Modern & Efficient:
Bus Rapid Transit
U.S. cities are exploring Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) as a modern, efficient solution
to growing congestion. Bus Rapid Transit has proven successful in cities around
the globe. In fact, over twenty U.S. cities have some elements of BRT, including
five—Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and Eugene, Oregon—which
have full-featured BRT. Three new world-class BRT systems are on the horizon
in Chicago, the San Francisco Bay Area, and Montgomery County, Maryland.
What can other U.S. cities learn from these
successes? And what has prevented more U.S.
cities from adopting this low-cost, high capacity
transit system so far?
When done right, BRT systems have speeds and
carrying capacities closer to subway lines, but can be
built at a fraction of the cost and much more quickly.
Yet even the most progressive transit advocates in
the U.S. tend to equate high-quality transit with
rail. Building a high-quality BRT system in the U.S.
will be crucial to demonstrating the effectiveness
of BRT and transforming American perceptions of
what bus-based mass transit can do.

Top 5 BRT Systems in the U.S.
Los Angeles, Orange Line
Separated busway, off-board fare collection,
unique branding, and buses that arrive every four
minutes in rush hour.

Cleveland, HealthLine
Dedicated bus lanes, off-board fare collection, and
at-level boarding result in twelve-minute end-toend time savings, ridership is up 60%.

Las Vegas, SDX
Dedicated bus lanes, off-board fare collection,
unique branding, high-quality urban design.

Eugene, Oregon, EmX
Off-board fare collection, near-level boarding,
some dedicated right-of-way, speed increase of
30.4% over previous service.

What is BRT?
BRT is a high-quality bus-based transit system that
delivers fast, comfortable, and cost-effective urban
mobility through the provision of segregated right-ofway infrastructure, rapid and frequent operations, and
excellence in marketing and customer service.

Pittsburgh, East Busway
Separated busway, multiple routes (both local and
express) minimize transfers, buses every two minutes during peak hours, speeds up to 35 mph.

And 3 to Watch…
Chicago, IL
Incoming Mayor Rahm Emanuel’s transition plan
promises BRT with “dedicated bus lanes, signal
preemption, pre-paid boarding or on-board fare
verification, multiple entry and exit points on the
buses, limited stops, and at-grade boarding.”

San Francisco Bay Area, CA
Two new BRT projects, one in San Francisco and
one in the East Bay, have the potential to redefine
transit in the region.

Montgomery County, MD
The county estimates that a 150-mile BRT system,
with at-level boarding, high frequency service,
and reserved lanes in some areas could increase
transit ridership by 11%, taking 85,000 cars off the
congested roadways in the Washington, D.C. area;
and it could be in place by as early as 2014.
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Why Aren’t More U.S. Cities Embracing BRT?

What can be done to advance BRT in the U.S.?

Key reasons why Bus Rapid Transit has yet to
make inroads in U.S. cities include:

ITDP recently conducted a comprehensive study
of BRT in the United States, interviewing experts
from transit agencies, transit advocacy organizations, and the media, and reviewing a comprehensive body of literature on BRT. We recommend
the following based on our findings:

• Lack of public awareness
Key decision makers, the media, and the public
are largely unaware of what BRT could be. The
general public’s low regard for bus-based transportation makes it challenging to inspire the
public with the possibilities that BRT offers.
There has also been a rush by transit agencies
to brand anything more than regular buses as
BRT. This increases confusion between BRT vs.
express buses or other more modest bus improvements. The lack of awareness of and confusion over BRT allows opponents to position
BRT as a “cheap” and less desirable alternative
to light rail or subways.

Bus rapid transit...can strengthen both our
transportation system and our communities.
Congressman Earl Blumenauer

• Lack of political will
The visuals associated with light rail are still
seen as more glamorous to politicians looking for a big signature project. Politicians that
do embark on BRT seem to often compromise
the design of the system, reluctant to take
road space or parking away from drivers and
repurpose it for transit. Finally, politicians and
civil servants often lack technical expertise
on BRT planning in the United States and face
conservative design constraints that discourage efficient planning.

• Raise public awareness about the benefits of
gold-standard BRT
Especially with the media, politicians, and
leaders of transit agencies who will help educate the general public.

• Build at least one gold-standard U.S. BRT that can
serve as a model
In many urban innovations, from green buildings to protected bike lanes, having a model
project is key to demonstrating success and
inspiring replication. And the closer to home
that demonstration project is, the more powerful it is likely to be. One gold-standard BRT in
the U.S. can catalyze spin-off projects across
the country.

• Document best design practices and relax
AASHTO standards
Cities that have been granted design exceptions to standard traffic engineering requirements should document the exceptions and
the results to accelerate acceptance of new
designs that accommodate gold-standard BRT.

• Strengthen federal funding incentives to catalyze
gold-standard BRT systems
FTA should strengthen performance-based
incentives in the transit New Starts and Small
Starts programs in ways that will stimulate
the wider consideration and creation of goldstandard BRT in the United States.

• Make the alternatives analysis process more fair
and independent
Transit alternatives analyses should be
reviewed by an independent non-governmental
body so that they may be kept separate from
political motives.

• Use consistent language and standards to build the
brand of BRT in the U.S.
Branding of new vehicles and systems is key,
language around naming is also important.
Las Vegas’s BRT lines are succeeding where the monorail failed.
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Service Planning

Toward a Standard
Definition of BRT
ITDP is proposing a scoring system for
BRT based on readily observable system
characteristics associated with best
practice (inspired by the approach taken
by the U.S. Green Building Council with
their LEED certification process). The BRT
Standard is a work in progress and ITDP
recommends a technical committee be
convened to further refine this tool.

Max Score

Off-vehicle fare collection

7

Multiple routes use same BRT infrastructure

4

Peak period frequency

4

Routes in top 10 demand corridors

4

Integrated fare collection with other public transport

3

Limited and local stop services

3

Off-peak frequency

3

Part of ( planned ) multi-corridor BRT network

3

Performance-based contracting for operators

3

Enforcement of right-of-way

2

Operates late nights and weekends

2

Operational control system to reduce bus bunching

2

Peak-period pricing

2

Infrastructure

Scoring BRT
Gold

85–100

Silver

70–84

Bronze

50–69

Not BRT

0–49

Bus lanes in central verge of the road

7

Physically-separated right-of-way

7

Intersection treatments (elimination of turns across the busway and signal priority )

4

Physically-separated passing lanes at station stops

4

Stations occupy former road/median space ( not sidewalk space )

3

Stations set back from intersections ( 100 feet min )

3

Stations are in center and shared by both directions of service

2

Station Design and Station-Bus Interface
Platform-level boarding

5

Buses have 3+ doors on articulated buses or 2+ very wide doors on standard buses

4

Multiple docking bays and sub-stops ( separated by at least half a bus length )

3

Quality of Service and Passenger Information Systems
Branding of vehicles and system

3

Safe, wide, weather-protected stations with artwork ( >/=8 feet wide )

3

Passenger information at stops and on vehicles

2

Integration and access
Bicycle lanes in corridor

2

Bicycle sharing systems at BRT stations

2

Improved safe and attractive pedestrian access system and corridor environment

2

Secure bicycle parking at station stops

2

Total Possible Points

100

Institute for Transportation and Development Policy • 3

Bus Rapid Transit Around the World
Crawley Amsterdam
Eindhoven
Paris
Rouen
Caen
Nantes Lyon

Ottawa
Eugene
Los Angeles

Cleveland
Las Vegas

Guadalajara

Harbin

Istanbul

Pittsburgh

León

Cali

Guayaquil

Beijing

Jinan
Lanzhou
Tehran
ZhengzhouHefei
Delhi
Chongqing
Jaipur
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Applying the scoring system to seven U.S. cities
on the forefront of BRT shows that only five of
them have true BRT and these systems only
reach bronze.

Kunming

Dalian

Seoul

Nagoya

Changzhou

Hangzhou
Taipei

Guangzhou Xiamen

Pune

Bangkok

Barranquilla
Bucaramanga

Cleveland

Eugene

Los Angeles

Pittsburgh

63

61

61

57

Bronze

Bronze

Bronze

Bronze

Las Vegas

Boston

New York City

50

37

35

Bronze

Not BRT

Not BRT

Bogotá

Quito

Jakarta

Lima
Goiânia

Belo Horizonte

Santiago

São Paulo
Curitiba

Johannesburg

Porto Alegre

length of system in km

Brisbane

CapeTown

to 14

15–24

This is as compared to four international best
practice systems:

25–49

50+

These cities all have systems that meet the basic
criteria to qualify on the BRT Standard as BRT.

Gangding Station in Guangzhou, China serves
55,000 passengers daily, more than Manhattan’s
packed Canal Street subway station.

Mexico City recently added a third new BRT line.
Its BRT network carries over 620,000 people each
day, 15% of whom used to drive.

Bogotá

Guangzhou

Johannesburg

Ahmedabad

93

89

79

76

Gold

Gold

Silver

Silver

Rea Vaya opened in Johannesburg, South Africa in
September 2009, connecting Soweto to downtown.
It is the first real public transit system implemented in the country since the end of apartheid.

Download the full report
“Recapturing Global
Leadership in Bus Rapid
Transit” at itdp.org.
About ITDP
Thanks to the Rockefeller Foundation
for its support in this effort and to
the participants in the January 2011
workshop who helped review and
provide comments as we developed
this report.
For more information about this report
contact dsimons@itdp.org or call
212-629-8001. www.itdp.org

The Institute for Transportation and Development Policy
works with cities worldwide to bring about transport solutions
that cut greenhouse gas emissions, reduce poverty, and
improve the quality of urban life.
ITDP has offices in Argentina, Brazil, China, Colombia, India,
Indonesia, Mexico, and the United States.
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