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The Bus Vision Project is a chance to 
rethink Chicago’s bus network

• CTA has undertaken the Bus Vision Project to help understand 
how the current bus system is performing and how it may best 
be improved.

• First of its kind comprehensive analysis
• Context of much change over the last few decades

– Population and land use—where people live, work, learn, play
– Commute patterns—how and when people get to work
– Emergence of ride-hail and micromobility (Uber, Lyft, bike-share, scooters)
– Changes to bus service (mostly reductions due to funding)

• Analysis for Framing Report initially kicked off in 2020; pandemic 
impacted schedule and approach
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Framing Report analyzes the CTA bus 
network we have, tees up a public 
discussion of choices and tradeoffs

• How well does the CTA bus network serve the people of Chicago 
and surrounding communities?

• What goals and priorities should drive CTA's decisions about 
where and how often the bus operates?

• How could the bus network change and improve in the next 2-5 
years and what would it take for possible improvements to 
become real?
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The bus is vital to Chicago.

Areas near 
Rail

Areas near 
Bus

It’s ADA accessible.
It’s affordable
It carries 60% of CTA ridership.
It serves ALL of Chicago
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It is ADA accessible, it is affordable, and it serves ALL of Chicago.
96% of Chicago residents live near a bus stop
60% of CTA ridership is on the bus
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• Bus retained more ridership than 
rail throughout the pandemic.

• Bus ridership's recovery continues to 
be stronger than rail.

• Compared to previous years, 
transit riders at height of pandemic 
were more likely to:
– Not have access to a car
– Have lower incomes
– Hold essential jobs that can’t be 

done remotely
– Be Black

The pandemic has 
shown how essential bus 
service is to Chicago



6

Bus service improves 
access to opportunity.

• Many neighborhoods are far from 
jobs, services and educational 
opportunities

• Bus service helps bridge the gap.

• Transit multiplies the 
number of opportunities 
accessible from low-income 
areas many times over.
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It achieves this using a frequent grid.
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The grid doesn’t function 
as well in the evening.

• Most evening 
frequencies are too 
low for fast grid 
connections.

• Low income people 
are especially like to 
travel evenings.

• Evening service 
supports daytime 
ridership.
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This is also an equity issue. Low-income people are more likely to hold jobs with evening and weekend shifts. For people in high-crime areas, the bus will take the longest when streets are emptiest and waiting at the bus stop feels least safe
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• In 2019, the average CTA 
service area resident 
using transit could access 
10% fewer places and 
20% fewer job locations 
on Sundays than on 
weekdays in 45 minutes 
or less.

• Less Frequency = Less 
Access

The grid doesn’t function 
as well on weekends.
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This is also an equity issue. Low-income people are more likely to hold jobs with evening and weekend shifts. For people in high-crime areas, the bus will take the longest when streets are emptiest and waiting at the bus stop feels least safe
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Major 2010 Service Cut Weakened the 
Grid

• In Spring 2010, CTA 
cut bus service 16% 
and rail service 10% 
due to recessionary 
budget shortfalls.

• This reduced access 
to opportunity by 
weakening the 
grid.   

• This service was 
never restored.

2007 Weekday noon 2019 Weekday noon 
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Bus ridership declined over the 2010s.

• 14% less bus 
service in 
2019 than in 
2007

• 23% fewer 
rides over 
same period

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
 Other factors contributed to ridership changes
However, the sheer scale of bus ridership decline throughout Chicago suggests it may also partly be due to the reduced availability and convenience of bus service.
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Access to Opportunity by Race

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
One more point to give a sense of the additional detail in the full report, and to connect back with the equity benefits of bus service that was mentioned earlier:
When bus service gets less useful, even if by some metrics that reduction is evenly distributed, it can have inequitably impacts on those who need it most.
The table shows that even though people in different demographic groups can get about the same distance in 45 minutes via transit, because jobs and other resources are unevenly distributed across the city, covering that distance doesn't mean that everyone gets to the same opportunities.  
In other words, inequitable access to jobs can’t be solved by transit alone.
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• The predominantly Black and 
Latino parts of the city are 
further from opportunities.

• Many are also in areas with 
lower density and poor 
walkability, both barriers to 
ridership.

• This is a land use and 
development problem, rooted 
in historic discrimination.

Chicago’s inequity of 
access can’t be solved 
by transit alone.
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• Mainly Black and Latino areas 
need more transit per person 
to access the same level of 
opportunity.

• So their service is more 
expensive per passenger.

• If the only goal is ridership, 
this service is hard to justify.

So there is a tradeoff 
between equity and 
ridership.
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• Without new funding CTA will face a painful choice between 
ridership and equity. 
– Today, public funding carries a 50% farebox recovery requirement.

• This is unusually high by US standards, requires an extreme focus on ridership.
– You can’t address equity needs of disadvantaged areas if this is the measure.

• To improve equity, the options are to either:
• Change the performance standard, or
• Expand funding.

Major changes to bus service will require 
new funding, trade-offs or both.
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• Chicago’s local buses are very slow.

• Faster service is 
– less expensive to operate, because we pay for transit by time, not 

distance.
– good for ridership
– good for equity, because they expand access to opportunity from the 

distant, disadvantaged areas.

• Improving speeds requires reallocating street space and building 
new infrastructure to give buses priority..

Speed, however, is good for all goals.
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• Launched at beginning of 
July
– Website with Framing Report, key 

takeaways, and survey
– 1600+ survey responses so far
– 600+ signed up for contact list

• Austin Town Hall Farmers 
Market "pop-up"

• Engaging with 
Transportation Equity 
Network to reach community 
groups

CTA has just begun the public conversation 
about Bus Vision

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
MOLLY TO NARRATE

As you know, to help address the issue of bus speeds, CTA and CDOT launched the Better Streets for Buses Plan last Fall
It lays the groundwork for bus infrastructure improvements by establishing a network of corridors and a toolbox of bus priority street treatments to consider as solutions. 

The Bus Vision project is intended to help support that work but also broaden the conversation to other aspects of service—and in particular to make sure we also think about frequency of service, span of service, and geographic coverage.  As Jarrett discussed, these aspects of bus service design can help achieve different goals depending on how you prioritize them.

The presentation by Jarret Walker Associate closes out our first phase of the Bus Vision Project, which focused on looking at our own data and evaluating our system.  CTA is using this report to launch a conversation with riders, partner agencies and the general public about how to change and improve the bus network.  

[walk through content on slide]

(Additional discussion points if desired; could be moved to next slide)
CTA’s Service Standards and Policies detail how CTA intends to distribute service generally, based on measures like ridership, coverage, on-time performance, and vehicle load.
How could CTA make different choices? The Service Standards and Policies are essential to CTA’s ability to adjust service to changing conditions from one year to another. But service standards can’t answer the question of what purpose the bus network serves, or what a successful CTA bus network would provide. That requires examining the values and priorities of Chicagoans.
To design a bus network that meets the aspirations of Chicagoans, CTA needs to hear what outcomes people value.
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• Fall 2024
– 2 more pop-up events at community 

outdoor markets and project team 
staff on CTA's Community Connections 
at 4+ events in different communities

– Social media, poster and digital signage 
on system, email promotion through 
Ventra

• Late 2024/early 2025 
– Planning for additional engagement, 

including online and in-person public 
meetings and community roundtables

• Late 2025 
– Bus Vision Recommendations Report 

Issued

Next Steps
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Questions?
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