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Executive Summary 

Background & Context  

 

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has radically impacted public transport ridership and 

service provision across the country. Since the outbreak of the virus, transit agencies have had to 

adapt to new and rapidly evolving conditions. Many agencies modified services to reflect lower 

ridership levels and to ensure the safety of both riders and operators. These changes in service 

were guided by public health agencies, as well as major transit associations like the Canadian 

Urban Transit Association (CUTA) and International Association of Public Transport (UITP). 

Other agencies implemented precautionary measures like rear door boarding, temporary fare 

suspension, and reduced capacity limits to enable the safe continuity of operations. As the 

COVID-19 pandemic continues, transit agencies are having to strike a balance between 

providing enough transportation options for essential travel and reducing service offerings to 

match the declining overall demand for mobility services.  

Using a case study of Grand River Transit (GRT) in the Region of Waterloo, this report 

will document the impacts of COVID-19 on transit agencies and their responses, with a focus on 

modifications to services. By analyzing the challenges that transit agencies faced in modifying 

transit services, this report will offer guidance on the protocols and procedures that should be 

established for an effective pandemic response. Further, the findings of this report will help to 

inform discussions and guide decisions on the role and operation of public transit in future 

pandemic events.  

Research Objectives 

 

The objective of this research is to examine how public transit agencies can continue to offer 

good quality transit services during a pandemic event. Thus, using a case study of GRT, the 
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research will examine the operational challenges that transit agencies faced in providing service 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, and innovative ways in which transit agencies adapted their 

operations to address these challenges. The research will also present select innovative practices 

of other transit agencies, done nationally and internationally, to address some of the operational 

challenges created by COVID-19. 

Research Questions 

The research questions addressed in this report are:   

How could Grand River Transit provide good quality transit service while maintaining the health 

and safety of its patrons?  

1. What challenges did Grand River Transit face in modifying its bus and light-rail services 

in response to the COVID-19 pandemic? 

2. What have other transit agencies done, nationally and internationally, to address the 

immediate and short-term impacts of COVID-19?  

Methodology  

 

This report utilized three qualitative research methods and techniques: document analysis, case 

study analysis, and semi-structured interviews. Document analysis was undertaken to highlight 

current practices and innovative solutions for continuing transit operations during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The single case study selected for this research was GRT in the Region of Waterloo. 

The analysis considered challenges experienced by GRT in modifying its bus and light-rail 

services. Finally, semi-structured interviews were conducted with individuals from GRT to gain 

insights that would not otherwise be available through document review or case study analysis. 

The interviews were to assess staff perspectives on current practices, service modifications (bus 

and light-rail), and new safety protocols.  
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Findings  

 

Transit agencies employed a range of strategies in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 Summary of Strategies Employed by Transit Agencies 

Masks and Face 

Coverings 

 

• Mandatory mask policy 

• Distribution of masks to operators and/or community 

• Development of public awareness and education campaigns  

• Installation of signage to encourage mask usage  

Cleaning 

 

• Increased cleaning of vehicles, terminals, and high-touch surfaces 

• Supplied operators with cleaning kits and protective equipment  

• Added hand sanitizer dispenses in stations and vehicles  

• Tested new cleaning technologies  

• Offered personal hand straps to customers  

On-Board 

Changes 

 

• Limited vehicle capacity and reduced passenger seating  

• Modified boarding and exiting  

• Tested new seat configuration to allow more space between riders 

• Supplied spare buses to collect overflow of passengers 

• Assessed different crowding levels 

Communications 

• Frequent communication regarding enhanced cleaning regimes 

• Provided clear updates on service changes, route modifications, and 

scheduling revisions 

• Established expectations for rider behaviour 

• Installation of accessible signage, floor decals, and wayfinding markers 

• Developed multi-channel communication campaigns 

Employee 

Procedures 

 

• Installation of protective driver barriers 

• Supplied personal protective equipment  

• Encouraged the staggering of shifts and working from home, if 

possible 

• Frequent internal communication 

Fare Collection 

 

• Temporary suspension of fare collection 

• Expedited rollout of contactless payment options 

• Transit pass reimbursements or extension programs 

• Suspension of post-secondary student transit pass programs 

Service Changes 

 

• Adjusted service to reflect lower ridership   

• Reduced operating hours or adhered to weekend schedules  

• Monitored crowding levels and deployed extra buses on busy routes 

• Initiated on-demand transit service  

• Ensured the mobility of essential workers 
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Interviewees identified a range of operational challenges resulting from COVID-19, 

including anticipating and planning for future travel demand, modifying interlined bus routes, 

and maintaining physical distancing on transit vehicles. In addition to these challenges, GRT 

faced significant revenue shortfalls and had to resort to reactive decision-making. Interviewees 

identified simple and straightforward messaging, collaboration among transit agencies, and 

context specific solutions as key components for an effective pandemic response.  

Recommendations  

GRT and other transit agencies should focus on the following seven recommendations:  

1. Develop an Emergency Preparedness Plan 

2. Build partnerships and engage in pre-emptive communication with other transit agencies 

3. Coordinate with community partners  

4. Communicate all aspects of operation, but focus on health and safety  

5. Provide multi-lingual resources and communications  

6. Embrace new technologies and innovations for enhanced service delivery 

7. Remain committed to providing good quality mobility services 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

1.1 Research Problem 
 

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has radically impacted public transport ridership and 

service provision across the country. Since the outbreak of the virus, transit agencies have had to 

quickly adapt to new and constantly evolving conditions. Many agencies modified services to 

reflect lower ridership levels and to ensure the safety of both riders and operators. These changes 

in service were guided by public health agencies, as well as major transit associations like the 

Canadian Urban Transit Association (CUTA) and International Association of Public Transport 

(UITP). Other agencies implemented precautionary measures like rear door boarding, temporary 

fare suspension, and reduced capacity limits to enable the safe continuity of operations. As the 

COVID-19 pandemic continues, transit agencies are having to strike a balance between 

providing enough transportation options for essential travel and reducing service offerings to 

match the declining overall demand for mobility services.  

Using a case study of Grand River Transit (GRT) in the Region of Waterloo, this report 

will document the impacts of COVID-19 on transit agencies and their responses, with a focus on 

modifications to services. By analyzing the challenges that transit agencies faced in modifying 

transit services, this report will offer guidance on the protocols and procedures that should be 

established for an effective pandemic response. Further, the findings of this report will help to 

inform discussions and guide decisions on the role and operation of public transit in future 

pandemic events.  

1.2 Background 
 

COVID-19 is a highly infectious respiratory virus that has infected millions of people around the 

world. The virus spreads between people, mainly when an infected person is in close contact 
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with another person. On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization declared the COVID-

19 outbreak a global pandemic. On March 17, the Province of Ontario declared a state of 

emergency, and the Region of Waterloo declared a state of emergency on March 25. All non-

essential work places, such as retail and hospitality, were required to close immediately. 

Essential services such as healthcare were permitted to operate during this period. Like all other 

public transit agencies in Ontario, GRT was considered an essential service, and thus continued 

to operate.  

To combat widespread transmission of the virus, many jurisdictions imposed a range of 

public health measures. These measures primarily targeted social gatherings and events, with a 

focus on restricting the number of people permitted. Some jurisdictions established different 

limits for indoor versus outdoor gatherings (e.g. up to 10 people allowed to gather indoors, up to 

25 people allowed to gather outdoors). Others restricted the operation of local schools as well as 

restaurants and bars. Additional public health advice included wearing a mask or face covering, 

keeping a physical distance of at least two metres from others, regular handwashing, and staying 

at home when feeling unwell. These measures compelled many individuals to stay at home and 

avoid close interaction with others.  

In April, the Ontario government released a three-phase framework that outlined 

principles for easing restrictions and reopening businesses, services, and public spaces. Phase 1 

focuses on the health of individuals and families, as well as supporting frontline health-care 

workers, essential workers, and businesses. Under Phase 1, emergency measures include 

restrictions on social gatherings, and closure of non-essential workplaces, outdoor amenities in 

parks, recreational areas, and bars and restaurants. Phase 2 lays out a step-by-step approach for 

loosening emergency measures across the province: 
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• Stage 1: open select workplaces, allow some small gatherings; 

• Stage 2: open more workplaces and outdoor spaces, allow some larger gatherings; and 

• Stage 3: further relax restrictions on public gatherings, opening all workplaces. 

Finally, Phase 3 focuses on recovery efforts, job creation, and restoring prosperity across the 

province.  

The imposition of emergency orders and public health measures greatly affected 

individual mobility patterns. With clear directives to stay at home and avoid unnecessary travel, 

demand for transit services fell substantially. For many, an abrupt shift to working from home 

and virtual learning further contributed to declining transportation demand. This unprecedented 

situation called for major adjustments to public transit systems, and in particular, service 

provision. 

1.3 Research Objectives 
 

The objective of this research is to examine how public transit agencies can continue to offer 

good quality transit services during a pandemic event. Thus, using a case study of GRT, the 

research will examine the operational challenges that transit agencies faced in providing service 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, and innovative ways in which transit agencies adapted their 

operations to address these challenges. The research will also present select innovative practices 

of other transit agencies, done nationally and internationally, to address some the operational 

challenges created by COVID-19. 

1.4 Scope of Study 
 

The study timeframe is limited to March – August 2020. The study considers the ‘immediate’ 

and ‘short-term’ challenges resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. In this study, immediate 

refers to March 2020 and short-term refers to the months of April – August, both included.  
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1.5 Report Outline 
 

The remainder of the report is structured as follows:  

 

Chapter 2 will outline the research methodology. 

 

Chapter 3 will review and synthesize the findings of the document review. 

 

Chapter 4 will present the findings of the case study analysis and semi-structured interviews. 

 

Chapter 5 will summarize the research findings and present a series of recommendations. 

 

Chapter 6 will describe the limitations to the research and provide future research directions. 
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Chapter 2: Methodology 
 

This study utilized qualitative research methods and techniques. The following research 

questions were used to guide the research method:   

How could Grand River Transit provide good quality transit service while maintaining the 

health and safety of its patrons?  

3. What challenges did Grand River Transit face in modifying its bus and light-rail 

services in response to the COVID-19 pandemic? 

4. What have other transit agencies done, nationally and internationally, to address 

the immediate and short-term impacts of COVID-19?  

The following methods were used for the completion of this research:  

1. Document analysis 

2. Case study analysis 

3. Semi-structured interviews 

2.1 Document Analysis  
 

Document analysis is a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents (Bowen, 

2009). Bowen (2009) describes the concept of document analysis as a process of “evaluating 

documents in such a way that empirical knowledge is produced and understanding is developed” 

(p. 33).  This method is often used in combination with other qualitative research methods as a 

means of data triangulation, which is defined as “the combination of methodologies in the study 

of the same phenomenon” (Denzin, 1970, p. 291). Documents play an explicit role in data 

collection because of their overall value. Yin (1994) highlights four key advantages of using 

documents in the research process. First, documents provide broad coverage; they span long 

periods of time, many events and many settings (Yin, 1994). Second, documents contain exact 
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names, references, and details of an event (Yin, 1994). These details can corroborate information 

from other sources. Third, documents are unobtrusive, meaning they are unaffected by the 

research process (Yin, 1994). Fourth, documents can be reviewed repeatedly (Yin, 1994).  

For this research, document analysis was undertaken to highlight current practices for 

continuing and adapting transit operations during the COVID-19 pandemic. Analysis also 

considered innovative transit solutions generated nationally and internationally, including where 

and how these innovations were achieved. Rather than providing an exhaustive review of 

practices for continued service delivery, the goal of the document analysis was to synthesize 

transit agency responses, practices, and innovations that could potentially be adapted to other 

transit systems.  

Documents were selected from the online COVID-19 resources compiled by CUTA and 

UITP. These resources mainly consisted of reports, case study summaries, and documents 

published by transit agencies. In addition to the resources, newspaper articles found using an 

internet search engine (dated January to August 2020) were reviewed for supplementary 

information. To narrow the scope of documents, a keyword search was performed using terms 

including but not limited to: 

• “Transit agency” or “provider” 

•  “Response”, “innovation”, “practice”, “policy”, “best practice approach” 

• “Service”, “on-board change”, “employee protocol”, “cleaning”, “fare” 

• “Immediate” or “temporary”.  

A thorough examination and interpretation of the documents was conducted. Content 

analysis was used as a “first-pass document review” to provide a means of identifying 

meaningful and relevant passages (Bowen, 2009, p. 32). Then, thematic analysis was used to 
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identify emerging themes and patterns. The thematic analysis entailed a careful reading and re-

reading of data, as well as coding and category construction (Bowen, 2009).  

2.2 Case Study Analysis 
 

According to Yin (1994), a case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between the 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident. The case study method is particularly useful to 

employ when examining contextual conditions (Yin, 1994). For this research, the single case 

study selected was GRT in the Region of Waterloo, Ontario. The analysis considered challenges 

experienced by GRT in modifying its bus and light-rail services in response to COVID-19, as 

well as the emergence of practices or innovative solutions for continuing operations during the 

pandemic.    

GRT is a suitable case study for two main reasons. First, urban transportation research 

has traditionally focused on large metropolitan areas, such as Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver. 

With operations in the Region of Waterloo, primarily in the cities of Waterloo and Kitchener, 

GRT can help to explain the operational challenges faced by transit agencies that operate in mid-

sized Canadian cities. Mid-sized cities, those with populations between 50,000 to 500,000, total 

88 cities across the country and represent 37 percent of Canada’s population (Flatt, 2018). 

Second, as an early technology adapter, GRT may offer additional insights on the innovative 

ways transit agencies are responding to the challenges created by the COVID-19 pandemic. GRT 

is among a handful of transit agencies in the province that is in the process of converting its bus 

fleet to zero-emissions vehicles. GRT is also known for its innovative light rail transit system, 

which is the first of its kind in Canada to adopt a track-sharing model that allows the light rail 

fleet to share the same tracks as the existing heavy and commuter rail fleet in some areas (WSP, 
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n.d.). Waterloo Region is also the smallest urban area in Canada that has adopted a light rail 

transit system (Bow, 2019; Marshall, 2019).  

Following the case study selection, a number of sources were identified. Sources included 

transit agency reports, policy documents, and communications material, all of which are 

publically accessible on the websites of GRT or the Region of Waterloo. In addition, local 

newspaper articles found using an internet search engine (dated January to August 2020) were 

reviewed for supplementary information. The case study was also informed by semi-structured 

interviews with GRT staff, which is further described below. 

Following the identification of sources, an analysis of manifest and latent content was 

performed. The data was coded and categorized using a series of keywords, as shown in Table 1, 

then summarized as deemed appropriate.  

Table 1 

Keywords and categories for use in the case study analysis 

Sources Key Word Search Potential Categories 

Grey literature (i.e. GRT reports, 

policy documents, and 

communications materials) 

• “COVID-19” and: 

• “innovation” 

• “response” 

• “practice” 

• “policy” 

• “best practice approach” 

• “immediate” or 

“temporary” 

• “challenge” or “barrier” 

• “success” or “enabler”  

• service changes 

• on-board changes 

• communications 

• employee procedures 

• fare policy 

• personal protective 

equipment   Newspaper articles  

(dated January to August 2020) 
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2.3 Semi-Structured Interviews 
 

Interviews are generally conducted to collect a diversity of meaning, opinion, and experiences. 

They can provide an in-depth understanding of how key-stakeholders perceive and understand an 

issue (Silverman & Patterson, 2015). As one of the three basic types of interviews, semi-

structured interviews are organized around ordered yet flexible questioning (Dunn, 2016). For 

this research, semi-structured interviews were conducted to gain insights that would not 

otherwise be available through a document review or case study analysis.  

Interviewee Recruitment 
 

Interview participants were recruited via email. A recruitment letter was prepared using the 

recommendations of Silverman and Patterson (2015), which included an introduction to the 

research, a statement of why the recipient was selected to participate in the research, and 

information on follow-up (see Appendix A). The letter was sent to potential interview 

participants along with a copy of the Letter of Information for review (see Appendix B). Initial 

interview participants were selected based on their role at GRT. Further interview subjects were 

identified through ‘snowball sampling’. This term describes a sampling method in which one 

participant gives the researcher the name of at least one more potential interview subject (Patton, 

1990; Atkinson & Flint, 2001). 

Interviews 
 

An interview guide was prepared in advance of the interviews taking place. Dunn (2016) 

describes the interview guide as a tool that contains a list of keywords, concepts, or questions 

intended to prompt the researcher and guide conversation. A total of four interviews were 

conducted with the voluntary participation of individuals at GRT. Participants included the 

Supervisor of Transit Development, Supervisor of Scheduling, Acting Manager of Marketing, 
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Communications and Customer Service, and the Manager of Transit Maintenance. Additionally, 

one interview was conducted with a representative of the Ontario Public Transit Association 

(OPTA). All interviews were conducted by phone or video-call and were recorded using digital 

software. The interviews were later transcribed verbatim.  

The objective of the interviews was to understand GRT’s main operational challenges 

associated with the COVID-19 pandemic and related public health restrictions. Specifically, the 

interviews were to assess staff perspectives on current practices, service modifications (bus and 

light-rail), and new safety protocols. Following the data collection process, an analysis of 

manifest and latent content was undertaken. Then, thematic analysis was used to identify 

common themes or patterns among participants. The findings from the interviews were used to 

offer targeted recommendations for GRT, as well as more general recommendations for transit 

providers in Canada. These recommendations are presented in Chapter 5.  
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Chapter 3: Document Review 
 

This chapter examines how transit agencies, both nationally and internationally, have addressed 

the immediate and short-term impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

3.1 Major Transit Associations  
 

The Canadian Urban Transit Association (CUTA) is the collective voice of public transportation 

in Canada (CUTA, n.d.). As a member-based association, CUTA aims to advance public transit 

and integrated urban mobility across the country by providing key resources, networking and 

training, research and advocacy to its members and the communities they serve. It is CUTA’s 

mission to be the “go-to” organization for information, trends, and best-practices related to 

transit and integrated urban mobility in Canada (CUTA, 2017, p.3).  

The UITP (Union Internationale des Transports Publics), or the International Association 

of Public Transport, is a worldwide network that brings together public transport stakeholders to 

support sustainable transport modes in urban areas (UITP, n.d.). Beginning in 2015, UITP 

expanded its membership to North America, seeking to increase the exchange of best practices 

and networking between North American members and other UITP members worldwide. Like 

CUTA, UITP provides resources, advocacy, knowledge, and networking to its members. 

In early 2020, UITP and CUTA released recommendations to help transit agencies 

respond to the challenges created by the COVID-19 pandemic. UITP released a framework 

entitled Management of COVID-19: Guidelines for Public Transit Operators in February (Figure 

1), which aimed to assist public transport operators in “tailoring business continuity plans 

responding to the specific challenges of communicable diseases (UITP, 2020, p. 1). UITP’s 

recommendations are organized into four key themes, as shown in Table 2. CUTA published 

guidelines and resources for transit operators in early April (M. Lee, personal communication, 
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October 14, 2020). These guidelines, which are updated regularly as public health advice 

evolves, focus on resuming transit safely and with public confidence (CUTA, 2020). Both sets of 

guidelines are publicly accessible online. 

Table 2 

Categories of Major Transit Association’s COVID Guidelines 

UITP CUTA 

1.  Preparedness 

2.  Personal Protection 

3.  Reduction of Contact 

4.  Reduced Service 

1.  Facilities/Terminals: 

• Physical distancing 

• Cleaning and disinfecting surfaces 

• Clean hands 

• Masks or face coverings 

• Employee fitness for duty 

2.  On-Board: 

• Cleaning 

• Operator Safety 

• Passenger safety masks/coverings 

• Capacity on vehicles 

• Passenger flow on vehicles 

• Resumption of front door boarding if it was 

suspended  

• Establish a communications plan  

• Be seen and heard  
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Figure 1. UITP’s COVID-19 Guidelines for Public Transport Operators (UITP, 2020).  

3.2 Recommendations of Major Transit Associations 
 

Cleaning 
 

Increased cleaning is a large focus of the COVID-19 recommendations issued by CUTA and 

UITP. CUTA recommends the enhanced cleaning and disinfection of transit vehicles, facilities, 

and terminals. High touch areas such as door handles, handrails, and payment kiosks are to be 

disinfected throughout the day. CUTA also advises agencies to pull buses out of service if any 

onboard passengers are observed to be symptomatic. CUTA suggests that transit operators use 

these guidelines in conjunction with advice from public health agencies to develop plans best 

suited for local conditions. UITP’s recommendations regarding cleaning practices emphasize 

preparedness and personal protective measures for employees. For example, UITP advises 

agencies to review the stock and availability of essential cleaning supplies and plan for their 

distribution and refill. UITP also recommends equipping staff spaces with hand disinfectants, 

paper towels, and information bulletins detailing personal hygiene measures.  
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Masks & Face Coverings 
 

The use of masks or face coverings is outlined as an important practice for preventing the spread 

of COVID-19. CUTA advises transit agencies to describe mask use as mandatory in all 

communications, monitor the use of masks at transit stations and in vehicles, and evaluate 

programming to support widespread mask use among passengers. CUTA also recommends that 

operators wear a mask or face covering until a physical driver barrier is available. Guidance on 

masks and face coverings is less apparent in UITP’s COVID-19 recommendations. UITP 

suggests that operators obtain local and/or national advice on the use of masks or face coverings. 

No further guidance is provided.  

On-Board Safety Measures 
 

CUTA recommends a variety of on-board safety measures to limit the risk of exposure and to 

promote physical distancing. Some measures include limiting vehicle capacity and modifying 

passenger boarding methods. With respect to vehicle capacity, CUTA notes that space between 

passengers is important for reducing the spread of the virus and for maintaining passenger 

confidence that transit is safe. Accordingly, agencies are advised to implement maximum 

passenger loads relative to local conditions (see Table 3). CUTA also offers guidance on 

passenger boarding and exiting. In vehicles with front door fare collection, it is recommended 

that passengers board through the front door and exit through the rear door. In vehicles with fare 

collection at both front and rear doors, it is recommended that passengers board and exit through 

the closest door to reduce unnecessary movement throughout the vehicle. Similar boarding and 

exiting recommendations were issued by UITP. 
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Table 3 

CUTA guidelines regarding vehicle capacity  

  Lockdown or 

restrictive conditions 

Intermediate 

restrictions 

When restrictions 

are lifted completely 

Recommended 

Maximum 

Passenger Load 

25% of seats 50% of seats 100% of seats 

Example* 10 to 12 passengers 20 to 25 passengers 40+ passengers 

* Calculations based on a 40-foot bus 

Communications 
 

The COVID-19 recommendations issued by CUTA and UITP both emphasize having a clear and 

concise communications strategy. CUTA recommends that agencies develop transparent 

messaging regarding safety precautions in place, as well as a communications plan that describes 

what actions the agency may take in the future. These communications are to be updated as 

circumstances change. CUTA also advises agencies to display signage of key safety practices at 

all points of passenger entry and on digital transit resources such as websites, apps, and 

schedules. UITP’s recommendations highlight the role of an internal communications strategy in 

promoting employee awareness. UITP advises agencies to “develop a basic questions and 

answers section for internal websites providing basic information for employees about the 

outbreak, its impact on the public transport systems, and measures being taken” (2020, p. 2). A 

series of sample messages is appended to UITP’s recommendations document to illustrate 

effective ways of informing employees in the context of a COVID-19 outbreak (i.e. sample 

message for concerned employees, sample message for colleagues working at customer service 

centre). 
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Employee Procedures 
 

The safety and protection of employees is outlined as a top priority in both sets of COVID-19 

recommendations. CUTA (2020) advises transit agencies to adopt the following protective 

measures for employees:  

• “Provide hand sanitizer for driver use, and for employees at workstations and entry points 

to employee areas; 

• Provide all operators with non-surgical face masks, face coverings, or face shields with 

the expectation to wear other than if a physical driver barrier is available on the vehicle;  

• Place a physical barrier around the driver;  

• On vehicles without a physical barrier around the driver, use rear door boarding and 

create a ‘no passenger zone’ two metres behind the driver;  

• Disinfect driver compartments with each change in operator;  

• Provide clear guidance to employees to identify when they are unfit to report for work 

due to virus symptoms.”  

UITP’s recommendations focus on reducing potential risks for employees:  

• “Customer service staff should only be available in information booths or desks with 

sufficient distance to passengers;  

• Transport operators should obtain local and/or national advice on the use of masks and 

recommended types of masks; 

• Rear door boarding may temporarily replace the front door access of buses to protect 

drivers that have no separate cabins; 

• The need for ticket inspection during an outbreak should be challenged;  

• Remote work should be considered for activities that could be carried out without 

physically being present in company premises;  

• Replacing meetings with telephone conferences to reduce contact between employees” 

(UITP, 2020, p. 3). 

 

 



 24 

Fare Collection 
 

Guidance on fare collection appears to be a gap within the COVID-19 recommendations. While 

CUTA encourages the payment of fares through contactless systems, UITP offers no advice to 

transit agencies on this topic.  

Service Changes 
 

With respect to modifying transit services, UITP suggests that reduced service measures may be 

required during the COVID-19 pandemic. If staff availability becomes too low to sustain regular 

operations, UITP recommends that agencies reduce service throughout the network as the 

pandemic will “affect a region without focus” (2020, p. 3). It is also noted that such reduction of 

service will likely correspond with a reduced travel demand due to the closing of workplaces and 

the general advice from health officials to stay at home. For agencies operating on a reduced 

service level, UITP advises adopting a weekend schedule as passengers are familiar with it and 

necessary announcements or communications are already prepared. CUTA, on the other hand, 

provides no guidance to transit agencies on how to adjust services in response to reduced 

ridership levels. 

 

3.3 Operationalization of Major Transit Associations’ Recommendations  
 

This section will offer insights into how transit agencies are operationalizing the 

recommendations of major transit associations during the COVID-19 pandemic. Examples of 

transit agency responses stem from operations in Canada, the United States, London, and Hong 

Kong, and are presented in the following categories: masks and face coverings; cleaning; on-

board changes; communications; employee procedures; fare policy; and service changes.  

 



 25 

Masks and Face Coverings 
 

To help curb the transmission of COVID-19, most transit agencies have strongly encouraged or 

mandated the use of masks of face coverings in vehicles and at transit stops and stations. Due to 

the varying levels of face covering requirements in different municipal/provincial jurisdictions, 

the rollout of mandatory mask policies has been staggered. Ottawa-Carleton Regional 

Transportation Commission (commonly known as “OC Transpo”), in cooperation with the local 

health unit, was the first transit agency in Canada to implement a mandatory mask policy for 

passengers and staff, starting June 15 (Willing, 2020). In comparison, masks or face coverings 

were not mandatory on Metro Vancouver transit until August 24th (TransLink, 2020a).  

The Toronto Transit Commission (TTC) has taken a number of steps to promote the use 

of face coverings. First, it developed a multi-lingual customer education campaign to ensure 

awareness among riders, including those who may not be fluent in English. On its official 

website, the TTC provides instructions for the proper use of face coverings in 11 languages, as 

well as guidance on how to make masks at home. Second, the TTC committed to distributing 1 

million single-use masks to riders in the community (TTC, 2020a). This was done in partnership 

with the City of Toronto Poverty Reduction Office and affiliated agencies (TTC, 2020a). Third, 

the TTC installed personal protective equipment vending machines in 11 of its stations, allowing 

customers to purchase single-use and multi-use face coverings, gloves, sanitizer and wipes. 

Fourth, the TTC offers to those customers who are unable to wear a mask, a visual identifier for 

exemptions (e.g. a card or button). Finally, the TTC regularly reports on passengers’ compliance 

with mask use at capture locations throughout the network (Figure 2). This step is essential for 

building customer confidence in transit, particularly as more riders return to the system.  
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Figure 2. Passenger compliance with mask use (TTC, n.d.).  

Before masks were mandated, Metro Vancouver’s TransLink launched the awareness 

campaign ‘Wearing is Caring’ to promote the use of face coverings. The campaign involved the 

distribution of more than 15,000 TransLink branded masks, the installation of system-wide 

posters and decals, and social media giveaways (TransLink, 2020a). When masks were required 

on transit in late August, TransLink launched an extensive information campaign to inform 

customers of the new regulation. Accessible signage was installed in stations and on vehicles, 

periodic announcements were issued in stations and on vehicles, and a travel advisory was added 

to TransLink’s website and app. Like the TTC, Translink is focusing on education rather than 

enforcement when it comes to implementing the mandatory mask policy.  

In England, Transport for London (TfL) took a different approach to enforcing face 

coverings. Beginning June 20, patrons who did not wear a face covering on public transit could 

receive a fine equivalent to $350 (Transport for London, n.d.). This fine would double each time 

the person is caught not wearing a face covering. Exemptions to this rule apply for age, health, 

and disability reasons. TfL offers to those who are not required to wear a face covering, a free 

badge to inform staff, customers, and British Transport Police (Figure 3).  
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Figure 3. Transport for London’s face covering exemption card (Transport for London, n.d.). 

 

Summary of strategies employed by transit agencies: 

• Mandatory mask policy 

• Distribution of masks to operators and/or community 

• Development of public awareness and education campaigns  

• Installation of signage to encourage mask usage  

 

Cleaning 
 

New and enhanced cleaning practices were rapidly adopted by transit agencies. Despite 

increasing consensus that person-to-person spread rather than surface-to-person spread is the 

main source of COVID-19 transmission (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.), 

increased cleaning is important for both safety reasons and for restoring public confidence 

(Schwartz, 2020).   

To reduce surface-to-person transmission, transit agencies are cleaning and disinfecting 

high-touch surfaces multiple times a day. Brampton Transit, for example, committed to 

disinfecting all hard surfaces, operator compartments, and seats every 48 hours (City of 

Brampton, 2020). The agency reported that it had exceeded its goal and sanitizes the majority of 

surfaces every 24 hours. Transit Windsor is also taking extra precautions to sanitize surfaces in 
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its buses and transit terminals. Staff are cleaning vehicles at an increased frequency and are 

wiping hard surfaces, operator compartments, and passenger seats using Oxivir, Virox, and Sani-

Q disinfectant solutions (City of Windsor, 2020a). According to the City of Windsor (2020a), 

enhanced cleaning and sanitizing schedules are expected to be in place for the foreseeable future. 

Similarly, Calgary Transit has implemented enhanced sanitizing practices throughout its system. 

In addition to spraying hospital-grade disinfectant on surfaces regularly touched by customers 

and staff, Calgary Transit is providing cleaning kits to operators: 

We partnered with our transit union to provide all operators with cleaning kits, so 

they have sanitization products on-the-go. And for our Calgary Transit Access 

employees who provide physical assistance to high-risk individuals, we’ve provided 

gloves and plastic sleeves to keep both our employees and our customers safe (Kurji, 

2020, p. 12).   

  

Regional transit agencies have demonstrated comparable cleaning and disinfecting 

practices. TransLink (2020b) announced its Safe Operating Action Plan in May, which 

introduces a host of new measures to make transit service safer. One measure includes the 

deployment of cleaning “pit crews” to disinfect SkyTrain cars at high-traffic stations (TransLink, 

2020b). Other measures include increasing bus and SeaBus disinfecting sprays to twice per week 

in addition to daily cleaning schedules (TransLink, 2020b). A range of enhanced cleaning 

practices were also announced on GO Transit—a regional transit service for the Greater Toronto 

and Hamilton Area. Efforts include introducing hand sanitizer dispenses on trains and buses, 

taking a vehicle out of service if any onboard passengers are observed to be symptomatic, and 

creating a Health and Safety kiosk in the main terminal where customers can have their 

temperature taken (GO Transit, n.d.).  

 Some transit agencies are investigating new cleaning technologies. Hong Kong’s Mass 

Transit Railway (MTR) announced plans to deploy 20 Vapourised Hydrogen Peroxide Robots 
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(VHP Robot) to conduct deep cleaning and decontamination in train compartments and stations. 

In a press release dated March 11, MTR stated that “by automatically spraying hydrogen 

peroxide solution that is atomised to a specific concentration, the VHP Robot ensures that 

disinfectants penetrate in the small gaps that are difficult to reach during normal cleaning work” 

(2020, p. 1). In addition, MTR is testing the use of nano-air filtration technology to improve the 

air quality of stations, as well as increasing the frequency at which air conditioner filters on 

trains are washed and changed (MTR, 2020; MTR, n.d.).  

California’s Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) is piloting several new cleaning 

technologies as part of their 15-step plan for “welcoming back” riders. First, to enhance air 

filtration on train cars, BART is testing higher-grade filter panels to trap smaller particles 

(BART, 2020a). This new filter, called the MERV-14, has tighter folds than the model currently 

in use, as shown in Figure 4 (BART, 2020b). Second, BART is testing ultraviolet (UV) lighting 

in the heating, ventilation and air conditioning (HVAC) units of train cars to kill pathogens in the 

air flow (Figure 5) (BART, 2020b). According to BART, these new technologies are proving to 

be effective: “the air you breathe while riding BART is filtered more effectively than that in the 

typical office or indoor setting…with an entire train car’s air being replaced every 70 seconds” 

(2020b, para. 1). Third, BART is selling personal hand straps for riders to use and take home for 

cleaning after each trip (Figure 6). This simple yet effective technology addresses customer 

concerns about cleanliness and possible COVID-19 transmission through contaminated surfaces. 
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Figure 4. The MERV-14 filters (left) have tighter folds than the current MERV-8 model (right) 

to trap smaller particles in the air flow (BART, 2020b). 

 

Figure 5. BART’s air circulation system that promotes a full exchange of air every 70 seconds 

(BART, 2020b). 

 

Figure 6. BART’s personal hand straps are available for purchase and can be used to tie to poles, 

grab bars, and other surfaces (BART, 2020c).  
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Summary of strategies employed by transit agencies: 

• Increased cleaning and disinfection of vehicles, terminals, and high-touch surfaces 

• Supplied operators with cleaning kits and personal protective equipment  

• Added hand sanitizer dispenses in stations and vehicles  

• Tested new cleaning technologies  

• Offered personal hand straps to customers  

 

On-Board Changes 
 

Another major focus for transit agencies was pivoting on-board dynamics to allow for physical 

distancing of at least two metres. Common responses included limiting vehicle capacity and 

restricting the availability of seating. Following the outbreak of COVID-19, agencies like 

Brampton Transit (Ontario), Calgary Transit (Alberta), and TransLink (British Columbia) 

implemented reduced thresholds for vehicle capacity (equivalent to a half-capacity load pre-

pandemic). These agencies reduced seating by nearly 50 percent by tagging seats as unavailable, 

installing informational signage, or by sectioning off parts of the vehicle with caution tape 

(Figure 7). Once capacity is reached, the bus will not pick up any further passengers (Figure 8). 

Some agencies, like Saskatoon Transit, notify riders that a bus has reached capacity by changing 

their headsign to “Full Bus.” 

 

 Figure 7. Staggered seating to promote physical distancing (Calgary Transit, 2020).  
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  Figure 8. Limiting the number of passengers due to COVID-19 (BC Transit, 2020).  

 

 

Another strategy employed by transit agencies involved adjusting rider entry and exit. 

Several agencies requested that passengers board vehicles using the rear doors only, and in some 

cases, did not require passengers to validate their ticket or pass at the front of the vehicle after 

boarding. For instance, OC Transpo implemented rear door boarding on buses in mid-March and 

ceased the acceptance of cash fares or paper transfers during this time (OC Transpo, 2020). The 

société de transport de Montréal also introduced rear door boarding in March, with exceptions 

for passengers with mobility requirements (Montreal Gazette, 2020). Although passengers in 

Montreal were not required to validate their fares at the front of the bus, they were expected to 

have a valid fare at the time of boarding (Montreal Gazette, 2020). Many agencies that 

implemented rear door boarding in the spring have since resumed front door boarding and fare 

collection. However, Transit Windsor is one agency that continued this protocol into the fall, for 

a total of seven months (City of Windsor, 2020b).  
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Some agencies are testing new seating configurations on transit vehicles. For instance, 

BART is trialing a new modular seat design on its rail service to create more space between 

passengers. BART’s ‘Fleet of the Future’ railcars contain a revised seating plan that maximizes 

seating and open space. The seating is described as “longitudinal with a single row of seats with 

their backs against the side of the train” providing more room in the middle of the cars for people 

to distance themselves (Funcheap, 2020). The seats are fully modular, allowing BART to quickly 

and flexibly test different layouts. BART has indicated that they have not blocked off seats for 

use during the pandemic because “it is difficult to enforce” and may be “subject to vandalism” 

(2020a, para. 5).  

While necessary for safeguarding public health, the mandate for physical distancing has 

disrupted normal operations and threatens the long-term financial viability of transit systems. 

The TTC highlighted this concern at the May 13 TTC Board Meeting. In discussing plans for 

restoring capacity on its network, the TTC stated that “as ridership increases, the current capacity 

of the system will make physical distancing guidelines difficult to meet” (2020b, p. 1). To 

illustrate this challenge, the TTC shared its vehicle crowding configurations, as shown in Figure 

9. While level 1 has the greatest potential for physical distancing, it is not feasible from a 

budgetary or operational standpoint to maintain as ridership levels increase. Levels 2 and 3 can 

accommodate greater ridership levels, but only under relaxed distancing requirements. Level 4—

the normal crowding standard—represents pre-pandemic ridership levels with no physical 

distancing considerations.   
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Figure 9. The number of customers per vehicle at each crowding standard level (TTC, 2020b). 

 

Summary of strategies employed by transit agencies: 

• Limited vehicle capacity and reduced passenger seating  

• Modified boarding and exiting  

• Tested new seat configuration to allow more space between riders 

• Assessed different crowding levels 

 

Communications 
 

Communication has been one of the most demanding aspects of transit agencies’ COVID-19 

response. Three main categories of communications have been demonstrated by agencies: 1) 

agency efforts; 2) service changes; and 3) rider behaviour. First, most agencies have promoted 

what they are doing to maintain cleanliness, safety, and physical distancing guidelines. This type 
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of messaging is imperative for building customer confidence and for assuring that transit is a safe 

travel option. Second, agencies have developed communications to inform customers of service 

changes, route modifications, and scheduling revisions. Third, agencies have established clear 

expectations for rider behaviour (e.g. wearing a mask, staying at home if feeling unwell).  

Most agencies have disseminated information about agency efforts, service changes, and 

rider behaviour on their websites (e.g. on dedicated webpages), social media channels, and 

mobile applications. Other forms of communications include education and awareness 

campaigns, strategic or informative signage, and text or email alerts.  

In Metro Vancouver, the engagement project ‘COVID-19 Transit Safety’ was developed 

for the purpose of providing the public with accessible information and regular updates regarding 

TransLink’s COVID-19 response (TransLink, n.d.). Following its launch in July 2020, the 

project had a dedicated webpage which offered updates on safety planning, surveys for customer 

feedback and data collection, and a question and answer function. New programs and materials 

initiated by TransLink are available on this webpage.  

The TTC launched a multi-channel education and awareness campaign that focused on 

‘restart and recovery’ efforts. The campaign centred on four key messages: 

1. If you’re sick, please stay home 

2. Wear a face covering 

3. Keeping the TTC safe and clean 

4. We’re all in this together (TTC, 2020b).  

The campaign consisted of both print and digital ads in all TTC vehicles and stations, as well as 

paid digital advertising (Figure 10). Floor decals were also installed on platform and vehicle 

floors to encourage mask use (Figure 11). Other communications established by the TTC include 
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a COVID-19 case update webpage. This resource includes all cases of TTC employees who have 

tested positive for COVID-19.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Communications developed for education and awareness campaign (TTC, 2020b).  

Figure 11. Floor decals promoting physical distancing and mask use (TTC, 2020b). 

Summary of strategies employed by transit agencies: 

• Frequent communication regarding enhanced cleaning regimes 

• Provided clear updates on service changes, route modifications, and scheduling revisions 

• Established expectations for rider behaviour 

• Installation of accessible signage, floor decals, and wayfinding markers 

• Developed multi-channel communication campaigns 

Employee Procedures 

A primary concern for transit agencies was the safety and protection of employees. To this end, 

many agencies implemented an array of safety measures to decrease the risk of exposure for 
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transit operators and staff. One common response entailed installing transparent protective 

barriers in the operating cabs of vehicles to create a partition between operators and passengers. 

Both Halifax Transit and BC Transit outfitted their local bus fleets with these barriers, either in 

the form of polycarbonate shields, vinyl panels, or full doors. Other safety measures included 

supplying staff with personal protective equipment, encouraging the use of masks or face 

coverings, and blocking off seating proximate to the operator.  

 In Hong Kong, MTR put in place a range of precautionary measures for employees. 

Temperature monitoring was made widely available for all staff, and those who work in offices 

were split into two teams to alternate between working from home and working from the office. 

Customer-facing staff were encouraged to wear a mask, goggles, and protective clothing. MTR 

also stressed the importance of regular internal communication with staff members through 

various channels (e.g. virtual meetings, newsletters, union sessions, bulletins).  

 

Summary of health safety strategies employed by transit agencies: 

• Installation of protective driver barriers 

• Supplied personal protective equipment  

• Encouraged the staggering of shifts and working from home, if possible 

• Frequent internal communication 

 

 

Fare Collection 
 

Several transit agencies suspended the collection of fares in order to avoid riders coming in close 

contact with operators. For instance, Durham Region Transit (DRT) temporarily eliminated fare 

collection from March until July to allow for rear door boarding on buses. DRT did not resume 

fare collection until buses were equipped with protective barriers for operators. With transit 

systems under financial pressure from the loss of fare revenue, there has been increased interest 
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among agencies in deploying mobile or contactless fare payment options. DRT was one agency 

that expedited the rollout of contactless fare collection: 

The pandemic has highlighted the need to shift to contactless electronic fare collection 

options that help reduce the risk of contagion transmission. As such, DRT will 

temporarily eliminate paper transfers when paying by cash or tickets, accelerate the 

adoption of PRESTO-based fare collection, and is investigating e-ticketing platforms that 

can be implemented quickly and efficiently. DRT will be providing up to 4,000 free 

PRESTO cards to help support this transition, the distribution of which will be evaluated 

and implemented later this month (2020, para 5).  

As a result of suspended fare collection practices, some agencies have facilitated transit pass 

reimbursement or extension programs. The TTC is allowing customers to cancel their 12-month 

pass and has waived all cancellation fees. Halifax Transit is honouring March and April transit 

passes until August 31, 2020. Some agencies with post-secondary student pass programs (e.g. 

Edmonton Transit Service, Mississauga Transit) have suspended their student passes for the fall 

2020 and winter 2021 sessions. These programs provide students with discounted transit fare 

options.  

Summary of strategies employed by transit agencies: 

• Temporary suspension of fare collection 

• Expedited rollout of contactless payment options 

• Transit pass reimbursements or extension programs 

• Suspension of post-secondary student transit pass programs 

 

Service Changes 

Adjusting transit service in response to COVID-19 has posed a significant challenge for transit 

agencies. Due to lower ridership, most agencies reduced service (e.g. frequency and coverage) 

by cancelling or modifying routes, adhering to weekend or holiday service schedules, or 

adjusting the start and end times of service. In some cases, the reduction of service resulted in 

overcrowding and delays, especially on high-demand routes. After service cuts led to 
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overcrowding during the rush hour commute, Edmonton Transit Service (ETS) added buses 

during peak travel times and restored service on 10 routes that had been cancelled (Cook, 2020). 

ETS also put spare buses on standby to respond to unanticipated demand throughout the city. 

Similarly, in an effort to reduce crowding, Saskatoon Transit redeployed extra buses on busy 

routes and assigned supervisors to monitor the flow of passengers (Saskatoon Transit, 2020). 

Other agencies like BART began to offer weekly train car loading charts to help riders find trains 

that are less crowded (BART, n.d.).  

 Some agencies attempted to mitigate the negative mobility impacts of service cuts with 

innovative solutions. For instance, Calgary Transit initiated on-demand transit service in the 

city’s southwest communities—an area formerly served by four community shuttle routes. This 

new service, Calgary Transit On Demand, allows customers to book travel as needed and to be 

picked up and dropped off at any of the existing stops in the community: 

On Demand will provide full service for these communities, with the same service hours 

as the current routes. But instead of having empty buses driving fixed routes through the 

area, On Demand will create the flexibility to send shuttles where they’re needed, and 

when—on your schedule (Calgary Transit, 2020b, para. 3).  

Other strategies have focused on improving the mobility of essential workers. King Country 

Metro designated a limited supply of vans to provide essential workers with a rideshare option 

for getting to and from work (Rynning, 2020). New York’s Metropolitan Transit Authority 

launched a new app to help essential workers plan alternate routes during the overnight subway 

closure from 1:00 to 5:00 a.m. (Metropolitan Transit Authority, 2020).  

Summary of strategies employed by transit agencies: 

• Adjusted service to reflect lower ridership   

• Reduced operating hours or adhered to weekend schedules  

• Monitored crowding levels and deployed extra buses on busy routes 

• Initiated on-demand transit service  

• Ensured the mobility of essential workers 
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Chapter 4: GRT Case Study 
 

Drawing on document analysis and semi-structured interviews, this chapter examines GRT’s 

immediate and short-term responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, the operational challenges that 

GRT faced in providing service, and innovative ways in which GRT adapted their operations to 

address these challenges.  

4.1 About Grand River Transit  
 

Established in 2000, GRT provides a range of mobility services throughout the Region of 

Waterloo, connecting people to work, school, community events, and other activities. GRT’s 

present operations include: 

• ION, a 17-kilometre light-rail transit system; 

• Conventional buses and an express bus network; 

• busPLUS service for community routes, and  

• Mobility PLUS, a door-to-door transit service for riders with disabilities. 

With a fleet of 14 light rail vehicles and more than 250 conventional buses, GRT operates 55 

routes and covers more than 16 million kilometres every year (Grand River Transit, n.d.-a). In 

2016, GRT surpassed 20.2 million annual passenger trips (Grand River Transit, 2018).    

Like many other transit systems across the country, GRT operations have been 

significantly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. At the end of May, 11 weeks after the 

provincial state of emergency was declared, the number of weekday boardings on the GRT 

network had fallen to 29,000, representing less than a third of the 96,000 boardings that the 

network would see on a typical, pre-pandemic weekday (Thompson, 2020). Further, a temporary 

suspension of fare collection (between April 1 and May 31) resulted in $7.8 million in lost fare 
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revenue, placing additional pressure on GRT’s operating budget. The sharp decline in ridership 

and revenue exacerbated challenges faced by GRT.  

4.2 Grand River Transit’s Covid-19 Response 
  

GRT’s immediate and short-term responses to the COVID-19 pandemic are well documented on 

the organization’s website and social media channels. In March, GRT’s initial response focused 

on safety measures like physical distancing and emphasizing travel for essential purposes only. 

In a series of tweets dated March 17, GRT requested that customers spread out on buses and 

refrain from sitting on the seats immediately behind the operator (GRT, 2020a). Beginning 

March 19, GRT required passengers to board and exit buses through the rear doors (Figure 12). 

Trips servicing the local universities and college (University of Waterloo, Wilfrid Laurier 

University, Conestoga College) were cancelled at the end of the month due to school closures 

(Figure 13). GRT also advised passengers to limit non-essential travel. Examples of essential 

travel included trips to the grocery store, medical appointments, and essential work (Figure 14).  

 

Figure 12. Passengers were asked to board using the rear doors (GRT, 2020).  



 42 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13. Bus trip cancellations as post-secondary institutions closed (GRT, 2020).  

Figure 14. GRT communications encouraging travel for essential purposes only (GRT, 2020).  

 

In April, new changes to operations were introduced. First, free service was implemented 

at the beginning of the month until May 31 on buses, light rail trains, and MobilityPLUS. 

Passengers were not required to pay their fares during this period (Figure 15). Second, weekday 

bus service was reduced on some routes due to low ridership and reduced staffing levels. 

Operators began to monitor vehicle loads to ensure that no more than 20 riders were on a bus at 

any given moment. Third, all customer service locations were closed to the public. Customers 

who purchased an April monthly pass would automatically receive a new monthly pass when 

fare collection resumed. GRT continued to encourage travel for essential purposes only. In an 

information update dated April 3, the Director of Transit Services indicated that GRT remained 

committed to providing service for customers carrying out essential trips: 

We recognize that transit is a critical service for many people in our community and that 

there are many who are struggling financially because of this pandemic. We remain 

committed to providing reliable service during this difficult time for customers carrying 

out essential trips. At the same time, I strongly discourage riders from using transit 

unnecessarily. Please only travel on transit if the trip is essential (GRT, 2020b, para. 2).  
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Figure 15. GRT signage illustrating the suspension of fare collection (GRT, 2020).  

         In May, additional service cuts went into effect. GRT implemented reduced weekday 

frequency on several bus routes and cancelled most late evening service. Three bus routes were 

also cancelled (Figure 16). GRT announced that customer service locations would re-open on 

May 19 with physical distancing measures in place. While contactless payment was preferred for 

the purchase of GRT fare products, customer service locations accepted cash payment.  

 

Figure 16. New service reductions implemented in May (GRT, 2020).  
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In terms of safety measures, GRT encouraged customers to spread out as much as 

possible and maintain physical distancing of at least two metres. On light rail trains, the seats 

immediately behind the operator were marked as unavailable and passengers were asked to stay 

behind the yellow line (Figure 17). Train doors were set to automatically open at all station stops 

so riders would not have to touch the button to open them. Customers were also encouraged, but 

not yet required, to wear a mask or face covering while riding transit (Figure 18).  

 

Figure 17. LRT seats behind the operator marked as unavailable (GRT, 2020).  

 

Figure 18. GRT signage encouraging mask use (GRT, 2020).  
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GRT adopted enhanced cleaning practices to help prevent the spread of COVID-19. In 

addition to more frequent cleaning of high-touch surfaces, GRT staff applied antimicrobial 

treatment on buses and light rail trains, and stocked all operating cabs with sanitizing wipes and 

paper towels. GRT also launched a social media campaign illustrating the increased cleaning and 

disinfection being undertaken, as shown in Figure 19.  

 

Figure 19. GRT campaign showing increased cleaning (GRT, 2020).  

Beginning June 1, front door boarding and fare collection resumed on all GRT services. 

To increase the safety of operators, temporary plastic barriers were installed in advance of the 

return to front door boarding, costing approximately $120,000 (CBC, 2020). GRT indicated that 

by the end of 2022, permanent driver barriers would be installed on all buses to replace the 

temporary COVID-19 barriers. Additional measures designed to keep operators safe include: 

• “Significantly increased the cleaning and sanitizing of frequently contacted surfaces in 

buses and trains; 

• Application of antimicrobial treatment on trains and buses; 

• Additional cleaning of frequently-contact surfaces at transit stations;  

• Operators are provided with hand sanitizing wipes;  

• All buses have spray sanitizer and paper towels for the operator compartment;  

• Blocked off seats behind the operator on buses and trains;  
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• Installed a new yellow line on the floor to give operators more space on buses and trains;  

• On-board and public messaging to maintain physical distancing from operators and other 

customers;  

• Pre-screening all MobilityPLUS customers. Customers are not allowed to ride if do not 

pass screening questions; 

• All operators, conventional and MobilityPLUS, are being provided with masks;  

• Security presence is system wide to respond to issues and ensure physical distancing is 

being maintained; and  

• Managing physical distancing on buses. Once a bus can no longer maintain physical 

distancing, it will not pick up more passengers” (GRT, n.d.-b).  

 

In July, Waterloo Regional Council approved a bylaw (Region of Waterloo By-Law 13-

050) requiring people to wear masks on GRT. Effective July 13, masks were mandatory on all 

GRT vehicles, inside bus shelters, and on station platforms. The bylaw provides exemptions for 

children under five, people with medical conditions, and people who cannot remove a mask 

without assistance. To support customers and the public with this change, GRT distributed 

40,000 complimentary masks—half disposable, half reusable—at select locations throughout the 

region (Region of Waterloo, 2020; Banger, 2020). The distribution of masks was part of the 

Region of Waterloo’s education campaign, “We’ve Got You Covered.” GRT also developed a 

range of communications materials to inform customers of the new rules regarding mask use.  

In August, GRT announced upcoming changes to fall service. Most of the bus service 

that was cut in the spring would be restored, except for some evening service and extra trips to 

the college and universities. New schedules for nearly 40 routes were also released. GRT’s post-

secondary student pass program (“U-Pass”) was put on hold for the fall semester. In lieu of U-

Pass, students could purchase a special four-month term pass.  

 



 47 

4.3 Operational Challenges  
 

Interviewees identified a range of operational challenges resulting from the COVID-19 

pandemic. These challenges began in mid-March as demand for mobility services fell sharply 

and residents heeded direction from public health officials to stay home. GRT implemented 

service cuts across its network, affecting bus and express bus service, light rail service, and 

MobilityPLUS service. In the process of adjusting service offerings, GRT encountered 

challenges related to anticipating and planning for future travel demand, modifying interlined 

bus routes, and maintaining physical distancing on transit vehicles. In addition to these 

challenges, GRT faced significant revenue shortfalls and had to resort to reactive decision-

making. 

Anticipating and Planning for Future Travel Demand 
 

The primary challenge identified by interviewees relates to anticipating and planning for future 

travel demand (e.g. planning upcoming service that reflects anticipated changes in travel 

demand). Normally, GRT uses historical ridership data collected through Automated Passenger 

Counting systems to plan upcoming service and scheduling. However, with ongoing public 

health restrictions like physical distancing and lockdown measures, historical ridership reports 

are no longer a good approximation of transit demand during the pandemic. As a result, GRT—

like other transit agencies—has had to coordinate upcoming service offerings without knowing 

what travel demand will be in the future. An interviewee provided the example of planning fall 

service for the post-secondary institutions in Waterloo Region without knowing when students 

would return to campus for in-person instruction. Deciding what level of service to offer was 

challenging, as described by the interviewee: 

For our service in September, we have a major college and two universities here and we 

couldn’t get any information from them on what they were planning to do for the fall 
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semester. By the time we did get information, we already had to have our [scheduling] 

done. So, we had to adapt and do a lot of guesswork. 

 

To assist with the planning of upcoming service, GRT used scenario planning to explore 

and prepare for a diversity of possible outcomes. Scenario planning, as described by an 

interviewee, helps staff to project future service levels, estimate the number of vehicles and 

drivers needed for each scenario, and evaluate the impacts of proposed scheduling decisions. 

While it is impossible to predict the future, scenario planning encourages strategic foresight and 

supports decision-making in the face of uncertainty.  

 

Modifying Interlined Bus Routes  
 

Another operational challenge was the reconfiguration of interlined bus routes. Interlining, or 

switching from one route to another for select trips at a shared transfer point, is a common 

practice in the transit industry used to eliminate the need for transferring. While the combining of 

routes can result in a better use of resources and greater passenger convenience in reaching a 

final destination, it can also create challenges for transit planners seeking to modify service. An 

interviewee described the complexity of changing an interlined network into stand alone routes 

in order to reduce service: 

Covid showed a lot of shortfalls in how we design our work…where there are flaws in 

our system. The problem is, if you want to start cutting services on a certain route, you 

can’t, you would just have a bus that would be sitting with no work to do. [Interling] is a 

giant puzzle and you can’t take the puzzle apart. You’d have to try to put it back in a 

different way if you want to make a change. 

 

The inability to make quick, seamless adjustments to existing service highlighted the need for a 

more adaptable system. This sentiment is captured in the follow response: 

We need to simplify...work towards designing a system that is more fluid and more easily 

adaptable. So I think that [challenge] was really helpful for us on how we can better 

design our routes… and useful for our department and organization. 
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Maintaining Physical Distancing  
 

Ensuring safe physical distancing on transit vehicles was reported as another challenge, 

particularly monitoring the number of passengers on-board by vehicle operators. After a 20-

person per bus limit was introduced in April, vehicle operators began to monitor passenger loads 

and crowding levels. When a vehicle was nearing capacity, the operator would inform dispatch 

and a spare bus would be sent out and strategically placed into service to collect passengers. 

Alternatively, transit operations staff would reallocate service from low-demand routes to those 

with higher ridership to prevent overcrowding.  

Although overall demand for mobility services fell sharply in mid-March, some bus 

routes did not experience a decline in ridership. These routes serviced major industrial areas in 

Waterloo Region and several manufacturing units located there were deemed to be essential 

work. To avoid overcrowding on these routes, GRT increased the frequency of service to ensure 

adequate space for physical distancing and the safe mobility of passengers.  

Revenue Shortfalls 
 

All interviewees discussed the financial implications resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

One participant discussed the increase in costs associated with cleaning practices and products. 

Others spoke of the loss of monthly revenues and the need for financial support. In the first few 

months of the pandemic, GRT experienced a significant and sudden decline in revenue, not only 

because of the drop in ridership, but also because fare collection was suspended between April 1 

and May 31. Emergency relief funding, as described by one interviewee, would compensate for 

some of the immediate revenue shortfalls experienced by GRT (e.g. pay for a share of seats GRT 

could not sell). However, securing adequate and ongoing financial support was viewed as a 

major challenge over the longer term.  
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Reactive Decision-Making  
 

The final challenge relates to reactive decision-making. The uncertainty of the COVID-19 

pandemic made it difficult for GRT to proactively respond to the changing local conditions. Out 

of necessity, GRT’s immediate and short term responses were reactive, particularly as public 

health perspectives evolved during the early stages of the pandemic:  

We just had to do what we thought would make sense at the time. It was very reactionary. 

As we know, even the sort of thinking from public health agencies changed over the 

course of the first several months as people learned more about [the virus]. 

 

Many of GRT’s decisions were made in response to challenges that occurred or directives that 

were issued. One interviewee described how internal decision-making was highly dependent on 

external factors. To arrive at decisions regarding service delivery, for example, GRT had to 

balance the guidance of various stakeholders such as local and provincial public health officials 

as well as the Region of Waterloo’s pandemic task force. Information gleaned from other transit 

agencies also informed decisions. GRT maintained contact with a number of transit agencies 

across the province to gain a sense of what was happening in other jurisdictions, the types of 

problems that were emerging, and how these agencies were responding.  

 

4.4 Key Insights 
 

Simple, Straightforward Messaging 
 

Interviewees discussed the importance of effectively communicating with transit staff, riders, 

and the public during the various phases of the pandemic. Communications were considered 

effective when they were highly-visible, clear, and customer-focused.  

Multiple interviewees spoke about the need for ‘public displays of cleanliness’. That is, 

salient messaging that details the cleaning and disinfecting regimes followed by GRT to uphold 
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public health and safety. When targeted to riders and staff specifically, and the public more 

generally, this type of messaging was thought to help restore confidence in transit as a safe mode 

of travel.  

A commitment to simple and straightforward messaging was a key component of 

pandemic-related communications. Following the province’s state of emergency, GRT 

communications focused on emphasizing travel for essential purposes only. GRT advised the 

public to take transit only when necessary, following public health guidelines. When the 

lockdown measures loosened during the summer, GRT’s communications strategy shifted to 

highlighting new passenger protocols (i.e. rear door boarding) and changes to transit service (i.e. 

route cancellations). With constantly changing local conditions, messaging remained simple and 

straightforward, as described by one interviewee: 

...just trying to be transparent about how things were changing because things were 

changing so quickly then. We tried to be transparent with the public as best we could to 

say, ‘as of today, these are the current rules and guidelines’, and if those changed we 

would try and communicate those changes. The more you’re communicating, the more 

straightforward the message needs to be… it’s not the amount of changes [to transit 

service], it’s how you position them in a clear and concise way. 

 

Finally, developing customer-focused messaging was viewed as a key component of 

pandemic-related communications. For example, when encouraging (and later requiring) 

passengers to wear a mask or face covering, GRT’s messaging emphasized how such practices 

will keep operators and other riders safe. Subsequent messaging explained why masks were 

encouraged, how to correctly wear a mask, and how to make a mask at home.  
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Collaboration Among Transit Providers 
 

Increased collaboration among transit agencies was identified as an unintended positive outcome 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. A variety of themes and quotations related to the increase in 

collaboration are presented in Table 4.  

Table 4 

Themes and quotations regarding increased collaboration among transit agencies  

Theme Interview Quotation 

Non-competitive 

environments and 

similar issues 

experienced across 

transit systems 

presented an 

opportunity for 

increased collaboration. 

“For the most part, transit systems don't compete with each other 

and so it makes for a great environment where they are very 

collaborative. They share a lot of information and COVID-19 was a 

particularly good example of, you know, we're all in this together. 

We're all trying to sort out what the best practices are. We're all 

assessing products and availability. We all have the supply chain 

issues, getting PPE and cleaning supplies.” 

CUTA assisted in 

connecting transit 

agencies. 

“The Canadian Urban Transit Association is a pretty strong 

organization, and right away, they were connecting everyone. They 

were asking people, the people in our area or in Ontario, ‘what are 

you doing for this?’, ‘how are you dealing with this?’, because it's 

more shared.” 

Collaborating with 

other transit partners is 

acting in the public 

interest. 

“I don't think we would be serving the best interests of our 

customers if we weren't aware of what other [transit agencies] were 

doing, domestic or foreign. It’s always good to know what other 

larger networks are doing, what comparable networks are doing, or 

even what smaller networks are doing, and see if there is anything 

that could be adapted to our region to better serve our clients.”  

Prior to the pandemic, 

there was less 

interagency 

communication.  

“...We're not as similar to each other, even though we all do the 

same business. There's not a lot of back and forth between transit 

agencies on a lot of things because our rules in the collective 

agreement kind of govern how we do business. So it was interesting 

to see that during [COVID-19], there was much more collaboration 

and sharing of information than there has been before. So that part, 

to me, kind of stuck out... how often we're looking to them for 

information from different people and asking ‘what are you 

doing?’” 
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Theme Interview Quotation 

Collaboration guided 

decision-making.  

“One of the interesting things that we've done is share information 

and work together. I've been on...numerous calls with other Ontario 

transit agencies or agencies across Canada, having discussions and 

finding out from each other, ‘what are you guys doing?’, ‘how are 

you guys responding to it?’ ... sharing that information helps [us 

and them] make decisions on what makes sense, on going forward, 

and things like that.” 

As the impacts of 

COVID-19 were not 

equally experienced 

across the country, it 

was critical to connect 

with local transit 

partners who faced 

similar challenges. 

“What's happening here isn't happening in Halifax. So we were 

connecting with people that are under the same pressures and seeing 

how they were dealing with separating drivers, getting fares 

back...all the different situations that we're facing, for planning 

purposes. We looked at what was happening across Canada, but 

still, you're dealing more with the people that are in your area. 

Different areas are being affected in different ways.” 

 

 

Context Specific Solutions 
 

Another insight that emerged from the interviews was the designing of local solutions to address 

the effects of COVID-19 on transit systems. Rather than conventional, one-size fits all solutions, 

interviewees discussed the need for context-specific responses. For instance, one interviewee 

described the unsuccessful installation of driver barriers used in other transit systems, and how 

they were retrofitted to fit GRT vehicles. In an effort to resume front-door boarding and fare 

collection, several agencies across Ontario chose to install a temporary barrier made of plexiglass 

or Lexan in the operating cab of vehicles. When these barriers were piloted in GRT buses, 

operators reported issues with respect to glare and visibility. To alleviate concerns, a team of 

GRT staff installed a sliding window on the barriers that could be opened to increase visibility 

and closed when passengers board.  
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Another interviewee applauded the COVID-19 response of transit agencies across 

Ontario, suggesting that the best actions and decisions were those that were based on the local 

situation in each region: 

I think that lots of learnings have come out of this...there have been a lot of local 

solutions. I think that's one of the things that we found about transit. Originally, I 

assumed that we were going to be coming up with some big one-size fits all solution. 

That is not at all what happened, partly because the province empowered each local 

health department to make local decisions based on the level of the virus in their own 

communities. Every area was different...each individual health department and 

emergency planning group also did some very local things and I think it served 

communities well. 
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Chapter 5: Recommendations 
 

COVID-19 provides an opportunity to examine the impacts of a pandemic on public transit 

systems. The following seven recommendations are targeted to GRT specifically, and to other 

transit agencies more generally, for continued service delivery during a pandemic event.  

 

5.1 Develop an Emergency Preparedness Plan 
 

The results from this study suggest that public transit is particularly vulnerable to disruption from 

emergency events like the COVID-19 pandemic. Prolonged losses of ridership and revenue, 

among other challenges, can significantly impact service provision and threaten the long-term 

viability of transit systems. During the first six months of the pandemic, transit agencies 

generally responded to issues with ad-hoc measures. GRT did not have an existing plan or 

framework in place for responding to an emergency event like COVID-19. It is therefore 

recommended that GRT develop an emergency preparedness and response plan that establishes 

general procedures, key contacts, and responsibilities for an effective emergency response. The 

plan should also consider strategies to reduce vulnerability and support decision-making in the 

event of a future emergency. 

 

5.2 Build partnerships and engage in pre-emptive communication with other transit 

agencies 
 

Interviewees repeatedly underscored the importance of inter-agency communication and 

collaboration for identifying common concerns and responses regarding the COVID-19 

pandemic. Additionally, interviewees highlighted the critical role of transit associations like 

CUTA and OPTA in helping to build relationships across networks, and share resources and best 

practice approaches. This level of cross-sector collaboration was ultimately viewed as a positive 

unintended outcome of the COVID-19 pandemic. It is recommended that GRT strengthen these 
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relationships and engage in pre-emptive communication with these partners to address emerging 

or unanticipated issues. Relationships with other transit agencies and associations can be 

invaluable when emergency coordination is required, and can make for a more effective 

emergency response.    

 

5.3 Coordinate with community partners  
 

In addition to collaborating with other transit agencies, it is recommended that GRT coordinate 

planning and response efforts with community partners such as post-secondary institutions. Such 

coordination can help GRT understand when and at what pace post-secondary students will be 

returning to campus, allowing GRT to match transit service with anticipated demand. Similarly, 

GRT can coordinate with major employment hubs like the David Johnston Research and 

Technology Park to gain a sense of when employees will be returning to the office, and how to 

support those who take transit to get to work.  

 

5.4 Communicate all aspects of operation, but focus on health and safety 
 

The development of a communications plan or strategy was considered by many transit agencies 

as a key component for an effective pandemic response. GRT developed and deployed a 

multifaceted communications strategy that prioritized simple and straightforward messaging for 

both riders and staff specifically, and the public more generally. The strategy included frequent 

and transparent messaging on enhanced cleaning practices (i.e. ‘public displays of cleanliness’), 

and clear updates on service changes. It is recommended that GRT continue to inform the public 

on all aspects of transit operations, but focus on matters related to health and safety.  

Communications that detail what GRT is doing to keep the system clean can help build 

confidence for current passengers as well as for those returning to the system. 
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5.5 Provide multi-lingual resources and communications  

GRT can augment its existing COVID-19 communications strategy by providing multi-lingual 

resources so that all members of the community can stay informed. This may include offering 

print and digital communications for non-English residents of Waterloo Region, as well as 

ensuring that all COVID-19 information published online is made fully accessible. GRT can 

draw from the TTC’s COVID-19 public education campaign, which provided information 

updates and resources in multiple languages other than English and French.  

 

5.6 Embrace new technologies and innovations for enhanced service delivery 
 

The results of this study reveal a range of technological innovations being used by transit 

agencies, nationally and internationally. From smaller innovations like personal hand-straps to 

more costly interventions like air purification technology, agencies are testing different ways to 

enhance health and safety, operational efficiencies, and the overall perceptions of public transit 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. GRT should investigate the potential for adapting new 

technologies that enhance cleaning practices or service delivery. For instance, GRT could test 

technologies that enhance air cleaning, such as ultraviolet lighting or higher-grade filter panels.  

 

5.7 Remain committed to providing good quality mobility services 

Designing transit services to avoid crowded conditions is challenging but necessary, and will 

likely remain important for the foreseeable future. GRT should focus on providing safe and good 

quality services for essential trips and for those who rely on transit. Until more riders can safely 

return to public transportation, service levels will need to remain greatly reduced.   
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Chapter 6: Conclusion  
 

6.1 Study Limitations  
 

This study has various limitations. The primary limitation is that only five interviews were 

conducted, and only four of the five interviewees were employees of GRT. This study was also 

limited in scope. Due to the recent nature of COVID-19, there is a lack of literature, particularly 

within the Canadian context. The data collection process for this study relied on sources of grey 

literature and interviews. Further, the document review was limited to sources of grey literature 

found on the CUTA and UITP websites. Sources external to these websites were not considered.  

6.2 Further Questions for Consideration 
 

Given the potential consequences, understanding COVID-19’s impact on public transit systems 

is likely to be of considerable interest to both planners and policy-makers alike. Additional 

research is needed to understand the role of public transit during a pandemic event, and how to 

support the rehabilitation of transit systems during recovery efforts. 

a. Further research is needed to understand the equity implications of COVID-19 on public 

transit. What groups were the most disadvantaged by service reductions and scheduling 

changes? How can transportation planners and policymakers mitigate these negative 

impacts?  

b. Additional research is needed on the role of public transit in the economic recovery of 

cities. How can policymakers protect and improve public transit through COVID-19 

recovery strategies? 

c. Further research is needed on public transit funding in a post-pandemic world. What 

innovative funding solutions are available to local, provincial, and national governments 

to support the rehabilitation of public transit systems in Canada? 
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