
 

 

In most cities, downtown services have evolved over time, with individual routes added, eliminated, and revised, often 

with too little consideration of how individual changes fit within the overall system. The result is often complex service 

that is difficult for passengers to understand and use. 

A systematic reconfiguration of downtown transit is one important way to improve transit ser viceðto increase 

individual transit options, to improve connections, and to focus service in ways that can make service faster and enable 

the provision of better passenger facilities. Principles for the design of effective and attractive downtown services are: 

Á Services that operate from the same origin areas (for example, north, south, east, west) should come from the 

same locations and use the same alignment downtown so that passengers can easily use all routes that serve 

their destination.  

Á Circulation patt erns should be simple so that passengers can easily learn and remember where to catch the 

bus. To accomplish this, routes that operate from the same origin areas should operate to the same downtown 

terminal and use the same alignment within downtown . 

Á Transfers should be possible between any two downtown routes without walking farther than across the street 

or one block in cases where bus service operates on one-way pairs. To accomplish this, all circulation patterns 

within downtown should connect at a minim um of one point.  

Á Transit should operate on streets that are compatible with high levels of bus service.  

The major benefits of well-designed downtown transit are that it will:  

Č Make service easier to understand and use 

Č Provide better service to and from downtown, as well as within downtown 

Č Provide effective connections, including with other modes 

Č Improve service for existing riders 

Č Attract new transit riders  

Well-designed downtown transit that focuses service is often accompanied by the development of better passenger 

facilities that can make transit more visible, promote more vibrant street life, and , in some cases, promote new 

development, especially at street level. 

The provision of effective downtown transit service typically consist s of a combination of elements, which can include: 

Č Service design 

Č Transit emphasis corridors  

Č Transit centers 

Č Transit priority  



 

 

A number of different service design approaches can be used for downtown transit, and common approaches include:  

Á Intersecting trunk routes  where routes are organized into intersecting patterns  

Á Transit emphasis corridors , with t ransit service concentrated on a limited number of corridors, sometimes 

within  a transit  mall  

Á Perimeter service, in which service is limited to the periphery of downtown, with circulator service within 

downtown  

Very few cities, if any, use a ñpureò approach. Instead, most emphasize one approach and supplement that  with others to 

address special circumstances. 

   

Transit emphasis corridors are corridors  that are served by high volumes of transit service where priority is given to 

transit and a high level of transit amenities are provided. In some cases, transit emphasis corridors are transit ñmallsò 

where vehicular traffic is limited entirely or , with only limited exceptions, to transit . (For example, Minneapolisô Nicollet 

Mall also permits taxis.) The best examples of transit malls in the United States are Minneapolisôs Nicollet Mall and 

Denverôs 16th Street Mall (see Figure 2). 

Much more common, however, are transit emphasis corridors that emphasize transit service but do not exclude other 

traffic. Examples of these types of transit emphasis corridors are Portlandôs Transit Mall, which is a one-way pair that 

dedicates two lanes to transit and one lane to other traffic, and San Franciscoôs Market Street, which is open to all traffic 

but heavily emphasizes transit (see Figure 3). A third example is Minneapolisô Marq2 corridor, which is described in the 

case studies below. 



 

 

  

  

Major benefits of transit emphasis corridors are that they make transit service faster, which makes it more attractive.  

Transit emphasis corridors also typically include more significant and higher quality stop facilities, which helps to make 

transit service more comfortable.  

Transit centers can provide both a focal point for transit  and comfortable passenger facilities. Many small to medium 

size transit systems focus service around a single downtown transit center. Examples of this approach include Nashville 

and Fort Worth  (see Figure 4). 

However, as cities and their transit systems grow, increasing volumes of service and passengers can begin to overwhelm 

the surrounding area, meaning that additional capacity is needed. As this occurs, a more distributed approach using 

multiple transit centers  may be pursued. As described below in the case studies, Kansas City and Providence are two 

examples of growing systems that are now taking this approach. Nearly all large transit systems have multiple 

downtown transit centers.  



 

 

   

Traffic in d owntowns is usually congested, and, consequently, downtown transit service is typically slow. Transit can be 

made more attractive through the use of transit priority measures to make it faster. These measures can include: 

Á Exclusive bus lanes 

Á Queue jump lanes 

Á Signal priority  

Bus lanes can be implemented in a number of ways, which include: 

Á Regular flow bus lanes, in which buses travel in the same direction as regular traffic (see Figure 5). 

   

Á Contraflow bus lanes, in which buses travel in the opposite direction as regular traffic. In effect, a one-way 

street is converted to two-way, with regular traffic traveling  in one direction, and buses in the other (see Figure 

6). 



 

 

Á Multiple lanes. In some downtowns with very high volumes of bus trafficðfor example, Minneapolis  and 

Portlandðmultiple adjacent lanes are dedicated to transit (see Figure 7). 

  

Bus lanes can be full-time, meaning that only buses can use them at any time, or part -time, which means that the lanes 

are only reserved for buses at specific times. Most commonly, part -time bus lanes are shared with parking, with curb 

lanes used for bus service during peak periods and for parking at other times. 

Queue jump lanes are short sections of bus lanes at the intersection that allows a bus to move to the front of stopped 

traffic. This allows buses to skip to the front of the line at a stop light  (see Figure 8).  

Transit signal priority (TSP) gives preferential treatment to buses at traffic signals by either holding the g reen light a bit 

longer or changing the light earlier to let the vehicle pass (see Figure 9). Some systems rely on transit operator 

intervention or activation, while others have automated systems that use transponders to connect with signal 

equipment.  

   



 

 

In 2009, Minneapolis converted two major downtown arterials ðMarquett e Avenue and 2nd Avenue Southðto transit 

emphasis corridors for express bus service and named it the ñMarq2 Corridor.ò On both streets, the bus lanes operate as 

contraflow lanes (see Figure 10). On Marquette Avenue, there are two northbound general traffic lanes and two 

southbound bus lanes, and on 2nd Avenue, the pattern is reversed. The bus lanes are part -time, with only buses 

permitted on weekdays from 6:00  to 9:00 a.m. and from 3:00  to 7:00 p.m.   

   

The Marq2 corridor also features wider sidewalks with trees, bike racks, and public art . Customer waiting shelters are 

heated and well-lit, with detailed transit information and real-time information signs. Finally, skip -stop operating 

patterns are used, with individual routes stopping at only A, B, C, or D stops on Marquette Avenue and only E, F, G, and 

H stops on 2nd Avenue (see Figure 11). 

 


