
 
Staff Report 

 
DATE: July 9, 2020 

FILE: 1700-02/2020 Renewal  
TO:  Chair and Directors 
  Comox Valley Regional District Board  
 
FROM: Russell Dyson  
  Chief Administrative Officer  
 
RE: COVID-19 Response and Renewal – Transit Service Function 780 

 
Purpose 
To provide the Board with a COVID-19 Response and Renewal report for the Transit core service.  
 
Recommendations from the Chief Administrative Officer: 
1. THAT the COVID-19 Response and Renewal plan for the Transit core service, as included with 

the staff report dated July 9, 2020, be received.  
 

2. THAT the Board write a letter to the Minister of Transportation and Infrastructure advocating 
for financial assistance to offset the fare revenue loss due to COVID-19 and to continue 
supporting transit improvements.  
 

3. THAT transit service levels return to 100 per cent levels with a target date of September 2020, 
taking into consideration advice from BC Transit and relevant health agencies; 
 
AND FURTHER THAT staff continue to be directed to implement service level reductions on 
a temporary basis in consultation with BC Transit and in consideration of health guidelines, bus 
driver availability and ridership levels.  

 
Transit Renewal Plan 
As part of the Comox Valley Regional District (CVRD) Board’s COVID-19 Response and Renewal 
Framework, an assessment of the CVRD’s Core Services is being conducted and is based on five 
principles: 

 Maintaining core services at an affordable cost 

 Sustaining stable services in support of the local economy 

 Adapting to changing community priorities 

 Realigning resources to support community renewal initiatives 

 Communicating clearly about actions. 

 

This report considers the various tasks for transit as a core service and identifies certain changes that 

could be implemented, supporting the five principles above.  

 

COVID-19 has impacted Comox Valley Regional Transit in many ways, most notably the reduced 

ridership and loss of fare revenue. Both will be significant issues moving forward for the transit 

service. Ridership performance on the transit system before COVID-19 had been growing well and 

it will take some time to recover this ridership (approximately 750,000 rides annually last year, an 

increase of 11 per cent from the prior year). A ridership graph comparing 2019 and 2020 up to the 

first week of June is provided in Appendix A and shows a decrease of 60 per cent during  

Supported by Russell Dyson 
Chief Administrative Officer 
 
R. DYSON  
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COVID-19. Ridership is recovering but the extent of recovery will depend largely on the status of 

the pandemic and the ability of communities to restart and get back to some level of normalcy. In 

addition, BC Transit and CVRD can aid this recovery by providing sufficient and stable service 

levels and gaining back the trust of bus riders.  

 

Initial estimates of revenue loss associated with the reduced ridership and waiving of fares is in the 

$400,000 - $500,000 range by the end of 2020. Fare revenue loss during the period when fares were 

waived accounts for $179,000 of this overall loss forecast. Now that fare collection has been 

reinstated, staff have estimated losses at 50 per cent per month for the remainder of the year to 

account for reduced ridership.  A more accurate shortfall estimate will be provided later in the year 

once more data is available on ridership recovery and associated revenue levels.  

 

To help offset these losses, summer service levels were implemented in April and the 2020 transit 

expansions have been deferred. The latter will result in savings of approximately $69,753 to CVRD 

from the 2020 budget. BC Transit are also waiving CVRD’s lease fees on buses for six months,  

(savings to CVRD of approximately $310,000) and they have provided access to an operating 

reserve held on our behalf (approximately $91,601 available to CVRD). In total these should provide 

approximately $471,354 in relief to CVRD and could be sufficient to offset all of the lost fare 

revenue for 2020. Other cost savings opportunities that could be considered by CVRD include 

cutting outreach and marketing initiatives (~$65,000) and support for the Hornby and Denman 

community bus initiatives ($35,000). Should the savings not entirely offset the revenue loss, 

additional funding sources (e.g. CVRD reserves or senior government assistance), or cost savings 

(e.g. from reduced service levels) would be required. CVRD transit reserve funds as of the end of 

2019 stood at $598,338 and only a small amount of these reserves were planned to be used in future 

years. Staff will keep the board advised of significant changes to the financial picture – assistance or 

additional cost factors as they arise. 

 

Normally in the transit planning cycle decisions on the Transit Improvement Program (TIP) are 

made in spring of each year and on account of COVID-19 we were anticipating the Board 

considering them in July. BC Transit has since informed CVRD that due to the number of initiatives 

they are working on to find financial relief and ways to assist in transition, these decisions will be 

postponed to the fall. As such, decisions on further cost savings strategies, use of reserve funds and 

future service levels should be made later this fall after more accurate information is available from 

BC Transit and after the resumption of the TIPS and annual operating agreement (AOA) process 

which have both been delayed due to COVID-19. These are part of the annual cycle and partnership 

between BC Transit and CVRD (Figure 1) for administering the transit service, determining transit 

service levels and informing budget development.  
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Figure 1 

 
 

The 2020-2024 financial plan for the Comox Valley Transit service currently includes expansions to 
both conventional and handyDART service. For a residence with an assessed value of $500,000, the 
total tax impact over these years is estimated to go from $60.55 to $78.95. Table 1 below shows the 
revenue (bus fares) and costs to CVRD for expansion currently included in the financial plan (based 
on last year’s TIPS) as well as the proposed total requisition and tax rates by year. 
  
Table 1 

  2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 

Expansion 
Revenue  $      9,322   $         39,134   $         49,561   $          62,510   $         62,510  

Expansion 
Costs  $   69,753   $       267,231   $       322,462   $       383,077   $       383,077  

Net   $   60,431   $       228,097   $       272,901   $       320,567   $       320,567  

Requisition $2,300,000  $2,650,000 $2,850,000 $2,950,000 $3,000,000 

Tax Rate $0.1211 $0.1395 $0.1500 $0.1553 $0.1579 

 
Cost savings strategies identified above will be reflected in the AOA from BC Transit this fall. From 
a service level perspective the board will need to make decisions through the TIP process so that 
direction can be provided to BC Transit for implementation in 2021 and beyond. Three general 
directions can be considered by the Board:  
 

1. Maintain present service levels 

o Maintain existing service levels, deferring all future expansions presently included in 

the 5-year financial plan. Taxation is held at the 2020 requisition providing a net 

savings of $320,567 by 2024 (factoring in a projected $62,150 reduction in fare 

revenue).  
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2. Decrease service levels for the next two years and invest in transit infrastructure for a 2022 

restart 

o Savings from not proceeding with planned service improvements and further 

efficiencies to be determined in consultation with BC Transit are invested into hard 

infrastructure improvements over the next two years. 

o Takes advantage of anticipated infrastructure grant opportunities from senior levels 

of government. 

o Rides out the ridership uncertainty of COVID-19 and the 5th street bridge 

rehabilitation project. 

o This could include cutting service across all routes or cutting out those routes that 

have lower ridership (e.g. local routes in lower density areas).  

o CVRD and BC Transit have been investigating a conventional service reduction that 

would result in 15 per cent less service hours. This would result in cost savings to 

CVRD of approximately $15,000 per month (annually $180,000). 

3. Continue with planned  service improvements as outlined in the current five year financial 

plan 

o Retain planned service expansions and consider further expansions.  

o Continue to work with the City of Courtenay to mitigate transit service through the 

5th Street bridge rehabilitation period. 

 

The Board can consider these options and provide direction to staff whether further information or 

consideration is to be given to any of the options though the renewal program. Staff’s 

recommendation is to continue with planned service improvements.  

 

Maintaining service levels would allow for moderate cost savings or alternatively allow CVRD to 

direct those funds toward other initiatives, such as investing in transit infrastructure (exchanges, 

transit priority measures). Reducing service levels could result in more significant cost savings but 

would reduce Comox Valley resident’s ability to use the transit system, including for essential travel 

(e.g. to work or for groceries, medicine) and impact ridership recovery. BC Transit has established a 

province wide renewal strategy and are recommending no further service reductions and ultimately 

resuming full service levels by September.  

 

Should the board wish to direct savings toward infrastructure, a transit infrastructure study currently 

underway would assist in identifying and prioritizing necessary projects. These will include transit 

exchanges which are required to enable transit expansions and also provide improved customer 

amenities such as shelters, lighting and bike racks. The study will also evaluate transit priority 

measures aimed at allowing transit to move through congestion quicker. These could include que 

jumper lanes and traffic signal prioritization at key intersections. The study will provide conceptual 

designs, cost estimates, and an implementation plan and will be completed by March 2021.  

 

As part of the COVID-19 response and renewal framework, CVRD may actually want to consider 
increasing service levels beyond what has been previously planned. In alignment with the CVRD’s 
strategic plan, transit can play a significant role in providing a more affordable means of 
transportation (as well as other priorities such as reducing greenhouse gas emissions). According to 
Stats Canada, transportation is the second largest annual household expenditure. In the 2017 Survey 
of Household Spending, Canadian households spent $12,707 annually on transportation, the vast 
majority of which is related to private automobiles. The annual cost of bus passes is currently $660 
for an adult and $420 for students/seniors. Undertaking significant improvements to the transit 
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service, with a focus on increased frequency, would result in residents being able to shift modes 
from private automobiles to public transit. Figure 2 below illustrates the effect of investments made 
in the transit service on ridership levels.  
 
Figure 2 

 
 
While the timelines have been impacted by COVID-19, Figure 3 below provides an overview of the 

process to move forward with service improvements.  

 

Figure 3 
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Transit Future Action Plan 

The update to the transit future plan, entitled the transit future action plan, will be resumed in fall 
and will identify and prioritize options for transit system improvements in the future. The CVRD 
board will be involved with the plan’s development before final approval is required. A presentation 
from BC Transit following public engagement will be provided to the board later this fall. While the 
transit future action plan will consider integration of transit with other modes of transportation 
(cycling, pedestrian, etc.) a more thorough consideration of multi-modal transportation could be 
completed as part of the Regional Growth Strategy service (Figure 4 below).  
 
Figure 4 

 
 
Operational and Capital Work Plan Modifications 

The CVRD’s COVID-19 Renewal Framework includes evaluating CVRD services for fiscal 

efficiencies and assessing tasks and work plans. Table 2 lists the necessary and critical tasks, which 

are those that must continue to be provided to the community in order that water supply, sewer 

treatment, parks and waste management (as examples) are delivered. The functional tasks include 

actions that may be paused, deferred or cancelled outright. Finally, the renewal actions describe 

tangible and/or systemic changes to deliver renewed public services. 

Table 2 

Necessary Tasks 

 Transit operations (service levels may be reduced based on volume and serviceability in 
partnership with BC Transit) 

o Response phase included modified procedures and reduced service levels.  
o Renewal phase could see scaling back up to full service levels by September and look to increase service 

levels in the future to assist with community and economic recovery 
 

Functional Tasks Highlights 

Various modifications have taken place as a result of COVID-19 including enhanced cleaning of 
buses, rear-door loading of passengers and waving of bus fares from March 20 – May 31, limiting 
passenger capacity and installing vinyl driver barriers to support physical distancing.  



Staff Report – COVID-19 Response and Renewal – Transit Service Function 780 Page 7 

 

 

Comox Valley Regional District 

The April 1st fare change was deferred until June 1st and since most bus pass vendors have been 
closed, CVRD has brought new ones onboard and offered telephone sales.  

 
Service levels were reduced slightly to summer schedules and staff are working with BC Transit to 
consider further reductions. Special event transit services (e.g. Canada Day) have been cancelled 
and the September expansions (2,000 hour conventional, 600 hour paratransit) have been 
deferred. The Transit Improvement Program and Transit Future Action Plan have also been 
delayed and are expected to resume by this fall.  
 
A transit infrastructure study is underway to review exchanges and transit priority measures 
necessary for system expansion and efficient operation. Completion of this work will also support 
applications to be made to transit infrastructure grant programs. 
 

Renewal Actions 

Immediate and Tangible Actions 
1. CVRD will continue to work with senior government to look at ways to address the loss 

of fare revenue. This could include seeking direct financial support, additional access to 
grants and other revenue opportunities such as advertising and local fuel taxes. Getting 
financial support in this matter is critical to the long term viability of the transit system 
and the board should advocate to the provincial government for their assistance.  

2. Transit service levels should be returned to full service levels with a target of September’s 
return to school. Consideration will be given to the state of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
advice from health agencies before implementation of full service. Staff should continue 
to be granted authority to adjust service levels in line with provincial direction.  

 
Longer Term and Systemic Change Opportunities 

3. Transit expansion hours should be utilized to maintain service levels during the 6 months 
of 5th street bridge rehabilitation. Should no expansion hours be available during the 
bridge rehabilitation period, service will be reduced by approximately 25 per cent across all 
routes as a result of the congestion. A report will be brought to the board in the fall to 
consider future expansions and will include updated financial information based on the 
COVID-19 impacts.  

4. Pre-COVID traffic congestion was impacting transit so strongly that BC Transit was 
recommending utilizing expansions to address trip delays. The reduced traffic congestion 
during COVID-19 has provided significant improvements to transit operation efficiencies 
by reducing the amount of time required for each trip. Transit priority measures, such as 
signal prioritization and que-jumper lanes at key intersections, should be pursued and are 
being evaluated in a transit infrastructure study currently initiated. A commitment by the 
City to include transit prioritization concepts in the 5th Street bridge rehabilitation traffic 
management plan is extremely important and could be used as a pilot project for future 
transit priority measures.  

5. The Transit Future Action Plan will be resumed by this fall to look at short term and 
longer term transit improvements. New strategies for public consultation will be explored 
in conjunction with BC Transit and CVRD’s communication team.  

6. Significant improvements to the Comox Valley Regional Transit system would provide 
residents with an attractive and viable option to shift modes from private automobiles to 
public transportation. The household cost savings could be significant and form a critical 
component to the community’s economic recovery. This could be further explored in the 
Transit Future Action Plan with improvements being implemented after completion of 
the 5th Street bridge project.  
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7. With the significant changes to resident’s travel behaviour due to COVID-19, and the 
upcoming changes to transportation during the 5th Street bridge project, an opportunity 
has presented itself to look at ways of entrenching transportation mode shifts. The 
demand on traditional modes of transportation has and is changing. Instead of resorting 
back to traditional modes, efforts could be directed toward new modes, such as active 
transportation (e.g. cycling, walking and transit). Integration of public transit and active 
transportation will be considered in the transit future action plan. Other opportunities and 
initiatives may also exist to advance active transportation uptake including through the 
regional growth strategy service.  

 
Summary 

 Public transit was deemed an essential service as part of the COVID-19 response and 
Comox Valley Regional Transit implemented a number of modifications to ensure the 
continued safe operation of the system.  

 The challenge is for the CVRD to secure assistance for the loss in revenue and ongoing 
costs to the local taxpayer. The Board is to consider lobbying efforts and possibly 
reducing service levels until new norm is realized. 

 Public transit can continue to play an important role in the Comox Valley’s renewal phase 
by ensuring people can get around the community for work, shopping or other needs.  

 Maintaining full service levels ensures stability in the system which is critical to ridership 
recovery. 

 Improving transit in the future will provide an affordable transportation solution for 
residents who are looking to reduce their household expenditures 

 

 
Citizen/Public Relations  
Public transit is an important mode of transportation for residents that do not drive due to factors 
such as age, health, economic and environmental reasons. Ridership statistics show that the majority 
of riders are adults followed by students, persons with disabilities and then seniors.  
 
A recent survey of riders also provided interesting data with respect to the types of trips taken on 
the Comox Valley Regional Transit system.  

 
 
As seen above, local ridership is less reliant on people commuting to work than other communities 
which may be why local ridership only dropped by 60 per cent compared to the provincial BC 
Transit total of 73 per cent.  
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Maintaining, and potentially expanding transit service levels would be a significant benefit to the 
public as part of the CVRD’s response and renewal framework. With the private automobile 
representing the second largest household expense, the provision of effective public transit could 
offer residents with a much more affordable transportation option.  
 
Public engagement will be critical to the Transit Future Action Plan process to ensure that decisions 
on transit service levels and the nature of the transit service itself is reflective of community needs 
and interests.  
 
 
Prepared by:    Concurrence: 
    
M. Zbarsky   S. Smith 
    

Michael Zbarsky   Scott Smith 
Manager of Transit and Facilities   General Manager of Planning  

and Development Services Branch 
 
Attachments: Appendix A – “COVID-19 Ridership” 
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