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Why (do/welcome) a city transit 
plan? 



Why (do/welcome) a municipal transit plan? 

•  Because municipal transit planning leads to municipal transit 
leadership: 

•  In street design and management 
•  In land use planning 
•  In funding 
•  In development 
•  …in ways that help a regional transit agency meet its 

goals, too. 



How Transit Ridership Happens: 

Transit outcomes depend on a “four legged stool”: 

1.  Transit Service 
2.  Land Use 
3.  Street Design 
4.  Pricing 



1. Transit Service 

Speed and reliability matter, but frequency is the 
most neglected element.   
 
Frequency offers three benefits: 
•  Go when you want to go.   
•  Make connections between frequent routes easily. 
•  Better reliability. 



But frequency is hard to explain 

•  Elevators? 
•  Traffic signals? 
 

Imagine that there's a 
gate at the end of 
your driveway that 
opens only once an 
hour! 
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2. & 3. Land Use and Street Design: 

• Density 
• Walkability 
• Linearity 
• Proximity 



Density How many people are going to and 
from the area around each stop? 

High 
ridership 

Lower 
ridership 



Walkability 
Can the people around the 
stop walk to the stop? 

High 
ridership 

Lower 
ridership 



Linearity 
Can transit run in straight lines that are 
useful to through-riders? 

Higher 
ridership, 
lower cost 

Lower 
ridership, 
higher cost 



Proximity 
Does transit have to cross long 
low-ridership gaps? 

Lower  
cost 

Higher 
cost 



4. Price drivers of ridership 

•  Parking expense 
•  Car operating expense (e.g. gas, insurance) 
•  Tolls 
•  Transit fares 



Regional consensus often cannot 
meet core demands 



Transit can never be perceived 
as equitable 

Density  
(+walkability +linearity) 

Tokyo à 
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Unless you 
count roads! 
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The 2007 Seattle Transit Plan 

•  First core-city city-led transit plan (not just a chapter!) 
•  Stated that Seattle’s needs were greater than and different 

from the needs of surrounding (suburban) cities 
•  Developed City policies and actions relating to: 

•  Speed 
•  Reliability 
•  Frequency 
•  Development 
•  Walkability 

 
•  But who ran the transit? King County Metro! 



2014 Regional Funding Measure 

•  Roads + transit (equitable!) 
•  Lost anyway. 
 





2016 Seattle Multi-Modal Tax Measure 

•  Passes! $930 million 

•  But who still runs the transit? King County Metro! 

•  Metro/City relationship is now very different from how it was 
before 2007. 

•  Recommended watchig: “Seattle: America’s Next Top 
Transit City” video by TransitCenter. 

 

•  Who’s next? Bellevue, Redmond… 



But what about seamlessness? 



What do we mean by seamlessness? 

Let’s be specific. 
 
•  Information? 
•  Navigation? 
•  Fares? 
•  Connections? 
•  Political organization? 
•  One mega-agency? 



There are 
natural and 
unnatural seams 

•  Rivers and 
mountain ranges 
can be natural 
seams 

•  County lines can 
be terribly 
unnatural seams 



Different roles at different scales 

•  Sometimes the regional and local routes divvy up service 
based on distance and boundary-crossing 

• Silicon Valley: Mountain View 
• LA and local cities 



“Seamlessness” must not become a campaign 
against connections! 





Generally better at larger scales: 

•  Fare media and transfer policy 

•  Information systems 
•  System maps 
•  Station area maps 
•  Trip planners (oh wait – someone else already made you one!) 

•  Customer service 

•  Service change dates 



Recommended reading: 
 

•  “Coordination without hierarchy,” by Donald Chisholm, 
2012 

•  “Seamless Transit: How to make Bay Area transit function 
like one rational, easy-to-use system,” by SPUR, 2015 



Caution: Integrate in one dimension, dis-
integrate in another. 

•  San Francisco has integrated transit, land use, street 
management, and parking into ONE AGENCY! 

•  Seattle is having great transit success, without going quite 
so far. 

 

Geographic 
integration 

Multimodal, planning, 
integration 



City of Richmond Transit 
Network Plan 



The Ridership – Coverage trade-off: 

•  Maximizing ridership involves thinking like a business. 

•  Businesses focus on markets where their product can 
succeed.  

•  This is not the same as meeting people’s needs or 
expectations. 



How should a transit agency allocate its 
resources? 

Fictional Urban Area 
 
Dots = residents and 
jobs 
 
You have 18 buses 



Ridership Goal “Frequent Network” 

Performance Measure: Productivity



Coverage Goal “Some service for everyone” 

Performance Measure: Coverage
 



Both goals are important,  
… but they lead opposite directions! 

Ridership Goal

•  “Think like a business.”   
•  Low subsidy per passenger. 
•  Support dense and 

walkable development. 
•  Maximum traffic reduction. 
•  Maximum job access. 

Coverage Goal

•  “Access for all” 
•  Lifeline access for everyone, 

no matter where they live. 
•  Service to every city, district 

or taxpayer. 



So it helps to choose a point on the spectrum … 

Ridership Goal Coverage Goal

…but there is no technically correct choice! 





High-Ridership 
Alternative

80% of 
service pursues goal 
of RIDERSHIP

20% of  
service pursues goal 
of COVERAGE

15 min 

30 min 

60 min 



High-Coverage 
Alternative

50% of 
service pursues goal 
of RIDERSHIP

50% of 
service pursues goal 
of COVERAGE

15 min 

30 min 

60 min 





Richmond leaders said:  
•  Shift from 50% Ridership to 70% Ridership 
•  We understand that some people will be unhappy. 



Existing Network

Red = 15 min 
Orange = 30 min 
Yellow = 45 min 
Green = 60 min 

“Where can I 
be, soon?” 
 
The answer 
is this 
“isochrone”… 
 
…or “blob” 



New Network

Red = 15 min 
Orange = 30 min 
Yellow = 45 min 
Green = 60 min 



Thank you. 

Michelle Poyourow
Principal Associate
HumanTransit.org 



TECHNOLOGY WILL (NOT) 
SAVE US! 
 
 
Technology never changes geometry! 
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Geometric 

Empirical 

Subjective 

A car takes up at least 50 sq ft. 

People don’t like buses. 

Transit use is higher in denser places. 



Geometry bats last: 



Problem
  

Solution
  

Emissions 
Efficient Use of Energy 

Efficient use of Human Labor 
Safety 

Efficient Use of Space 
(in dense cities) 

Electric 
Vehicles 

Autonomous 
Vehicles 

Big Vehicles 
(Transit) 
 
 



It’s about Space 

 
 
 

•  Technology never changes geometry! 

Bus Private Car Uber/Lyft Car Driverless Car Driverless Bus? 

Much worse, 
really!  Induced 
demand! 


