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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Background 

In 2006, the City of Sault Ste. Marie approved, in principle, the report entitled 

Comprehensive Transit Operations Review of Existing Services with Transit Ridership 

Growth Plan and Asset Management Plan. The 2006 plan primarily focussed on conventional 

transit (Sault Transit). With a growing number of Sault Ste. Marie residents entering 

retirement age, there have been strains placed on ParaBus and its ability to meet the 

community’s specialized transit needs.  

 

Given the need to address specialized transit needs, the 2012-2016 Public Transit Operations 

Review has focussed on the ParaBus operations while the review of Sault Transit operations 

is an update of the previous 2006-2011 service plan.  

 

The 2012-2016 Public Transit Operations Review answered the following questions: 

 How are Sault Transit and ParaBus performing relative to their peers?  

 How has Sault Transit progressed since the 2006 study? 

 What are the public expectations relative to Sault Transit and ParaBus services? 

 How can service be improved and efficiencies attained? 

 How will ParaBus continue to serve its existing clientele and the growing demands it’s 

facing? What are the necessary policy changes, the required resources and the appropriate 

service delivery models to do so? 

 What are the new performance targets for both Sault Transit and ParaBus, recognizing 

budgetary constraints and growing demands on the systems? 

 

Public Transit Vision and Mission Statements 

Through consensus building with all stakeholders during the 2006 study, a vision statement 

and mission statement was developed, which served as a guide to the 2012-2016 Public 

Transit Operations Review:  

 

Vision Statement 

The preferred future of public transportation in Sault Ste. Marie: 

“Sault Transit will increase transit ridership and provide a local public transportation 

system that is supported by residents, academic institutions and the business community.” 
 

Mission Statement 

The purpose of Sault Transit: 

“To provide safe, efficient and environmentally friendly public transportation services that 

support the economic vitality, growth, environmental sustainability, and health of the 

community.”  
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Sault Transit Report Card 

Sault Transit does offer reasonable levels of service and investment when compared to 

municipalities of similar size. As documented in Table A, Sault Transit ridership has grown 

by 18% between 2006 and 2010- an annual growth rate of about 3.5%.  

 

Table A: Year to Year Ridership 

Year Ridership Annual Growth 

2006 1,659,820  

 2007 1,654,788  0% 

2008  1,830,535  11% 

2009  1,904,180  4% 

2010  1,962,881  3% 

Overall 18% 

Annual Growth Rate 

 

3.4% 

 

2006 - 2010 Performance Targets 

The 2006 Operations Review also identified three performance goals to be attained by 2010. 

The following is a report card on the progress made:  

 

Performance Goal: Effectiveness  
 To increase transit use by 15% - from 22.3 to 25.6 trips per capita by 2010. 

Result: Sault Transit increased its transit use by 26% - from 22.3 to 28.1 trips per capita in 

2010 (excellent performance growth!). 

 

Performance Goal: Efficiency 
 To increase service utilization use by 10% from 20.4 to 22.4 passengers per hour of 

service by 2010. 

Result: Sault Transit increased its service utilization by 15% from 20.4 to 23.4 trips per 

revenue hour in 2010 (excellent efficiency improvement!). 

 

Performance Goal: Financial 
 To increase the revenue to cost (R/C) ratio from 42%to 45% by 2010. 

Result: Sault Transit’s R/C ratio decreased from 42% to 28% in 2010; however this was due, 

in large part, to deep discounted student fares.  
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2012 - 2016 Performance Targets 

Building on previous success, the Sault Transit and ParaBus performance targets have been 

established for the next five years: 

 Effectiveness: Increase community-wide transit use by 10% - from 28.1 to 31.0 trips per 

capita by 2016. 

 Efficiency: Increase service efficiency by 10% from 23.4 to 25.7 passengers per hour of 

service by 2016. 

 Financial: Increase the revenue to cost (R/C) ratio from 28% to 35% by 2016. 

 

Stakeholder Consultations 

Initial stakeholder consultation activities were conducted in August 2011 via informal Transit 

Focus Groups (TFGs). Additional meetings were then conducted in October, at which time 

the study’s findings, conclusions and recommendations were validated through follow-up 

discussions.  

 

For the August round of meetings, the consultants prepared a brief customer survey to make 

available on the City’s web site. Sault Transit and ParaBus Transit Focus Groups (informal 

meetings) were held with the following groups: 

 

 Sault Transit General Public – transit customers, non-transit customers, ParaBus 

registrants. 

 ParaBus General Public - people with disabilities, agencies that represent or provide 

services to people with disabilities. 

 Transit Subcommittee of the Accessibility Advisory Committee. 

 Project Steering Committee. 

 ParaBus management and staff, and other service providers.  

 Sault Transit staff – bus operators, supervisors, maintenance staff, administration. 

 

In addition to the TFGs, there were 175 survey responses received from the public, primarily 

through e-mail. The goal of the survey and the focus groups was to generate open discussions 

of what customers appreciate about Sault Transit and ParaBus, where they see room for 

improvement, what suggestions they would offer to improve service, and what they feel the 

priorities should be for the next five to seven years.  

 

The recommendations of this study reflected, to the extent possible, the stakeholder feedback 

received. 
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Sault Transit Service Recommendations 

The 2012 – 2016 Sault Transit Service and Financial Plan has been determined so that Sault 

Transit can achieve the revised performance targets. The plans involve recommendations 

with respect to fare policy, route re-designs, alternate service delivery models and long term 

route restructuring.  

 

Route Re-Designs 

 Route #3 Second Line should be rerouted from the downtown terminal in the outbound 

direction from Second Line to right on Tancred Street to left on Wellington Street E., 

then follow normal routing. 

 Route #2 Steelton, Route #6 Cedar Heights and Route #7 North Street redesigns to add 

service along Third Line Road shall be presented to the public for input before being 

finalized and presented to Council for budget approval. 

 

Alternate Service Delivery Models 

 Sault Transit should review the performance and public acceptance of the community bus 

route after a 12-month trial period. 

 ParaBus should consider purchasing and operating a new low floor community bus on the 

existing community bus route and replace the conventional transit bus operated by Sault 

Transit. 

 Sault Transit should continue with the use of taxis and explore additional opportunities to 

expand the TransCab service based on a revised formula that compensates the service 

provider for only the time travelled or for a fixed cost per trip. 

 

Long-Term Route Re-structuring 

 When Sault Transit restructures its routes in the future, service should be provided in 

both directions on all routes to the extent reasonable. 

 Sault Transit should investigate a new route structure based on a second bus terminal in 

the north central area of the city, complemented by an assessment of the viability of 

establishing a Timed Transfer System. 

 

Fare Strategies 

Recommendations regarding Sault Transit’s fare policy and future fare increases are given as 

follows: 

 U-Pass negotiations with Algoma University and Sault College should be re-started. 

 Re-purpose the Youth Pass and re-structure the Youth Pass to follow the proposed Fare 

Pricing Policy guidelines. 

 Adult passes should be transferable. 

 

In the future, the fare policy should follow the recommendations as outlined below: 
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 Transit fares should keep pace with inflation as a minimum. 

 The unit price of a Multi pass should approximate 80% of the cost of the cash fare. 

 Adult 31-day pass should be based on about 40 trips per month multiplied by the unit 

price of a Multi pass fare. 

 Sault Transit should purchase smart card technology when funds permit. 

 

2012-2016 Sault Transit Operations Budget 

The 2012-2016 Sault Transit Operations Plan is given in Table B. Based on the City’s 

planning department’s predictions, Sault Ste. Marie is projected to grow to about 78,000 

residents in 2016, representing a 0.6% growth rate from 2011. This growth rate is used to 

project future revenue hour needs. Ridership growth is calculated with a 2.5% growth rate, 

representing the additional rides required for Sault Transit to meet its efficiency target. 

Finally, the average fare in 2016 should be about $1.30 so that Sault Transit can meet its 

financial goal, which is a R/C ratio of 35%. Therefore the average fare must increase at least 

3.2% per year. 

 

Table B: 2012 – 2016 Sault Transit Financial Plan 

 
 

Sault Transit Asset Management Plan Recommendations 

Bus Fleet 

 Maintain the current fleet size, subject to a detailed route network study based on the 

locating of a satellite terminal facility in the north central area of the city. 

 Establish a fleet replacement plan that averages 1.5 – 2 buses per year. 

 

Other Transit Infrastructure Recommendations 

 Equip all new buses with bike racks and retrofit appropriate existing buses with bike 

racks. 

 Purchase heated shelters on annual bus shelter installation program to improve comfort at 

major bus stops. 

 Pursue bench advertising agreement that provides for the supply, installation and 

potential maintenance of bus stop benches at no cost to the City as a minimum. 
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 City of Sault Ste. Marie Planning Department work with Sault Transit to identify a future 

transit terminal site based on current land availability. 

 Existing Downtown Bus Terminal should be improved to accommodate a Transit 

Inspector office. 

 The City should investigate the opportunity to provide for a common facility to 

accommodate the maintenance needs of Public Works and Transportation services. 

 Sault Transit should pursue additional technology that will allow it to monitor service, 

enhance marketing and customer service, and be more proactive in the planning process. 

 That the City of Sault Ste. Marie determine an appropriate percentage of Federal Gas Tax 

Fund it receives to invest in transit infrastructure. 

 

A ten-year capital budget has been identified and it is given in Table C. It is projected that 

the City of Sault Ste. Marie will require $10.5M to improve its transit infrastructure. 

 

Table C: Sault Transit 10 Year Capital Budget 

 
 

ParaBus Service Quality and Adequacy 

The operating and administrative staff received uniformly high praise during the stakeholder 

consultations. ParaBus provides excellent quality service when it has sufficient capacity to do 

so. Most ParaBus complaints stem from a single issue, which is insufficient service capacity 

that results in: 

 Inability to get a ride at a desired time. 

 Long waits on hold to get a reservation. 

 Booking policies that allow medical trips to booked up to 7 days in advance, but not for 

medical specialist trips or recreational / social trips. 

 

ParaBus reports a non-accommodated trip rate of 1.5% of all trip requests. This is 2.3 times 

the national average of 0.64%1 for non-accommodated trips in cities of the same population 

range. Recommendations on how the City of Sault Ste. Marie can deal with these problems 

are summarized in the foregoing. 

 

                                                 
1 Canadian Urban Transit Association, Specialized Transit Fact Book, 2009 data. 
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Dialysis Patient Transportation 

 That ParaBus consider requiring dialysis patients to qualify for service like any other 

applicant, and, if they are found to be able to use transit under certain circumstances, to 

require them to do so. 

 That ParaBus pursue a partnership with the Sault Branch of the Canadian Red Cross 

Society and the Local Health Integration Network to enable the Red Cross to 

progressively assume responsibility for transporting all dialysis patients in the City. 

 Assist the Red Cross to acquire an accessible vehicle for the Red Cross and begin re-

directing dialysis passengers who require an accessible vehicle to the Red Cross. 

 

Accessibility for Ontarians Disability Act 

The Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act - 2005 (AODA) aims to identify, 

remove, and prevent barriers to accessibility in Ontario by 2025.  

 

The Accessibility Standards for Customer Service Regulation and, as of July 1, 2011 the 

Integrated Accessibility Standard has been legislated (Ontario Regulation 191/11) and are 

now in effect. The Transportation Standard in the Integrated Accessibility Standard has the 

greatest impact on Sault Transit and Parabus. Given the budgetary pressures presented to 

municipalities today, both efficiencies and investment are needed.  

 

The challenges of demographic changes, AODA legislation and continued ridership growth 

require that specialized transit agencies need a strong strategy for the future. The response to 

these challenges is a multi-faceted strategic framework that contains five initiatives 

demonstrated below in Table D. 

 

Table D: ParaBus Five-Year Strategic Framework for AODA Compliance 

Initiative Reason Operational Details 

Eligibility To enhance the 

eligibility, appeal and 

registration process. 

 Undertake a comprehensive review of the costs 

and benefits of using a third party to assess 

ParaBus applicants and advise on their eligibility 

for service. ParaBus would manage the appeal 

process. 

Use of Sault 

Transit by ParaBus 

Customers 

Dynamic trip making, 

reduced cost per trip 

 Identify existing and new customers capable of 

using Sault Transit services for some or all of 

their trips. 

Day Program 

Routings 

To consolidate trips 

from multiple 

customers coming 

from different 

destinations going to 

one or more common 

destinations 

 Identify existing and new groups of customers 

capable of using Community Bus to access key 

and common destinations 

 Pick up multiple customers using one large 

Community Bus for Day Program trips. 
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Initiative Reason Operational Details 

Technology To provide increased 

operational 

efficiencies for staff 

and customers. 

 Expand the Automatic Vehicle Locator program 

to include all ParaBus vehicles. 

 Implement web-based booking. 

 Implement enhanced Interactive Voice Response 

telephone functions. 

 Implement call-recording technology. 

 Obtain computer-assisted scheduling, either 

from the locally-developed product, or by 

acquiring a commercially available product. 

Travel Training To train all residents, 

including the 

physically and 

cognitively disabled to 

use Saul Transit 

 Voluntary approach in the short term and 

gradually expand program to include more 

participants. 

 Clients are identified and trained to use Sault 

Transit 

Fares/Operating 

Hours 

To comply with 

AODA legislation. 

 Implement changes to fares and operating hours 

as per the AODA legislation. 

 

Eligibility and Application Process 

As Sault Transit becomes more accessible, the basic criterion for accessibility should be that 

the applicant is unable to use Sault Transit’s conventional service either some or all of the 

time, due to a temporary or permanent disability. ParaBus should revise its eligibility 

structure according to the following categories: 

 Fully eligible 

 Conditionally eligible 

 Temporarily eligible 

 Visitor 

 

The application process should also be revised. In essence, the determination as whether or 

not the applicant is eligible for ParaBus is solely up to the discretion of ParaBus staff. 

However a third party appeal process should be in place for those who feel unfairly rejected. 

 

Creating Additional Service Capacity 

Accessible Taxi Use 

ParaBus is quite skilled at using taxis to supplement capacity at peak hours, however there 

improvements can be made: 

 More accessible taxis available to carry wheelchair trips that cannot be accommodated on 

its own vehicles during peak time or for when coverage at hours when demand is too low 

to be able to create enough shared rides to use ParaBus vehicles cost-effectively. 

 The City should explore offering taxi companies an incentive such as ParaBus contract 

work, so that local taxi firms will own and operate accessible taxis. This will aid 

offsetting these vehicles that have higher purchase and operational costs. 
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Scheduling & Ride-Sharing 

ParaBus policy is to use a ‘zero minutes early, five minutes late’ window, which constrains 

the scheduler to the point where it is difficult or impossible to schedule an efficient degree of 

ride-sharing.  

 Other specialized transit systems use a much wider window; such as ‘10 minutes early, 

10 minutes late’ or ‘10 minutes early, 20 minutes late’. 

 A longer windows means that the scheduler can add additional passengers and modify the 

vehicle itinerary as long as the vehicle remains within the on-time window.  

 A wider on-time window, if suitably used, can produce a substantial increase in both the 

capacity and the productivity of vehicles at no additional service cost.  

 

Additionally, to help reduce staff workload and help champion ParaBus issues with the 

City’s transit subcommittee, the City should: 

 Add one ParaBus Dispatcher position to meet the demand for prompt service. 

 Designate a dispatch staff person as the Lead Dispatcher or Service Coordinator. 

 

Technology 

ParaBus uses an entry-level scheduling product that has no computer-assisted scheduling 

capability. Although the City’s Information Technology staff have made progress on a 

software program, it may not meet ParaBus needs. 

 If the City’s software project cannot be completed to the satisfaction of ParaBus staff, it 

is recommended that a more robust scheduling software is purchased for ParaBus use. 

 The new scheduling software should integrate with the GPS vehicle trackers to aid 

dispatchers. 

 When the City procures a new computer system, it shall avail of itself of Mobile Data 

Terminal (MDT) capabilities, which report real-time statistics to supervisors on the street. 

 

ParaBus Fare Policy 

The following recommendations should be taken under advisement with respect to ParaBus 

fares: 

 That ParaBus discontinue the policy of free travel for companions (other than attendants 

required for personal care).  

 That ParaBus raise its fares in conjunction with those of Sault Transit. 

 Implement smart card fare technology when conventional transit implements the 

technology on all routes. 

 

2012 – 2016 ParaBus Performance Targets 

Specialized transit performance targets have been established for the next five years: 

 Effectiveness: To increase the proportion of accommodated trips from 98.5% to 99.5% 

by 2016.  

 Efficiency: To increase service utilization by 20% (from 2.0 to 2.4 passengers per hour) 

by 2016.  
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2012 – 2016 ParaBus Service and Financial Plan 

Based on the new policy framework outlined above, a 2012 – 2016 ParaBus Service and 

Financial Plan is presented below in Table E. The plan assumes that the City will maintain 

current ParaBus business model. To meet demand in 2012, ParaBus should plan on providing 

an additional 5,000 trips, for a total of 52,500 trips. Of these, 2,500 trips would enable 

ParaBus to ‘catch-up’ with current demand, and another 2,500 to absorb new growth in 

demand. Thereafter, ParaBus should plan to increase the number of trips by about 2,500 per 

year: 

 2012: 52,500 trips 

 2013: 55,000 trips 

 2014: 57,500 trips 

 2015: 60,000 trips 

 2016: 62,500 trips 

 

Table E: ParaBus Service and Financial Plan 

 
 

ParaBus Asset Management Plan 

There are 10 wheelchair accessible ParaBus vehicles used to deliver specialized service as 

summarized below. One vehicle serves as a Community bus. The average ParaBus vehicle is 

7.3 years old. Vehicles should be replaced every seven to nine years. The average vehicle age 

should be reduced to five years as soon as feasible, to help contain maintenance costs and 

minimize vehicle down-time due to repairs. 

 

The replacement program should provide an average of one vehicle per year. Since ridership 

is estimated to increase by approximately six percent per year, additional ParaBus vehicles 

will likely be needed from 2012 – 2016 at a rate of one per year. 

 

The 10-Year Capital Budget for ParaBus, presented below in Table F, reflects the following 

infrastructure needs: 

 Vehicle Replacement  

 Vehicle Expansion 

 New technologies (scheduling software, GPS, etc.) 

About $2M is required to improve specialized transit infrastructure. 

 

Table F: ParaBus 10 Year Capital Budget 
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Federal Funding for Sault Transit and ParaBus 

In 2007, the Federal Government Building Canada Fund replaced several other 

infrastructure funds that have been in place since as early as 2001 (namely the Canada 

Strategic Infrastructure Fund, the Highways and Border Infrastructure Fund, and the 

Municipal Rural Infrastructure Fund). Building Canada will offer $8.8 billion over the period 

from 2007 through 2014 for a variety of eligible investments including public transit projects. 

Provincial and territorial governments and municipalities are expected to match federal 

contributions, and the projects to be funded will be determined through both collaborative 

and competitive processes.
2
 

 

Recently, the Federal Government of Canada legislated that the Gas Tax Fund becomes a 

permanent funding mechanism to help municipalities pay for capital works. While the 

majority of the fund has been used for engineering roadwork, many municipalities, such as 

the City of North Bay3 as an example, have taken advantage of this revenue source to pay for 

transit infrastructure improvements. Across Canada, nearly 37% of the monies collected in 

the Gas Tax Fund are used for transit-related infrastructure. 

 

The City of Sault Ste. Marie could consider an appropriate percentage of Federal Gas Tax 

Fund it receives to invest in transit infrastructure such as: 

 Vehicle Replacement 

 Bus Stop Infrastructure and Accessibility 

 Future Bus Terminals 

 Future Vehicle Maintenance Facilities  

 Transit Technology (scheduling software, smart card technology, etc.) 

 

Final Public Open House 

A final public open house was held on January 11, 2011 at City Hall. Over 30 members of 

the public, City staff and political representatives were in attendance to review the 

information boards and view a comprehensive PowerPoint presentation. Many of the 

attendees were participants of the Transit Focus Group meetings held throughout the study. 

In summary, all comments relative to the issues and recommendations were supported. HDR 

                                                 
2 CUTA Issue paper #27 February 2008 

 
3 The City of North Bay allocated a portion of their federal gas tax revenue to complete a downtown transit 

terminal in 2007 and convert their entire vehicle fleet to accessible buses by 2012. 
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and staff are, therefore, confident that the recommendations of this report capture the 

community priorities relative to the provision of Sault Transit and ParaBus services over the 

next five years and beyond.  

 

Conclusion 

The 2012-2016 Public Transit Operations Review, developed in consultation with 

stakeholders, is designed to grow ridership and ensure that the transit fleet and infrastructure 

is in place to accommodate the growth. Additionally, much focus was placed on the ParaBus 

service to ensure that the City is equipped with tools needed to serve the growing demands 

on the service due to the aging population and increased life expectancies. This is timely 

given the Accessibility for Ontarians Disability Act requirements that need to be met today 

and in the future.  

 

The Sault Transit and ParaBus Service plan and budget estimates can be accelerated 

depending on: 

 Revenue growth due to increased ridership or higher transit fares, and the introduction of 

smart card technology. 

 Available vehicle replacement and expansion funding.  

 Re-purposing funds from the Federal Gas Tax Fund for transit infrastructure. 

 Obtaining additional staff and technology resources for ParaBus service. 

 Ability to expand the use of taxis.  

 Reaching an agreement to implement a U-Pass program with Sault College and Algoma 

University.  

 

There is flexibility built into the plan to allow for shortfalls or increases in ridership 

revenues, unforeseen expenses, and gas tax allocation amounts. The plans should be followed 

in 2012 and 2013 and used as a guide thereafter.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The City of Sault Ste. Marie retained HDR to review the operations and policies of Sault Ste. 

Marie Transit (herein referred to as Sault Transit), which provides conventional transit and 

TransCab service, and ParaBus, the specialized transit service for people with unable to 

board Sault Transit vehicles. This report documents the actions taken, findings, and 

conclusions of this review, and the recommendations for Council to consider over the next 

five years. 

 

1.1 Study Objectives 

In 2006, the City of Sault Ste. Marie approved, in principle, the report entitled 

Comprehensive Transit Operations Review of Existing Services with Transit Ridership 

Growth Plan and Asset Management Plan. The plan focussed on conventional transit (Sault 

Transit), while the specialized transit (ParaBus) component of the study was more limited in 

scope, focusing on across the board service hour increases and larger ParaBus fleet to better 

adapt to the aging population. 

 

While the population growth of the City of Sault Ste. Marie is modest, the growth in the 

number of residents entering retirement age is growing at a far quicker pace, placing a strain 

on the ability to meet specialized transit needs. Today, as conventional transit fleets become 

100% wheelchair accessible, a more integrated service plan that meets the needs of both 

conventional transit and specialized transit customers makes financial sense. 

 

The 2012-2016 Public Transit Operations Review is focused on the ParaBus operations while 

the review of Sault Transit operations consisted of an update of the previous 2006-2011 

service plan, which were guided by newly established policies and strategies introduced at 

the time. 

 

1.2 Study Process 

The review process comprised the following process:  

 Peer Review: Analysis of Sault Transit and ParaBus performance data in relation to 

services offered in municipalities comparable to Sault Ste. Marie in terms of size.  

 Stakeholder Consultations: Consultations with the people who use and provide the 

service, consisting of four focus groups and a brief customer survey made available on 

the City’s web site. 

 Policy Framework Update: Update of the Transit policy framework and a revised 

ParaBus policy framework based on stakeholder input. 

 Development of recommendations, which were reviewed with the Transit Focus Group 

stakeholders and senior municipal administration that provided input earlier in the study. 

 Preparation of five year service and financial plan. 

 Draft report and open house. 

 Final report and Council presentation.  
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2. PEER REVIEWS 

HDR identified a number of similar-sized municipalities across Canada in a peer review to 

assist the City of Sault Ste. Marie in determining what the expectations are for public transit 

today and for the future. Two (2) separate peer reviews were carried out – one for 

conventional transit and another for specialized / wheelchair accessible transit. The median 

value of each of the peer review statistics was used as a basis to help establish reasonable 

expectations for stakeholders during the initial Transit Focus Group consultations.  

 

This review uses data from the Canadian Urban Transit Association’s (CUTA) 2009 

Canadian and Ontario Transit Fact Book4 for conventional and specialized transit systems. 

HDR compared various operating, financial, and performance data among municipalities 

with a population of about 50,000 to 100,000.  

 

Caution should be used when assessing peer review statistics since operating environments 

can vary significantly from one municipality to another. The more important aspect of peer 

reviews is to provide a high level understanding of the transit service levels in other 

jurisdictions and the levels of municipal investment, which will eventually drive the 

decision-making. 

 

2.1 Conventional Transit Peer Review 

Table 2-1 provides a comparison of key annual conventional transit operating statistics for 

those municipalities included in the peer review.  

                                                 
4 The Ontario Ministry of Transportation conducts an annual data collection study for all of Ontario’s transit 

systems which include a large number of systems with similar characteristics as the City of Sault Ste. Marie 
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Table 2-1: Transit Peer Review 

 
 

As seen in Table 2-1, municipal population and service area population is identified. The 

difference is that the municipal population identifies the total population within the 

municipality and the service area population, as defined by CUTA (2009 Canadian Transit 

Fact Book), identifies the population within “the built-up area of the municipality receiving 

regular transit service; 400 metres from a service route.” The distinction is important 

statistically as service area population better reflects the performance of a system. With the 

exception of net investment (cost) per capita, service area population is the basis for the per 

capita statistics shown in Exhibit 2-2 and Exhibit 2-3. 

 

Exhibit 2-1 through Exhibit 2-7 graphically illustrates a number of transit statistical 

indicators. These indicators provided high-level guidance for this study as they help establish 

reasonable expectations.  

 



 

4 
 

 

Exhibit 2-1: Number of Buses per 10,000 People 

 

Exhibit 2-1 compares the fleet size in relation to population. This value is dependent on the 

number of routes offered, the level of service, the fleet mix, and the age of the fleet and spare 

ratio. Sault Ste. Marie is in line with the median value of 4.0 buses per 10,000 people.  

 

 

Exhibit 2-2: Annual Revenue Hours per Capita 

 

As seen in Exhibit 2-2, Revenue Hours per Capita (Service Area) for the peer group ranges 

from 0.4 hours to 1.5 hours of service per resident per year. The City of Sault Ste. Marie 

provides 1.2 Hours per Capita, which is in line with the median value.  
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Exhibit 2-3: Annual Passengers per Capita 

 

As seen in Exhibit 2-3, the average number of revenue passengers (fare paying passengers) 

per resident per year for the peer systems ranges from a measure of 4.6 to 52.1 trips per 

capita. With a median value of 21.9 passengers per capita, Sault Ste. Marie compares 

favourably with 27.2 passengers per capita. This indicates that the service provided in Sault 

Ste. Marie is more effective than the median value.  

 

 

Exhibit 2-4: Total Cost per Hour 

 

Cost per hour is defined as the operating cost per hour of service. As seen in Exhibit 2-4, 

Annual Cost per Hour ranges from $63.78 to $122.84, with a median value of $84.20. Labour 
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accounts for the largest portion of hourly costs and as such, can vary significantly. Sault Ste. 

Marie’s annual cost per hour of $88.26 is slightly above the peer group’s median value.  

 

 

Exhibit 2-5: Average Fare 

 

The Average Fare is calculated by dividing total fare revenues by total revenue passengers. 

Since bus fares can differ by passenger classification (adults, seniors, students, etc.), an 

average is taken. As seen in Exhibit 2-5, the peer review data ranges from approximately 

$0.64 to $2.00. Sault Transit’s average fare is $1.15, just below the median value of $1.26 

per passenger. 

 

 

Exhibit 2-6: Deficit per Revenue Passenger 
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The Deficit per Revenue Passenger represents the subsidy required per revenue passenger, 

after fare and other auxiliary revenues have been applied to the total costs of service. As 

shown in Exhibit 2-6, the value ranges from $1.00 to $5.31 among the peer group. Sault Ste. 

Marie’s deficit per revenue passenger of $2.69 is representative of the $2.61 median value.  

 

 
Exhibit 2-7: Net Investment per Capita 

 

As seen in Exhibit 2-7, the Net Investment per Capita refers to the annual net cost or the 

local investment made on a per capita basis during the reporting year, calculated using total 

cost less revenues received, divided by the number of residents. This varies significantly 

from $16.20 to $79.94 and is impacted by local hourly costs, the average fare, the 

effectiveness of the service, and the level of service provided. 

 

The median net cost per capita is $52.41, with Sault Ste. Marie well above this level of 

investment with a value of $69.12. The relatively higher value for Sault Transit indicates that 

the City of Sault Ste. Marie places importance on the provision of public transit. In contrast, 

Cape Breton has the lowest cost per capita but it also offers the least amount of service per 

capita.  

 

2.2 Specialized Transit Peer Review 

Table 2-2 provides a comparison of key specialized transit statistics in similar sized 

municipalities to the City of Sault Ste. Marie. 
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Table 2-2: Specialized Transit Peer Review 

 
 

Exhibit 2-8 through Exhibit 2-11 illustrates a number of indicators and conclusions that can 

be drawn from the comparisons made.  

 

 

Exhibit 2-8: Registrants Per Capita 

 

The number of registrants for specialized transit service is determined by the eligibility 

criteria, which are the grounds on which an applicant would qualify to use the service, as 

determined by the municipality. As shown in Exhibit 2-8, the range for registrants per capita 

(service area) among the peer group is 0.005 to 0.074, with the median value indicating 

approximately 0.018 per capita. The City of Sault Ste. Marie is at the high end of the range 
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with 0.042. This will likely increase as the average age of the general population rises, since 

age correlates directly with frequency of disability. 

 

It is important to note that these figures are for all registrants, as distinct from active 

registrants – people who have actually used the service within the past year. Data on active 

registrants is often not provided, but can be very different. The consultants and ParaBus staff 

ran a query on the ParaBus database, which reported that only about 900 out of 3,300 

registrants had taken a trip in the first nine months of 2011.  

 

 

Exhibit 2-9: Annual Trips per Registrant 

 

The annual trips taken per specialized transit registrant varies significantly between 

municipalities and is impacted by a number of factors, mainly average trip length, average 

speed, service availability, and how restrictive or permissive the eligibility process is.  

 

As seen in Exhibit 2-9, the median value is 29.2 annual trips per registrant, which will vary 

depending on the maturity of the service. Sault Ste. Marie’s value for this indicator is just 

over half of the median value, with 16.2 trips per registrant. This suggests that the amount of 

service available is adequate. The municipalities of Cape Breton, Brandon and Lethbridge 

have values that are quite high compared to the median value, which reflects restrictive 

eligibility, a traditionally high level of service or a combination of both. 

 

What the statistic does not directly address is the latent demand for service. Latent demand is 

unexpressed demand due to constraints on the supply of service. It is indicated by two 

factors: non-accommodated trip requests, and trips that were never even requested because 

the client was discouraged by the general unavailability of service. Comparing the number of 

trips per registrant or per capita with the average for peer cities provides some insight into 

what the latent demand might be. If it is below average, and the number of non-
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accommodated trip requests is substantial (2.5% or more of all trip requests) then significant 

latent demand probably exists. 

 

 

Exhibit 2-10: Deficit per Revenue Passenger 

 

As with the conventional transit peer review, the deficit per revenue passenger for specialized 

transit is the value of the subsidy required to offer a revenue passenger service. Some 

specialized transit agencies allow companions or attendants to ride free with the passenger 

that requires the service, and the cost to transport this set of passengers are included in the 

Deficit per Revenue Passenger calculation. The peer review for this indicator is summarized 

in Exhibit 2-10, which shows a range of $10.80 to $24.55 per revenue passenger, with a 

median value of $18.46. The net deficit per passenger for Sault Ste. Marie’s ParaBus service 

is below the median value with a value of $16.71. This suggests that ParaBus is operating 

efficiently.  

 

For comparison purposes, the deficit per capita for Sault Transit is $2.69. A ParaBus client 

who makes their trip on transit instead of on ParaBus is therefore making a trip that is much 

less costly to the City. In fact, since the conventional transit bus with available capacity is 

operating anyway, there is no increase in costs related to the ParaBus passenger’s trip. This 

has led some cities such as Waterloo and Hamilton to offer free fare on transit to all 

specialized transit registrants. Any effort to enable a ParaBus registrant to use conventional 

transit should be welcomed since there could be a savings of approximately $14 or more per 

passenger, and more ParaBus service would be available to other registrants to meet latent 

and/or growing demand for service within the existing budget. 
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Exhibit 2-11: Net Investment per Capita 

 

Many factors impact the net investment (cost) per capita to support specialized transit service 

in a community. As seen in Exhibit 2-11, the peer review revealed that the range can be 

significant, from $4.89 to $18.31 per capita; however, the median value of $11.30 per capita 

provides a guide that can be followed when establishing reasonable expectations. Sault Ste. 

Marie’s net cost per capita of $11.38 indicates that the level of investment in Sault Ste. 

Marie’s specialized transit services is comparable to the investment in other similar sized 

municipalities.  

 

2.3 Peer Review Conclusions 

The peer review data and analysis demonstrates that the City of Sault Ste. Marie’s level of 

investment in public transportation and its return on investment (i.e. ridership) compares 

favourably with many similar-sized communities across the country. The review of 

somewhat larger communities also provides a glimpse into the future as Sault Ste. Marie 

grows and Sault Transit and ParaBus matures.  

 

The exact performance of service in the future is difficult to predict; however, it can be 

surmised that service performance will improve as residents embrace transit service over 

time. This is especially encouraging for Sault Ste. Marie as it has been shown that the City 

already has a strong foundation.  
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3. COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND 

STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATION 

3.1 Focus Group Participation 

Initial stakeholder consultation activities were conducted in August 2011 via informal Transit 

Focus Groups (TFGs). Additional meetings were then conducted in October, at which time 

the study’s findings, conclusions and recommendations were validated through follow-up 

discussions.  

 

For the August round of meetings, the consultants prepared a brief customer survey to make 

available on the City’s web site. Sault Transit and ParaBus Transit Focus Groups (informal 

meetings) were held with the following groups: 

 

 Sault Transit General Public – transit customers, non-transit customers, ParaBus 

registrants. 

 ParaBus General Public - people with disabilities, agencies that represent or provide 

services to people with disabilities. 

 Transit Subcommittee of the Accessibility Advisory Committee. 

 Project Steering Committee. 

 ParaBus management and staff, and other service providers.  

 Sault Transit staff – bus operators, supervisors, maintenance staff, administration. 

 

In addition to the TFGs, there were 175 survey responses received from the public, primarily 

through e-mail. The goal of the survey and the focus groups was to generate open discussions 

of what customers appreciate about Sault Transit and ParaBus, where they see room for 

improvement, what suggestions they would offer to improve service, and what they feel the 

priorities should be for the next five to seven years.  

 

HDR presented a PowerPoint presentation at each for the TFGs, which outlined the study 

objectives and gave an overview of the industry. An agenda was provided that listed the 

topics that were discussed, and there was an opportunity to fill out a comments sheet at the 

meeting or to send in email comments to either Sault Transit or HDR. During the 

consultation process, the HDR team had discussed best practices, if they were appropriate, 

and if so, how and when they could be applied to the services offered locally. 

 

Sault Transit and ParaBus representatives were present at all meetings except for the meeting 

with ParaBus passengers and the general public, from which they voluntarily absented 

themselves in order to ensure that participants would be entirely free to voice their views 

frankly. The tone of the meetings was cordial, business-like, frank and positive. City officials 

had prepared an informative press release leading to an article in the Sault Star prior to the 

meetings. This article is included in Appendix A. In addition, CTV television covered one of 

the focus groups and interviewed several participants. 
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3.2 Sault Transit Focus Groups 

The Sault Transit Focus Groups are summarized in two parts, General Public and the City of 

Sault Ste. Marie staff and officials, whose comments were incorporated in the foregoing 

summaries. 

 

3.2.1 General Public Transit Focus Groups 

The following section provides a summary of main points from the consultation meetings 

with representatives of the general public to address Sault Transit issues and opportunities. 

 

What customers like 

 Frequency and span of service (service hours) meet community needs for the most part. 

 Although there are times when demand is low (i.e. late night), the service provided is 

appreciated since people that use the bus late at night (i.e. to get home) are captive to 

transit. Eliminating service would force people to use cars or expensive taxi service. 

 There were few issues with respect to service coverage of the City. 

 Bus operators are highly rated. 

 Buses are accessible for those using mobility devices. 

 Fares are considered reasonable.  

 ParaBus registrants that use Sault Transit appreciate the ability to make ad-hoc trips. 

 

Improvements that customers would like to see 

 Perhaps late night Friday and Saturday service to coincide with bar hours (i.e. for 

students). 

 Some buses are crowded. 

 Some trips are being short-turned on a regular basis. 

 Service quality can be improved with respect to schedule adherence, which can vary from 

bus operator to bus operator. 

 Restrict use of cell phones by operators. 

 More direct access from the east to the hospital. 

 Snow clearing at bus stops should be improved. 

 Would like bus operators to load passengers at terminal before the departure time. 

 Would like to provide some service on statutory holidays, when service is not currently 

available. 

 Would like to have service provided to outlying residential areas that do not meet 

minimum population requirements. 

 Better provision for bikes and strollers. 

 More predictable low floor bus schedules (i.e. not always provided as scheduled). 

 Better supervision of the bus operations. 

 Would like to discuss service changes before they are finalized. 

 Provision of take-ones on buses to provide information to customers. 

 More schedule information available (print media and web-based). 

 Should look at having a second terminal where more routes can connect, rather than 

downtown only bus terminal. 
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 Would like to see the new transfer boxes more accessible to those in mobility devices. 

 Takes too long to tie down wheelchairs and tie downs tend to get dirty. 

 Next bus announcement volume should be higher.  

 Would like maps to illustrate bus stops. 

 

Consensus Reached 

 Semester pass (U-pass) should be revisited with Sault College and Algoma University. 

 The low floor bus fleet is being expanded (four new buses recently purchased). 

 Rear-facing wheelchair positions would improve boarding and alighting times. 

 Maps should include bus stop locations. 

 Improve public input process for service changes. 

 Improved on-street supervision is needed and, in the longer term, use of GPS technology 

can be expanded to mitigate the need to hire supervisory staff. 

 Post routes and schedules on the bus (individual route schedules can be handed out). 

 Overall, Sault Transit provides good coverage and acceptable minimum service levels. 

 The number of administrative and supervisory staff is perceived to be low and should be 

compared to other transit systems. 

 Some tweaking of existing routes (design and schedules) should be undertaken as part of 

this study while more extensive long-term route design and service strategies should be 

identified as ‘next steps’. 

 The expanded use of TransCab should be explored. 

 Accessibility for Ontarions Disability Act will require Sault Ste. Marie to continue to 

invest in accessibility. 

 Travel training for all residents should be explored (i.e. for seniors, new Canadians, 

ParaBus customers, and cognitively disabled). 

 Better accommodation for bikes and strollers.  

 Improvements in bus seating layout should be explored to better accommodate mobility 

devices. 
 

3.2.2 Sault Transit Staff Focus Group 

The following section provides a summary of main points from the consultation meetings 

with the Transit Sub-committee and Project Steering Committee as well as a Sault Transit 

focus group made up of maintenance staff, operations staff and bus operators; ParaBus staff 

also participated. 
 

Maintenance 

 There is difficulty in meeting service requirements where ParaBus vehicles are 

sometimes used for conventional transit service. 

 Seventeen buses are required in the peak. 

 Total fleet of 31 buses (28 + 3 long-term maintenance); spare ratio of 35% is high due to 

age of fleet. 

 When asked about bike racks on buses, staff commented that consideration should be 

given to bus wash capability (this may not be an issue with the new bike racks). 

 Four (low floor) Nova buses are being purchased for an 18-year replacement cycle. 
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 Transit garage facility on Huron Street was built in 1983 and is in need of major repairs: 

Bus wash is over 30 years old and requires replacement- fuel tanks, access doors, etc. 

require replacement soon. It was suggested consideration be given to having a more 

central location and sharing a common facility with Public Works and Transportation 

Department services. 

 One more hoist required, although there should be sufficient capacity; attributed to a 

higher level of maintenance for an older fleet. 

 

Operations 

 TransCab service seems to work well for low demand areas. 

 Although a concern that TransCab would be used instead of union bus operators, it was 

explained that regular transit would not meet minimal performance requirements and as 

such, the option is no service. 

 Shelter location decisions are initiated by Transit and reviewed by Traffic for safety; this 

should continue. 

 It was agreed that rear-facing wheelchair positions on conventional transit buses will 

reduce boarding times. 

 There were bus operator concerns about installing security cameras on buses; however, 

the cameras would be used primarily for driver / passenger safety and to reduce bogus 

lawsuits. 

 The Automated Vehicle Location (AVL) system is not being fully utilized due to 

technical issues that are being addressed; the AVL data should provide schedule 

adherence reports in the future for scheduling and route design purposes. 

 Inspectors can monitor route schedule adherence from their laptops; however, time is 

limited; consideration can be given to sending ‘alerts’. 

 There was agreement that the existing downtown terminal (DTT) is an important transfer 

point; however, it does force people to travel out-of-direction to destinations in the 

growing northern areas of Sault Ste. Marie. 

 The DDT does not allow for independent departures, which can cause late departures. 

This is something that Sault Ste. Marie will have to live with until a route restructure 

requires fewer bus platforms. 

 A Timed Transfer System (TTS) was discussed, whereby additional satellite terminals 

spaced 15 to 20 minutes apart could be considered in the future to reduce bus travel 

times; there was interest in exploring this in the future. 

 It was agreed that a more central terminal is needed to adapt to the growth in the north, 

recognizing that the downtown terminal will still need to play a significant role.  

 As the Sault Transit fleet becomes 100% low floor, it was agreed that bus stops will need 

to be more accessible to better enable some ParaBus registrants to use the conventional 

transit bus service. 

 

Other 

 Fare evasion was identified as a problem where it is clear that some adults are using 

discounted student passes and many bus operators do not have the time to verify IDs; a 

student ID card or future smart card could be considered as a mandatory requirement for 

discounted fares. 

 Bench advertising proposal from a vendor has been received.  
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 Semester pass (U-pass) should be revisited with Sault College and Algoma University. 

 The low floor bus fleet is being expanded (four new buses recently purchased). 

 Rear-facing wheelchair, scooter positions would improve boarding and alighting times. 

 Maps can include bus stop locations. 

 Improve public input to service changes. 

 Improved on-street supervision is needed and, in the longer term, use of GPS technology 

can be expanded to mitigate the need to hire supervisory staff. 

 Post routes and schedules on the bus (individual route schedules can be handed out). 

 Overall, Sault Transit provides good coverage and acceptable minimum service levels. 

 The number of administrative and supervisory staff is perceived to be low and should be 

compared to other similar cities. 

 Some tweaking of existing routes (design and schedules) should be undertaken as part of 

this study while more extensive long-term route design and service strategies should be 

identified as ‘next steps’. 

 The expanded use of TransCab should be explored. 

 Accessibility for Ontarians Disability Act will require Sault Ste. Marie to continue to 

invest in accessibility. 

 Travel training for all residents should be explored (i.e. for seniors, new Canadians, 

ParaBus customers, and cognitively disabled). 

 Better accommodation for bikes and strollers. 

 Improvements in bus seating layout should be explored to better accommodate mobility 

devices. 

 

3.3 ParaBus Focus Groups 

The following section provides a summary of main points from the consultation meetings. 

Detailed notes can be found in Appendix B. As evident from this summary, the consultations 

were very rich and productive. The consultants owe a great vote of thanks to the many 

participants for their excellent contributions, and to Sault Transit and ParaBus staff for their 

great preparatory work. 

 

Main points from the Focus Groups relative to the questions asked included: 

 

What is appreciated about ParaBus? 

 ParaBus service quality, drivers and staff are rated very highly by participants. 

 Fares are reasonable. 

 Sault Transit’s accessible service is appreciated for providing spontaneous travel. 

 

Issues Identified 

Service availability: 

 More ParaBus service is needed.  

 Alternative services should be available for people who can use them (taxi scrip, low 

floor bus, etc.). 
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Booking: 

 The ability to book important trips much longer in advance should be made available 

(trips can currently be booked only up to one week in advance). 

 It is currently difficult to book appointments in advance for health purposes, which do not 

fit within ParaBus’ definition of a medical appointment (for example, chiropractor and 

audiology). 

 It takes too long to make a booking as telephone hold times are too long. In order to 

secure a booking, clients have to call first thing in the morning before the phone lines get 

too congested. Sometimes the attendant has to hang up because he / she has reached the 

end of his / her shift without completing the call. There should be more call-takers to 

speed up the booking process. 

 Inability to book a trip on weekends is an issue. The phones are very congested on 

Fridays because people have to book for Saturday, Sunday and Monday. 

 Separate phone lines for medical and non-medical trip bookings. 

 Prioritizing by trip purpose is not desirable, as one person’s recreational trip could be just 

as important as someone else’s doctor’s appointment. The current system makes it 

difficult to get to a recreational event, which is also important to a person’s health. 

 It is difficult to obtain service at the desired times. Sometimes users have to arrive at their 

destination an hour or more early because there’s no vehicle available later. 

 An oversized wheelchair or scooter which takes up more than one space can result in an 

accidental overbooking; limits of lift and dimensions should be explained to clients in 

advance of the trip.  

Taxis:  

 Sedan taxis are difficult to use for some ambulatory passengers; more accessible taxis are 

needed. 

 Low floor bus accessibility. 

 Tie-down system for wheelchairs requires driver assistance and delays the bus. 

Eligibility: 

 The ParaBus application process needs to be reviewed. There are people using the service 

who do not appear to need it (for example, if you can walk up and down the shopping 

mall, you should not need ParaBus to get you there; conventional transit should be 

sufficient). 

 Scheduling. 

 More ride-sharing is needed. 

 A better scheduling system is needed. 

 Same-day cancellations are not re-booked efficiently. 

General: 

 No spontaneous travel option is available. 

 Not enough buses and hours of service. 

 Not enough service during peak hours. 

Vehicles: 

 Ride is uncomfortable at the back of the ParaBus van. 

 Configuration of some buses is awkward for the driver to secure the fifth or the last chair 

loaded, especially if it is a large one. 

 Tie-down system is difficult for the driver with some wheelchairs or scooters. 
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Sault Transit:  

 Sault Transit low floor buses can be a good travel option, but the tie-down system is 

difficult for drivers to operate; buses are often held up while the driver ties down a 

wheelchair. 

 

Improvements that were discussed to address the issues identified 

 Trip booking: 

o Enable long-term appointments for medical and other important trips to be booked 

well in advance of the seven day booking. 

o Booking on weekends. 

o A faster trip booking process with more call-takers and less wait time. 

o Make email and voice mail confirmation of trip bookings available for people who 

want it.  

 There are only three areas in the town – could use techniques to schedule groups trips to 

those three areas, or dedicate vehicles to serve those areas. 

 Make more trips available during peak travel times. 

 An ID card to make reciprocity easier when visiting another city. 

 More accessible taxis. 

 Eligibility changes to reserve ParaBus for people who really need it.  

 Better scheduling system with more ride-sharing: “Sometimes I’m riding alone on the 

vehicle and don’t mind a longer trip if it means more people can be accommodated.”  

 Improve the scheduling. Sometimes three buses arrive at the same location. 

 Eliminate the 45-minute or 30-minute call slots, which waste capacity on short trips, in 

favour of scheduling based on actual travel times. 

 Accommodate trips on short notice. 

 Offer alternative services for people who can use them. 

 More ParaBus service. 

 An accessible inspector’s van to help out when a passenger is stranded.  

 Separate phone lines for medical and non-medical trip bookings. 

 Involve users and drivers when designing vehicle configurations. 

 Purchase larger vehicles for greater capacity and ease of securing wheelchairs. 

 Locate the ParaBus fleet depot in the true centre of the city (Second and Great Northern 

area) to economize time and deadhead miles at the start and the end of driver shifts. 

 Taxi scrip, at least for ambulatory passengers. 

 Offer New Year’s Eve service. 

 Better coverage of peak travel hours (action underway on this by ParaBus changing 

driver shift times). 

 Provide an orientation video or newsletter to teach people how to use the service, and 

explain how booking, scheduling, etc. work.  

 

3.4 Community Web-based Input 

The preceding stakeholder consultations provided an excellent avenue for obtaining valuable 

community input from interested and representative community representatives. To 
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complement this, the public at-large were also given an opportunity to provide input to the 

study.  

 

During August 2011, the City of Sault Ste. Marie conducted web-based and write-in surveys 

to gauge how Sault Transit’s conventional and specialized services serve their customers.  

This level of consultation is required to identify where Sault Transit is successful and where 

improvement needs to be made to ensure passenger satisfaction. The surveys were structured 

around four to five open ended questions that allowed respondents to give an unlimited 

number of comments as they pertained to the respective questions. Write-in surveys were 

distributed to stakeholders that rely heavily on ParaBus, while the web-based surveys were 

open to all residents of the City.  

 

A total of 175 residents participated and their comments are summarized below. 

 

3.4.1 Conventional Transit Survey Results 

Ninety (90) web-based surveys were completed by Sault Ste. Marie residents to obtain their 

thoughts and feelings towards Sault Transit’s conventional services. There are five questions 

as follows: 

1. What do you like about the current conventional transit service? Please be specific. 

2. What do you dislike about the current conventional transit service? Please be specific. 

3. How can we improve the conventional transit service to meet your individual or 

organization's current needs? 

4. What would you like to see change with the conventional transit service over the next 5 

to 7 years? 

5. Do you have additional comments / suggestions / observations? 

 

The responses to each question are summarized in the proceeding section. 

 

Question #1: What do you like about the current conventional transit service? Please be 

specific. 
 

Forty-seven (47) comments were recorded for this question. Overall, Sault Transit users like 

the convenience of the conventional transit service in that it is simple enough to get from 

Point A to Point B. Another aspect of service that users like is Sault Transit’s on-time 

performance which is a key aspect to ensure that transfers can be made and passengers can 

reach shifts or appointments on time. Table 3-1 summarizes comments for this question. 

 

Table 3-1: Conventional Transit Question #1 Responses 

Response Count % of Comments 

Convenience / Ease of Use 14 30% 

On Time Performance 10 21% 

Other (Anti-Idling, Stop Announcements, Google Maps) 8 17% 

Customer Service & Cleanliness 4 9% 
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Response Count % of Comments 

New Bus Fleet 4 9% 

Hours of Service 2 4% 

Service Area Coverage 2 4% 

Weekday Service Frequency 2 4% 

Economical / Reasonable Fare 1 2% 

Total Comments 47 100% 

 

Question #2: What do you dislike about the current conventional transit service? Please be 

specific. 

 

One hundred and thirty-eight (138) comments were recorded for this question. The biggest 

issue for many Sault Transit passengers is the condition of the existing bus fleet. 

Furthermore, the low frequency of evening and weekend services are a major cause of 

complaint since it has meant many passengers must leave for work earlier or return from 

work later. Other issues identified by customers are the level of customer service offered by 

bus operators and long, circuitous loop routes that result in long trips for passengers. Table 

3-2 summarizes comments for this question. 

 

Table 3-2: Conventional Transit Question #2 Responses 

Response Count % of Comments 

Condition of Bus Fleet 25 18% 

Evening & Weekend Service Frequency 23 17% 

Customer Service & Cleanliness 20 14% 

Current Routes (Loops, too many transfers) 15 11% 

Driver Safety 12 9% 

Weekday Service Frequency 11 8% 

Poor On-Time Performance 7 5% 

No Holiday Service 6 4% 

Bus Stop Locations 6 4% 

Hours of Service 5 4% 

Passenger Courtesy & Behaviour 5 4% 

Over Crowding 2 1% 

Other (Environmental concerns) 1 1% 

Total Comments 138 100% 

 

Question #3: How can we improve the conventional transit service to meet your individual 

or organization's current needs? 

 

One hundred and nine (109) comments were received for this question. Improved frequency 

on routes during the evening and weekend is the number one response from transit users in 

areas of improvement. The number two response is revising the existing route network, 
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including elimination of long, circuitous, one-way loop routes and the elimination of some 

transfers required to make a single trip. Other customers would like to have improved 

frequency during the weekday time periods and a longer span of service. Table 3-3 

summarizes comments for this question. 

Table 3-3: Conventional Transit Question #3 Responses 

Response Count % of Comments 

Improved Evening & Weekend Service Frequency 23 21% 

Improve Routes (eliminate loops & transfers) 21 19% 

Improved Weekday Service Frequency 14 13% 

Improve Amenities (signs, maps)  10 9% 

Longer Hours of Service 8 7% 

Improve Customer Service & Cleanliness 8 7% 

Decrease fares (change fare policies) 7 6% 

New vehicles 6 6% 

Implement Holiday Service 5 5% 

Better / Improve Stop Locations 4 4% 

Improve Scheduling 3 3% 

Total Comments 109 100% 

 

Question #4: What would you like to see change with the conventional transit service over 

the next 5 to 7 years? 

 

Ninety-six (96) comments were recorded for this question. In the medium term, Sault Transit 

users would like to have newer vehicles in operation, as it is the number one response. The 

second most popular comment is that customers would like to see the route network revised. 

Other changes in the medium term that passengers would like to see include improved 

amenities such as schedules posted at bus stops or a new downtown transit terminal. Table 

3-4 summarizes comments for this question. 

Table 3-4: Conventional Transit Question #4 Responses 

Response Count % of Comments 

New vehicles 23 24% 

Change Routes (eliminate loops & transfers) 17 18% 

Other (more amenities, new terminal) 13 14% 

Decrease fares (change fare policies) 10 10% 

Improved Evening & Weekend Service Frequency 8 8% 

Improve Customer Service & Cleanliness 7 7% 

Improve Scheduling 5 5% 

Longer Hours of Service 4 4% 

Better / Improve Stop Locations 4 4% 

Improved Weekday Service Frequency 3 3% 

Implement Holiday Service 1 1% 
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Response Count % of Comments 

Passenger Courtesy / Awareness Campaigns 1 1% 

Total Comments 96 100% 

 

Question #5: Do you have additional comments/suggestions/observations? 
 

Fifty (50) comments were given for this question. Generally the comments pertained to the 

customer service that passengers receive. Table 3-5 summarizes comments for this question. 

Table 3-5: Conventional Transit Question #5 Responses 

Response Count % of Comments 

Poor Customer Service 9 18% 

Good Customer Service & Cleanliness 7 14% 

Change Routes (eliminate loops & transfers) 6 12% 

New vehicles 6 12% 

Decrease fares (change fare policies) 5 10% 

Passenger Courtesy / Behaviour 4 8% 

Other (safety concerns, accessibility concerns, improve 

amenities) 4 8% 

Better / Improve Stop Locations 3 6% 

Improved Evening & Weekend Service Frequency 2 4% 

Implement Holiday Service 2 4% 

Longer Hours of Service 1 2% 

Improved Weekday Service Frequency 1 2% 

Total 50 100% 

 

3.4.2 Specialized Transit Survey Results 

Sixty-eight (68) web-based surveys were completed by Sault Ste. Marie residents to obtain 

their thoughts and feelings towards the City’s ParaBus services. Fourteen (14) of these 

surveys were web based, while forty-four (44) responses received were returned paper 

responses. The questions for ParaBus surveys varied from stakeholder group to stakeholder 

group, therefore similar questions were aggregated for this exercise to form the following 

four questions: 

1. How do you feel we can immediately improve our ParaBus service to meet your 

organization's needs? 

2. Is there anything about our current ParaBus service that works for you? 

3. What would you like to see change with the ParaBus service over the next 5 to 7 years? 

4. Do you have additional comments / suggestions / observations? 

 

The responses to each question are summarized in the proceeding section. 

 

Question #1: How do you feel we can immediately improve our ParaBus service to meet 

your organization's needs? 



 

23 
 

Seventy-five (75) comments were recorded for this question. The number one area where 

ParaBus can improve its services offered is through improving the current reservation policy 

for non-medical purposes and weekend trips. Registrants would like to make reservations for 

social occasions, such as weddings, well ahead of time rather taking their chances with the 

existing policy that states that rides for non-medical appointments can only be booked on the 

same day, if there is a vehicle available. It is also highly perceived among ParaBus 

registrants that there is a lot of unmet demand due to capacity constraints of the service. 

Table 3-6 summarizes comments for this question. 

Table 3-6: Specialized Transit Question #1 Responses 

Response Count % of Comments 

Improve Reservation Policy for Non-medical and weekend purposes 17 23% 

More Service to meet demand 14 19% 

Improve Reservation Process (easier, less time on hold) 9 12% 

Service Area Coverage 7 9% 

Improve on-time performance 7 9% 

Longer Service Hours 4 5% 

Improve Service Utilization (Use All Seats Available) 3 4% 

One-on-one assistance 3 4% 

Improve Weekend & Holiday Service 2 3% 

Decrease cost 2 3% 

Change Registrant Requirements 2 3% 

Driver Safety 1 1% 

Be available for group outings 1 1% 

Remove advertising 1 1% 

Accommodate Last Minute Requests 1 1% 

Implement an Inquiry Hotline 1 1% 

Total 75 100% 

 

Question #2: Is there anything about our current ParaBus service that works for you? 

 

Seventy-five (75) comments were recorded for this question. ParaBus customers are 

extremely satisfied with the high quality customer service provided by ParaBus operators. 

ParaBus users also really enjoy that door-to-door service exists exclusively for their use at a 

reasonable price. Table 3-7 summarizes comments for this question. 

Table 3-7: Specialized Transit Question #2 Responses 

Response Count % of Comments 

Good Customer Service 21 28% 

That Service Exists 13 17% 

Door to door service 10 13% 

Booking Policy for Medical Appointments 10 13% 

Reasonable Fare 9 12% 
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Response Count % of Comments 

Promptness 9 12% 

Service Area Coverage 1 1% 

Holiday Service 1 1% 

Attendant can travel free 1 1% 

Total 75 100% 

 

Question #3: What would you like to see change with the ParaBus and conventional 

transit service over the next 5 to 7 years? 

 

Sixty-nine (69) comments were recorded for this question. Based on the responses received, 

the number one need for improvement is more service to meet the high level of perceived 

unmet demand. Other customers would like to see improvements to the reservation process 

such as extra dispatchers and operators to shorten “on hold” times and busy signals. An 

interesting response received by many customers is that passengers would like to see service 

better utilized by having more than one person per vehicle per trip – ride sharing for those 

who have similar trips should be considered. Table 3-8 summarizes comments for this 

question. 

Table 3-8: Specialized Transit Question #3 Responses 

Response Count % of Comments 

More service to meet demand 27 39% 

Improve Reservation Process (easier, less time on hold) 6 9% 

Improve fleet 6 9% 

Improve Reservation Policy for Non-Medical and Weekend 

Purposes 5 7% 

Improve Service Utilization (Use All Seats Available) 4 6% 

Other (Stop locations, temporary registrants) 4 6% 

Keep Fares Reasonable 3 4% 

Larger Service Area Coverage 2 3% 

Change Registrant Requirements 2 3% 

Improve on-time performance 2 3% 

Accommodate last minute requests 2 3% 

Improve Accessibility of Conventional Services 2 3% 

Remove Advertising 1 1% 

One-on-one Assistance 1 1% 

Allow caregivers on bus 1 1% 

More public input 1 1% 

Total 69 100% 
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Question #4: Do you have additional comments / suggestions / observations? 
 

Twenty-eight (28) comments were received for this question. As with Question 2, ParaBus 

customers value the quality customer service offered by ParaBus operators. However, there 

are some customers who would like to see an easier reservation process. Table 3-9 

summarizes comments for this question. 

 

Table 3-9: Specialized Transit Question #4 Responses 

Response Count % of Comments 

Good Customer Service 11 39% 

Reservation Process is Difficult 4 14% 

Improve on-time performance 2 7% 

Change Registrant Requirements 2 7% 

Improve fleet 2 7% 

Reasonable Fares 2 7% 

Other (training for new staff, noticed improvements) 2 7% 

Wait for slow passengers 1 4% 

Implement holiday service 1 4% 

Improve Reservation Policy for Non-Medical and Weekend 

Purposes 1 4% 

Total 28 100% 
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4. SAULT TRANSIT OPERATIONS REVIEW 

HDR reviewed the objectives of the Sault Transit Operations Review with municipal staff 

and concluded it would consist of the following components: 

 Review of the Sault Transit performance between 2006 - 2010. 

 Update the Sault Transit Policy Framework in place. 

 Identify opportunities to improve transit services based on the priorities established 

during the stakeholder consultations. 

 Update the fare pricing policies and revisit the use of ‘smart card’ technology. 

 Address infrastructure needs relative to adapt to municipal growth. 

 Update the 10-year Transit Asset Management Plan to include rolling stock, maintenance 

needs, bus stop and terminal improvements, and technology needs. 

 Meet Accessibility for Ontarions Disability Act (AODA). 

 

4.1 2006-2010 Transit Report Card 

4.1.1 Ridership and Service 

Based on the information presented in Section 2, Sault Transit offers a reasonable level of 

service when compared to municipalities of similar size. Additionally, the level of investment 

in transit service from the city compares favourably with other municipalities. Generally, 

Sault Transit offers an adequate level of service to Sault Ste. Marie residents and continues to 

adapt to future growth in a fiscally responsible manner. 

 

As documented in Table 4-1, Sault Transit has seen impressive growth in its ridership 

between 2006 and 2010, with an 18% increase in ridership from 2006 to 2010. This translates 

into an annual growth rate of about 3.5%. The increase in ridership indicates that the 

population is generally satisfied with the transit service.  

 

Table 4-1: Year to Year Ridership 

Year Ridership Year to Year % Growth 

2006 1,659,820  

 2007 1,654,788  0% 

2008  1,830,535  11% 

2009  1,904,180  4% 

2010  1,962,881  3% 

Overall 18% 

Annual Growth Rate 

 

3.4% 

 

The 2006 operations review recommended additional hours of revenue service for Sault 

Transit between 2006 and 2010 to meet growing demands on the system. These 

recommendations are compared with the actual hours of service offered over the same period 

in Table 4-2.  
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Table 4-2: Recommended vs. Actual Revenue Hours of Service 

 

Year 

Recommended Annual 

Revenue Hours of Service 

Actual Annual 

Revenue Hours of 

Service 

2006 79,120 80,198 

2007 83,500 80,198 

2008 85,050 81,951 

2009 89,600 82,916 

2010 90,900 83,353 

 

Due to budgetary and vehicle constraints, Sault Transit has not been able to implement the 

additional hours of revenue service recommended in the 2006 study. Due to budgetary 

constraints, the rising costs of fuel and vehicle maintenance and the deep discount fares 

offered to students (i.e. Youth Pass), Sault Transit has held back service expansion 

improvements.  

 

From an operational perspective, Sault Transit offers a reasonable level of transit service. 

Based on the survey results presented in Section 3, passengers feel that Sault Transit is 

convenient and easy to use, buses adhere to their schedules for the most part and the services 

cover a significant portion of the City. The use of timed transfers and transfer points, while 

not ideal for many, works as planned and is not a source of major complaints. 

 

The aging vehicle fleet is a source of concern and discomfort for many passengers as the 

fleet’s condition and cleanliness were areas of complaint during the community surveys. 

While the fleet’s condition does not directly affect the passenger’s trip, it does have an 

impact on the passenger’s experience. 

 

4.1.2 Sault Transit Performance 

There are metrics that were measured to see how Sault Transit has performed relative to 

performance goals identified during the 2006 review. The performance goals set out in the 

2006 review and where Sault Transit was in 2010 versus 2006 are summarized below: 

 

Performance Goal: Effectiveness  
 Increase transit use by 15% - from 22.3 to 25.6 trips per capita by 2010. 

Result: Sault Transit increased its transit use by 26% - from 22.3 to 28.1 trips per capita in 

2010 (excellent performance growth!). 

 

Performance Goal: Efficiency 
 Increase service utilization use by 10% from 20.4 to 22.4 passengers per hour of service 

by 2010. 

Result: Sault Transit increased its service utilization by 15% from 20.4 to 23.4 trips per 

revenue hour in 2010 (excellent efficiency improvement!). 
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Performance Goal: Financial 
 Increase the revenue to cost (R/C) ratio from 42% to 45% by 2010. 

Result: Sault Transit’s R/C ratio decreased from 42% to 28% in 2010; however this is due to 

conscious political decisions and the provision of additional service despite rising costs such 

as fuel and vehicle maintenance. 

 

4.1.3 Improving Schedule Adherence 

Sault Transit has a reputation with its customers for its strong on-time performance; however, 

public schedules only contain departure times from the route end point such as the downtown 

terminal. This is somewhat frustrating for customers that live along the route as they cannot 

predict when exactly a vehicle will arrive to pick them up. Intermediate times should be 

provided. 

 

By providing accurate midpoint times to customers and adhering to them, less wait time will 

be required and missed buses can be avoided. Time points should be provided every five to 

ten minutes along a route at key intersections. These timing points should be monitored to 

ensure that what is being advertised by Sault Transit reflects what is happening on the street. 

 

Recommendation: 

 Sault Transit should include publicized time points in their public schedules. 

 

4.2 Sault Transit Policy Framework 

Transit policy drives the decision-making process by providing transit management and 

political decision-makers with the tools needed to support service recommendations and to 

maximize transit growth opportunities, while maintaining cost effectiveness. Setting policies 

early also drives the planning process and clarifies, for example, whether service changes 

should be designed to expand the system and target new riders, or whether existing funding 

levels should be reallocated to better serve existing customers. It is important to ensure that 

the policies reflect input from all stakeholders, including both transit users and non-transit 

users. 
 

The policy framework consists of: 

 Goals and Objectives that provide general policy direction for the community. 

 Service Standards to assist in determining where service will be provided, when service 

will be provided, and how it will be provided. 

 

4.2.1 Goals and Objectives 

Through the consensus-building process that the consultant team advocated throughout the 

study, HDR developed a number of goals and objectives based on the vision and mission 

statement developed by the Transit Focus Group. Only the performance goals required 

updating to guide the next five years. 
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Vision Statement 

The preferred future of public transportation in Sault Ste. Marie: 

“Sault Transit will increase transit ridership and provide a local public transportation 

system that is supported by residents, academic institutions and the business community.” 
 

Mission Statement 

The purpose of Sault Transit” 

“To provide safe, efficient and environmentally friendly public transportation services that 

support the economic vitality, growth, environmental sustainability, and health of the 

community.”  
 

To support the transit vision, a number of goals and objectives were developed. 
 

Service Goals 

To provide a public transportation system as a viable alternative to the automobile in the City 

of Sault Ste. Marie to: 

 Improve the quality of life of residents who do not have access to an automobile. 

 Improve pedestrian access to transit service.  

 Meet the travel demand generated by various target markets in the employment, 

academic, commercial, medical, and service industries. 

 Recognize that transit is an integral component of urban growth. 

 

Performance Goals (Updated) 

Transit performance targets have been established for the next five years: 

 Effectiveness: Increase transit use by 10% - from 28.1 to 31.0 trips per capita by 2016. 

 Efficiency: Increase service utilization use by 10% from 23.4 to 25.7 passengers per hour 

of service by 2016. 

 Financial: Increase the revenue to cost (R/C) ratio from 28% to 35% by 2016. 

 

The performance targets identified can be adjusted, as required, and are designed to be 

slightly out of reach to ensure continuous improvement is sought to help ensure ridership 

growth initiatives are balanced with fiscal responsibility. 

 

Service Area Objective 

Sault Transit should provide service within the urbanized area of the Sault Ste. Marie. 

 

Service Objective 

The minimum frequency of service and service hours to be provided shall be adequate to 

meet the various target markets within the community. 

 

4.2.2 Transit Service Standards 

The goals and objectives provide a general policy direction for the City to follow with 

respect to the provision of Transit service. Transit service standards are needed to guide Sault 

Ste. Marie Transit in determining when transit service will be provided, how frequent it will 

be provided and how it will be provided through: 
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 A framework for making rational decisions on the level and quality of service in the 

community. 

 Increased public awareness of the philosophy of service and growth for Sault Ste. Marie 

Transit. 

 A strong commitment by Council to maintain service standards within the context of 

balancing social and environmental objectives with fiscal responsibility. 

 A high degree of acceptance for Transit expenditures since the decision-making process 

will be perceived as fair. 

 

4.2.3 Transit Service Level Policies 

Recognizing fiscal restraint and the need for an expanded and sustainable public 

transportation system, there must be a balance between providing a desirable high level of 

service and affordability. The service level policies have been designed, within reason, to 

enable residents that are captive to transit to expect a minimum level of service.  
 

Minimum Service Hours5  

The minimum hours of service operation to accommodate the various target market groups 

identified shall be: 

 5:30am – 12:30am weekdays 

 7:00am – 12:30am Saturdays 

 7:00am – 12:30am Sundays 
 

Minimum Frequency of Service2 

Service shall be provided every 30 minutes Monday through Saturday and a minimum of 

every 60 minutes during evenings and all day Sunday. 
 

Minimum Service Coverage2 

 95% of residents within the urbanized area of Sault Ste. Marie shall be within a 450m 

walk (approximately five minutes) of a bus route.  

 Conventional bus service shall be provided to new subdivisions with 400 households or 

1,000 residents; alternative forms of service delivery shall be considered for new 

subdivisions that do not meet the criteria. 

 Areas outside the urban area should be provided with a low cost form of service delivery 

such a TransCab at least two days per week. 
 

Route Design2 

 All routes shall be provided in both directions to the extent possible. One-way service 

loops beyond 2km are unacceptable.  

 Routes shall be located along major arterial and collector roads and only be provided 

along local residential roads in order to meet walk distance guidelines. 

Route Performance 

 Conventional transit routes must have a minimum 10 passengers per hour. 

                                                 
5 These standards are minimum guidelines only and do not take into account what may or 

may not be financially feasible. 
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 TransCab service should carry at least two persons per trip on average. 

 

4.2.4 Land Use Design Guidelines 

The efficiency and effectiveness of public transportation (conventional and specialized) is 

dictated by the degree to which land use design policies support transit operations and 

sustainable development initiatives. By applying proven transit supportive land use 

guidelines, the City of Sault Ste. Marie will be able to avoid the costly mistakes of other 

larger municipalities. The guidelines address: 

 Acceptable walk distances from developments to existing and future transit services. 

 Accessibility infrastructure. 

 Incorporating transit-supportive guidelines in the development approval process. 

 

Highlights of the policies are:  

 Bus Stop Locations.  

 That the location of bus stops be co-coordinated with the design of walkways, 

intersections and development in order to minimize walk distances and provide for 

reasonable bus stop spacing.  

 Walk Distances.  

 95% of all dwelling units should be within a 450m walk distance of an existing or future 

bus stop with 66% of the dwelling units within a 300m walk distance of the bus stop 

 All multiple dwelling units should be within a 300m walk distance of an existing or 

future bus stop.  

 All institutional development should within a 150m walk distance of an existing or future 

bus stop (NEW). 

 Walkway Locations.  

 That walkways be provided such that walking distances from the residences of a 

subdivision to existing or future transit routes are minimized. 

 Acceptable Transit Routes.  

 Transit routes can be provided on arterial roads and major collectors which have 

reasonable through access: not on crescents or cul-de-sacs. A nine metre pavement width 

is the minimum acceptable for transit routes.  

 Arterial and major collector ‘through’ roads should be spaced no more than 900m apart to 

allow adequate transit route coverage of future residential developments.  

 Provision should be made to minimize the length of one-way transit loops. One- 

directional loops longer than 2km are unacceptable. 

 Provision for temporary transit vehicle turning circles must be provided, where 

necessary, to allow transit route phasing to coincide with development phasing. A 

minimum 15.2m radius is required for the turning circle.  

 Transit Route Length.  

 Road layouts in residential developments should be designed such that transit routes 

require a maximum of 1km of transit route per 1,000 residents served.  

 Trade-Offs.  

o That land use / transit co-ordination is a necessary and valuable goal recognizing 

that, in the implementation of the design objectives, trade-offs may exist in some 

instances with other planning, engineering and environmental considerations.  
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o That secondary plans and draft plans of subdivisions recommended by staff shall 

reflect efforts used in trying to achieve the transit guideline objectives.  

 

4.2.5 Sault Transit Accessibility Policies 

Changes in health care services (e.g. consolidation of programs) and the trend to greater 

outpatient service have increased travel needs for people with disabilities. The rate of 

mobility disability in the population increases substantially with age. As a greater segment of 

the population reaches age 65 and beyond and life expectancies continue to rise, there will be 

a proportionate increase in travel by persons with disabilities. One way to provide additional 

capacity for ParaBus is the ability for some ParaBus customers to use Sault Transit. 

 

Strategies have been developed to provide a framework for the future: 

 All conventional transit vehicles shall be low floor wheelchair accessible. 

 Land use design guidelines shall be designed to maximize accessibility to bus stops. 

 ParaBus clients and attendants, if required, shall be able to use Sault Transit’s 

conventional transit service at no cost. 

 The current travel training program should continue to train and encourage the elderly 

and disabled to use conventional transit whenever possible, thereby enabling ParaBus and 

accessible taxis to better serve those that have no choice. 

 

4.2.6 Transit Fare Policies 

Recognizing that many transit users are captive and have no access to an automobile, transit 

fares must be affordable and fare policies should be conducive to attracting customers. 

Generally, trade-offs will be needed to balance the service provided with the estimated 

ridership revenue, recognizing the need to balance ridership growth strategies with fiscal 

responsibility.  

 

Pricing Strategies 

 The more frequently transit is used, the higher the customer discount. 

 Free transfers within 90 minutes in any direction and on any route. 

 Adult passes would be transferable. 

 U-Pass negotiations with Algoma University and Sault College should be re-started. 

 Introduction of a lower-cost high school student pass for after school hours and weekend 

travel; a suggested pass cost would be 10-15 times the cost of a ticket price. 

 

Future Fare Increases  

The cost of doing business increases with inflation and is increasingly vulnerable to spikes 

that occur in fuel prices.  

 Transit fares should keep pace with inflation as a minimum. 

 Cash fares should be the same for all passengers to encourage discount forms of fare 

payment, which encourage transit use. 

 The unit price of a multi pass should be approximate 80% of the cost of the cash fare. 

 Adult passes should be based on about 40 trips per month x the unit price of a Multi pass 

fare. 
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Ease of Fare Payment – Smart Card Technology 

In 2005, Sault Transit determined there was a business case to support the purchase and 

installation of an e-purse farecard system (known as “smart card”) that would eventually 

replace all forms of fare payment except cash and paper transfers. The technology will not 

require the replacement of the recently installed electronic registering fareboxes as other 

suppliers offer stand-alone smart card readers that can be purchased for about $3,000 to 

$5,000 per bus. 

 

Currently, the pre-purchased 20-ride e-pass and 31 day unlimited use pass are used as a 

discount form of fare payment. Once the pass is inserted and validated, the passenger 

receives a paper transfer. Smart card technology is intended replace the need to insert the 

pass and print transfers. This saves time. To put the time savings into perspective, it has been 

assumed that a passenger that boards with punch pass requires approximately 6 seconds per 

transaction while a smart card customer requires less than two seconds to verify payment or 

validate a transfer. This would mean that if 30 passengers switched from cash or a punch 

pass to a smart card for a typical 30 minute one-way trip, 180 seconds (three minutes) would 

be saved in travel time. This would allow a bus to serve a larger residential area at no 

additional cost. Schedule adherence would also improve.  

 

Universal Pass 

Sustainable revenue sources provide transit systems with the ability to plan and grow based 

on predictable revenue sources. Universal fare policies such as the “U-Pass” for colleges and 

universities have proved to be a boon for many transit systems due to major student ridership 

increases when introduced. The concept consists of a deep discounted pass that is a 

mandatory purchase for all students, whether or not they would use the pass every day.  

 

Sault College and Algoma University should be approached as soon as possible to revisit the 

recommendation to introduce a U-pass as soon as possible. The previous student referendum 

was unsuccessful; however, the vote was very close and obtaining approval in a first 

referendum is not uncommon.  

 

Youth Pass 

A recommendation from the 2006 Ridership Growth Plan was the implementation of a Youth 

Pass geared to high school students for transit use outside of school hours (evenings and 

weekends) for a nominal fee. This solution, unique to the Canadian transit industry, was 

viewed as a method to attract Sault Transit’s future customer base. However, the pass is now 

valid at all times, thereby providing a costly deep discount. Simply put, it has been an 

overwhelming success in terms of use which, in turn, has reduced revenues significantly. 

 

There was also an issue with the use of the youth pass by customers that are adult. Given the 

concentration needed by bus operators when driving their bus, bus operators have little time 

to check the validity of the youth pass.  

 

It is suggested that if the youth pass is to be for unlimited use and the City of Sault Ste. Marie 

consider two options: 

 Keep a low-cost pass in place but limit the use to after school hours. 



 

34 
 

 Increase the cost of the pass over several years to reflect the proposed fare pricing 

strategy (i.e. 40 times the $1.75 single ride cost of the student multi-pass = $70).  

 

Recommendations: 

 Sault Transit purchase smart card technology when funds permit. 

 The City of Sault Ste. Marie should restart negotiations with Algoma University and 

Sault College to have a second referendum to introduce the U-Pass program. 

 Sault Ste. Marie re-purposes the Youth Pass and re-structure the Youth Pass to follow the 

above Fare Pricing Policy guidelines. 

 

4.3 5-Year Transit Service Plan 

The growth of the City of Sault Ste. Marie has primarily taken place north of Second Line 

East and this will continue. This will create an opportunity to restructure transit routes so that 

routes are more direct, transfers would be more convenient and more opportunities exist to 

provide alternative low-cost forms of service delivery. It was determined that HDR would 

review, at a high level, service concepts that should be investigated in the future and the 

service improvements that can be undertaken during the interim. 

 

4.3.1 Proposed Transit Service Improvements 

Given that the transit system will require a redesign of services to adapt to a second terminal 

and possibly satellite terminals in the near future, the service plan will assume that the 

current infrastructure is in place (i.e. business as usual) and the policy framework is applied 

relative to service design and fares. 

 

Based on the stakeholder consultations and best practices reflected in the policy framework, 

the following service improvements are recommended. 

 

4.3.1.1 Route #6 Cedar Heights and Route #2 Steelton 

The main reason transit ridership is low on this route is because the route is provided in one 

direction only and service is only hourly. The relative demand and financial performance is 

poor primarily because the route travels along sparsely populated corridors (Peoples, Fourth 

Line East and Great Northern); this section of the route does not meet minimum population 

criteria (i.e. 1,000 residents per 1km of route). Also, with the opening of Third Line East 

between Peoples and Great Northern, consideration should be given to rerouting service to 

Third Line East. 

Sault Ste. Marie staff has prepared two route concepts intended to reduce one-way service. 

Both proposals utilize Third Line East between Peoples and Great Northern, rather than 

Second Line to avoid duplication of service. The only difference between the two proposals 

is that Proposal 1 heads north on John Street and west on Conmee before proceeding 

westbound on Henrietta, while Proposal 2 has the route travelling westbound on Wellington. 

 

The two proposed route concepts for Route 6 are illustrated in Exhibit 4-1 and Exhibit 4-2. 
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Exhibit 4-1: Route #6 Cedar Heights Route Concept Proposal #1 
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Exhibit 4-2: Route #6 Cedar Heights Route Concept Proposal #2 

 

Since the two proposed route concepts for Cedar Heights would require a loss of service 

along either John and Conmee or Wellington, Sault Transit staff identified modifications to 

the Route #2 Steelton route to ensure that these corridors are still well-served by transit. 

These new route concepts are presented below in Exhibit 4-3 and Exhibit 4-3. It should be 

noted that these proposals complement the Cedar Heights proposals (i.e. Cedar Heights 

Proposal 1 is tied to Steelton Proposal 1). 
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Exhibit 4-3: Route #2 Steelton Route Concept Proposal #1 
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Exhibit 4-4: Route #2 Steelton Route Concept Proposal #2 

 

The level of service on Route #2 Steelton is appropriate, serving the Essar Plant Gates 1 and 

2, which require significant deviations that cannot be avoided. However, the large one-way 

loop (Goulais, Wallace, Nixon, and Second Line West) exceeds maximum one-way loop 

lengths of 2km; this requires significant out-of-direction travel that should be avoided. In the 

long term, Route #2 Steelton should be provided with two-way service every hour along 

Goulais, Wallace, Nixon, and Second Line West, maintaining the overall half-hour service all 

day.  

 

4.3.1.2 Route #7 North Street 

In addition to changes to the Route #2 Steelton, Route #7 North Street needs to be re-

designed as well to accommodate the changes for Route #6 Cedar Heights. The Route #7 re-

design involves a slight deviation from its original routing via Terrance and Old Garden 

River. This change is reflected in Exhibit 4-5 below.  
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Exhibit 4-5: Route #7 North Street Re-Design 

 

4.3.1.3 Route #3 Second Line 

During the development of this operations review, a request was made by Child Care 

Algoma on November 11, 2011 to provide transit service closer to Holy Angels School. The 

revised transit walk distance guidelines support the provision of transit service to within 

150m of institutional development. This change is demonstrated in Exhibit 4-6. 
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Exhibit 4-6: Route #3 Second Line Proposed Re-Design 

 

4.3.2 Summary of Transit Route Changes 

The route modifications discussed above, with the exception should be taken to the public 

though regular notices as per the proposed marketing plan and presented at a public open 

house for input before a final decision is made. 

 

Recommendation:  
 Route #3 Second Line should be rerouted from the downtown terminal in the outbound 

direction from Second Line to right on Tancred Street to left on Wellington Street E. then 

follow normal routing. 

 Route #2 Steelton, Route #6 Cedar Heights and Route #7 North Street redesign and 

service options be presented to the public for input before being finalized and presented 

to Council for budget approval. 
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4.3.2.1 Community Bus Route 

The nature of a community bus route is to provide service from many origins to many 

destinations, serving the needs of those that are travelling for non-work trip purposes where 

travel time or directness of travel is not a priority. Two community bus routes were provided 

by Sault Transit and have been combined into one. It takes time for a new transit route and 

service to mature. The route should be assessed over the first 12 months to determine 

whether or not major changes are required, notwithstanding the fact that the route may be 

modified from time to time as the service matures.  

 

At the same time, there was a need discussed during the consultation process relative to 

providing a low floor community bus with multiple wheelchair positions to better meet the 

demand for more mobility devices. There are now 9.1m (30’) low floor community buses 

available that can meet this need, which are far less expensive than a 12.2m (40’) 

conventional transit bus to purchase and operate. They are also more manoeuvrable for 

accessing senior’s homes, recreation centres, medical facilities, and shopping centres.  

 

Given the nature of the service, ParaBus could operate the low floor community bus, which 

would be available to all residents. The vehicle can be used in regular community bus service 

and be available for group trips outside of community bus service hours. The cost of the 

community bus service can be included in either the Sault Transit budget or ParaBus budget.  

 

Recommendations:  
 Sault Transit reviews the performance and public acceptance of the current community 

bus route after a 12-month trial period. 

 ParaBus consider purchasing a new low floor community bus for the community bus 

route to replace the conventional transit bus. 

 

4.3.2.2 Expansion of TransCab Service 

Sault Transit’s policy is to provide service within the urban areas of the City only or there 

population reaches certain thresholds (i.e. meet minimum 400 households). Unfortunately, 

some areas of the City do not meet these criteria. For those unable to drive, no affordable 

option exists and limits their ability to travel, eroding their quality of life. As the population 

continues to age, this issue will be accentuated.  

 

An alternative is available to conventional transit, namely Sault Transit’s TransCab service, 

which has proven successful in that it reduces the hourly cost of service significantly, by 

more than 50%. Sault Transit currently provides TransCab service to the area west of Peoples 

Road during selected hours. The cab will follow a designated route, on a regular schedule, 

and pick up passengers at designated stops. Currently, Sault Transit has a budget of $77,235 

per year for TransCab service. 

 

During the stakeholder consultations, there was a request to expand bus service to Root River 

Trailer Park. Since conventional transit is clearly not cost justified, the option of providing 

TransCab service is more appropriate. 
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The TransCab service is paid on a consecutive hourly basis. HDR recommends another 

option for the more rural areas of the City. 

 

One concept that has worked elsewhere is that taxis can, for example, provide four trips per 

day from one area. If a round trip is 30 minutes and service is provided every two hours, then 

the taxi operator is compensated for 30 minutes on each trip. Providing service on four round 

trips (two hours paid per day), two days per week would cost about $8,000 per year. The 

revenue received based on 4 passengers per round trip would approximate $1,500to $2,000 

for a net cost of $6,000.  

 

Option 1 (Fixed Route Shared Ride Taxi): This is similar to the TransCab arrangement 

with one exception. Taxi operators travelling to / from an outlying area to a bus transfer are 

hired based on pre-determined actual travel times. If the TransCab provides service from a 

residential area to the hospital within, for example, 30 minutes and provides service every 

two hours over an eight hour period, then to taxi operator is compensated two hours for the 

day (four roundtrips x 30 minutes). 

 

Option 2 (Reservation-Based TransCab Concept): In a remote area where fixed route 

TransCab service is not justified, there is an option whereby the resident would pay a 

premium for door to door service (e.g. $3.00 or more) at specific times of the day and on 

select days (e.g. two days per week). The taxi would be shared with others, if there is more 

than one request. The service would be timed to enable transfers to Sault Transit buses. On 

the reverse, the bus operator would be requested by the customer to contact Transit Dispatch 

or the TransCab driver to be present at the transfer point. Transfers would be provided free 

on the inbound, while the difference in the transit fare and TransCab cost would be paid to 

the TransCab Driver. Alternatively, a special ticket could be produced. 

 

Recommendations: 

 Sault Transit should continue with the use of taxis and explore additional opportunities to 

expand the TransCab service based on a revised formula that compensates the service 

provider for only the time travelled or for a fixed cost per trip. 

 Sault Transit staff should negotiate the expansion of TransCab service to Root River 

Trailer Park as a priority expansion of TransCab service. This would be reassessed after 

12 months. 

 Sault Transit should increase the TransCab budget by $8,000 per year to provide service 

to Root River Trailer Park. 

 

It should be noted that TransCab service is designed to complement conventional transit 

service rather than replace it. Without TransCab service, no service could be cost justified 

based on the performance criteria that needs to be met. Ultimately, TransCab service helps 

build ridership growth system-wide and will result in growth of conventional transit use by 

the public. 
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4.3.3 Future Route Restructuring 

Sault Ste. Marie’s layout and predictable traffic appears to support the development of a 

Timed Transfer System (TTS), which has the following characteristics: 

 Satellite bus terminals (i.e. outside the downtown terminal) would be spaced about 15 to 

20 minutes apart so buses can meet every 30 to 40 minutes. 

 Located at activity hubs such as shopping centres and institutions; these are also referred 

to as ‘mobility hubs’. 

 Comfortable and secure customer facilities (e.g. benches, heated shelters, security 

cameras, enhanced transit system information, etc.). 

 Multiple (more than two) routes would converge at the same time to accommodate quick 

transfers. 

 Satellite terminals can be used to integrate with low cost methods of service delivery such 

as TransCab, which can serve outlying areas that do not merit conventional transit 

service. 

 Reduces overall transit travel time and enhances service reliability by enabling, for 

example, 90% of passengers to get where they want to go within 30 minutes (i.e. one 

transfer only). 

 Encourages development intensification (i.e. mobility hubs). 

 

Exhibit 4-7 provides a high-level Timed Transfer Terminal concept for illustration purposes 

only. You will note that the circled areas represent an approximate location for new terminal 

facilities or enhancing what is there today (i.e. downtown terminal). 
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Exhibit 4-7: Time Transfer Terminal Concept 

Regardless of the potential feasibility of a TTS, there is a clear need to have terminal or 

comfortable transfer area in the north central portion of the City (e.g. near Sault College or 

Zellers Plaza). This would provide more direct travel for existing and future transit customers 

and attract new customers by making bus travel more direct, comfortable and convenient.  

 

Recommendation:  
 Sault Transit should investigate a new route structure based on a second bus terminal in 

the north central area of the city, complemented by an assessment of the viability of 

establishing a Timed Transfer System.  

 

4.3.4  Service Implementation Process 

When new service is to be added or when existing services are significantly changed, transit 

service standards and guidelines are typically applied. Therefore, a planning process that 

involves all stakeholders, including a properly implemented forum for front line staff input, 

would need to be in place. During the 2006 Ridership Growth Plan, HDR, in consultation 

with Sault Ste. Marie staff, developed a consultation and planning process, as illustrated in 

Exhibit 4-8. 
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Exhibit 4-8: Service Implementation Process 

The aforementioned process should be used when there are significant changes to route 

design, when new routes are being proposed, and other major changes being considered. 

Before recommended route and service changes are finalized, Sault Transit should advertise 

the proposed changes and hold a local public open house in the service area affected to 

receive public input before service implementation steps are finalized.  

 

4.4 2012-2016 Transit Service Financial Plan 

Each year, Sault Transit prepares an operating budget based on the service policies 

established as a guide and to meet future growth in population and commercial development. 

 

The Sault Transit Operations Plan is developed using 2011 (prorated) as the base year, with 

increases to reflect: 

 Service changes as recommended. 

 New performance targets. 

 The 2012 introduction of an expanded TransCab service.  

 The approved 2012 fare increase and the introduction of smart card technology in 2014. 

 

Based on the City’s planning department’s predictions, Sault Ste. Marie is projected to grow 

to about 78,000 residents in 2016, representing a 0.6% growth rate from 2011. This growth 

rate is used to project future revenue hour needs. Ridership growth is calculated with a 2.5% 

growth rate, representing the additional rides required for Sault Transit to meet its efficiency 

performance target. Finally, the average fare in 2016 should be about $1.30 so that Sault 

Transit can meet its financial goal, which is a R/C ratio of 35%. Therefore, the average fare 

must increase at least 3.2% per year. 

 

The Sault Transit Financial Plan is given in Table 4-3. 
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Table 4-3: Sault Transit Financial Plan 

 
 

4.5 Transit Asset Management Plan 

In consultation with the City of Sault Ste. Marie and public stakeholders, a number of capital 

investments are required to enhance service delivery, improve accessibility and increase 

transit revenues.  

 

4.5.1 Existing Conventional Fleet 

The average vehicle age of the fleet is approximately 14 years. Ideally, the fleet should be 

modern, low floor design, and have an average age of nine years, which is 50% of the 

suggested 18-year life established by Sault Transit.  

 

The fleet available is as follows: 

 1987 – 1 bus 

 1990 – 11 buses 

 1997 – 3 buses 

 1998 – 5 buses 

 1999 – 1 bus 

 2003 – 1 bus 

 2004 – 1 bus 

 2006 – 2 buses 

 2008 – 2 buses 

 2011 – 4 buses 

 Total: 31 conventional transit buses  

 

In 2005, Sault Transit had a fleet of 28 vehicles, meaning the fleet has increased by three 

vehicles; however, the average age of the fleet has increased from 10.5 years to 14 years, 

primarily due to the use of 1987 and 1990 vehicles. Breakdowns and vehicle unreliability 

have resulted in the need to have a larger fleet than would normally be needed, which must 

be considered in the fleet plan. Further, 12 of the 31 buses are not low floor and are 21 years 

of age or older. These buses should be replaced as soon as possible. 
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4.5.2 Transit Fleet Replacement and Expansion Program 

The Transit fleet is in various stages of planned replacement or refurbishment (see Appendix 

C Current Fleet Plan). The current fleet size is more than sufficient to meet service needs; 

however, due to the age of the fleet, more buses than normal are required due higher than 

normal breakdowns (identified by staff and confirmed by community stakeholders) and 

repairs associated with an aging fleet.  

 

4.5.2.1 Fleet Size 

The appropriate fleet size for SAULT STE. MARIE Transit for the existing services would 

be 27 vehicles allocated as follows: 17 buses for fixed route service, five operating spares 

and five maintenance spares. Should ParaBus operate the community bus service, the 

conventional transit fleet complement is reduced to 30 buses from 31 at this time. This leaves 

three buses to be used as maintenance spares (five buses are ideal but eight will be required 

due to age of the fleet). Also, with service expansion recommended on Route #6 Cedar 

Heights and other service expansion associated with a revamped route network in the near 

future, the fleet size should at least be maintained but with newer vehicles.  

 

It is further assumed that the objective of the fleet plan will be to balance the capital program 

so that there are no spikes in capital funds needed. For example, the eleven – 1990 MCI 

buses in the Sault Transit fleet will need to be replaced at roughly the same time. The 

replacement of these vehicles should be spread over a number of years, if possible. The three 

Orion VI buses purchased in 1997 will be the next set of vehicles to be replaced. 

 

Sault Transit purchased four Nova Bus 12.2m low floor buses, which have a life expectancy 

of 18 years given the stainless steel body. This provides an opportunity to refurbish the 

mechanical and technological components of the buses given the expected longer life. Only 

time will tell; however, it is suggested that the bus replacement life cycle be changed from 12 

years to 18 years. With a base fleet of 31 vehicles, the ideal replacement plan would require 

annual replacements of one to two vehicles per year (approximately 1.5 buses per year) 

estimated at $530,000 per vehicle.  

 

4.5.2.2 Fleet Accessibility 

The Accessibility for Ontarions Disability Act requires that all conventional transit vehicles 

be wheelchair accessible. Replacing all non low floor buses immediately is cost prohibitive 

(over $6 million). Based on the recommended replacement schedule of one to two buses per 

year, the fleet will be 100% accessible by 2019. 

 

4.5.2.3 Bike Racks on Buses 

During the study, it was clear that bike racks on buses are needed. Now that the technology is 

mature and provides much easier use, new buses should be equipped as a standard and the 

existing fleet should be retrofitted. 

 



 

48 
 

Recommendations:  
 Establish a minimum fleet replacement plan based on 1.5 to 2 buses per year 

 If funds are available, accelerate the replacement of buses older than 18 years to reduce 

maintenance costs, improve service reliability and enhance accessibility for those with 

mobility problems. 

 The size of the transit fleet should be reassessed when the new route structure design is 

completed. 

 Retrofit all buses and equip newer existing buses with bike racks. 

 

4.5.3 Bus Stop Infrastructure 

Bus stop infrastructure relates to the passenger boarding and alighting area, consisting of 

various amenities that can vary between bus stops, depending on demand and location. In 

order to meet accessibility requirements to improve customer comfort, the following bus stop 

and area improvements have been taking place since 2006: 

 Ensure safe bus stop customer boarding and alighting areas are safe and accessible 

through hard surface material (concrete) at the front and rear doors, and are connected, 

where required, to sidewalks and walkways. 

 Install bus stop shelters, where demand is greatest. 

 Provide benches and waste receptacles.  

 

The bus stop retrofit program has resulted in more accessible stops, with the number of bus 

stop shelters was increased from 46 to approximately 80 locations since 2006. This should 

continue. Bus stop benches can also be introduced to many locations where a shelter may not 

be warranted. Benches or shelters can be supplied by the private sector, in many cases, at no 

cost to the City. Sault Transit was recently approached to have benches installed at bus stop 

locations at no cost in exchange for advertising rights. 

 

Given the harsh winter conditions, the installation of heated shelters has proven popular in 

many municipalities. The additional cost compared to non-heated shelters can vary. Heated 

shelters can cost from approximately $20,000 each. It is suggested that the City consider 

purchasing heated shelters as funds become available. 

 

Recommendations: 

 That Sault Transit purchase and install at least one heated shelter per year. 

 That the City of Sault Ste. Marie pursue advertising agreements that provides for the 

supply, installation and potential maintenance of bus stop benches at no cost to the City 

as a minimum. 

  

4.5.4 Future Bus Terminal 

There will be a need for a new off-street bus terminal and potential other satellite bus 

terminals to complement the role of the existing Downtown Bus Terminal. This would help 

provide more direct travel to many destinations in the City. During the consultation process, 

it was determined that a location in proximity to the Zellers Plaza and Sault College should 
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be considered. It is also in the City’s best interest to identify lands that can be considered and 

held by the City until a future terminal is constructed. This task should be tied to the 

investigation into the feasibility of a Time Transit System or route network redesign. 

 

During the interim, Sault Transit can address terminal security and on-street supervision 

issues by locating the Transit Inspector to the downtown terminal as the base office location 

during the service day rather than from the Huron Street garage. This enables the Transit 

Inspector to be more readily accessible to the public, available to support bus operators as 

required, and address operational issues and changes, as required. Incorporating the 

inspector’s office within the existing building (e.g. canteen) should be considered. 

 

Recommendations: 

 The City of Sault Ste. Marie Planning Department work with Sault Transit to identify a 

future transit terminal site based on current land availability. 

 Sault Transit should determine an appropriate low-cost solution to accommodate an on-

site Transit Inspector within the existing downtown terminal building. 

 

4.5.5 Future Maintenance Facility 

The transit garage facility on Huron Street was built in 1983 and is in need of costly major 

repairs and upgrades. Given the aforementioned, capital improvements will need to be set 

aside for a new roof, new fuel storage tanks, additional hoists, additional office space, and 

other improvements. In addition, the southerly garage location on Huron Street is not central, 

which results in added travel times for buses travelling to and from the garage when 

beginning and ending service; this adds to costly ‘deadhead’ time.  

 

During the stakeholder consultations, it was determined that consideration be given to a more 

central location and sharing a common facility with Public Works and Transportation 

Department services. This has proven favourable in other municipalities where a business 

case exists to build multi-purpose maintenance facilities. For example, vehicle storage and 

major maintenance for parks and recreation equipment is scheduled in the winter months 

while Transit equipment is used to its fullest; the opposite occurs in the summer months. In 

addition, maintenance staff can be used in more than one area provided union agreements do 

not prevent this sharing of maintenance staff resources.  

 

Recommendations: 

 The City of Sault Ste. Marie should investigate the opportunity to provide for a common 

Public Works and Transportation maintenance facility that will meet the long-term needs 

of Sault Transit and ParaBus. 

 

4.5.6 Transit Planning and Operations Technology 

Sault Transit has a lean staff complement at the administration and operations level. This 

makes it difficult to monitor service, enhance marketing and customer service, and be more 

proactive in the planning process. For example, although Sault Transit has the capability to 
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access schedule adherence data, there is no time to access the information in a timely manner 

or at the end of the work day. Although service can be adjusted from time to time based in 

public or operations staff input, the ability to quantify the data is lacking; technology can 

compensate for this in many cases. 

 

Information that needs to be available on an ongoing basis to make service decisions 

(schedules adjustments, route modifications, etc.) includes: 

 Route schedule adherence every five to ten minutes rather than having departure times 

only at the beginning of a trip. 

 Bus stop on and off data by time of day and day of week. 

 Transfer information.   

 

Not only does Sault Transit operations staff require the data, the public wants the information 

as well. For example, there is an AODA requirement that next bus stop arrival information 

needs to be provided on the bus to accommodate the needs of the visually impaired. 

 

The following is a list of transit system needs, the current practice / technology in place and 

the technology that can be pursued over the next five years to meet the needs identified: 

 

Transit System 

Need 

Current Practice or Capability Technology Solution / Enhancement 

Route schedule 

adherence  

GPS tracking, information 

obtained through queries 

 

Improved software to provide real time 

alerts to inspector through Automated 

Vehicle Location (AVL); production of 

on-going schedule adherence reports 

Route ridership and 

revenue data 

Automated electronic fareboxes 

(daily reports)  

Automated Passenger Counters 

Bus stop activities 

(ons and offs) 

Manual data collection (should be 

undertaken annually but is time 

consuming and costly, depending 

on frequency) 

Automated Passenger Counters 

Origin-destination 

data for customers 

Transfer trace data from farebox 

‘trim’ transfer unit (limited 

information) 

Smart card technology tied to GPS 

Detailed customer 

trip –making 

information data 

Manual surveys Smart card technology 

Customer trip 

planning 

Public schedules – printed and 

internet), limited information line 

Integrated trip planning software, smart 

phone 

Real time schedule 

information for the 

public 

Not available AVL, smart phone, schedule monitors at 

major bus stops 

On-board next stop 

announcements 

Bus operator announcement Automated next bus stop 

announcements 

Safety and security Dispatch, limited to one on-road 

inspector and bus operators 

Cameras on buses, downtown terminal 

and major bus stops 
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4.5.7 Ten-Year Capital Budget 

The proposed capital budget is illustrated in Table 4-4 which provides for more than $10 

million over the next 10 years to upgrade the fleet, upgrade transit infrastructure, and 

introduce / implement transit technologies designed to improve customer service and 

maximize operating efficiencies. The plan is also designed to balance capital requirements to 

the extent possible on a year to year basis so that fleet maintenance needs and other 

infrastructure requirements are balanced in a sustainable manner. 

 

Table 4-4: 10 Year Capital Budget 
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5. PARABUS OPERATIONS REVIEW 

ParaBus operates a fleet of 10 vehicles, of which six are in service during peak hours. It also 

has a contract with a taxi provider, primarily to transport ambulatory passengers. In 2010, 

using a combination of ParaBus vehicles and taxis, just over 47,000 passenger trips were 

provided to about 1,000 active registrants.  

 

This section addresses ParaBus: 

 Service Quality and Adequacy 

 Dialysis Transportation 

 ParaBus Eligibility 

 Accessibility for Ontarions Disability Act (AODA) 

 Creating Additional Service Capacity 

 Fleet Plan 

 Service and Financial Plan 

 

5.1 Service Quality and Adequacy 

The operating and administrative staff received uniformly high praise during the 

consultations with passengers, agencies, the Transit Subcommittee, and the general public. 

ParaBus provides excellent quality service when it has sufficient capacity to do so.  

 

All the complaints that were noted had to do with insufficient service capacity. These were 

mainly the inability to get a ride at the desired time, and long waits on the telephone to make 

a booking. Other complaints included booking policies that allow medical trips to be booked 

up to seven days in advance, but prevent booking more than seven days in advance for 

medical specialist appointments and other high priority purposes, and the policy that 

physiotherapy and some other therapies are not considered to be medical trips. 

 

The default level of ParaBus service is from curb to curb, meaning that the passenger is 

responsible for making his or her way from the doorway to the vehicle. This is common in 

the U.S., but relatively rare in Canada.  

 

Complaints related to service adequacy seem to be borne out by the comparative review 

undertaken by HDR, discussed in Section 2. ParaBus reports a non-accommodated trip rate 

of 1.5% of all trip requests. This is 2.3 times the national average of 0.64%6 for non-

accommodated trips in cities of the same population range. ParaBus’ non-accommodated trip 

rate reflects the degree to which available service falls short of the demand for service. 

 

These same statistics discussed in Section 2 indicate that Sault Ste. Marie invests about the 

same amount per capita in specialized transit as peer cities of comparable population, and 

that ParaBus operating costs are slightly lower than the average for that group. However, 

about twice as many residents in Sault Ste. Marie are registered to use ParaBus compared to 

                                                 
6 Canadian Urban Transit Association, Specialized Transit Fact Book, 2009 data. 
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peer cities, and these registrants average only about half as many trips per year as those in 

other cities. In other words, ParaBus is providing a reasonable level of service compared to 

its peers, but this service is divided up among an unusually high number of registered users.  

 

There are good prospects for increasing available ParaBus capacity through applying better 

technology, adjusting operating policies such as the ‘on-time’ window to better reflect 

industry standards, improving staff efficiency, and re-directing more trips to contracted 

services. These measures should somewhat mitigate the need for service expansion. 

 

5.2 Dialysis Transportation 

Dialysis patients who are residents of the City are taxpayers who are entitled to City services. 

However, most have not qualified in the usual fashion for ParaBus eligibility, and with the 

exception of those who use a wheelchair, probably could not qualify if standard eligibility 

criteria were applied. The mission and mandate of ParaBus is to be an alternative service for 

people who are unable to use Sault Transit because of a disability.  

 

Over the past few years, dialysis patients have come to account for a large proportion of 

specialized transit trips, as ParaBus is currently carrying about two thirds of the City’s 

dialysis patients (about 50 of the 80 people receiving hospital-based dialysis treatment). Yet 

many of these dialysis patients may not meet the criterion of being unable to use Sault 

Transit’s conventional service some or all of the time. A consequence of this is that a 

progressively greater proportion of ParaBus service is devoted to transporting dialysis 

patients, making the service less available to its traditional clientele.  

 

Each of the 50 dialysis patients that use ParaBus accounts for an average of six trips per 

week on a continuous basis. In the aggregate, this represents about 300 passenger trips per 

week, or 15,600 trips per year, which equates to one third of all ParaBus trips. This seems 

somewhat higher than the average for Ontario cities which is estimated to be between 20 and 

25%. Reliable data is not available. To put this number in perspective, dialysis transportation 

accounts for between three and four ParaBus vehicles on a full-time basis. This represents a 

very significant proportion of all ParaBus trips, and provides insight as to why, during 

stakeholder consultations, comments were so often made about the need for more ParaBus 

service.  

 

This situation is not unique to Sault Ste. Marie. Most Ontario cities with specialized transit 

carry dialysis patients and are facing similar challenges. However, best practice in Ontario 

regarding dialysis transportation is exemplified by the Region of Peel’s TransHelp, which 

has created a service, in partnership with the Peel Branch of the Canadian Red Cross Society, 

to transport people to and from dialysis.  

 

TransHelp provides the Red Cross with seven vehicles and pays about 80% of the operating 

costs, the remainder being paid by the Ministry of Health. This approach not only frees up 

TransHelp’s own vehicles for its regular clients, but also saves money by moving these trips 

onto a not-for-profit agency service with a lower cost structure than the municipal service, 
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and which is more readily funded by the Ministry of Health than a municipal service would 

be. It also makes dialysis transportation an identifiable cost centre for the municipality.  

 

There is little doubt that traditional ParaBus clientele have less service available because of 

transportation for dialysis patients. Since dialysis is a life-sustaining treatment, it tends to be 

accorded a higher priority than shopping or recreational trips by non-dialysis clients. 

Stakeholders told us that the loss of these trips can severely compromise a disabled person’s 

ability to live independently, and lead to their having to enter a long-term care facility. This 

outcome is not coherent with the Ministry of Health’s Aging at Home initiative, which seeks 

to preserve people’s ability to live independently for as long as possible.  

 

ParaBus should consult with the LHIN about this situation and enlist the LHIN’s support for 

funding initiatives that will re-direct dialysis patients to services other than ParaBus, such as 

the Red Cross society. ParaBus has already begun a constructive dialogue about this with 

Red Cross officials. 

 

The prospect for growth in dialysis demand in Sault Ste. Marie is difficult to estimate 

precisely. The Ontario Ministry of Health and Long Term Care estimates average growth of 

5.5% per year in the number of Ontarians requiring dialysis over the period 2012-2016. 

However, there are factors that may produce growth, such as the aging of the population and 

the survival by more people of catastrophic illness which leaves them dependent on dialysis. 

Likewise there are factors that may lead to contraction, such as the effective program 

pioneered by Sault Ste. Marie Hospital in which a team of staff members has managed, 

through a combination of prevention counselling, customized medication and home dialysis 

to reduce the number of patients receiving hospital dialysis by about 25% over the last three 

years.  

 

The actual capacity of the hospital dialysis unit is 120 outpatients, which certainly would 

allow for significant growth in the number of patients in the future. About 75% of the 

existing 76 patients are aged 65 or older. In summary, there appears to be the potential for 

significant growth in demand for dialysis transportation, possibly at a somewhat slower rate 

than for the rest of the province. 
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Figure 1 Potential Annual Demand in Sault Ste Marie for Dialysis Trips 2012-2016 

 

One option to consider is that ParaBus might reimburse the Red Cross the net cost of 

carrying dialysis patients who are ParaBus-eligible, while the LHIN would be pay for 

transporting dialysis patients who are not ParaBus-eligible7. 

 

The desired outcome of this process is to have ParaBus be responsible only for the 

transportation of dialysis patients who meet its eligibility criteria, and to fulfill that 

responsibility by a contract with a service such as the Red Cross that would specialize in and 

centralize dialysis transportation in the city. 

 

Recommendations:  

 That ParaBus consider requiring dialysis patients to qualify for service like any other 

applicant 

 That ParaBus pursue a partnership with the Sault Branch of the Canadian Red Cross 

Society and the Local Health Integration Network to enable the Red Cross to 

progressively assume responsibility for transporting all dialysis patients in the City.  

 

 

                                                 
7 The Sault Ste. Marie Branch of the Canadian Red Cross Society currently operates volunteer-based 

transportation funded by user fees and by the Local Health Integration Network’s Aging At Home program. 

The Red Cross, in contrast to ParaBus, is: 

 A service primarily intended for people who need to travel to and from medical care in order to remain 

at home.  

 A recipient of LHIN funding under the Aging at Home and other programs 

 An acknowledged health-care sector organization with a transportation program which is active in 

many Ontario communities, and in some cases such as in North Halton and Fort Erie, operates the 

whole specialized transit service for the municipality. 
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5.3 Accessibility for Ontarians Disability Act 

The Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act - 2005 (AODA) aims to identify, 

remove, and prevent barriers to accessibility in Ontario by 2025. The AODA has mandated 

standards covering five areas including: 

1. Customer Service  

2. Information and Communications (part of Integrated Accessibility Standard) 

3. Employment (part of Integrated Accessibility Standard) 

4. Transportation (part of Integrated Accessibility Standard) 

5. The Built Environment 

 

Ontario Regulation 191/11 

The Accessibility Standards for Customer Service Regulation and, as of July 1, 2011 the 

Integrated Accessibility Standard has been legislated (Ontario Regulation 191/11) and are 

now in effect. The Transportation Standard in the Integrated Accessibility Standard has the 

greatest impact on Sault Transit.  

 

Key elements of the Transportation component of the Integrated Accessibility Standards 

include vehicle accessibility features such as on-board stop announcements, external vehicle 

announcements, and fare system accessibility. Also included is the need for transit agencies 

to operate a comparable paratransit service that include the same service hours and area 

coverage as the conventional network. A summary of the Integrated Accessibility Standard 

annual requirements can be found in Appendix D, AODA Integrated Standards Act, 

Provisions For Conventional and Specialized Transit. 

 

5.4 Strategic Framework 

ParaBus faces the combined challenges of demographic changes, AODA legislation and 

continued ridership growth. The response to these challenges is a multi-faceted strategic 

framework that involves utilizing the capacity of the accessible Sault Transit fixed-route 

system, improving ParaBus technology, and providing service delivery options to improve 

productivity in specific areas. In the strategy, shown in Table 5-1, each initiative will be 

phased in over the next five years, and will generally increase the level of effectiveness over 

time. 

 

Table 5-1: ParaBus Five-Year Strategic Framework for AODA Compliance 

Initiative Reason Operational Details 

Eligibility To enhance the 

eligibility, appeal 

and registration 

process. 

 Undertake a comprehensive review of the 

costs and benefits of using a third party to 

assess ParaBus applicants and advise on 

their eligibility for service. ParaBus would 

manage the appeal process 

Use of Sault Dynamic trip  Identify existing and new customers capable 
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Initiative Reason Operational Details 

Transit by 

ParaBus 

Customers 

making, reduced 

cost per trip 

of using Sault Transit services for some or 

all of their trips 

Day Program 

Routings 

To consolidate trips 

from multiple 

customers coming 

from different 

destinations going to 

one or more 

common 

destinations 

 Identify existing and new groups of 

customers capable of using Community Bus 

to access key and common destinations 

 Pick up multiple customers using one large 

Community Bus for Day Program trips 

Technology To provide increased 

operational 

efficiencies for staff 

and customers. 

 Expand the Automatic Vehicle Locator 

program to include all ParaBus vehicles 

 Implement web-based booking 

 Implement enhanced Interactive Voice 

Response telephone functions 

 Implement call-recording technology 

 Obtain computer-assisted scheduling, either 

from the locally-developed product, or by 

acquiring a commercially available product 

Travel Training To train all 

residents, including 

the physically and 

cognitively disabled 

to use Saul Transit 

 Voluntary approach in the short term and 

gradually expand program to include more 

participants 

 Clients are identified and trained to use 

Sault Transit 

Fares/Operating 

Hours 

To comply with 

AODA legislation. 

 Implement changes to fares and operating 

hours as per the AODA legislation 

 

One of the key recommendations for ParaBus registrants is to better utilize the entire public 

transportation fleet available (community bus, van, taxis), including, where possible, ParaBus 

feeder service to and from Sault Transit for longer trips.  

 

To move forward toward a more effective and efficient ParaBus service, there are a number 

of elements to consider, the most important being the eligibility criteria and an understanding 

of the Accessibility for Ontarions Disability Act (AODA). 

 

ParaBus currently has about 3,300 registered users, of which many seem to have not used the 

service during 2011. Inactive users should be flagged and removed after 12 months of 

inactivity. 
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5.4.1 Eligibility and Application Process Changes  

The application process currently requires a person to declare that they need ParaBus service, 

with corroboration from a doctor or other medical practitioner. As Sault Transit becomes 

more accessible, the basic criterion for accessibility should be that the applicant is unable to 

use Sault Transit’s conventional service either some or all of the time, due to a temporary or 

permanent disability.  

 

Over time, ParaBus could probably reduce the number of people qualified to use the service 

by revisiting its eligibility criteria and application process to ensure that only people who are 

unable to use Sault Transit (either some or all of the time) qualify for ParaBus. In addition, 

ParaBus could set an expiry date for existing registrant, and require registrants to be re-

screened for eligibility according to the new criteria. 

 

5.4.1.1 ParaBus Eligibility Requirements 

ParaBus should revise its eligibility structure according to the following categories: 

 Fully eligible: cannot use Sault Transit under any conditions. 

 Conditionally eligible: able to use Sault Transit under certain conditions. 

 Temporarily eligible: entitled to use ParaBus on a time-limited basis due to a temporary 

mobility limitation. 

 Visitor: a person who is temporarily in the City and who is eligible for specialized transit 

in their community of residence. 

 

5.4.1.2 ParaBus Application Process 

Concurrent to revising the eligibility criteria, ParaBus should also revise its eligibility 

process as follows: 

 The application form should ask the applicant to state the mobility-limiting conditions 

that make him or her unable to use Sault Transit either some or all of the time. 

 The role of the medical practitioner should be confined to documenting the diagnosis of 

the applicant’s mobility-limiting conditions, rather than venturing an opinion about the 

applicant’s eligibility. 

 The determination as to whether the applicant is able to use Sault Transit’s conventional 

service should be made by ParaBus. This should be done based on the application, an in-

person interview and, where necessary, an assessment by a qualified person such as a 

physiotherapist or occupational therapist. 

 The outcome of the process should be a determination that the applicant is either Fully, 

Conditionally (with the conditions defined, such as ‘the presence of ice and snow’, or 

Temporarily eligible (with the time limit specified). 

 There should be an appeal process in place, by which an applicant may challenge their 

eligibility determination. An appeal panel, composed of one ParaBus staff person, a 

physiotherapist or occupational therapist and a community representative would be 

responsible for reviewing the accuracy of the information obtained during the application 

process and either modifying or confirming the determination of eligibility. 
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ParaBus should consider offering a ‘convenience fare’ equal to the full cost of a ParaBus trip, 

whereby a conditionally-eligible registrant can use ParaBus even for a trip for which their 

eligibility conditions are not met.  

 

In addition, ParaBus should maintain its level of service as ‘curb-to-curb’, but allow for door-

to-door service for passengers who cannot reach the vehicle without assistance, or for pick-

up and drop-off locations which pose particular accessibility problems for the passenger. 

 

Recommendations: 

 The City of Sault Ste. Marie should update the eligibility requirements and application 

and approval process as outlined in this study. 

 ParaBus registrants and attendants, if required, be allowed to use Sault Transit’s 

conventional transit service at no cost, with this initiative to be evaluated after a period of 

one year. 

 

5.5 Creating Additional Service Capacity 

5.5.1 Demographics and travel demand analysis 

Compared to the rest of Ontario, the demographics of the City of Sault Ste. Marie show a 

slight bias towards seniors in the 65+, 75+ and 85+ categories. This is likely to produce 

higher than average demand for ParaBus, with approximately 2% to 3% annual growth in 

demand. This growth is compounded by the expected growth in Province-wide dialysis 

demand of about 5% per year, according to Ministry of Health and Long Term Care 

projections. Due to effective education, home dialysis and patient management approaches 

by Sault Hospital, it is expected that annual growth in the area will not exceed 3%. 

 

The number of trips ParaBus has provided over the past three years has actually declined by 

about 3%, for a variety of reasons. In 2010, approximately 47,500 trips were provided. 

There is, therefore, a gap of approximately 5% between the demand and the supply of 

ParaBus service (about 2,500 annual trips), which is expected to grow by an additional 5% 

annually over the next five years. The existence of this gap is supported by the many 

comments by consumers about the difficulty of obtaining trips, the recent decline in trip 

volumes, and the high proportion of trips that dialysis patients are responsible for. 

 

5.5.2 Expanding the Use of Accessible Taxis 

The traditional bugbear of all transit systems is providing enough capacity to cover peak 

demand periods, while minimizing costs at off-peak times. In this regard, ParaBus is quite 

skilled at using taxis to supplement capacity at peak hours. However, it would benefit from 

having accessible taxis available to carry wheelchair trips that cannot be accommodated on 

its own vehicles during peak times, and for coverage at hours when demand is too low to be 

able to create enough shared rides to use its own vehicles cost-effectively.  
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Efforts to coax taxi providers to put such vehicles on the road would be helpful. The main 

incentive that is effective in other cities is to make a commitment that ParaBus will use 

accessible taxis to provide a minimum number of trips, enabling the operator to have a sound 

business case for buying them and keeping them in service. This addresses the key problem 

that accessible taxis cost much more to buy, and about 30% more (according to York Region 

Mobility Plus) to operate, because of higher maintenance and financing costs, as well as 

more advanced driver training requirements. 

 

Clause 79 0f the AODA integrated standards regulations requires that by January 1, 2013 the 

City, its Accessibility Advisory Committee, and licensed taxi operators reach an agreement 

on what percentage of taxi fleets must be accessible vehicles. However, the Province has not 

offered an explanation as to how privately-owned businesses can be compelled to lose 

money. Presumably, over a period of time, taxi meter rates will have to be revised upward by 

the City to cover the averaged-in cost of accessible taxis. In this connection, the leading taxi 

provider in Sault Ste. Marie commented to the consultants that taxi rates were presently at the 

point where they are a disincentive for some clients, and that he saw no potential for further 

increases.  

 

Consequently, it would be practical and helpful for the City to offer taxi companies 

incentives such as ParaBus contract work, so that the requirement to have accessible taxis 

can be addressed in partnership with local taxi firms, rather than having a regulatory dispute. 

This could also enable the City to acquire data over several years about the real costs of 

accessible taxis as a basis for eventual new taxi meter rates. 

 

5.5.3 ParaBus Technology 

5.5.3.1 Software 

ParaBus uses Trapeze PASS-Lite software to register clients, to book, schedule and dispatch 

trips, and to generate statistical reports. Although PASS-Lite uses the same robust database 

as high-end Trapeze products, it is an entry-level product that has no computer-assisted 

scheduling capability and no map of the service area. It therefore does not propose any 

scheduling solutions, and places the entire burden of scheduling casual and subscription trips 

on ParaBus staff. For an operation the size of ParaBus, computer-assisted scheduling would 

reduce staff work load, provide more efficient schedules, and higher vehicle utilization. It 

would enable existing resources to produce more trips. 

 

Scheduling ‘window’ 

The scheduling function, which determines both service quality and productivity, is rendered 

more difficult by the very small ‘on-time window’ (the period before and after the negotiated 

pick-up time during which the vehicle is considered to be on-time). ParaBus policy is to use a 

‘zero minutes early, five minutes late’ window, which constrains the scheduler to the point 

where it is difficult or impossible to schedule an efficient degree of ride-sharing (having 

more than one passenger on the vehicle at a given time). The ‘zero early / five late’ window 

is in fact more appropriate for a non-shared-ride service such as flat-rate taxi, and prevents 

ParaBus from deriving maximum advantage from the relatively high capacity of its vehicles.  
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The usual practice at other specialized transit systems is to use a much wider window: ‘10 

minutes early, 10 minutes late’ or ‘10 minutes early, 20 minutes late’, which allows the 

scheduler to add additional passengers and modify the vehicle itinerary up to the point where 

the vehicle can still arrive within the on-time window. A wider on-time window, if suitably 

used, can produce a substantial increase in both the capacity and the productivity of vehicles 

at no additional service cost.  

 

From the passenger’s perspective, the wider on-time window means that a passenger must be 

ready to travel earlier, and may have to wait longer for the vehicle. However, this is 

compensated by the much greater likelihood of passengers getting a ride at or near their 

requested time, due to the increased capacity that the wider window will create for the entire 

service. As a supporting measure, passengers should receive every encouragement to be 

ready at least 10 minutes before their negotiated pick up time, so as not to delay the vehicle. 

 

5.5.3.2 GPS 

ParaBus equips its fleet with a geographic positioning system (GPS) which enables the 

dispatcher to locate vehicles and infer where they are in relation to their scheduled trips. The 

GPS system is not integrated with the scheduling software, however. Communications 

between dispatchers and drivers takes place by written manifests supplemented by two-way 

radio. 

 

5.5.3.3 Scheduling Software Project 

The City’s Information Technology Department has undertaken the project of providing 

ParaBus with a computer-aided scheduling capability, which is based on using GPS historical 

data to calculate the running time for individual trip segments. This is a very interesting 

concept, and an original approach not implemented, to our knowledge, in other paratransit 

scheduling software. Our observation of the software in a demonstration was that it does a 

good job at calculating running times, provided the trip or segment has already been run and 

therefore exists in the GPS database.  

 

It appears the prototype would handicap efforts accommodate group passengers together on 

the same vehicle, as any computer-aided scheduler would be, by the very tight constraint of 

the zero-early, five late on-time window mentioned above. This tends to produce a high 

proportion of scheduling solutions that are rejected because they violate the constraints of the 

on-time window. This is an issue that could be resolved by a wider on-time window. In brief, 

the concept IT is working on shows promise.  

 

ParaBus and Sault Transit, while welcoming the enthusiastic support they are receiving from 

IT, nevertheless understand that there are reasons to be cautious about this development 

project. These include: 

Complex and demanding functional requirements. Specialized transit scheduling 

software must be able to manage not only the assignment of trips to vehicles, but a 

variety of complex tasks including client registration and management, eligibility 

applications and status, booking of recurring and one-time trips, dispatching, tracking 
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driver hours and vehicle mileage, billings to clients and institutions, fare management, 

and statistical reporting. Commercially available software incorporates these functions as 

a result of thousands of hours of work by programming teams to write, test, troubleshoot, 

maintain and improve the computer code, and to train and coach users of the software.  

 

Although the City’s IT initiative is an innovative and interesting approach to scheduling, 

it is a practical impossibility to develop these other functions without investing very 

substantial resources and time. A brief summary of these functional requirements may be 

found in Appendix C. Therefore, the locally-developed product will lack key capabilities 

that are very important to efficient operation of ParaBus. 

 

Support and maintenance burden. Experience has repeatedly shown, in cities such as 

Edmonton, Toronto, Windsor and the Waterloo townships, that software developed or 

extensively customized ‘in-house’, whatever its merits, cannot be maintained 

satisfactorily on an ongoing basis. This is either because the original programmers cease 

to be available, or because maintenance tasks require a prohibitively costly commitment 

in time and money, which would far, exceed the cost of commercial software license and 

maintenance fees. 

 

Return on the City’s ParaBus software development investment. ParaBus and the 

City’s IT Department have an understanding that they will review progress on the 

scheduling software that is currently under development by spring 2012, and decide 

whether to proceed further or to seek a commercially available product. Should the 

decision be to go to the commercial market, it is possible that the City could trade the 

development work and scheduling algorithm it has developed in return for free or 

substantially discounted access to a high-level commercial scheduling product. If the 

decision is to go to the market and obtain a commercial software package, ParaBus would 

submit a supplementary budget request in mid-2012. Sault Transit hopes that an eventual 

software purchase can be funded in whole or in part by Gas Tax revenues. 

 

5.5.3.4 Mobile Data Terminals (MDTs) 

Recent developments in technology, such as the use of Blackberry smart phones, and various 

makes of tablets as in-vehicle data devices are reducing the cost of mobile data terminals 

(MDTs), and bringing their advantages within reach of small specialized services. ParaBus 

should avail itself of this new technology, if possible, when procuring a new computer 

system. MDTs give dispatchers much greater awareness of how the day is running, much 

more flexibility in optimizing and re-assigning trips and filling spaces vacated by cancelled 

trips. They also reduce paperwork and provide precise data on system performance which 

can be used to improve scheduling productivity. 

 

5.5.4 ParaBus Fare Policy 

It is recommended that ParaBus discontinue the policy of free travel for companions (other 

than attendants required for personal care). ParaBus is one of only two or three out of the 25 
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specialized transit services in Ontario who are members of CUTA, which do not require 

companions to pay a fare. 

 

Also, we recommend raising fares in conjunction with Sault Transit. The 2011 ParaBus cash 

fare of $2.00 and ticket fare of $1.50 are much lower than the 2009 Ontario average of $2.69 

cash fare and $2.45 ticket fare, and lower than Sault Transit fares Raising ParaBus fares to 

match Sault Transit fares seems a reasonable course of action, and would provide additional 

revenues for the replacement of aging vehicles in a timely manner, thereby avoiding the 

higher maintenance expenses associated with older vehicles. 

 

As a strategy to manage increasing demand for service, and to provide for the replacement of 

ParaBus equipment (both vehicles and software), ParaBus should strengthen its revenues. 

 

Recommendations: 

 ParaBus discontinue the policy of free travel for companions (other than attendants 

required for personal care). 

 ParaBus raise its fares in conjunction with those of Sault Transit. 

 

5.5.5 Increasing Service: Enhanced Family of Services  

The need for service is expected to grow over the next five years due to regulatory changes 

(AODA requirements), the aging of the population, and the increasing need for dialysis 

service. ParaBus must strengthen its existing range of Family of Services approach to meet 

demand for accessible transportation.  

 

To meet demand in 2012, ParaBus should plan on providing an additional 5,000 trips, for a 

total of 52,500 trips. Of these, 2,500 trips would enable ParaBus to ‘catch-up’ with current 

demand, and another 2,500 to absorb new growth in demand. Thereafter, ParaBus should 

plan to increase the number of trips by about 2,500 per year: 

 2012: 52,500 trips 

 2013: 55,000 trips 

 2014: 57,500 trips 

 2015: 60,000 trips 

 2016: 62,500 trips 

 

The above estimates point to the importance of putting in place alternatives to regular 

ParaBus service that can absorb some of this demand. These include: 

 Free fare on Sault Transit for ParaBus registrants upon presentation of a ParaBus ID 

card. Since ParaBus passengers would be using existing Sault Transit conventional transit 

service, the expected cost per trip would effectively be zero, but coordination and 

marketing of the program would require 0.25 FTE of staff time. To support this initiative, 

Sault Transit should adopt a program to saturate its bus routes, selected on a prioritized 

basis, with low-floor buses, continuing retrofitting bus stops as rapidly as capital funding 

permits, and market these fully accessible routes through travel training and transit 

familiarization programs. 
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 A taxi scrip program to subsidize taxi use by ParaBus registrants at the rate of 50%. The 

expected cost per trip would be $5 to $6, plus administrative costs: (0.25 FTE staff 

person; about $12,500).   

 A dialysis transportation partnership with the Red Cross. This will initially serve only 

ambulatory patients, and in limited numbers. Expected cost per trip: $6 to $8, plus 

administrative costs: (0.25 FTE staff person; about $12,500). Wheelchair trips, when and 

if available, would likely cost from $12 to $20 if delivered by the Red Cross. 

 Add High Capacity Community Bus to ParaBus Fleet to provide fixed route or 

demand responsive service that can accommodate more mobility aid customers than 

existing vehicles; this community bus may also be used for existing Sault Transit 

community bus routes as a spare.  

 

5.5.6 Improving Efficiency and Effectiveness 

ParaBus must become more efficient by acquiring better scheduling and dispatching 

technology, with the goals of: 

 Improving service productivity by increasing the number of trips during which several 

passengers are sharing the vehicle. 

 Enabling staff to re-book cancelled trips more effectively. 

 Accommodating more same-day requests for service. 

 Better monitoring and reporting of productivity gains to enable ParaBus staff to report 

progress to Council and the public. 

 

Expanding the on-time window to 10 minutes early, 20 minutes late can probably result in 

productivity improvements of about 5% to 10%. This would increase by an additional 10% if 

computer-aided scheduling is acquired to make full use of the expanded on-time window. 

 

ParaBus should adopt productivity improvement measures to enhance existing ParaBus van 

service. 

 

Recommendations: 

 Short-term (2012): 

o Widen the on-time window to 10 minutes early, 20 minutes late.  

o Match driver hours to peak demand periods as closely as possible. 

o Use taxis for coverage at off-peak hours.  

o Begin re-directing ambulatory dialysis passengers to the Red Cross (goal: 1,000 trips 

in 2013). 

o Begin collaboration plans with the Red Cross and the LHIN for a Dialysis 

Transportation Initiative. 

o Assess the current ParaBus software being developed by the City in the spring of 

2012 and, if required, budget for state-of-the art computer-aided scheduling software 

which can exploit the wider on-time window to create more shared rides, increasing 

vehicle productivity.  

 Medium- and long-term (2013-2016) 

o Acquire mobile data terminals for ParaBus vehicles. 
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o Assist the Red Cross to acquire an accessible vehicle for the Red Cross and begin re-

directing dialysis passengers who require an accessible vehicle to it.  

 

5.5.7 Recommended Performance Standards 

The ParaBus Operations Review identifies many strategies to better meet existing needs and 

to ensure ParaBus and the City can adapt cost-effectively and efficiently to the growing 

future demand. To be able to quantify the progress to be made, two performance standards 

have been identified service productivity and accommodating demand. To ensure that the 

strategies are implemented to the extent possible, Sault Transit and ParaBus will need a 

ParaBus Co-ordinator / Supervisor to take ownership and be provided with the tools to make 

things happen. 

 

Service Productivity 
ParaBus productivity is currently about two passenger trips per hour. Over the course of the 

next five years, ParaBus should aim to raise this by 20%, to 2.4 passengers per hour. 

Additionally, as mentioned elsewhere, the high-capacity vehicles operated by ParaBus should 

be concentrated on periods when demand for service is sufficiently strong to take advantage 

of their carrying capacity, and auxiliary services (taxis, Gateway, etc.) used where possible 

during periods when demand is relatively low and high capacity vehicles are not needed. 

This will enable service productivity to be raised, and operating costs to be reduced. 

 

Accommodating Demand 

Making a commitment to keep accommodated trip requests at a specific target would offer 

several advantages: 

 It ensures that service is available to ParaBus passengers when they need it. 

 It would ensure that ParaBus performs to the standard which is generally accepted by the 

transit industry. 

 It is a measurable indicator of the adequacy of the service relative to demand on an 

ongoing basis. 

 Council and all stakeholders could refer to an objective measurement of service 

adequacy, which should be useful to Council when determining the funding needs of the 

service. 

 

Currently, ParaBus’ percentage of accommodated trips is about 98.5%, compared with the 

CUTA average of 99.5% for municipalities of similar population. ParaBus should adopt the 

objective for the coming five years, with Council’s approval, of achieving and maintaining a 

99.5% accommodated trip rate by implementing the main lines of action mentioned above 

and, when necessary, requesting funding for additional service hours.  

 

At current productivity levels, reaching this level of trip request accommodation would 

require an additional 5,000 trips per year, which is roughly the equivalent to the capacity of 

one ParaBus vehicle. 
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ParaBus should also consider improving its reservation policies and procedures. A main 

source of customer complaint is that the existing policy dictates that only trips medical 

appointments can have advance booking (up to seven days in advance). Recreational or 

social trips can only be booked with 24 hours advance notice which makes it difficult for 

residents to make and confirm plans. However the existing situation exists due to the 

limitations of the existing scheduling and dispatching software available to ParaBus staff. It 

is not an issue of budgetary or vehicle constraints.  

 

If the in-house software solution is deemed feasible or if commercially available software is 

purchased in the end, ParaBus should change their existing reservation policy. 

 

Recommendations: 

 Effectiveness: To increase the proportion of accommodated trips from 98.5% to 99.5% 

by 2016. 

 Efficiency: To increase service utilization by 20% (from 2.0 to 2.4 passengers per hour) 

by 2016.  

 

When either the in-house scheduling software is available, or if commercially available 

software is purchased in 2012, ParaBus should implement a new reservation policy that 

allows up to seven days advance notice for social and recreational trips and up to 30 days 

notice for medical appointments. 

 

5.5.8 Service Model for ParaBus 

Some Ontario specialized transit services are entirely ‘in-house’ (city-owned and operated). 

Others are entirely contracted out, except for core service planning and monitoring functions, 

which are retained by the municipality. Most are like ParaBus: a blend of in-house and 

contracted services in which the highest quality service and highest capacity vehicles are 

provided by the municipal fleet, and overflow and off-peak capacity is provided under 

contract by vans, and by sedan and accessible taxis.  

 

The advantage of the current model is that contracted service can be, and are, used to ‘top-

up’ ParaBus, enabling it to address peak demand periods with a somewhat smaller fleet than 

would otherwise be needed. This is an economical approach, compared to having a larger 

fleet, of which a considerable portion would be idle at off-peak hours. 

 

Also, having both ‘in-house’ and purchased services provides an alternative in case of a 

labour or business interruption of either service. The two types of service also help to raise 

each others’ performance: the City service setting the standard for quality and stability, long-

term commitment and highly trained staff, and the contracted service providing a lower cost 

service model that helps to contain overall costs.  

ParaBus currently has a good model, and its blended operation produces costs per passenger 

trip that are on a par with, or better than, other Ontario services of comparable size.  

 

The Service Improvement Plan calls for improving the productivity of ParaBus vans through 

better scheduling tools and practices, and for putting in place or enhancing alternatives to 
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ParaBus service that will absorb the expected growth in demand while reducing unit costs per 

passenger trip. The Plan requires no reduction in ParaBus van hours. It is a non-disruptive 

approach to containing costs while increasing capacity.  

 

Our recommendation is that ParaBus retain its current operating model, while implementing 

the measures of the Service Improvement Plan. The Plan should enable the city to 

accomplish its objective of providing a specialized transit service that compares with the 

province’s best in terms of adequacy, quality and unit cost.  

 

A key element of the Service Improvement Plan, as mentioned above, is that ParaBus 

continue and develop the purchase Non-dedicated Service for as required to achieve optimum 

service to passengers and fleet efficiency and minimize overall service costs. 

 

In order to ensure that the service recommendations, additional responsibilities will need to 

be added to Sault Transit and ParaBus staff. Currently staff resources are excessively lean, 

this was confirmed during the consultation with the public and other stakeholders. The 

expectations placed on staff are virtually impossible to meet with the current human and 

technical resources. At the same time, conventional transit and specialized transit services are 

being integrated, which may result in additional assignments for staff.  

 

It is recommended that one additional full time ParaBus dispatcher be hired to better meet 

public demand today and in the future. Concurrently, it is suggested that one dispatcher, to be 

designated as a Lead Dispatcher or Service Coordinator, have added responsibilities relative 

to implementing newer dispatching technologies and improving staff efficiency and customer 

service. The ‘Coordinator’ would also play a key role in advising on service policies and 

technologies. 

 

ParaBus requires a ‘champion’ to help upgrade ParaBus scheduling and dispatching 

capabilities, improve operations and the quality of customer service to make it more 

consistently excellent. The person can also assist Sault Transit with planning or marketing 

functions from time to time, advice on ParaBus issues, and generate performance reports.  

 

Recommendation: 

 Maintain the current ParaBus business model.  

 Purchase Non-dedicated Service for ParaBus (and TransCab), as required, to achieve 

optimum service to passengers, and fleet efficiency, and minimize overall service costs.  

 Add one ParaBus Dispatcher position to meet the demand for prompt service. 

 Designate a dispatch staff person as the Lead Dispatcher or Service Coordinator. 

 

5.6 2012-2016 ParaBus Service and Financial Plan 

This section of the report presents the ParaBus Service Improvement Plan for 2012-2016, 

which is based on the findings of: 

 The stakeholder consultation process. 
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 Analysis of ParaBus performance indicators in comparison to peer specialized transit 

services. 

 Estimates of demand for service and demographic considerations. 

 Best practices in other communities. 

 

The ParaBus Service and Financial Plan are given below in Table 5-2. 

 

Table 5-2: ParaBus Service and Financial Plan 

 
 

It should be noted that the existing community bus route is not reflected in the budget.  

 

5.7 ParaBus Asset Management Plan 

5.7.1 ParaBus Fleet Replacement and Expansion Program 

The study team reviewed the ParaBus fleet, conducted a ride-along, examined maintenance 

records and consulted with drivers and maintenance staff about the adequacy and state of 

repair of the current ParaBus fleet. In addition, they considered vehicle replacement 

schedules at other specialized transit services to produce recommendations on a vehicle 

replacement schedule that would provide the most economical combination of capital and 

operating costs for the City of Sault Ste. Marie. 

 

There are 10 wheelchair accessible ParaBus vehicles used to deliver specialized service as 

summarized below. One vehicle serves as a Community bus.  

The fleet available is as follows: 

 1999 – 1 vehicle 

 2001 – 3 vehicles 

 2005 – 1 vehicle 

 2006 – 1 vehicle 

 2008 – 2 vehicles 

 2009 – 2 vehicles 

 Total: 10 ParaBus vehicles 

 

Vehicles should be replaced every seven to nine years and generally should not be 

refurbished. The average ParaBus vehicle is 7.3 years old. Average vehicle age should be 

reduced to five years as soon as feasible, to help contain maintenance costs and minimize 

vehicle down-time due to repairs. 
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The replacement program should provide an average of one vehicle per year. In terms of 

expansion, there is an immediate need to add one community bus vehicle in 2012 at a cost of 

$200,000 with a life span of 10 years. The core ParaBus vehicle costs are estimated at 

$100,000 each. Since ridership is estimated to increase by approximately 6% per year, 

additional ParaBus vehicles will likely be needed from 2011 – 2015 at a rate of one per year. 

 

5.7.2 ParaBus 10-Year Capital Budget 

The 10-Year Capital Budget for ParaBus, presented below in Table 5-3, reflects the 

following infrastructure needs: 

 Vehicle Replacement  

 Vehicle Expansion 

 New technologies (scheduling software, GPS, etc.) 

 

Table 5-3: ParaBus 10-Year Capital Budget 

 
 

5.8 Federal Funding for Sault Transit and ParaBus 

In 2007, the Federal Government Building Canada Fund replaced several other 
infrastructure funds that have been in place since as early as 2001 (namely the Canada 
Strategic Infrastructure Fund, the Highways and Border Infrastructure Fund, and the 
Municipal Rural Infrastructure Fund). Building Canada will offer $8.8 billion over the 
period from 2007 through 2014 for a variety of eligible investments including public 
transit projects. Provincial and territorial governments and municipalities are expected 
to match federal contributions, and the projects to be funded will be determined 
through both collaborative and competitive processes.8 
 

Recently, the Federal Government of Canada legislated that the Gas Tax Fund becomes a 

permanent funding mechanism to help municipalities pay for capital works. While the 

majority of the fund has been used for engineering roadwork, many municipalities, such as 

the City of North Bay9 as an example, have taken advantage of this revenue source to pay for 

transit infrastructure improvements. Across Canada, nearly 37% of the monies collected in 

the Gas Tax Fund are used for transit-related infrastructure. 

                                                 
8 CUTA Issue paper #27 February 2008 

 
9 The City of North Bay allocated a portion of their federal gas tax revenue to complete a downtown transit 

terminal in 2007 and convert their entire vehicle fleet to accessible buses by 2012. 
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Recommendation:  

The City of Sault Ste. Marie could consider an appropriate percentage of Federal Gas Tax 

Fund it receives to invest in transit infrastructure such as: 

 Vehicle Replacement 

 Bus Stop Infrastructure and Accessibility 

 Future Bus Terminals 

 Future Vehicle Maintenance Facilities  

 Transit Technology (scheduling software, smart card technology, etc.) 
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6. SUMMARY  

The 2012-2016 Public Transit Operations Review, developed in consultation with 

stakeholders, is designed to grow ridership and ensure that the transit fleet and infrastructure 

is in place to accommodate the growth. Additionally, much focus was placed on the ParaBus 

service to ensure that the City is equipped with tools needed to serve the growing demands 

on the service due to the aging population and increased life expectancies. This is timely 

given the Accessibility for Ontarians Disability Act requirements that need to be met today 

and in the future.  

 

The Sault Transit and ParaBus Service plan and budget estimates can be accelerated 

depending on: 

 Revenue growth due to increased ridership or higher transit fares, and the introduction of 

smart card technology. 

 Available vehicle replacement and expansion funding.  

 Re-purposing funds from the Federal Gas Tax Fund for transit infrastructure. 

 Obtaining additional staff and technology resources for ParaBus service and Sault 

Transit. 

 Ability to expand the use of taxis.  

 Reaching an agreement to implement a U-Pass program with Sault College and Algoma 

University.  

 

There is flexibility built into the plan to allow for shortfalls or increases in ridership 

revenues, unforeseen expenses, and gas tax allocation amounts.  

 

The plans should be followed in 2012 and 2013 and used as a guide thereafter.  
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A.1 WEB SURVEY 

2011 Operational Review Public Survey Form 

1. What do you like and dislike about the 

current Parabus and conventional transit 

service? Please be specific. 
 

2. How can we improve the Parabus and 

conventional transit service to meet your 

individual or organization's current needs? 
 

3. What would you like to see change with the 

Parabus and conventional transit service over 

the next 5 to 7 years? 
 

Do you have additional 

comments/suggestions/oberservations?  
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A.2 SAMPLE FOCUS GROUP AGENDA 

 

Subject: Parabus Registrants and Users Transit Focus 

Group 

Meeting Date: 1:30 PM – 3:00 PM, August 16, 2011 

Location: Accessibility Office, 280 Elizabeth St., Sault Ste. Marie 

Attendees: Parabus Registrants and Users 

 

 Item By 

1.0 Introduction and Study Overview 

 

Wally Beck 

2.0 Peer review of transit systems for similar-sized communities Wally Beck 

3.0 Priorities for Transit All 

4.0 Parabus Registrants and Users’ Priorities for Transit All 

5.0  Next Steps Wally Beck 

6.0 Other All 

 

The following questions will form the basis of the discussion with respect to priorities for transit. 

 

1. What do you like and dislike about the current Parabus and conventional transit service?  Please be 

specific. 

 

2. How can we improve the Parabus and conventional transit service to meet your individual or 

organization's current needs? 

 

3. What would you like to see change with the Parabus and conventional transit service over the next 5 to 7 

years? 

 

 Do you have additional comments/suggestions/observations? 
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A.3 SAULT STAR ARTICLE 
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B.1 MEETING NOTES PARABUS REGISTRANTS 

AND CAREGIVERS FOCUS GROUP 

Meeting Date: 1:30 - 3:00 pm, August 17, 2011 

Location: Accessibility Office, 280 Elizabeth St., Sault Ste. Marie 

Attendees: Active Parabus Customers (5 of whom also use transit), 
members of the general public  

 

 Summary of Focus Group Input 

1.0 What customers like about Parabus and Sault Transit 

 ‘In my 15 years on the system, every Parabus employee has been courteous to me’ 

 Bus operators are highly rated 

 Fares are considered reasonable 

 Parabus registrants that use Saul Transit appreciate the ability to travel spontaneously, 

without advance reservations 

 ‘The low-floor buses make sense and we need to have more of them’ 

2.0 Where there is room for improvement 

Parabus 

 We need an ID card to make to make it easier to get service when visiting another city 

 ‘If they send me a taxi without running boards I can’t get into it’ 

 We can’t call to make a booking on weekends 

 We have to spend too long on the phone 

  ‘On Fridays, you have to call for Saturday, Sunday, Monday, and also for medical trips on 

the following Friday.’ 

 ‘People’s lives should not be reduced to managing transportation to and from their 

appointments.’ 

 I can’t wheel over the gravel that exists at some locations I travel to 

 My audiology appointment is not considered medical, so I can’t book it a week in advance 

 I rarely, if ever, see more than one person on the Parabus. ‘In all my years on the service I 

have only shared my ride three times 

 The service does not meet my needs. I have three chiropractor appointments per week and 

cannot get rides to and from them 

 ‘Out of 10 to 15 appointments per month, I’m lucky if I can get rides to four of them’ 
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 Summary of Focus Group Input 

Sault Transit 

 Low floor bus service is not dependable – we can be stranded even though a low-floor bus 

was promised, when a high-floor bus shows up instead 

 The kneeling feature does not operate in winter, when we need it most 

 The walking (wheeling) environment in winter, at both ends of the trip, can be impossible; 

sidewalk ploughs and snow blowers, to avoid hitting raised uneven sections of the 

sidewalk, raise the blade and leave three or four inches of snow, which for either a manual 

or a powered wheelchair, is impossible to travel on 

 The front-facing wheelchair positions are impossible to use without driver assistance 

because the tie-down cannot be put on by the passenger without some help 

 I can’t wheel over the gravel that exists at some stops  

 We need the Community Bus to be daily, even on weekends 

3.0 Improvements that customers would like to see 

Parabus 

 The ability to book important trips much longer in advance than we can now 

 An ID card to make reciprocity easier when visiting another city 

 More accessible taxis 

 Booking on weekends 

 Less time to make a booking 

 Eligibility needs to be looked at. I see some people on Parabus who do not seem to need it 

 More call-takers for bookings 

 Better scheduling system 

 Alternative services for people who can use them 

 More Parabus service 

 Better ride-sharing 

 An accessible inspector’s van to help out when a passenger is stranded  

 Separate phone lines for medical and non-medical trip bookings 

Sault Transit 

 Wider aisles on the low-floor buses 

 Better snow removal and bus stop accessibility 

 Rear-facing wheelchair positions on low-floor buses 

4.0 Preliminary comments and suggestions to be considered 

Parabus 

 Improved scheduling software which is able to schedule a booking request quickly in real 
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 Summary of Focus Group Input 

time, and optimize bookings to ensure optimal ride-sharing, schedule adherence, use of 

slack time and general efficiency 

 The adoption of on-board data terminals in vehicles to improve efficiency by enabling trip 

assignments to be optimized dynamically during the day, accommodate short-notice trips 

to replace cancellations, reduce radio traffic and provide Dispatch with detailed real-time 

information on trip mileage and schedule adherence 

 Better matching of driver start times to the demand for Parabus service (changes in the 

September 5 run sign-up are a step in this direction) 

 Permit longer advance booking for medical specialist appointments 

 Widening the on-time window, during which the client should be ready to travel, and the 

vehicle is considered to be on-time, from the existing five minutes before and zero minutes 

after the negotiated pick-up time to ten minutes before and twenty minutes after. 

 A Taxi Scrip (subsidized taxi ride) program to provide an alternative, low-cost service 

which can absorb some Parabus demand while providing clients with spontaneous travel 

and access to trips outside of Parabus hours 

 Free-fare program for all Parabus users when they ride Sault Transit 

 Parabus ID card issued to current registrants on request and to all new registrants  

 The expanded use of taxis, allowing Parabus registrants to book their own Parabus taxi trip 

directly, with suitable controls (ID card, trip allowance) should be explored 

 Accessibility for Ontarians Disability Act will require SSM to continue to provide 

extended Parabus booking hours and equivalent hours of service 

 Revised eligibility criteria, application form and determination process in which eligibility 

status is either full, conditional or temporary based on the complete, conditional or 

temporary inability to use transit, and is determined by Parabus staff based information 

provided by the applicant on their most limiting conditions, and which is corroborated by a 

medical referee and supplemented where necessary by an in person interview and third-

party assessment 

 Use of the ‘conditional eligibility’ status to encourage (or require) a Parabus registrant who 

is ‘conditionally eligible’ to use Sault Transit whenever the trip can be made on transit 

while respecting the conditions of their eligibility. For example if the client’s Parabus 

eligibility condition is the presence of ice and snow, then the client would be expected to 

use Sault Transit low-floor bus service except on icy or snow days, provided that a low-

floor bus is available for both the outbound and return trips. 

 

Sault Transit 

 Continue to expand the low floor bus fleet (4 new buses recently purchased) 

 Saturate one or more key transit routes with only low-floor buses and accessible bus stops, 

and advertise these routes as ‘fully accessible’ 

 Investigate measures to overcome the difficulty in kneeling low floor buses in winter, such 

as an adapted version of the raised platforms currently being installed by the TTC on 
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 Summary of Focus Group Input 

Dundas and Roncesvalles streets to provide access to accessible streetcars. These platforms 

would be built to the door height of an un-kneeled low-floor Sault Transit bus  

 Rear-facing wheelchair and scooter positions would improve boarding and alighting times 

and reduce the demands on transit operators 

 Travel Training for all residents should be explored (i.e. for seniors, new Canadians, 

Parabus customers, and cognitively disabled 
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B.2 MEETING NOTES: PROJECT STEERING 

COMMITTEE (PSC) MEETING #1 

Meeting Date: August 15, 2011 

11:00 –11:45 AM 

Location: 280 Elizabeth Street, Sault Ste. Marie  

 

 Item Actions 

1. Introductions  

2. W. Beck provided a summary of the work plan, indicating that a 

draft report will be prepared in December for PSC review and a final 

council meeting would take place late January/ early February 2012. 

 

3.  W. Beck reported that public response to the Sault Transit 

and ParaBus survey has been excellent; over 90 web-based 

responses were received in less that a week, while SSM 

provided a number of printed responses 

 W. Beck and C. Fitzsimmons provided an overview of transit 

and specialized transit in Canada in the area of service 

offered and funding  

 Based on peer review, Sault Transit and ParaBus 

performance and effectiveness does quite well 

 For ParaBus, the statistics suggests there is  a very open 

eligibility criteria and that non-accommodated trips are likely 

a problem (committee members agreed); in essence the peer 

review and historical performance conclusions drawn by 

HDR were supported by the PSC 

 

4. A number of ideas and suggestions were discussed for 

consideration by the consulting team: 

 Saturate one or two routes with only low floor buses, and 

promote them as fully accessible routes; this would eliminate 

uncertainty with the existing system as scheduled 

 Concept of low floor buses only operating on Sundays or 

Saturdays so that accessible service is guaranteed 

 Alternative services/Family of Services: Parabus, Transit 

(free pass for Parabus users), taxi scrip 

 Immigration Portal Funding – for making orientation videos 

to help immigrants; could be used to provide travel training 

video for Transit to attract seniors and Parabus registrants 

 HDR indicated the fare policy will need to be revisited since 

fares are quite low (too low?) in some categories 

 Rear-facing positions on buses – a retrofit item that makes 

HDR to address 

during the study 
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sense for Sault Transit. 

5. Next steps  

 HDR to provide a high-level summary of focus group 

findings and web-survey results to staff before finalizing and 

being sent to the PSC members 

 Confirmation that HDR will present recommendations to 

Transit/ ParaBus Focus Group participants in October (after 

Thanksgiving) before presenting to council 

 

HDR to provide 

summary of focus 

group finings 
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B.3 MEETING NOTES: TRANSIT SUB-

COMMITTEE TRANSIT FOCUS GROUP 

Meeting Date: 1:30 PM - 3:00 PM, August 15, 2011 

Location: Accessibility Office, 280 Elizabeth St., Sault Ste. Marie 

Attendees: Transit Sub-Committee (See attached Sign-in sheet) 

 

 Summary of Focus Group Input 

1.0 What do you currently appreciate about Parabus? 

 It gets me out; makes being disabled easier 

 They try so hard to make everyone happy 

 How wonderful the staff are; how hard they work to accommodate people 

 Door-to-door service appreciated by long-term care patients 

 Although you can use transit to make a trip, sometimes you just have to have Parabus to 

get home again 

 Door to door service 

 Reasonable fares 

 Drivers are kind 

 We prefer Parabus over Gateway Transportation – the fare is much less and the service is 

better 

2.0 Where do you see room for improvement in Parabus service? 

 No spontaneous travel option is available 

 Being turned down when requesting a trip 

 Not enough buses and hours of service 

 Ride is rough at the back of the vehicle 

 Configuration of some buses is awkward for the driver to secure the fifth or the last chair 

loaded, especially if it is a large one 

 The Parabus application process needs to be looked at. I see people using the service who 

do not appear to need it. If you can walk up and down the shopping mall, you should not 

need Parabus to get you there 

 I can’t always get the time I want. Sometimes I have to get to my destination an hour or 

more early because there’s no vehicle available later 

 Prioritizing by trip purpose is not right. Who’s to say my recreational trip is not as 

important as someone else’s doctor’s appointment? It makes it very hard to get to a 

recreational event, which is also important to a person’s health 
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 Telephone hold times are too long. Sometimes my attendant has to hang up because she 

has reached the end of her shift without completing the call 

 You have to call in right at 8:30 to get your trip; getting a response is like a lottery 

 There is not enough service at peak hours 

 Fridays the phones are very congested because people have to book for Saturday, Sunday 

and Monday 

 They don’t re-use space cancelled on the same day very well 

 Tie-down system is difficult for the driver with some wheelchairs or scooters 

 An oversized wheelchair or scooter which takes up more than one space can result in an 

accidental overbooking (create a Capacity Type  in PASS-Lite for oversize wheelchairs; 

you should explain limits of lift and dimensions to clients) 

3.0 Changes we’d like to suggest 

 The red tape has to be removed – booking in advance, process, procedures 

 Involve users and drivers in vehicle configuration design decisions 

 Purchase larger vehicles for greater capacity and ease of securing wheelchairs 

 Locate the Parabus fleet depot in the true centre of the city (Second and Great Northern 

area) to economize time and deadhead miles at the start and the end of driver shifts 

 Taxi scrip, at least for ambulatory passengers 

 Find ways to offer trips on short notice 

 Improve ride-sharing. Sometimes I’m riding alone on the vehicle and don’t mind a longer 

trip if it means more people can be accommodated 

 Improve the scheduling. Sometimes three buses arrive at the same location 

 Eliminate the 45-minute or 30-minute call slots, which waste capacity on short trips, in 

favour of scheduling based on actual travel times 

 Make email and voice mail confirmation of trip bookings available for people who want it 

 Open the booking lines on the weekend 

 There are only three areas in the town – how about using techniques to schedule groups 

trips to those three areas, or dedicate vehicles to serve those areas 

 Offer New Year’s Eve service 

 Better coverage of peak travel hours (action underway on this by Parabus changing driver 

shift times) 

 More efficient scheduling 

 A general increase in Parabus efficiency so more people can use what is available 

 Provide an orientation video or newsletter to teach people how to use the service, and 

explain how booking, scheduling, etc. work 
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4.0  What Parabus priorities should be: 

 Improve the booking system – less waiting time, more trips available at peak travel times 

 Increase the service capacity 

 Review the eligibility criteria and application process to ensure that people only qualify for 

Parabus if they cannot use transit either some or all of the time 

 Offer bookings on weekends 

 Enable long-term appointments for medical trips to be booked well in advance of the 7-day 

booking 

5.0 Other comments 

 Sault Transit low floor buses can be a good travel option, but the tie-down system is hard 

for drivers, and I hate to feel that I am holding up the bus while the driver ties down my 

chair 
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The table below summarizes functional requirements and evaluation criteria for paratransit / 

specialized transit scheduling software. The term scheduling software is commonly used to refer 

to products which typically perform a wide range of tasks in addition to actually scheduling trips 

to vehicles. The eight functional areas identified are not exhaustive, but are intended to provide an 

indication of the scope of the tasks the software must be able to handle. 

 

Functional Requirements By Topic 

1. Client registration 

a. Name, address, billing info – prevents creating duplicate records  

b. Mobility limitations  

c. Mobility device, service animal, special instructions 

d. Boarding and alighting time requirements 

e. Special needs while in transportation (dementia, behavioural issues, 
etc.) 

f. Escort requirement 

g.  Funding source information  

h. * Gender 

i. * Emergency contact name and number 

j. * Date of intake 

k. * Language 

 

2. Trip Booking 

a. Origin, destination, regular or casual booking; frequency 

b. Special instructions 

c. Handling trip modifications and cancellations 

d. Trip confirmation 

e. Web-based or remote trip booking from satellite locations  

f. * Time of appointment 
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Functional Requirements By Topic 

3. Scheduling 

a. Vehicle and run creation 

b. Vehicle capacities management 

c. Can manage multiple fleets (brokerage model) 

d. Scheduling modes: triangulation, street routing, other 

e. Map integration 

f. Can provide relative costing of solutions using different providers 

g. Scheduling and routing optimization – batch process; background 
optimization 

h. Driver manifests: customized or standard 

i. Routine for updating database from driver manifest (cancels at door; 
no-show trips; add-ons) 

j. Integration with Mobile Data Terminals 

 

4. Dispatching 

a. Service regulation and control 

b. Ease of transferring trips 

c. Management of breakdowns & driver out of service incidents 

d. On-time status 

e. Real-time interrogation capability 

 

5. Administrative support functions 

a. Trip billing 

b. Tracks mileage for maintenance 

c. Tracks driver hours 

d. Tracks complaints 
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Functional Requirements By Topic 

6. Service Coordination 

a. Management of separate fleets for integrated scheduling, trip transfers, 
etc;  

b. Remote access by clients, etc. for trip booking, confirmation, and 
cancellations 

c. Integration with Integrated Voice Response telephone software for call-
outs to clients, etc. 

 

7. Reporting 

a. Statistical reporting 

b. Built-in reporting tools 

c. Custom reports available; costs  

d. Database accessible using industry standard tools 

e. Data export – can be done by user  

f. Database definition provided for report-writing 

8. Application Features 

a. Hardware requirements 

b. Performance 

c. Backup and archiving 

d. Crash recovery 

e. Fault tolerance 

f. Supporting applications required (SQL Server, etc.) 
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AODA INTEGRATED STANDARDS ACT, PROVISIONS 

FOR CONVENTIONAL AND SPECIALIZED TRANSIT 

The following identifies the annual requirements of the Integrated Accessibility Standard. 

2011 

 Must take reasonable steps to accommodate persons with disabilities who would otherwise 

use the accessibility equipment and the transportation service provider shall repair the 

equipment as soon as is practicable. 

 There are, on request, pre-boarding verbal announcements of the route, direction, destination 

or next major stop. 

 There are audible verbal announcements of all destination points or available route stops on 

its transportation vehicles while the vehicle is on route or while the vehicle is being operated. 

 Specialized transportation service providers shall provide origin to destination services 

within its service area that takes into account the abilities of its passengers and that 

accommodates their abilities.  

 No conventional transportation service provider shall charge a higher fare to a person with a 

disability than the fare, but a conventional transportation service provider may charge a lesser 

fare for a person with a disability. 

 

2012 

 Make current information on accessibility equipment and features of their vehicles, routes 

and services available to the public. 

 Establish, implement, maintain and document emergency preparedness and response policies 

that provide for the safety of persons with disabilities; and make those policies available to 

the public. 

 Conventional transportation service providers shall: 

 Deploy lifting devices, ramps or portable bridge plates upon the request of a person with 

a disability;  

 Ensure that adequate time is provided to persons with disabilities to safely board, be 

secured and deboard transportation vehicles and that assistance be provided, upon 

request, for these activities; 

 Assist with safe and careful storage of mobility aids or mobility assistive devices used by 

persons with disabilities; and 

 Allow a person with a disability to travel with a medical aid.  
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 Ensure that persons with disabilities are able to board or deboard a transportation vehicle at 

the closest available safe location, as determined by the operator, that is not an official stop, 

if the official stop is not accessible and the safe location is along the same transit route. 

 Operators of their transportation vehicles must promptly report to an appropriate authority 

where a transit stop is temporarily inaccessible or where a temporary barrier exists.  

 Every conventional transportation service provider shall, if safe storage is possible, ensure 

that mobility aids and mobility assistive devices are stored in the passenger compartments of 

its transportation vehicles 

 Ensure there is clearly marked courtesy seating for persons with disabilities on transportation 

vehicles and that the courtesy seating meets the standards set out in the AODA legislation.  

 Specialized transportation service providers shall allow companions and dependants (i.e. 

children) to travel with persons with disabilities if space is available and will not result in the 

denial of service to other persons with disabilities. 

2013 

 In their accessibility plan, conventional transportation service providers shall identify the 

process for managing, evaluating and taking action on customer feedback. Additionally, 

service providers shall annually hold at least one public meeting involving persons with 

disabilities to ensure that they have an opportunity to participate in a review of the 

accessibility plan and that they are given the opportunity to provide feedback on the 

accessibility plan.  

 Specialized transportation service providers shall, in their accessibility plans: 

 Identify the process for estimating the demand for specialized transportation services; and 

 Develop steps to reduce wait times for specialized transportation services. 

 Describe procedures for dealing with accessibility equipment failures on their respective 

types of vehicles.  

 A conventional transportation service provider that does not provide specialized 

transportation services shall ensure that any person with a disability who, because of his or 

her disability, is unable to use conventional transportation services is provided with an 

alternative accessible method of transportation. 

 Ensure that the same fare structure and fare payment options are available for both 

conventional transportation services and specialized transportation services.  

 Every specialized transportation service provider shall make specialized  transportation 

services available to visitors; and 

 Where specialized transportation services are provided in adjacent municipalities within 

contiguous urban areas, the specialized transportation service providers shall facilitate 

connections between their respective services. 

 Ensure that the specialized transportation services have, at a minimum, the same hours and 

days of service as the conventional transportation services. 
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 Every specialized transportation service provider, where the specialized transportation 

services require reservations, shall provide information on the duration of service delays (30 

minutes or more) to affected passengers by a method agreed to by the specialized 

transportation service provider and passenger.  

 Where a route or scheduled service is temporarily changed and the change is known in 

advance of the commencement of the trip, conventional transportation service providers 

shall: 

 Make available alternate accessible arrangements to transfer persons with disabilities to 

their route destination where alternate arrangements for persons without disabilities are 

inaccessible; and  

 Ensure information on alternate arrangements is communicated in a manner that takes 

into account the person’s disability. 

2013 – Vehicles 

Notes: Where a conventional transportation service provider has, on June 30, 2011, existing 

contractual obligations to purchase vehicles that do not meet the foregoing requirements, the 

transportation service provider may honour the existing contract.  

Conventional transportation service providers are not required to retrofit vehicles that are within 

their fleet as of July 1, 2011 in order to ensure that the vehicles meet the foregoing accessibility 

requirements. 

 All transportation vehicles that are manufactured on or after January 1, 2013 are equipped 

with grab bars, handholds, handrails or stanchions that are provided where appropriate. 

 All transportation vehicles manufactured on or after January 1, 2013 must have:  

o Floors that produce a minimal glare and are slip resistant; and 

o Any carpeted surfaces have a low, firm and level pile or loop and are securely 

fastened.  

 All transportation vehicles manufactured on or after January 1, 2013 must  

 Have two or more allocated mobility aid spaces, with each space being a minimum of: 

o 1,220 millimetres by 685 millimetres for vehicles designed to have a seating capacity 

of 24 passengers or less, and 

o 1,220 millimetres by 760 millimetres for vehicles designed to have a seating capacity 

of more than 24 passengers; and 

 Are equipped, as appropriate, with securement devices. 

 All transportation vehicles manufactured on or after January 1, 2013 are equipped with 

accessible stop-requests and emergency response controls that are located throughout the 

transportation vehicle, including places within reach of allocated mobility aid spaces and 

courtesy seating locations. 
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 All transportation vehicles manufactured on or after January 1, 2013 are equipped with lights 

above or beside each passenger access door that are constantly lit when the door is open and 

that illuminate the lifting device, ramp, portable bridge plate or step nosings, as the case may 

be.  

 All transportation vehicles manufactured on or after January 1, 2013 must display the route 

or direction of the transportation vehicle or its destination or next major stop. 

 Where transportation vehicles are equipped with steps, the steps meet the following 

requirements: 

 The top outer edge of each step is marked by a colour strip that is high colour-contrasted 

with its background, to assist with visual recognition, that runs the full width of the 

leading edge of the step, excluding any side edge mouldings, and can be viewed from 

both directions of travel. 

 The steps have surfaces that are slip resistant and that produce minimal glare. 

 The steps have uniform, closed riser heights and tread depths, subject to the structural 

limitations of the vehicle. 

 Where transportation vehicles have a ramp, lifting device or a kneeling function, each of 

them is equipped with a visual warning lamp indicator mounted on the exterior near the 

mobility aid accessible door and with an audible warning alarm. 

2014 

 Conduct employee and volunteer accessibility training on:  safe use of accessibility 

equipment and features; acceptable modifications to procedures in situations where 

temporary barriers exist or accessibility equipment on a vehicle fails; and emergency 

preparedness and response procedures that provide for the safety of persons with disabilities.  

 No conventional transportation service provider and no specialized transportation service 

provider shall charge a fare to a support person who is accompanying a person with a 

disability where the person with a disability has a need for a support person. 

 If a person has completed an application for eligibility for specialized transportation services 

and the person’s eligibility has not been determined within 14 calendar days after the 

completed application is received by the specialized transportation service provider, the 

person shall be considered to have temporary eligibility for specialized transportation 

services until a decision on his or her eligibility is made. 

 A specialized transportation service provider shall establish an independent appeal process to 

review decisions respecting eligibility. A decision on an appeal with respect to eligibility 

must be made within 30 calendar days after receiving the complete appeal application, but if 

a final decision is not made within the 30 days, the applicant shall be granted temporary 

eligibility until a final decision is made. 

 Specialized transportation service providers shall develop procedures respecting the 

provision of temporary specialized transportation services: 

 Where the services are required because of an emergency or on compassionate grounds; 

and 
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 Where there are no other accessible transportation services to meet the person’s needs.  

 Every specialized transportation service provider shall, where the specialized transportation 

services require reservations: 

 Provide same day service to the extent that it is available; and 

 Where same day service is not available, accept booking requests up to three hours before 

the published end of the service period on the day before the intended day of travel. 

2017 

 There are electronic pre-boarding announcements of the route, direction, destination or next 

major stop on its transportation vehicles. 

 Every conventional transportation service provider shall ensure that all destination points or 

available route stops: 

 Are announced through electronic means; and 

 Are legibly and visually displayed through electronic means. 

 Every specialized transportation service provider shall have three categories of eligibility to 

qualify for specialized transportation services,  

 A person with a disability that prevents them from using conventional transportation 

services shall be categorized as having unconditional eligibility. 

 A person with a temporary disability that prevents them from using conventional 

transportation services shall be categorized as having temporary eligibility. 

 A person with a disability where environmental or physical barriers limit their ability to 

consistently use conventional transportation services shall be categorized as having 

conditional eligibility. 
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