particular case studies is used to
illustrate the problem associated with
implementing such services.

INTRODUCTION

This paper presents an overview of
experience derived during the past few
Years from a variety of projects dealing
With public transportation services in
small, urban areas. This experience re-
lates to both general municipal oriented
Systems as well as to services associated
With specific industries. In the former
case, the experience noted relates to con-
ventional fixed-route transit systems.
The experience with specific industrial
locations relates to commuter pooling
services.
The comments in this paper are based

on circumstances which arose in con-
junction with projects carried out in the
Maritime Provinces. For the most part,
the particular work from which this pa
Per is based relates to projects carried
out in New Brunswick and, to a limited
extent, Prince Edward Island. With re-
gard to conventional fixed-route transit
Systems, background operating data from
a. national database is utilized to pro-
vide an overview of characteristics in
all small Canadian cities which current-
ly have transit service.

*P. Eng., Director, ADI Limited.

The comments which are contained in
this paper are general in nature. How-
ever, an effort has also been made to
include comments relating to a few par-
ticular projects which highlight the bas-
ic observations being made. The obser-
vations which have been assembled for
this paper are what might be classified
as overall observations and/or questions
which have evolved from the experience
on a number of projects.
The discussion for the remainder of

this paper is grouped into the following
categories:

1) conventional fixed-route transit
systems; and,

2) vanpooling;

CONVENTIONAL FIXED-ROUTE
TRANSIT SYSTEMS

The "small urban area" fixed-route
systems referred to in this paper relate
to municipalities with populations not
greater than 100,000 people.
As an introduction to this section of

the paper, it is appropriate to note that
our experience has revealed a noticeable
reluctance for small municipalities to
implement urban transit services. This
reluctance relates primarily to the hesi-
tancy to accept the degree of financial
responsibility necessary to support op-
eration of these services.
As a result of some recent experience

which reconfirmed this basic phenome-
non, it seemed appropriate to explore
recent national trends for some of the
primary operating characteristics exhib-
ited by transit operations in small urban
areas. The result of this review are pre-
sented in several charts illustrating op-
erating characteristics for fixed-route
transit operations in the size of munici-
palities defined above. Before comment-
ing specifically on the operating charac-
teristics reviewed, it is perhaps relevant
to note that this review was also at
least partially precipitated out of an in-
terest to see if the changes in energy
costs over the past few years have had
a noticeable impact on utilization levels
for public transportation services in small
urban areas. Increased fuel costs have
been cited as a causal factor in several
recent reports of significant increases in
ridership levels on many of the transit
systems in large municipalities. How-
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ever, similar factual information on
small urban areas was not as apparent.
Through the cooperation of the Cana-

dian Urban Transit Association, data on
several operating characteristics were
obtained. This database, which incorpo-
rates all Canadian transit systems oper-
ating in municipalities with populations
less than 100,000 in 1974 is summarized
in Figures 1 to 4. The variables includ-
ed in these respective figures are:

1) revenue-cost ratios;
2) subsidy per capita;

• 3) ridership per capita;
• 4) passengers per mile of service.

It ,is relevant to note that the values
Plotted - in Figures 1 to 4 are the over-
all average of all transit properties op-
erating in each respective year. Although
the number of properties in the sample
varies from year to year, the data is
generally based on in excess of 25 to 30
properties. The information plotted cov-
ers the years from 1974 to 1980. The
first year of the series, 1974, was se-
lected because it represented the first
year which might have shown an impact
of the OPEC interventions in energy
supply and pricing.

Considering the revenue-cost situation
illustrated in Figure 1, it is apparent
that there has been little change in the
general level of financial performance of
small transit systems during the latter
portion of the 1970's. If anything, the
revenue-cost ratio has deteriorated
slightly over time.

Figure 2 provides a clearer indication
of the real impact which must generally
be borne by a municipality through the
mechanism of operating subsidies. This
figure is much more revealing than Fig-
ure 1 in that it clearly indicates an ob-
vious trend for. a rapidly increasing sub-
sidy requirement to maintain the trans:
it systems. The subsidy per capita has
increased by a factor of 2.9 over the six
year period. This is equivalent to about
19 percent per year which is substanti-
ally above inflation levels during the pe,
nod in question. This observation is in-
teresting on its own merit, but it is per-
haps more intriguing to consider the
reasons why such a change has occurred.
One of the obvious difficulties inherent
in treating this subsidy per capita vari-
able independently is the fact that the
relationship between ridership (hence,
revenue) and level of service is not evi-
dent. That is, the subsidies may have in-
creased at such a high rate due to a var-
iety of reasons such as major expan-
sions in the level of service provided by
the systems. For example, service im-
provements may have resulted in in-

creased route mileage which had, a dis-
proportionate increase in operating costs
relative to revenue generation. This rela-
tionship is explored somewhat further
in the following paragraphs.

Since revenue is a function of rider-
ship, Figure 3 has also been included to
provide an overview of recent trends in
ridership per capita levels. Before com-
menting on this figure in terms of the
general relationships contained therein,
it should be noted that the data for
1980 could be somewhat misleading be-
cause several of the properties had not
yet submitted their operating statistics
to CUTA at the time this data was as-
sembled. Referring to Figure 3, it is
evident that from 1975 to 1978 there
was a slight increase in the ridership
rates over the 3 years. Obviously, this in-
crease is little more than marginal, if
in fact it is statistically significant at
all. Contrary to this apparent trend,
during the past 2 years there was a de-
crease in ridership (although it should
be noted that the sample size r for 1980
was only 22 properties compared to the
sample sizes of 32 to 35 which was avail-
able for the earlier years). .

The bask observations which can be
drawn from the above comment is that
if there has been an increase in rider-
ship, it is only marginal. Furthermore,
although there was a short term trend
toward marginal increases in ridership
levels during the mid 1970's, this is not
necessarily a consistent trend. This is
reflected by the noticeable drop in aver-
age ridership in 1979. These observations
point out characteristics which are con-
trary to what might have been expected
from the general increasing awareness
and concern about energy costs during
the period under review. This period of
energy consciousness has obviously not
caused a noticeable switch from the more
energy intensive modes (such as the
private automobile) to public transit ve-
hicles. More explicitly, there has not
been a major increase in the magnitude
of average ridership rates on a per capi-
ta basis.
Although the average ridership levels

illustrated in Figure 3 are meaningful
it is not possible to relate the ridershiP
levels indicated to changes in service lev-
el which might have occurred during the
time period being examined. Even
though there is a marginal increase in
ridership during 'the period from 1975
to 1978, it is possible that such changes
could have occurred due to reasons such
as concentrated marketing efforts or
major improvements in the level of serv-
ice provided. No effort has been made to
determine the stability of marketing ef-
forts over this period. However, a meas-
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ure of service level has been derived.
This effort is reflected in Figure 4 which
illustrates ridership levels in relation to
the amount of service provided. This
variable is not by any means an all-
encompassing description of quality of
service, but it does give at least an in-
dication or ridership relative to the total
annual miles of service provided by the
respective operating systems.
. The information illustrated in Figure
4 illustrates little change in average rid-
.ership levels per mile of service provid-

ed during the period considered. The
average ridership has varied from about
2.5 to 2.7 passengers per mile of service
for the period from 1974 to 1978. In
fact, in 1979, the average was down to
about 2.3 passengers per mile of serv-
ice.

Considering the information illustrated
in Figures 1 to 4 it can be noted that
although there has generally been a
growing awareness for energy conserva-
tion since 1973/74, at least in the small-
er urban. areas, this has apparently not
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manifest itself in any significant switch
away from the more energy intensive
private automobiles to public transit
system.
The fact that existing transit systems

have not shown major changes in serv-
ice levels is perhaps a contributing fac-

tor to the reluctance for many smaller
municipalities to establish public tran-
it services. The other critical factor 1.5
the sheer reluctance of municipal deci-
sion makers to embark on a ventur.e
which continues to be an obvious deficit
operation. Some recent experience in New
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Brunswick involved developing service
Options and cost estimates for what
might be described as bedroom commu-
nities adjacent to one of the larger cit-
ies (population = 70,000). This analysis
indicated that a relatively good stand-
ard of service could be provided within
this community and between the com-
munity and the primary employment and
shopping areas at an annual operating
subsidy level of about $5.50 per capita.
This is less than one-half the Canadian
average value for 1980 shown in Figure

2. Nevertheless, even though this com-
munity appeared to have a substantial
degree of public support for transit serv-
ice, the service has not yet been imple-
mented. This perhaps represents the typ-
ical reluctance of municipal authorities
to embark on ventures which are know-
ingly going to require financial support
at the operational level.
The bottom line of all this discussion

is that although transit service in small.
urban areas is generally viewed as a de-
sirable service, municipal authorities in
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this part of the country are generally re-
luctant to give this type of service the
priority it requires for establishment
and operation. Further general observa-
tions about conventional transit systems
are included .in the concluding. section of
this paper.

VANPOOLING

The other aspect of public transporta-
tion service which has received consid-
erable attention in the Atlantic Region
is vanpooling.
As a result of the incentive provided
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by the vanpooling initiatives established
by the Federal Government, we were re-
tained in 1978, by the Province of New
Brunswick to select sites for possible
Federal/Provincial Vanpool Demonstra-
tion projects. This program was origi-
nally viewed with substantial optimism
because of anticipations regarding stim-
ulation of a service type which was
known to be already operating through-
out the province without third party in-
centive.
The 1978 experience concentrated on

vanpool site selection efforts for areas
other than the larger municipalities
Which were already served by public
transit. Initially, all industrial sites with
average annual employment levels great-
er than 350 were selected. This was sup-
plemented with information obtained by
contact with industry representatives to
determine:

1) a general description of the busi-
ness and type of activity under-
taken.

2) a breakdown of employees in vari-
ous job classifications.

3) a breakdown of shift characteris-
tics.

4) the extent of existing pooling.
5) the distribution of place of resi-

dence and approximate distribu-
tion of commuting distances.

6) the level of interest in pooling ex-
pressed by the employer and the
employee representatives.

As a result of this initial review of po-
tential, two sites were selected for fur-
ther work directed at implementing van-
Pooling services. The two sites selected
Were both industrial locations in small
communities (populations of 2000 and
7000, respectively).
Both industrial sites drew employees

from a large rural area as well as the
community in which the plant was lo-
cated. In both cases, the industry in
question was the single major employer
for the immediate community, as well as
the surrounding region. As an overview
of the potential demand at these sites,
the employment levels at the two plants
Were in excess of 1000 and 1200, respec-
tively.
Subsequent to the above initial site

selection efforts noted above, we were in-
volved in further work for Transport
Canada with the objective of organizing
and implementing vanpools at the two
industrial locations. In the final anal-
ysis, efforts at both sites (which were
Considered to be the sites with the high-
est degree of probability for success in
the province) were abandoned prior to
implementation. The reasons why these
efforts were abandoned are not only in-

teresting, but they reflect the reality of
attempting to implement a form of pub-
lic transportation service in small rural-
oriented areas.
Before outlining the results of this

work, it is relevant to comment briefly
on the level of effort which was given to
organizing these prospective vanpooling
operations. The general process followed
with regard to organization efforts can
be outlined as:

1) discussions with and confirmation
of support from the company man-
agement.

2) followup with company personnel
officers to determine a number of
relevant characteristics of com-
pany staff (including shift struc-
tures, place of residence and gen-
eral existing travel patterns and
characteristics).

3) distribution of information on van-
pooling in general and this pro-
gram in particular via union rep-
resentatives and company bulletin
boards.

4) development of plans for follow-
up meetings with staff members
who exhibited specific character-
istics which were considered to be
representative of at least margin-
ally good prospects as either van-
pool operators or participants
(out of the entire staff of 1200
at the prime site, only 4 poten-
tial van operators were identi-
fied).

5) a special briefing meeting was
held with the four prospective van
operators and additional back-
ground was provided in the form
of an information paper on van-
pooling. This package included de-
tails on the role of driver/coordi-
nators, various aspects of van ac-
quisition, cost recovery fares,
maintenance procedures, passen-
ger pickup details, and future
steps regarding implementation
and operation.

6) subsequent to the meeting with
potential operators, specific typi-
cal fares were calculated for the
distances which would have been
relevant to the users in question.

7) the prospective driver/coordina-
tors attempted to solicit prospec-
tive vanpool participants from
the general geographic area of
their residence and/or along their
route to work.

8) efforts to use the personal knowl-
edge of the resident driver/coor.
dinator failed to result in suffi-
cient numbers of participants to
justify a vanpool operation.

9) in light of the difficulties initially
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encountered, a full scale informa-
tion meeting was offered to all in-
terested employees. Posters were
distributed for notice of meet-
ing and placed at approximately
10 key locations throughout the
plant and at the employee's hail
and the union building. The post-
ers used a brochure cover de-
signed specifically for this proj-
ect. In addition, a further search
was made through personnel files
in an attempt to isolate individ-
uals residing in strategic potential
vanpooling locations. Approxi-
mately 70 of these parties were
identified and personalized invi-
tations sent out to them one week
in advance of the meeting. Com-

• pany staff felt that it would be
prudent to make the letter avail-
able in both official languages and
to have bilingual capability at the
meeting. Both suggested courses
of action were taken.

10) Chrysler of Canada Limited made
a van available through their re-
gional office. A new 12 seat van
was provided for this purpose.
Large posters were applied to the
van and it was placed on display
at the main entrance to the plant
on the day before the informa-
tion meeting. On the same day,
company Personnel Department
staff contacted several divisions in
the mill to remind them of the
following day's information meet-
ing.

11) on the day of the meeting, the
van was prominently positioned at
the main work entrance from 7:30
a.m. - 8:30 a.m. and 11:45 a.m. -
1:15 p.m. and additional flyers
containing meeting notices were
distributed directly to employees
entering the building on their way
to work. As well, individuals were
encouraged to have a look at the
interior of the van. Only a lim-
ited number (10-15) of employees
took advantage of this opportuni-
ty. Those who viewed the vehicle
seemed impressed by the van, but
were skeptical of the concept of
vanpooling under the proposed
framework for their particular
area.

12) before the scheduled general in-
• formation meeting (timed in ac-
• cordance with a major shift

change) flyers were placed on all
cars in the main parking lot. The
turnout at the meeting was very
poor. The President of the major
union plus two other individuals
expressed interest in the project.
The Demonstration Program was

explained by our staff and a N.B.
Department of Transportation of-
ficial and assistance was offered
to any individual wishing to es-
tablish a vanpool. Despite ample
notification, only one of the four
individuals who had originally in-
vestigated the Driver/Coordina-
tor briefing session made an at-
tempt to view the van and talk
about the project. Because of the
previous interest expressed 133r
these particular individuals, fol-
lowup letters were sent out after
the meeting soliciting participa-
tion, but none were answered.

13) undistributed information pack-
ages were left with the compamr
personnel department and some
were eventually passed out to in-
terested individuals. One additio.11-
al gentleman did express some in-
terest in the project. When first
contacted by our staff, he stated
that he was going to need a car
anyway and thought perhaps the
van option might be particularlY
suited to his situation. An offer
to hold a meeting with interested
potential passengers was mad. e,
but despite the prospective driv-
er's optimism, only one passenger
could be recruited.

14) ultimately, because of the lack.of
interest shown at this site (which
was considered to exhibit the
greatest probability for success
for all industrial sites outside of
the large cities in the province),
it was decided, in conjunction with
the Study Steering Committee,
that further development work at
this site was not warranted. Va.11-
pooling organization activities
were therefore discontinued.

It should be reiterated that the ob-
jective of the New Brunswick Vanpool-
ing Demonstration Project was to es;
tablish an operating vanpool at a rural
location where vanpooling did not cur-
rently exist to a major extent. Emplo.Y-
ers sufficiently large to justify cons'
eration in this regard in New Brunswicic
are essentially large resource oriented
manufacturers. The nature of these firril
is that maximum efficiency is achieved
with operating schedules that require
shift work. Because of occasional re-
quirements to work double shifts, and
the temporal dispersion of shift work-
ers throughout the day, the employee
soinvolved do not make ideal candidates,
for vanpooling. Unforeseen shift work
problems at one of the two prime sit'
contributed to the abandonment of this
site from further vanpooling considera-
tion and effectively eliminated a large
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Portion of the working population of the
Other site.

It has been observed that in rural lo-
cations (or those small urban areas
Which draw their employees from rural
areas) the perceived social value of the
automobile remains very high. This rela-
tionship is also obviously related to the
general affluence of the area residents.
The basic labour rates at the locations
considered were relatively high. Several
individuals commented that they were
not interested in sacrificing the comfort
and convenience of their automobile for
a few dollars per week. One must also
recognize the importance of the auto-
mobile to the rural individual in rela-
tion to his retail shopping preferences.
The mobility afforded by his vehicle has
Prompted a shift in purchase of such day
to day necessities as groceries and gaso-
line from local stores near the place of
residence, to the shopping facilities of
towns and cities. Individuals accustomed
tO this shopping pattern frequently find
it difficult to abandon the convenience of
their private automobile.
Those not travelling by themselves

are generally members of existing car-
pools, many of which have been operat-
ing for some time. The low fares
charged for this form of transportation
also presented some problems for the
vanpooling concept. At the time of the
study (1979), fares of $5.00 per week
for a journey of 10-12 miles were re-
Ported as typical in this area. To achieve
full cost recovery, vanpooling fares for
a comparable distance, under the most
Optimistic of circumstances, would have
been approximately double this value.
Given the low fares for existing car-
Pools, prospect of establishing a vanpool
under a full cost recovery fare scheme
Were extremely poor.
In summary, there does not appear to

be one single reason for the lack of in-
terest in vanpooling in the above cited
Case studies. The following items are
all considered to have been contributing
factors:

1) the high social value of the auto-
mobile in small urban areas and
rural locations results from both
convenience and necessity factors.

2) the existence of shift work and
occasional double shift require-
ments hinder development of van-
pools at resource oriented indus-
trial sites.

3) relatively high remuneration in
the resource oriented sectors re-
sults in a degree of affluence sub-
stantially high enough to allow in-
dividuals an opportunity to choose
another transport alternative.

4) existing pooling operations are a
common occurrence. More impor-
tantly, the fares charged for these
services are at a level substantial-
ly less than those which would be
required to achieve full cost re-
covery for the service.

The poor response to the particular
vanpooling operations proposed in the
locations cited does not necessarily sug-
gest that vanpooling is an unacceptable
form of commuter service in small ur-
ban areas. Projects of a similar nature
have started on their own in several es-
sentially rural environments (although
it is probable their operations are not
on a full cost recovery basis) and there
could very well be many urban sites that
would be ideal vanpooling locations. De-
velopment of these latter possibilities,
particularly in service related firms or
organizations, would appear to repre-
sent more promise for vanpooling.

Although the vanpooling organization-
al effort described above did not prove
successful in the context of the original
objectives which were desired, they have
not been the only efforts to implement
commuter pooling services in the re-
gion. The work cited is now about two
years old, but the following additional
brief comments relate to a more recent
vanpooling program in New Brunswick.
This particular program was announced
by the New Brunswick Department o 
Transportation in late 1980. The pro-
gram provides for assistance in start-
ing up vanpools through Federal and
Provincial funds available under the
Canada/New Brunswick Agreement on
the Development and Demonstration of
Renewable Energy and Conservation
Technologies. The objective of this pro-
gram is to encourage the establishment
of energy efficient commuter pools, us-
ing appropriate vehicles in lieu of trav-
elling to work in a private automobile.

iAlthough the program s relatively
new and there are currently no vanpools
in operation under the program, there
has been substantial interest expresse 
by various individuals. The primary ad-
vantage of this program over the earl-
ier one is that it does provide assist-
ance during the initial years of service
toward the vehicle lease costs. This pro-
vides an opportunity to reduce the fares
charged to the users somewhat. Conse-
quently, the need for full cost recovery

ithrough user fares s reduced. Although
it is premature to comment on the suc-
cess of this later program, hopefully it
will prove to offer substantial incentive
through an inherently lower fare struc-
ture. The other fact which continues to
enhance the possibility of increasing ac-
ceptance of commuter pools is the con-
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tinued rapidly increasing cost of fuel.
Hopefully, the combination of these two
factors, (i.e., less than 100 percent cost
recovery and rapidly escalating fuel
costs) will result in improved accept-
ance of commuter pools.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper has attempted to highlight
some aspects of the reality of public
transport services in small urban areas.
Generally, two categories of service have
been addressed: conventional fixed-
route transit systems and commuter
pooling operations. Discussion of con-
ventional transit systems have purpose-
ly been limited to urban areas with less
than 100,000 people. This was done in-
tentionally to isolate those particular
systems whose operational characteris-
tics are often obscured due to assess-
ments based on incorporating these areas
with substantially larger ones.
During the past decade there has been

an increasing awareness of public
transport requirements. This awareness
has been enhanced by a variety of pro-
grams supporting various elements of
public transportation. The general con-
sciousness of public transport has been
caused, at least in part, by the drama-
tic increases which have occurred in fuel
costs since the early 1970's. Continued
increases in fuel costs are inevitable.
The pattern for this price escalation for
the next decade is explicitly defined in
our National Energy Program anounced
last fall.

Regardless of the substantial increases
in fuel costs which have already oc-
curred and the various programs which
have been developed and utilized in re-
cent years, it is extremely difficult to im-
plement public transport services in
many urban areas. Although there have
been many cases of increased utilization
for individual existing transit systems,
in aggregate, there has not been a sub-
stantial increase in the average utiliza-
tion rates for these services.
On the other hand, during the past 8

years the unit subsidy costs for these
systems ($.per capita) have escalated at
a rate well in excess of the inflation
rate during this period (the average
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subsidy per capita has increased .at
about 19% per year). Because of
creasing pressure on municipal authori-
ties to keep costs under control, it is
quite understandable that implementa-
tion of public transit systems in small
urban areas is often treated with re-
luctance. If there are going to be sig-
nificant improvements in transit utill-
zation levels for small urban areas, it
is obvious that such services will have
to achieve substantially higher priority
than is currently the case.
Perhaps this increased priority will be

achieved as an inherent outcome of the
fuel prices explicit in the National En-
ergy Program. Alternatively, in light
of the limited change in transit utiliza-
tion levels to date, there may be merit,
and furthermore it may well be neces-
sary, to consider more explicit incentives
through policy initiatives.
With regard to commuter pooling pos-

sibilities in small urban areas, it is evi-
dent that, as is the case for conven-
tional transit, the market for this type
of service is limited. Some of the re-
stricting factors for this service have
been outlined in the previous discus-
sion. The major obstacle to this service
is the fact that in many areas existing
pooling operations are based on fares
that are substantially less than those
required for full cost recovery. The
knowledge of such fare levels by the
general public make it extremely diffi-
cult to promote systems based on full
cost recovery. Some of the more recent
programs which help alleviate the neces-
sity for full cost recovery may enhanc 
the general acceptability of pooling op-
erations in small urban areas. Hopeful-
ly, this will encourage use of these en-
ergy conserving approaches to commu-
ter transport.

Nevertheless, there is still substantial
need for -continued promotion and devel-
opment of public transport services for
small urban areas. These areas require
specific consideration because many of
the inherent factors relating to market
captivity which exist in larger areas are
non-existent in small urban areas. Fur-
thermore, there are special service needs
and mobility requirements in smaller
areas which must be met.


