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Executive Summary
The San Diego region has an opportunity to invest in its bus network to 
make it reliable, frequent, and fast.

Bus riders are essential members of our community. They include hospital 
workers, grocery store employees, janitors, social services workers, students, 
retirees, and more. They are disproportionately people of color and 
disproportionately low-income. These valuable members of our community 
often rely on bus trips that take far longer than they would in a car. 

This time disparity means bus riders have less time to spend with their 
families, at school, working, or having fun. Making the bus run faster means 
giving people their lives back. Bus riders agree: survey data from bus riders 
show that improving bus travel time is their top priority. 

Local transit agencies have the ability to make the bus run faster by 
implementing cost-effective measures. These improvements will also 
improve on-time performance and reliability.

In addition to better serving existing bus riders, faster bus service will also 
make the bus more attractive to new riders, helping the region meet its 
climate and ridership goals. New bus riders also increase revenues, offsetting 
some of the costs of improved service.

This report identifies cost-effective interventions to make the bus fairer and 
more attractive for riders, including: 

•       Dedicated Bus-Only Lanes 

•       Transit Signal Priority

•       Improved Frequencies

•       Extended Service Hours

•       Family-Friendly Fares

Transit agencies cannot make these improvements on their own. While 
transit agencies operate buses, cities control the streets within their borders. 
The San Diego Regional Association of Governments (SANDAG), San Diego’s 
metropolitan planning organization, controls both capital and operational 
funding. Making the bus faster will require coordination between all of these 
agencies to succeed. 

The recommendations in this report are the most cost-effective way to 
advance public transit’s equity, climate, and economic development goals. 
Although coordination between agencies is difficult, these improvements 
are worthwhile and should be the top priority of all agencies, and the elected 
officials that oversee them. Government agencies should focus on the most 
basic service the bus offers: getting people to and from their destinations as 
quickly and reliably as possible.
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Bus Riders Deserve Better
The time disparity in San Diego is stark between transit riders and 
drivers. The average driving commute in San Diego is 26 minutes 
while the average transit commute is 52 minutes.1 About 70 percent 
of San Diego Metropolitan Transit System (MTS) riders are transit 
dependent, meaning they lack access to a car.2 For bus riders, getting 
around town is harder than it needs to be.

The COVID-19 pandemic impacted transit ridership and it also 
exposed how any essential workers depend on it. A Circulate San 
Diego analysis showed that 35 percent of MTS riders in a normal 
year held jobs that were categorized as essential.3 These included 
cardiovascular technologists, food preparation workers, janitors, and 
highway maintenance workers, among others.4 

Profiles of local bus riders.

Martha is an 18 year old psychology major who wants to be a 
middle school counselor one day. She commutes by bus from her 
home in Chula Vista to San Diego State University. The journey 
takes one hour and 40 minutes. In a car, the journey would take 
only 20 to 30 minutes, depending on traffic. On Sundays, she 
sometimes takes the bus to work. “The bus only comes every 30 
minutes on Sundays, and sometimes it doesn’t come,” she says. 
“When that happens, I have to take an Uber.” Martha wishes she 
could rely on transit to get to school and work in a reasonable 
amount of time.

Alex is a Ph.D. student who researches cancer treatments at U.C. 
San Diego. He chooses to live near a bus stop close to campus 
so that he does not need to own a car. “I’m kind of known as the 
transit guy,” he says. “New students in my program will ask me 
where to live so that they can ride transit to school.” Alex likes that 
he saves money by not owning a car and thinks it is important 
to live in an environmentally sustainable way. However, he sees 
room for improvement. His bus ride on Route 41 is often slowed 
by traffic along Genesee Avenue and he finds that other routes 
do not come often enough for him to rely on them. 

1 “America’s best (and worst) commuter cities,” Geotab (April 23, 2019), available at 
https://www.geotab.com/press-release/americas-best-commuter-cities.

2 Joshua Emerson Smith, “Meet the San Diegans who are embracing public transit 
amid skyrocketing gas prices,” The San Diego Union Tribune (March 26, 2022), 
available at https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/news/transportation/
story/2022-03-26/public-transit-skyrocketing-gas. 

3 Andy Furillo, Colin Parent, and Maya Rosas, Essential Transit, Circulate San Diego 
(April 2020), available at https://www.circulatesd.org/essential_transit.

4 Id.

The average 
driving commute 
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https://www.geotab.com/press-release/americas-best-commuter-cities/
https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/news/transportation/story/2022-03-26/public-transit-skyrocketing-gas
https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/news/transportation/story/2022-03-26/public-transit-skyrocketing-gas
https://www.circulatesd.org/essential_transit
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Kelly is a union organizer who takes transit from her home in Hillcrest to her 
job in National City. She rides the bus to the trolley and then another bus from 
the trolley to work. She also rides the bus across the county for her campaign 
work. She likes that she does not own a car and that she does not have to search 
for parking when she reaches her destination. Frequency is very important to 
her. “When the bus comes often, you don’t even have to pay attention to the 
schedule, you just get there when you feel like it,” she says.  

What bus riders say they want.

Transit riders routinely say that their top priority is higher frequencies and faster 
travel times. TransitCenter, a leading national transit advocacy organization, held 
focus groups across the country and surveyed more than 1,700 transit riders. The top 
concerns of focus group participants were frequency and speed.5 This was true for 
both occasional and frequent riders. Most low-income bus riders rate improving the 
quality of the service as more important than lowering fares.6  

MTS riders are no different. In 2015, MTS surveyed 3,000 San Diegans, including 
both transit riders and non-riders.7 Transit riders who participated in the survey 
overwhelmingly preferred increased frequency and speed over fewer connections, 
lower fare prices, shorter walking distances to stations, more security presence, 
or more benches and shelters.8 As elected officials and agencies like SANDAG are 
studying eliminations of fares, they should take into account the stated preferences 
of transit riders, who say they want to prioritize improved service over the elimination 
of fares.9  

5 Who’s On Board 2019: How to Win Back America’s Transit Riders, TransitCenter (February 2019), 
available at https://transitcenter.org/publication/whos-on-board-2019.

6 Should Transit Be Free?, TransitCenter (January 29, 2019), available at https://transitcenter.org/
transit-be-free.

7 “December 16 Board Agenda,” San Diego Metropolitan Transit System (December 16, 2016), p. 
299, available at https://www.sdmts.com/sites/default/files/2016-12-08_board.pdf.

8 80 percent of MTS riders preferred a shorter overall travel time over fewer connections, 64 
percent preferred frequent service over lower fare price, 68 percent preferred more frequent 
service over a shorter walk to/from transit, 67 percent preferred faster service over a lower fare or 
pass price, 74 percent preferred more service and frequency over a greater security presence, and 
74 percent preferred more frequency and service over more benches and shelters. Id. at 302.

9 Policy Letter, “Support for Caltrans Sustainable Transportation Grant Submission: Regional Transit 
Fare Impact Study,” Circulate San Diego (October 11, 2021), available at https://www.circulatesd.
org/policy_letter_regional_transit_fare_impact_study.

From left: Martha, Alex, and Kelly
Photo source: Subjects

https://transitcenter.org/publication/whos-on-board-2019/
https://transitcenter.org/transit-be-free/
https://transitcenter.org/transit-be-free/
https://www.sdmts.com/sites/default/files/2016-12-08_board.pdf
https://www.circulatesd.org/policy_letter_regional_transit_fare_impact_study
https://www.circulatesd.org/policy_letter_regional_transit_fare_impact_study
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Faster buses bring new riders.

Getting riders to their destinations more quickly also attracts new 
riders.10 This is key to both climate goals and the financial health of 
a transit agency. Alarmingly, transit ridership declined nationwide 
during the 2010s.11 This decline can be attributed to higher rates of 
travel by car.12 Such declines are often caused in part by rising housing 
costs near city centers, driving low-income residents farther away 
from jobs.13 In MTS’s 2015 survey, non-transit riders identified time and 
convenience as their number one reason for not choosing transit.14 

10 See Todd Litman, When Bus Lanes are Warranted?, Victoria Transport Policy Institute 
(November 25, 2016), p. 4, available at https://www.vtpi.org/blw.pdf (“a 10 percent 
travel time savings typically increases ridership by four percent to six percent”).

11 Who’s On Board 2019: How to Win Back America’s Transit Riders, TransitCenter 
(February 2019), available at https://transitcenter.org/publication/whos-on-
board-2019.

12 See Michael Manville, Brian D. Taylor, and Evelyn Blumenberg, Falling Transit 
Ridership: California and Southern California, UCLA Institute of Transportation 
Studies and Southern California Association of Governments (January 2018), 
available at https://www.its.ucla.edu/2018/01/31/new-report-its-scholars-on-the-
cause-of-californias-falling-transit-ridership; Who’s On Board 2019: How to Win 
Back America’s Transit Riders, TransitCenter (February 2019), available at https://
transitcenter.org/publication/whos-on-board-2019.

13 Who’s On Board 2019: How to Win Back America’s Transit Riders, TransitCenter 
(February 2019), available at https://transitcenter.org/publication/whos-on-
board-2019/.

14 “December 16 Board Agenda,” San Diego Metropolitan Transit System 
(December 16, 2016), p. 301, available at https://www.sdmts.com/sites/default/
files/2016-12-08_board.pdf.
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Photo source: MTS

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Other (Security / Cleanliness, etc.)

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Service Not Frequent Enough

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Too Many Transfers / Takes Too 
Long

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Service Not Early or Late Enough

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Service Not Close Enough

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Other (Security / Cleanliness, etc.)

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Too Expensive

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Not Enough Parking

https://www.vtpi.org/blw.pdf
https://transitcenter.org/publication/whos-on-board-2019/
https://transitcenter.org/publication/whos-on-board-2019/
https://www.its.ucla.edu/2018/01/31/new-report-its-scholars-on-the-cause-of-californias-falling-transit-ridership
https://www.its.ucla.edu/2018/01/31/new-report-its-scholars-on-the-cause-of-californias-falling-transit-ridership
https://transitcenter.org/publication/whos-on-board-2019
https://transitcenter.org/publication/whos-on-board-2019
https://transitcenter.org/publication/whos-on-board-2019/
https://transitcenter.org/publication/whos-on-board-2019/
https://www.sdmts.com/sites/default/files/2016-12-08_board.pdf
https://www.sdmts.com/sites/default/files/2016-12-08_board.pdf


F a s t  B u s !  |  8 

MTS ridership rose in 2019 after MTS implemented higher frequencies and 
increased speeds.15 Since the initial decline in ridership caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic, MTS ridership has rebounded more quickly than the ridership of 
many other transit agencies. MTS ridership is on pace to exceed pre-pandemic 
ridership this year.16 MTS can continue this trend by implementing the 
recommendations in this report.

New riders are essential for climate goals. Transportation accounts for 50 
percent of all local greenhouse gas emissions in San Diego, making it the largest 
single source of greenhouse gas emissions in the City.17 In order to address this, 
the City of San Diego’s Climate Action Plan set a goal that 15 percent of all trips 
made will be on transit by 2035.18  

Improvements that make the bus run faster will also bring new riders, who in 
turn generate more money that can be put towards other improvements to 
service. The quickest route to climate and financial benefits is with a faster bus. 

A faster system is a more equitable system.

Campaigns from transit advocates around the country agree that fast, reliable 
service is “a matter of racial justice and transit equity.”19 The same holds 
true in San Diego: MTS riders are disproportionately people of color and 
disproportionately low-income.20 Fast, reliable buses are critical to riders’ ability 
to access jobs, schools, and services. 

In particular, access to jobs is critical for economic mobility. As city centers 
become more expensive places to live, poverty has concentrated in areas farther 
from jobs.21 A 2015 study found that when children moved to neighborhoods 
with average commute times of less than 15 minutes, the move correlated with 
an average seven percent increase in income in adulthood.22 

15 Press Release, “Momentum: Increasing Transit Ridership in San Diego Continues,” San Diego 
Metropolitan Transit System (February 11, 2020), available at https://www.sdmts.com/
inside-mts/media-center/news-releases/momentum-increasing-transit-ridership-san-diego-
continues.

16 Jared Aarons, “Transit Ridership Grows as Gas Prices Soar in San Diego,” ABC 10 News San 
Diego (June 30, 2022), available at https://www.10news.com/news/local-news/transit-
ridership-grows-as-gas-prices-soar-in-san-diego.

17 City of San Diego Climate Action Plan: Our Climate, Our Future, City of San Diego (2022), p. 55, 
available at https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/san_diegos_2022_climate_action_
plan_0.pdf.

18 Id. at p. 61.
19 “Bus Riders Deserve Better,” Riders Alliance (accessed July 17, 2022), available at https://www.

ridersalliance.org/better-buses. See also “We are Transit Forward Philadelphia,” Transit Forward 
Philadelphia (accessed July 17, 2022), available at https://www.transitforwardphilly.org/about; 
“Back on the Bus: Speeding Up Chicago’s Buses,” Active Transportation Alliance (accessed July 
17, 2022), available at https://activetrans.org/our-work/transit/bus-rapid-transit.

20 Lynn Reaser and Thomas Hale, The San Diego Metropolitan Transit System: A Study of Its 
Economic Impact, Point Loma Nazarene University (2019), p. 6, available at https://www.sdmts.
com/sites/default/files/attachments/mts_impact_study_final.pdf.

21 Natalie Holmes and Alan Berube, “Close to Home: Social Mobility and the Growing Distance 
Between People and Jobs,” Brookings (June 9, 2015), available at https://www.brookings.edu/
blog/social-mobility-memos/2015/06/09/close-to-home-social-mobility-and-the-growing-
distance-between-people-and-jobs.

22 Raj Chetty and Nathaniel Hendren, The Impacts of Neighborhoods on Intergenerational 
Mobility: Childhood Exposure Effects and County-Level Estimates, Harvard University and 
NBER (2015), p. 72, available at http://www.equality-of-opportunity.org/images/nbhds_paper.
pdf.
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https://www.sdmts.com/inside-mts/media-center/news-releases/momentum-increasing-transit-ridership-san-diego-continues
https://www.sdmts.com/inside-mts/media-center/news-releases/momentum-increasing-transit-ridership-san-diego-continues
https://www.sdmts.com/inside-mts/media-center/news-releases/momentum-increasing-transit-ridership-san-diego-continues
https://www.10news.com/news/local-news/transit-ridership-grows-as-gas-prices-soar-in-san-diego
https://www.10news.com/news/local-news/transit-ridership-grows-as-gas-prices-soar-in-san-diego
https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/san_diegos_2022_climate_action_plan_0.pdf
https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/san_diegos_2022_climate_action_plan_0.pdf
https://www.ridersalliance.org/better-buses
https://www.ridersalliance.org/better-buses
https://www.transitforwardphilly.org/about
https://activetrans.org/our-work/transit/bus-rapid-transit
https://www.sdmts.com/sites/default/files/attachments/mts_impact_study_final.pdf
https://www.sdmts.com/sites/default/files/attachments/mts_impact_study_final.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/social-mobility-memos/2015/06/09/close-to-home-social-mobility-and-the-growing-distance-between-people-and-jobs/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/social-mobility-memos/2015/06/09/close-to-home-social-mobility-and-the-growing-distance-between-people-and-jobs/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/social-mobility-memos/2015/06/09/close-to-home-social-mobility-and-the-growing-distance-between-people-and-jobs/
http://www.equality-of-opportunity.org/images/nbhds_paper.pdf
http://www.equality-of-opportunity.org/images/nbhds_paper.pdf
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In San Diego County, only one percent of jobs are accessible 
by public transit within 30 minutes, and only eight percent are 
accessible in an hour.23 This means that the 78 percent of transit 
riders who do not have a car are cut off from access to 90 percent 
of jobs in the County.24 Making the bus run faster gives riders 
access to more and better jobs. 

Bus riders with long commutes may have difficulty arriving at work 
or school on time. In addition, long commutes add stress and leave 
less time for homework, child-rearing, working, or enjoying life. 
Improving bus service tangibly improves the economic mobility 
and quality of life for some of our most vulnerable residents. 

23 Karen Boyd, “Transportation Equity is About Workforce Equity Too,” San Diego 
Workforce Partnership (June 6, 2022), available at https://workforce.org/news/
transportation-equity-is-about-workforce-equity-too.

24 Id.; see also Jesse Marx, “Public Transit is not Just an Environmental Issue – It’s 
About the Workforce,” Voice of San Diego (July 21, 2022), available at https://
voiceofsandiego.org/2022/07/21/public-transit-is-not-just-an-environmental-
issue-its-about-the-workforce.

MTS Route 933
Photo source: MTS

https://workforce.org/news/transportation-equity-is-about-workforce-equity-too
https://workforce.org/news/transportation-equity-is-about-workforce-equity-too
https://voiceofsandiego.org/2022/07/21/public-transit-is-not-just-an-environmental-issue-its-about-the-workforce/
https://voiceofsandiego.org/2022/07/21/public-transit-is-not-just-an-environmental-issue-its-about-the-workforce/
https://voiceofsandiego.org/2022/07/21/public-transit-is-not-just-an-environmental-issue-its-about-the-workforce/
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The Opportunity
Recent changes in San Diego’s transportation landscape provide 
an opportunity for MTS to make the bus go faster. The PRONTO 
card, which was introduced in 2021, already offers transit riders fare 
capping, free transfers, and improved interface with a smartphone 
app. It also offers an opportunity for faster fare collection systems.25 

In 2019, MTS completed a Transit Optimization Plan, which increased 
frequencies across high performing routes, eliminated some stops, 
and improved reliability.26 The plan resulted in increased ridership.27 

SANDAG’s adopted 2021 Regional Plan identifies near-term funding 
for several bus rapid transit routes and frequency upgrades for more 
than two thirds of all bus routes by the end of 2025.28 These upgrades 
have been identified for implementation sooner than in previous 
regional plans.29 However, some funding for the Regional Plan was 
dependent on a 2022 ballot measure, which failed to qualify for the 
ballot.30 SANDAG should prioritize bus frequency and capital upgrades 
over other elements of its plans in order to ensure fast, reliable service 
on the bus.

Furthermore, the 2021 Regional Plan identifies a variety of bus 
routes where improvements will occur but is generally not specific 
about the types of improvements, beyond frequency upgrades. 
The recommendations from this report, including bus-only lanes, 
signal priorities, among others, should be funded as a part of 
the improvements SANDAG intends to make. By making funding 
improvements to the streets, SANDAG can maximize the benefit to 
the investments it is making by funding increased bus frequency.  

25 Andrew Bowen, “MTS Offers Free Rides Amid Switch to New ‘PRONTO’ Card,” KPBS 
(August 10, 2021), available at https://www.kpbs.org/news/politics/2021/08/10/
mts-offers-free-rides-amid-switch-new-pronto-card.

26 Joshua Emerson Smith, “Bus Routes Get Overhaul as Ridership Continues to 
Slip,” The San Diego Union Tribune (January 29, 2018), available at https://www.
sandiegouniontribune.com/news/environment/sd-me-bus-overhaul-20180129-
story.html.

27 Press Release, “Momentum: Increasing Transit Ridership in San Diego Continues,” 
San Diego Metropolitan Transit System (February 11, 2020), available at https://
www.sdmts.com/inside-mts/media-center/news-releases/momentum-increasing-
transit-ridership-san-diego-continues.

28 2021 Regional Plan, San Diego Association of Governments (2021), Appendix A, 
p. 7, 119, available at https://sdforward.com/mobility-planning/2021-regional-
plan; Jesse O’Sullivan and Colin Parent, SANDAG Reboot, Circulate San Diego 
(November 2021), p. 13, available at https://www.circulatesd.org/sandag_reboot. 

29 Jesse O’Sullivan and Colin Parent, SANDAG Reboot, Circulate San Diego 
(November 2021), p. 13, available at https://www.circulatesd.org/sandag_reboot. 

30 Joshua Emerson Smith, “Tax Hike to Connect San Diego Airport to Transit Fails 
to Qualify for Ballot. Or Does it?” The San Diego Union Tribune (June 10, 2022), 
available at https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/news/transportation/
story/2022-06-10/tax-hike-airport-transit.
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Three factors impact the time it takes to get from origin to destination: 
speed, frequency, and dwell time.

Speed.

The most obvious factor in bus travel time is the speed at which the 
bus moves between stops. Increasing bus speed depends on allowing 
the bus to bypass local traffic. Improvements that increase bus speed 
include dedicated bus-only lanes, transit signal priority, and freeway 
bus priority lanes.

Frequency.

The frequency of a bus route is how often the bus comes. When a 
bus comes more frequently, rider wait times decrease. That decreases 
the time of the trip overall. Increasing bus frequency requires more 
vehicles and drivers in order to serve a route more often. It also may 
require more maintenance personnel and storage yards. Increased 
frequency can sometimes happen without additional vehicles and 
drivers when speed is increased and dwell time is reduced. If a route 
can be completed more quickly, it can be served more often by the 
same number of drivers.

Dwell time.

Dwell time is the period of time that a bus spends at stops or stations. 
This includes when riders board or alight, pay fares, and buses merge 
back into the travel lane. Dwell time can be approximately 10 to 
25 percent of a typical bus journey.31 Dwell time can be reduced 
through several strategies, including all-door boarding, off-board fare 
collection, in-lane stops, and bus stop balancing. 

MTS has already implemented a tap-and-ride system that reduces the 
frequency of cash payments, which take longer. 

31 Ahmed El-Geneidy et. al., Get on board: Assessing an all-door boarding pilot 
project in Montreal, Canada, Transportation Research Part A: Policy and Practice 
(2017), p. 99, 141-124 available at http://tram.mcgill.ca/Research/Publications/
All_door_boarding_evaluation.pdf.

Understanding Bus 
Travel Time
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Travel Time Improvements 
Increase Reliability

Issues with on-time performance and reliability are caused when 
transit agencies cannot accurately predict how long a bus route will 
take. Improvements that increase frequency and speed or lower dwell 
time result in increased reliability.32 

When buses are stuck in traffic and when passengers take a long time 
to board, the amount of time a bus route takes can vary widely. By 
separating buses from traffic and reducing passenger loading time, 
buses are made more consistent and predictable.33 This allows transit 
agencies to keep buses running on time. Moreover, when buses run 
more frequently, interruptions like bus breakdowns have less impact 
on riders because the next bus is not too far behind. 

32 See, e.g., All-Door Boarding Evaluation Final Report, San Francisco Municipal 
Transportation Agency (December 2014), p. 1, available at https://www.sfmta.
com/sites/default/files/agendaitems/2014/12-2-14%20Item%2014%20All%20
Door%20Boarding%20Report.pdf.

33 Move! That! Bus!, National Association of City Transportation Officials (2022), p. 24, 
available at https://nacto.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/MoveThatBus-FINAL.
pdf.

Park Boulevard dedicated bus-only lane
Photo source: Circulate San Diego
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Recommendations
There are a variety of interventions that MTS, working with agency 
partners, can make to improve bus travel times. Many are cost-
effective, especially when compared with larger capital construction, 
and could be implemented with existing revenues. 

Many of these improvements also require participation and 
coordination with other agencies. Local governments control the 
design of streets, and their partnership and coordination is needed 
for improvements such as dedicated bus-only lanes. SANDAG 
is responsible for allocating funding and planning routes, so its 
participation is needed for decisions about funding increased service 
on priority routes. 

Dedicated bus-only lanes.

When buses run in dedicated bus-only lanes, riders experience 
reduced travel times and buses have fewer collisions with other 
roadway users. This is because buses are not vying for space with 
other modes and conflict points are decreased. Transit agencies that 
implement basic dedicated bus-only lanes can deliver 25 percent 
faster commute times.34 Dedicated bus-only lanes can include 
separate bus signals, which allows for easy transit signal priority.35 

The ideal dedicated bus-only lane is a center-running lane with 
its own traffic signals, as was done on Park Boulevard. This kind of 
dedicated bus-only lane avoids right-turn conflicts and creates the 
best opportunity for transit signal priority. While the Park Boulevard 
lane is physically separated from traffic, dedicated bus-only lanes 
can also be implemented far more cheaply by installing only new 
painted pavement markings. 

34 Daniel Pulskamp, “Super-Charged Dedicated Bus Lane,” Metro Magazine (March 1, 
2022), available at https://www.metro-magazine.com/10161746/supercharged-
dedicated-bus-lanes-a-new-take-on-moving-your-passengers-and-growin.

35 “Active Transit Signal Priority,” National Association of City Transportation Officials 
(accessed July 17, 2022), available at https://nacto.org/publication/transit-street-
design-guide/intersections/signals-operations/active-transit-signal-priority.
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The two and a half mile long El Cajon Boulevard dedicated bus-only 
lane cost only $100,000 to implement.36 Because the project included 
new pavement markings and avoided costly concrete work, the 
project was operational less than a year after it was included in the 
City of San Diego’s capital budget.37 Dedicated bus-only lanes like 
this should be implemented where a solution is needed quickly and 
cheaply. They can also be implemented as an interim solution where a 
more robust dedicated bus-only lane is planned for the future. 

Bus only-lanes, even with concrete work and new traffic signals, are 
far less expensive than new rail lines. If SANDAG continues to face 
funding shortages, this may be a desirable alternative to unachievable 
rail lines. Moreover, bus-only lanes can be converted to rail in the 
future. 

Transit agencies lack full control over local roads, and therefore 
cannot implement dedicated bus-only lanes on their own. The El 
Cajon Boulevard dedicated bus-only lane is a good example of 
grassroots organizing and city leadership partnering with MTS to 
improve transit.38  

Bus-only lanes often encounter resistance from some community 
members because they can appear empty even when operating as 
intended. This is because they move people more efficiently than a 
general purpose lane. A single general purpose travel lane can move 
between 600-1,600 people per hour while a dedicated bus-only lane 
can move between 4,000-8,000 people per hour.39 Messaging and 
buy-in from political leaders is therefore important to a successful 
campaign for dedicated bus-only lanes.40 

36 Fiscal Year 2020 Budget, City of San Diego (2020), p. 119, available at https://www.
sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/fy20ab_full.pdf.

37 The FY 2020 Budget was adopted in June 2019. The El Cajon Boulevard bus lanes 
began operating in January 2020. Ken Stone, “El Cajon Boulevard Gets New Stretch 
of Dedicated Bus Lane to Speed Service,” Times of San Diego (January 8, 2020), 
available at https://timesofsandiego.com/life/2020/01/08/el-cajon-boulevard-gets-
new-stretch-of-dedicated-bus-lane-to-speed-service.

38 Jared Aarons, “MTS proposal could create ‘Bus-Only’ lanes for popular route on 
El Cajon Boulevard,” 10 News San Diego (May 29, 2019), available at https://
www.10news.com/news/local-news/mts-proposal-could-create-bus-only-lanes-for-
popular-route-on-el-cajon-boulevard.

39 “Designing to Move People,” National Association of City Transportation Officials 
(accessed July 17, 2022), available at https://nacto.org/publication/transit-street-
design-guide/introduction/why/designing-move-people.

40  “Without the explicit backing of agency executives and political leadership, and 
lacking the capacity to communicate effectively to riders or to government partners, 
a self-contained process will fail.” Bus Stop Balancing: A Campaign Guide for Agency 
Staff, TransitCenter (June 2019), available at https://transitcenter.org/wp-content/
uploads/2019/07/BusStopBalancing_Final_061719_Pages-1.pdf.
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Freeway bus priority lanes.

Bus priority lanes on freeways offer similar benefits to bus-only lanes on surface 
streets but have different technical and jurisdictional considerations. Freeway 
bus priority lanes require coordination between SANDAG, Caltrans, and transit 
agencies to move forward. Like dedicated-bus only lanes on surface streets, 
freeway bus priority lanes can be implemented in multiple ways.

The Centerline, which opened in 2018, provides separated bus-only lanes along 
the I-15 between the I-8 and I-805 freeways.41 The segment has two freeway-
level stations, one at El Cajon Boulevard and one at University Avenue, and cost 
$65 million.42 This allows the Rapid 235 to proceed unobstructed by traffic or by 
detours for stops that are off of the freeway. 

41 “Mid-City Centerline Rapid Stations: Introduction,” San Diego Association of Governments 
(accessed August 1, 2022), available at https://www.keepsandiegomoving.com/Rapid-Group/
SR15MidCityCenterline_introduction.aspx.

42 “Mid-City Centerline Rapid Stations: Budget and Schedule,” San Diego Association of 
Governments (accessed August 1, 2022), available at https://www.keepsandiegomoving.com/
Rapid-Group/SR15MidCityCenterline_schedule.aspx.

The Centerline
Photo source: MTS
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Freeway bus-on-shoulder programs allow buses to run along the freeway 
shoulder when car traffic is congested. These programs can be implemented 
more quickly and inexpensively than capital projects like the Centerline. San 
Diego recently launched a bus-on-shoulder pilot program, which required 
coordination between SANDAG, MTS, and Caltrans.43 The program includes 
technology to coordinate with freeway on-ramp signals to give buses 
priority.44 California law only allows bus-on-shoulder programs as temporary 
pilots but legislation can be sought to allow them to operate permanently. 

There are a number of different ways to prioritize the bus on freeways. 
SANDAG’s 2021 Regional Plan contemplates both adding new lanes that 
prioritize the bus as well as the conversion of some existing general purpose 
lanes. Bus priority is also possible on a policy spectrum. Options can include 
limiting travel only to the bus. Other options like HOT Lanes45 or Managed 
Lanes can allow some car travel, usually for a fee, with the revenues helping 
to finance more transit service. Many of these policy options have merit so 
long as they keep as their guiding purpose speeding up the bus.

Automated enforcement of dedicated bus-only lanes and 
bus stop zones.

The recent adoption in California of Assembly Bill 917 allows transit 
agencies to use cameras mounted on bus windshields for automatic traffic 
enforcement.46 The bill allows these programs to enforce dedicated bus-
only lanes and “no-parking” zones near bus stops. Bus-only lanes that rely 
on street striping instead of physical separation have the benefit of being 
cheap to implement. However, painted lanes are vulnerable to scofflaw 
drivers utilizing the lanes, blocking bus travel. 

Automated enforcement tools can help keep bus-only lanes clear and also 
keep operations costs by transit agencies lower. Reducing obstructions can 
reduce dwell times, enhance the safety of all-door boarding, make in-lane 
bus stops more effective, and generally improve accessibility. Successful 
pilots of automated bus enforcement have been conducted by both LA 
Metro and the Alameda-Contra Costa Transit District (AC Transit) utilizing 
technology from California-based Hayden AI.47 

43 Tammy Murga, “San Diego’s bus-on-shoulder pilot project launches Tuesday,” The San 
Diego Union Tribune (June 17, 2022), available at https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/
communities/south-county/story/2022-06-17/san-diegos-bus-on-shoulder-pilot-launches-
tuesday.

44 Id.
45 Andrew Boone, “Don’t Widen 101: How SM County Could Move More People With Less 

Traffic,” Streetsblog (January 3, 2014), available at https://sf.streetsblog.org/2014/01/03/
highway-101-express-lanes-could-move-more-people-with-less-traffic/.

46 Damien Newton and Melanie Curry, “Governor Newsom Signs: Enforcement Cameras on 
Buses, Speed Limits Reset,” Streetsblog (October 8, 2021), available at https://cal.streetsblog.
org/2021/10/08/governor-newsom-signs-legislation-allowing-cities-greater-control-of-
speed-limits-and-bus-lane-stop-enforcement.

47 Skip Descant, “Los Angeles Hopes Tech Can Help Make More Equitable Bus Lanes,” 
Governing Magazine (April 12, 2022), available at https://www.governing.com/community/
los-angeles-hopes-tech-can-help-make-more-equitable-bus-lanes. Hayden AI is one of the 
sponsors of this report, as listed in the Acknowledgements section.
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Bus stop balancing.

The distance between one bus stop and the next on a bus route is a 
tradeoff: the more stops, the closer riders are to their destinations. The 
fewer stops, the faster the trip overall.48 Historically, many transit agencies 
have opted for stops that are very close together, often every block or 
two.49 Agencies can reduce dwell time by reducing the number of stops. 

Agencies outside San Diego have seen success with this approach. 
The San Francisco Municipal Transportation Authority’s bus balancing 
program reduced bus stops from six stops per mile to two and a half stops 
per mile, resulting in a four to 14 percent increase in bus speeds.50 TriMet 
in Portland, Oregon saw five percent faster journey times by adding an 
average of 90 feet per stop on one of their busiest routes.51 

MTS has already reduced the number of stops on several lines, many of 
which were done as part of their Transit Optimization Plan completed in 
2019.52 In 2019, MTS reduced the number of stops on Route 2 along 30th 
Street by 33 percent.53 Before being balanced, there were 45 bus stops 
on Route 2 on 30th Street.54 Many of these stops were only one-eighth 
of a mile apart, slowing travel times for most transit riders. Since the 
balancing, MTS has seen increased on-time performance on this route.55 
MTS should continue its progress of identifying areas where bus stops 
can be removed. 

Removing bus stops can be problematic for riders who lose their closest 
bus stop. In order to ensure an equitable balance of bus stops, MTS should 
prioritize stops that are important for passengers with disabilities, such as 
those near senior and disability services centers.

48 Jarrett Walker, “Basics: The Spacing of Stops and Stations,” Human Transit (November 
5, 2010), available at https://humantransit.org/2010/11/san-francisco-a-rational-stop-
spacing-plan.html.

49 Id.
50 Bus Stop Balancing: A Campaign Guide for Agency Staff, TransitCenter (June 2019), 

available at https://transitcenter.org/publication/bus-stop-balancing.
51 Id.
52 Transit Optimization Plan, San Diego Metropolitan Transit System (September 

2017), available at https://www.sdmts.com/sites/default/files/attachments/service_
implementation_plan.pdf.

53 “30th Street Bus Stop Rebalancing,” San Diego Metropolitan Transit System (accessed 
July 18, 2022), available at https://www.sdmts.com/inside-mts/current-projects/30th-
street-bus-stop-rebalancing.

54 Graphic of 30th Street bus stop balancing, San Diego Metropolitan Transit System 
(accessed July 18, 2022), available at https://www.sdmts.com/sites/default/files/
attachments/30thstops-final.pdf.

55 Performance data on Route 2 was affected by the COVID 19 pandemic, as the balancing 
was implemented in January 2020.
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Transit agencies face potential liability for placing stops in locations where 
riders will predictably face danger reaching the stop.56 If stop placement 
is impaired by dangerous street conditions, cities should work with transit 
agencies to determine where bicycle and pedestrian improvements need 
to be made. 

Moreover, transit agencies, cities, and SANDAG should pair bus upgrades 
with safe routes to transit planning efforts to ensure safe pedestrian and 
bicycle access to new and existing bus stops. 

In-lane bus stops.

Many bus stops are located on the curb where the bus must move out of 
the lane of traffic. This results in delay when the bus attempts to merge 
back into the lane. By redesigning bus stops to be in-lane, dwell time can 
be reduced by between five and 20 seconds per stop. This time reduction 
is even greater as traffic congestion increases.57

56 Bonanno v. Central Costa Transit Authority, 30 Cal. 4th 139, 154 (2003). Generally, transit 
agencies can be liable for placing a stop in an area that subjects passengers to danger.

57 “Side Boarding Island Stop,” National Association of City Transportation Officials 
(accessed June 17, 2022), available at https://nacto.org/publication/transit-street-
design-guide/stations-stops/stop-configurations/side-boarding-island-stop.

Bus stop balancing approach
Photo source: TransitCenter
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Near-level bus boarding.

Level boarding is where the bus stop height is the same as the entrance 
of the bus. This is important to many older adults, those with mobility 
limitations, and people with strollers or shopping carts. Unfortunately, 
extending a ramp or using a “kneeling bus” function to lower a bus’s 
height can significantly increase dwell time. When the curb is level with 
the bus, ramps or “kneeling” are not needed to serve passengers with 
limited mobility or with strollers. 

Adapting the curb to provide an in-lane bus stop with near-level 
boarding can be achieved quickly and at relatively low cost with bus 
boarding pads. These pads can be designed to integrate with bike and 
pedestrian infrastructure, supporting a variety of modes on the streets. 
U.C. San Diego recently acquired three bus boarding pads at a total cost 
of $100,000, which will be deployed for Triton Transit, the university’s 
on-campus shuttle and bus system.58  

58 This is according to Josh Kavanagh, Executive Director, Triton Auxiliary Programs & 
Services, who oversees the on-campus transit systems of U.C. San Diego. U.C. San 
Diego is one of the sponsors of this report, as detailed in the Acknowledgements 
section.
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A bus boarding pad with an integrated 
bike lane in Portland, Oregon

Photo source: Circulate San Diego
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Transit signal priority.

Transit signal priority tools modify traffic signals for buses and emergency 
vehicles to reduce the time that a bus waits at red lights. Transit signal 
priority can reduce transit delays significantly.59 In New York City, transit 
signal priority improved reliability and reduced travel time by 18 percent 
on affected routes.60 

59 “Active Transit Signal Priority,” National Association of City Transportation Officials 
(accessed July 17, 2022), available at https://nacto.org/publication/transit-street-design-
guide/intersections/signals-operations/active-transit-signal-priority.

60 Waiting for the Light: Picking up the Pace on Signal Priority in NYC, The Bus Turnaround 
Coalition (July 2017), available at https://transitcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/
Waiting-for-the-light-1-2.pdf. 

Traffic signals on the Park Boulevard 
dedicated bus-only lane

Photo source: Circulate San Diego
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Improved frequencies.

Bus frequency is often overlooked but it has a tremendous impact on riders. High 
frequencies mean shorter wait times, reducing overall trip times. 

When a bus route is low-frequency, riders are forced to time their day around 
when they can expect a bus to arrive. If a bus only comes once per hour, a rider 
must know when the bus is scheduled to arrive,  make sure to arrive early, or wait 
a full hour for the next bus to arrive if they miss the one they had planned to take.

In contrast, on a high-frequency bus route, a rider can simply arrive when it suits 
them and know that in a relatively short period of time a bus will arrive.61 High-
frequency service is generally considered to have headways of 15 minutes or less. 

Frequency also makes transfers more effective. On a low-frequency bus route, 
riders who miss their transfer are forced to wait for long periods of time for the 
next bus. High-frequency routes mean that bus riders can simply wait a short time 
for the next bus to arrive if they miss a connection.62

Higher frequencies do result in higher operating costs but those costs are reduced 
when higher speeds are achieved. Higher frequencies on preferred corridors  
attract more riders, which can then improve revenues and farebox recovery rates 
that in turn support higher service levels.

Higher frequencies mean shorter trips and better access to jobs and other 
destinations. Increased frequencies can also generate good jobs directly, funding 
more bus drivers and maintenance workers with union wages and benefits.

Extended service hours.

Bus riders, and particularly essential workers, often work outside of traditional nine 
to five schedules. For these riders, it is important to be able to take a bus home late 
in the evening or early in the morning. In some cases, expanding service hours can 
increase ridership during the hours that were already covered.63 This can happen 
where one part of a rider’s planned trip is during service hours but another part 
of the trip, such as the return trip, is not. When hours are extended, both trips are 
added to ridership.

Extended service hours are expensive because they require additional bus 
operator time. Transit agencies should pilot extended service hours on routes that 
are likely to see significant late night or early morning ridership. Those could be 
routes that serve employment areas with early or late shifts, including the NASSCO 
shipyards, San Diego International Airport, and in areas like Downtown with large 
service and tourism sectors. 

61 Jarrett Walker, “The Transit Ridership Recipe,” Human Transit (accessed July 17, 2022), available at 
https://humantransit.org/basics/the-transit-ridership-recipe.

62 Id.
63 Jacob Simmons and Peter J. Haas, Impact of Ridership from Changes in a Route’s Span of Service, 

Transportation Research Record (2016), available at https://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/sgil_pub/5.
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Fare payments.

Fare collection and boarding can be time-consuming, accounting for half to a 
third of vehicle operating time.64 

MTS and North County Transit District (NCTD) recently launched PRONTO, the 
new regional fare payment system.65 San Diego now has a modern account-
based fare system like other major cities across the country. Switching to 
PRONTO has already improved dwell time by giving riders a more convenient 
payment tool than the previous Compass Card system as it decreases cash 
payments. In Los Angeles, onboard smart card payment reduced dwell times 
by 10 to 35 percent compared to cash.66 

Anecdotal experience suggests that transit riders using the QR codes on 
their phone’s PRONTO apps have trouble with reliability. Riders report 
having to scan their apps numerous times for the optical readers to process 
fare payment. Sometimes payment is never processed. That can extend 
payment times and delay transit service. MTS should evaluate the impact 
and effectiveness of the new system. They should be concerned both with 
the impact to transit travel times, as well as the impact of reliability to fare 
collection rates. 

MTS has made significant efforts to ensure access to the PRONTO system, 
distributing over 120,000 PRONTO cards and ensuring availability at retail 
outlets and ticketing machines.67  

MTS should implement family-friendly payment structures. Although children 
under 18 can currently ride for free, they still need to have their own PRONTO 
cards or app, which have to be converted online, over the phone, or in person 
at the MTS store or an NCTD Customer Service Center.68  

Occasional youth transit riders are unlikely to have a validated PRONTO card. 
Giving parents and guardians the ability to include children on their PRONTO 
card or phone app would allow families more flexibility and decrease family 
boarding time. 

64 “Fares & Boarding,” National Association of City Transportation Officials (accessed July 17, 
2022), available at https://nacto.org/publication/transit-street-design-guide/transit-system-
strategies/network-strategies/fares-boarding/.

65 Press Release, “New Transit Fare System Takes Center Stage in San Diego,” San Diego 
Metropolitan Transit System (September 30, 2021), available at https://www.sdmts.com/
inside-mts/media-center/news-releases/new-transit-fare-system-takes-center-stage-san-
diego.

66 Daniel Shockley, Julia Salinas, and Brian D. Taylor, “Making Headways: An Analysis 
of Smart Cards and Bus Dwell Time in Los Angeles,” (August 1, 2015), available at 
https://www.accessmagazine.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2015/12/Shockley_
Daniel__080120150145012257257085.pdf.

67 Press Release, “New Transit Fare System Takes Center Stage in San Diego,” San Diego 
Metropolitan Transit System (September 30, 2021), available at https://www.sdmts.com/
inside-mts/media-center/news-releases/new-transit-fare-system-takes-center-stage-san-
diego.

68 “Youth Opportunity Pass Program,” San Diego Metropolitan Transit System, (accessed July 17, 
2022), available at https://www.sdmts.com/fares/youth-opportunity-pass-program.
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Off-board fare validation.

Even though validating fares with PRONTO can be quicker than paying 
with cash, it still has a significant impact on dwell time. For the busiest 
stations and stops, MTS should install platform validators and ticket 
vending machines identical to the ones at existing trolley stations 
to reduce loading time. Passengers can validate their fares before 
boarding the bus, shortening dwell time.

Fares can be policed with random onboard fare-checks as they are 
on the trolley. Some fare evasion is inevitable; however, MTS should 
prioritize increasing the speed of routes and increasing ridership over 
achieving zero fare evasion. Off-board fare collection can significantly 
reduce passenger boarding times with dwell time per passenger falling 
from about four seconds to two seconds.69 

69 “Fares & Boarding,” National Association of City Transportation Officials (accessed July 
17, 2022), available at  https://nacto.org/publication/transit-street-design-guide/
transit-system-strategies/network-strategies/fares-boarding.

An off-board fare validator 
at a rail station

Photo source: MTS

https://nacto.org/publication/transit-street-design-guide/transit-system-strategies/network-strategies/fares-boarding
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All-door boarding.

All-door boarding allows passengers to board at any door. This requires 
off-board fare validation or additional fare validators to be installed inside 
bus rear entrances. San Francisco Municipal Transportation Authority 
implemented systemwide all-door boarding and saw Muni bus travel 
speeds increase an average of two percent. It also reduced per passenger 
boarding time by 38 percent.70 The change resulted in lowered variability 
in dwell time, making service more reliable and predictable.71 

Notably, all-door boarding allows able-bodied riders to board while riders 
with limited mobility or with strollers can use the ramp at the front of the 
bus, which can also contribute to faster boarding overall.

70 All-Door Boarding Evaluation Final Report, San Francisco Municipal Transportation 
Agency (December 2014), p. 1, available at https://www.sfmta.com/sites/default/files/
agendaitems/2014/12-2-14%20Item%2014%20All%20Door%20Boarding%20Report.pdf. 

71 Id.

All-door boarding in 
San Francisco

Photo source: SFMTA Photo
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https://www.sfmta.com/sites/default/files/agendaitems/2014/12-2-14%20Item%2014%20All%20Door%20Boarding%20Report.pdf


F a s t  B u s !  |  2 5

SANDAG’s adopted 2021 Regional Plan includes funding for “Rapid” 
bus transit projects with “light” versions of some of the projects to 
be completed by 2025.72 MTS routes phased for completion by 2025 
include Rapid 10, Rapid 12, and Rapid 292.73 NCTD 450 is also phased for 
completion by 2025. Rapid 10 and 12 are Rapid versions of existing bus 
routes and Rapid 292 and 450 will be new routes. 

Funding already exists for these Rapid routes, but no detailed plans 
exist. SANDAG should implement the recommendations of this report 
when implementing these first Rapid routes. 

Given that funding is for “light” versions of Rapid and may not be 
enough for significant capital construction, SANDAG should prioritize 
cost-efficient methods of delivering better service, such as painted bus-
only lanes and bus boarding pads. These routes are also opportunities 
for SANDAG to pilot off-board fare validation and all-door boarding. 

The 2021 Regional Plan includes funding for capital improvements for 
over 20 Rapid routes by 2035.74 This should be spent to implement the 
recommendations of this report, to minimize travel time and maximize 
ridership.

Although it is not currently funded for any capital improvements, Rapid 
routes 201 and 202 – The SuperLoop – are excellent candidates for 
piloting some of these recommendations. These lines serve the U.C. San 
Diego campus and have exceptionally high ridership. Unfortunately, 
they are often delayed as large numbers of students attempt to get on 
and off the bus. 

This route features long, three-door articulated buses. Anecdotally, 
riders boarding at the front door do not always continue to the back to 
make room for boarding riders. This can lead to buses leaving would-be 
riders at the station because the bus appears full. 

The specific circumstances of these routes make them good candidates 
to pilot all-door boarding and off-board fare validation. Both treatments 
would specifically address challenges faced by these lines. Additionally, 
U.C. San Diego student riders are good candidates for an improved bus 
line because they already have free access to the bus with their student 
identification cards and are tech savvy enough to navigate changes to 
the system. A successful collaboration between MTS, SANDAG, U.C. San 
Diego, and the City of San Diego could be a demonstration project for 
system-wide application of these strategies. 

72 2021 Regional Plan, San Diego Association of Governments (2021), Appendix A, p. 7, 
119, available at https://sdforward.com/mobility-planning/2021-regional-plan.

73 Id. at A-13, A-40, A-44.
74 Id.
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Conclusion
Creating a fast bus network requires coordination between cities, 
which control local streets, SANDAG, which controls capital and 
service funding, and transit agencies, which operate service. By 
implementing the recommendations of this report, government 
agencies can achieve faster, more frequent, and more reliable bus 
service. 

While the benefits of any of these individual changes can be small 
when combined they can significantly reduce journey times. For 
example, in New York City, the Metropolitan Transit Authority 
implemented transit signal priority, all-door boarding, and 
dedicated bus-only lanes and saw a 15 percent increase in ridership 
on weekdays. 

These changes can be implemented with relatively low costs 
compared to other types of infrastructure. We can increase bus 
ridership and achieve our equity and climate goals by delivering to 
the San Diego region a fast bus!
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