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Managing Transit Coordination in the 
San Francisco Bay Area 

HANK DITTMAR 

The San Francisco Bay Area is served by seven major regional transit operators 
and a host of smaller intracommunity transit services. The Metropolitan 
Transportation Commission (MTC), the legislatively mandated regional trans
portation planning agency, is charged with overseeing the coordination of pub
lic transportation in the nine-county Bay Region. One approach the MTC has 
taken, in concert with the seven major operators, has been to encourage the 
development and promotion of a regional transit trunkline network rather than 
to force the integration of the separate local operations. In 1978 MTC and the 
transit operators identified essential transit corridors, the routes serving those 
corridors, and the transfer points connecting those routes. Following the 
adoption of this network, an ambitious cooperative public information project 
was undertaken to encourage the use of public transit for regional intercounty 
service. Although this approach has of necessity been incremental and al
though all the results are not in, the project has been successful in creating an 
awareness of regional transit. Just as important, a focus for coordination ac
tivities has been developed that is acceptable to local transit operators, their 
policy boards, and the regional agency. 

METROPOLITAN TRANSPORTATION COMMISSION 

The Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) was 
created by the California state legislature in 1970 
to provide transportation planning for the San Fran
cisco Bay Area. 

Over the years state and federal laws and regula
tions have expanded the role of MTC considerably. 
Today MTC directly allocates nearly $200 million per 
year primarily to help cover transit operating 
costs, as well as some capital costs. MTC has also 
received increasingly clear mandates from the Cali
fornia Legislature to oversee the coordination of 
transit services in the nine-county San Francisco 
Bay Area. In late 1977 the state legislature man
dated in California Public Utilities Code, Section 
2914.C, the establishment of a Transit Operator 
Coordinating Council "to better coordinate routes, 
schedules, fares, and transfers among the San Fran
cisco Bay Area transit operators . " 

The nine-county region under MTC's jurisdiction 
includes four separate standard metropolitan statis
tical areas (SMSAs) and 93 cities. More than 5 
million people reside within the 7, 000-sq-mile 
region. Bay Area residents are served by seven 
major transit operators as well as numerous small 
intracommunity services. The regional system pro
vides 103 million revenue vehicle miles of service 

annually and carries 1. 4 million passengers on an 
average weekday. The seven major regional transit 
operators and their average passenger load for week
days are described as follows: 

The San Francisco Municipal Railway (Muni) oper
ates within the city and county of San Francisco, 
carries approximately 650,000 to 700,000 passengers 
daily, and provides an estimated 15 million annual 
revenue vehicle miles of service with a fleet of 
approximately 1,000 vehicles: buses, trolleys, light 
rail vehicles, and cable cars. Muni service is 
within easy reach of every resident in San Francisco. 

The Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) District oper
ates 4 regional routes over 71.4 miles directly 
connecting 4 counties and 15 cities, including San 
Francisco and Oakland. BART carries 191,000 passen
gers per day. 

The Alameda-Contra Costa Transit District (AC 
Transit) provides subregional and local service to 
Oakland and the East Bay and provides direct trans
bay express service to San Francisco. The agency 
operates a fleet of 874 buses and carries 275,000 
passengers per day. 

Golden Gate Bridge Highway and Transportation 
District (GGBHTD) provides local and San Francisco 
bound commuter service for both Mar in and Sonoma 
Counties. The District operates a fleet of 260 
buses and 3 ferries, carrying 48,000 passengers per 
day. 

Caltrans/Southern Pacific-Caltrain Service pas
senger commuter rail service is operated by Southern 
Pacific under contract with the California Depart
ment of Transportation to provide local and express 
operations between downtown San Francisco and San 
Jose. The 44-train-per-day service carries 21,000 
passengers daily. 

San Mateo County District (SamTrans) serves San 
Meteo County, just south of San Francisco on the 
peninsula, with a 267-vehicle bus fleet carryinq 
75,000 passengers daily. 

Santa Clara County Transit District serves the 
1. 25 million people of San Jose and the surrounding 
area. It carries 114,500 passengers per day and is 
the fastest growing system in the region with a 
currently planned expansion to 750 buses. 
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REGIONAL TRANSIT ASSOCIATION 

The major Bay Area transit operators joined together 
in 1977 to create the Reqional Transit Association 
(RTA) of the Bay Area, a joint exercise of powers 
agency. The 1977 by laws for RTA state that it was 
created to undertake "cooperative projects of mutual 
interest.• The general managers of the six member 
transit systems of the RTA (AC Transit, BART, Golden 
Gate Transit, Muni, SamTrans, and Santa Clara County 
Transit) sit as the Board of Control of the RTA. 
Among the identified priorities were service coordi
nation, fare coordination, cooperative marketing and 
public information efforts, and regional contingency 
planning. Staff level committees were created to 
carry out cooperative efforts in each of the prior
ity areas. One of the early committees of the RTA 
was the Services and Tariffs Committee, composed of 
planners from each of the six agencies and a repre
sentative of the Metropolitan Transportation Commis
sion. In March 1977 the Services and Tariffs Com
mittee Report recommended the study of four major 
issues: 

1. Transfers and interface between the transit 
system--coordination, • scheduling, proper physical 
arrangements to enable transfers to be made easily 
~nd quickly, the physical collection of i=Ar~q - An~ 

so on: 
2. New services and the financing of these ser

vices; 
3. Fare policy: and 
4. Service standards--study of the present over

lap and duplication of service, among other things. 

Activity Centers 

Early committee efforts focused on transfer coordi
nation and fare policy and the committee continued 
with these issues as its primary focus. In 1978 MTC 
staff and members of the RTA Services and Tariffs 
Committee sought to define major activity centers in 
the Bay Area and the corresponding regional transit 
corridors that linked these activity centers. By 
the end of 1978 the RTA committee had succeeded in 
defining three different levels of activity centers: 

1. Regional centers: the cities of San Fran-
cisco, Oakland, and San Jose. 

2. Regional subcenters and secondary subcenters: 
centers with a population in excess of 50,000 or 
!'l,ro~C! with significant employment or other activity , 

3. Airports: San Francisco, Oakland, and San 
Jose. 

General guidelines were developed for the level of 
transit service that should be provided between the 
different categories of activity centers. Service 
connecting regional centers with other regional 
centers, with subcenters, and with airports was 
generally to be provided with hourly or better head
ways. 

Trunkline system 

By 1980 it was becoming obvious both to committee 
members and to the MTC staff that a more specific 
product was needed. In late 1980 the RTA coordinator 
was directed by the RTA Board of Control to develop 
a Regional Transit Trunkline System to focus inter
operator cooperative efforts. Basic definitions of 
trunkline service were selected to facilitate desig-
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nation of appropriate trunkline routes. The defini
tions are as follows: 

1. Service should be intercounty ser,i;ice. 
2. Service should connect major Bay Area activ

ity centers on major travel corridors. 
3. Routes should provide service from 6 or 8 

a.m. to midnight or 1 a.m. 
4. Headways should be 30 minutes or less. 
5. The regional trunkline system should provide 

for travel between major trip origins and destina
tions in the Bay Area and connect with local transit 
service for other origins and destinations. 

The routes that make up the regional transit 
trunkline system were selected by applying the cri
teria listed previously and by using common sense 
evaluations obtained from a telephone survey of the 
RTA Services and Tariffs Committee. 

Public Information Project 

The RTA Regional Trunkline System was adopted ini
tially to provide a focus for the RTA Regional Inte
grated Transit Information and Support Project. This 
half-million dollar demonstration project had as its 
goal the development of a coordinated marketing and 
public information effort for the six transit sys
tems of the RTA. The project was conceived by the 
transit agency marketing managers as a regional 
advertising compaign promoting the use of transit in 
general. The public information project was seen as 
ideally suited to the promotion and support of the 
regional transit trunkline network. A work plan was 
developed for the public information project that 
had the following four objectives: 

1. Identify the regional trunkline formed by 
interfacing transit systems throughout the Bay Area. 

2. Develop a public information program on the 
trunkline and key transfer points, i.e., inform 
resic1ents how utilization could enable them to move 
freely by transit throughout the Bay Area and help 
offset th·e rising costs of automobile travel. 

3. Train employees of participating transit 
agencies to communicate effectively the services 
offered by the regional trunkline network. 

4. Measure the effect of the regional informa
tion program on ridership. 

To meet these objectives, a consultant team com
posed of a public relations firm, a graphic design 
firm, and an advertising agency was selected to 
implement the $560,000 demonstration phase of the 
project. The consultant team developed a project 
work plan consisting of the following six program 
elements . 

1. Without creating the appearance of a new 
transportation agency, an identity was developed for 
the Bay Area transit systems as one big, convenient 
transit network. This was done by creating a single 
Regional Transit Connection symbol that was adopted 
by every participating system. On signs the symbol 
identifies specially designated key city-to-city 
routes. On station maps the symbol shows travelers 
how to reach destinations via transit. 

2. The program publicized specially designated 
key transit routes (regional trunklines) and connec
tion points for city-to-city travel. This was done 
by creating and printing 500,000 copies of a re
gional map for free distribution. 

3. The ease of city-to-city and intersystem 
travel was demonstrated by a series of promotions on 
recommended transit routes to weekend recreation 
destinations, to favorite holiday season destina-
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tions, and to the Search for Alexander exhibit at 
San Francisco's De Young Museum. 

4. News releases and radio public service an
nouncements supported the program. A race between 
transit and an automobile dramatized connections to 
the Oakland airport. Unfortunately transit lost the 
race but by only 2 minutes. 

5. The program provided detailed Regional Tran
sit Connection information to employees of transit 
systems and gave them incentives to learn. Sixty 
percent of employees (and almost 90 percent of tele
phone information personnel) successfully answered 
test questions from an anonymous caller about re
gional transit travel. 

6. Demonstra t ion signs were placed i n 11 key 
locations . About 575 additiona l permanen t signs 
were delivered t o pa r tic i pat i ng t r a nsit s ystems t o 
be i ns talled at the d i scretion o f the sys tems. About 
2,000 all-weather decals we re p r oduc ed for a pplica
tion on e x i st i ng signs. 

EVALUATION OF THE RTA PUBLIC INFORMATION PROJECT 

At the close of the demonstration phase o~ the 
project in February-March 1982, an evaluation was 
conducted of the effectiveness of the program in 
educating the public about the r eg i onal transit 
network. A telephone surve y of randomly selected 
households i ndic ated 45 percent awareness of the 
Regional Transit Connec tion concept among both users 
and nonusers of publ ic t r ansportation (1). An inter
cept survey of t ra.nsi t users at the transfer points 
where signs were place d during the program indicated 
that 80 percent of r espondents found the signs use
ful (]). Clearly the RTA Regional Transit Connection 
project was successful in developing a cohesive and 
persuasive method of communicating the existence of 
a regional transit network. The project evaluation 
also clearly indicated the need for a continuing 
communications program, addi tional regional signs, 
and a more focused outreach effort to major Bay Area 
employment and activity centers. 

OTHER PROJECTS SUPPORTING THE REGIONAL 
TRANSIT NETWORK 

Late in 1981 MTC published the Regional Transit 
Gu ide , a 1 28-page· booklet cont a i n i ng both r eg i onal 
transit i nf o rmat i on and info rmation o n popular re
gional dest i nations . The Regional Trans i t Gu i d e 
b oth descr ibed the Regional Trans it Connec tion sign 
program a nd i denti fied t he reg i onal transit tr unk
lines i n a fold-ou t map . 

A comprehensive transit information project is 
now underway at San Francisco's Transbay Terminal. 
The Transbay Terminal, which ranks second o nly to 
the Port Author! ty of New York in the number of 
trans it routes serving it, will be overha.uled to 
incl ude a c omprehensive regional transit in f ormation 
center. Graphics for the center will be coordinated 
with t he graphics and signs already developed for 
the Reg ional Transit Connection pr o j ect. 

A grant application has been submitted to the 
Urban Mass Transportation Administration for a fol
low-up to the Regional Transit Connection project 
that will develop an intersystem package of regional 
transit information and transit passes and tickets. 
The project will focus on an outreach effort to 
major employers in the city centers of San Fran
cisco, Oakland, and San Jose. 
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A committee of transit telephone information 
center personnel is meeting quarterly to share in
formation about each other's systems. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND NEEDS 

The need for a continuing regional public informa
tion effort to support the trunkline concept has 
been demonstrated. 

Most RTA efforts have focused on improved infor
mation about the regional transit system. Of equal 
importance is the improvement of intersystem service 
in terms of fares and schedules. MTC and the transit 
operators are working to develop joint monthly 
passes and to develop a consistent rule for inter
system transfers. It is hoped that regional market
ing and public information efforts will help to 
encourage better service coordination as well and 
that the resultant demand will increase intersystem 
use beyond the current 10 percent of all regional 
trips. 

The regional transit trunkline system can provide 
a catalog of essential services to be maintained in 
emergency situations such as earthquakes, an energy 
crisis, or for capital programming in times of 
fiscal austerity. MTC has already directed some $5 
million in regional discretionary funds toward im
proving trunkline service and transfer coordination. 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE TRUNKLINE APPROACH 

Although the Bay Area is unique in the number and 
variety of transit operating agencies serving the 
public, several other areas of the country have more 
than one operator serving a single geographical 
area. The approach described here allows the selec
tion of manageable portions of service to coordinate 
and market. This approach could also be beneficial 
in large urban areas with complex networks of bus 
routes. Rather than attempting to market travel on 
the system as a whole, a transit operator might 
choose to identify high-volume routes to popular 
destinations for special attention in terms of 
schedule coordination and public information. This 
approach could be especially valuable for a city 
with a high volume of tourists or c o nvention travel. 

The efforts described for developing a re,gional 
network of transit routes have proven to be the most 
feasible approach for the Bay Area. Each operator 
serves the legitimate needs of a local community, 
yet all are beginning to recog.nize the responsibil
ity to provide a system that allows convenient tran
sit travel throughout the region. The lesson of the 
Bay Area approach to coordination is simple: if 
properly packaged, what once seemed an onerous task 
can become an opportunity. 
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