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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

OVERVIEW & CONTEXT 

Under the South Coast British Columbia Transportation Authority Act (Act), TransLink is responsible 

for providing transportation services and managing transportation demand within Metro 

Vancouver.  The Act requires TransLink to meet its financial requirements using established funding 

sources, including taxes and fares, accumulated surpluses and borrowings within its approved limit.  

It allows TransLink to increase short term fares1 at a rate of up to 2% compounded annually but 

requires any higher increase to be approved by the TransLink Commission. 

On December 28, 2011, TransLink applied to the Commission for supplementary fare increases to 

take effect on January 1, 2013 that were proposed in its Funding Stabilization Plan approved by the 

Mayor’s Council in October 2009.  As the fare increase is approximately double the rate allowed 

under the Act, the increase in excess of the approved limit requires Commission approval.  In 

considering this request, the Act prescribes that the Commission’s decision endeavour to:   

 Maintain the financial stability of TransLink; 

 Allow TransLink to implement planned services and projects;  

 Encourage TransLink to minimize expenses; and,  

 Keep fares as low as reasonably possible. 

In late 2011, the TransLink Commission engaged Shirocca Consulting to analyze, review and 

comment on TransLink’s efficiency, productivity and effectiveness.  The consultant team’s analysis 

and report is intended to inform the Commission in its consideration of the current supplementary 

fare increase request as well as its impending August 2012 review of TransLink’s 2013 10-year plan 

submission.   

In reviewing TransLink’s efficiency, two levels have been addressed.  The first is at an overall 

financial level.  The second level probed the transit system and then the bus division, as it 

represents the largest area of service expenditure within TransLink.   

TRANSLINK’S FINANCIAL PLAN AND PERFORMANCE 

The review of TransLink’s actual to budget performance over the last six years reveals modest 

variation in revenues but consistent under spending in operations.  As transit service hours have 

                                                           
1 A transit fare excluding those that are valid for more than three days.  This includes cash fares, day passes and FareSaver 
Tickets. 
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exceeded target in every year except 2009 (due to the custom transit strike), service cuts can be 

ruled out as the reason.    

Debt service has also been consistently under budget over the last six years.  This traces back to 

delays in project completion, confirmed by a consistent pattern of projected cash flows 

approximately $200 to $300 million under budget every year.  This under expenditure results in 

annual debt service requirements being overstated and adds to project management costs and 

interest during construction (IDC) accrued on project expenditures.   

While the budget development process and economic assumptions used by TransLink are sound in 

principle, closer examination shows that basing the budget on Second Quarter (Q2) forecast of year-

end spending results in an inflated forecast compared to year-end actual cost.  Budget directives 

specify that the 2012 base budget grow by no more than the rate of inflation (2% in 2012).  

However, as the 2011 Q2 forecast of operating expenditures exceeded the year-end actual by $38 

million, the 2012 base budget increase is double this rate.  Furthermore, as the 2012 budget forms 

the base for the long term expenditure model, it appears that this excess cascades through the long 

term expenditure projections. 

By policy, a contingency set at 1% of operating expenditures ($10 million in 2012) is included in the  

base budget to address TransLink’s budget risks.  While this may be reasonable and prudent, no 

analysis was provided to support or controvert the adequacy of this sum.  In addition, the 

contingency should vary by year.  By including it in the base budget, it too likely contributes to this 

cascading effect on long term expenditure projections.   

Why this contingency is needed when the Cumulated Funded Surplus (CFS), which is intended to 

cover unexpected costs, is equal to 22% of 2012’s budget expenditures and almost double the Board 

policy level of 12% is also a question.   Further, there is no analysis or rationale supporting the CFS 

level.   

It is apparent from the analysis that budgets are prepared conservatively, particularly since the fuel 

price shocks of 2008.  In the last three years, total expenditures have averaged 5.4% under budget 

and the net proceeds have consistently exceeded expectations.  The combination of operating 

contingencies, minimum CFS levels and budget conservatism point to a financial buffer that exceeds  

normal requirements.  

TRANSIT SYSTEM PERFORMANCE 

Conventional Transit Services 

Between 2006 and 2010, TransLink’s conventional bus and rail transit system2 underwent major 

expansion that resulted in a 28% increase in ridership and a 41.3% increase in operating revenue.  

These strong gains, however, were outpaced by cost growth, which was 50.7% over the same 

                                                           
2
 Bus and rail divisions. 
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period.  As a result, the transit system’s efficiency and effectiveness slipped.  Both cost per hour and 

kilometre grew faster than inflation, as did cost per passenger.  Passengers per hour and kilometre 

declined, although these declines would have been worse without the surge in ridership that 

occurred in 2010 as a result of the Olympics and the full year of Canada Line operation.  Still, the net 

difference between operating costs and operating revenue was $151.9 million higher in 2010 than in 

2006, resulting in the need for increased subsidy.  Cost recovery fell from 56% to 52.5% over the five 

years. 

Relative to four Canadian transit peer agencies3, TransLink saw more  growth over the five year 

period but costs grew faster.  It continues to lag other systems in cost efficiency, cost effectiveness 

and service productivity.   While TransLink has disadvantages due to the geographic size of its 

service area, systems with similar population densities appear to be attracting more riders per unit 

of service than TransLink.  This observation is relatively unchanged over the past five years in spite 

of the large increase in rail rapid transit. 

Custom Transit Services 

The major restructuring of TransLink’s custom transit program in 2008 has resulted in cost increases 

(70.4%) far in excess of the rate of service expansion (14.3%) and inflation.  In fairness, some of the 

cost increase associated with this program, including service expansion and the introduction of new 

technology, was anticipated by TransLink.  Others, including the extent of labour cost increases, 

were not.   

The restructuring and consolidation of custom transit into a single regional operator in 2009 has not 

yet resulted in expected cost efficiencies or improvements in service effectiveness.  Instead, slippage 

has occurred.  The public subsidy per passenger carried in 2010 exceeded $30.00.  Benefits from the 

significant investment in new technologies intended to improve productivity are also not yet 

evident.  Similarly, customer perception of improvements to service quality have been difficult to 

measure due to the lingering effects of the three month transit strike. 

TransLink’s performance relative to the four Canadian transit peer systems has also deteriorated.  

The declines are across the board in all indicators.   As a result, a costly service has become even 

more expensive.  Cost increases have more than offset increased revenues from the fare increase 

and cost recovery remains low at 4.4%.   

                                                           
3
 Toronto’s TTC, Edmonton Transit, Calgary Transit and BC Transit Victoria. 
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BUS DIVISION PERFORMANCE 

Conventional Bus—Service Performance 

Conventional bus services expanded significantly between 2006 and 2010 by adding new routes and 

improving frequencies and hours of operation on existing routes.  However, the increased cost 

(28.2%) for delivering service exceeded both service hour and kilometre growth (15.8% and 19.9%).  

CMBC’s costs are higher than most of its Canadian peers. 

Bus service expansion has resulted in moderate ridership gains (7.1%) but the rate of growth fell 

short of service increases.  Passenger boardings per kilometre and average operating speed have 

also shown declines.  A time series analysis shows TransLink’s boardings per hour have dropped to 

the lowest level in 20 years.  Part of this decline is attributable to the introduction of the Canada 

Line, which has hived off bus riders, and part is likely due to expansion into areas where transit 

market potential is increasingly shallow.  As a result, cost efficiency and effectiveness have both 

declined.  Labour utilization declined and unproductive time remains high.  Both stand out as areas 

needing improvement.   

Looking at performance at a sub-regional level, urban depots were the most cost efficient and 

effective, benefiting from more compact and higher density service areas that translate into lower 

costs per hour and kilometre and more passengers carried.  Given that the suburban areas are 

where most of the service expansion in recent years has been focused, explains some of the 

slippage in performance.  But more importantly, with a greater proportion of new services targeted 

to the more outlying areas, the higher cost of operating these services is a concern for the future. 

The combination of high and rising costs per hour and declining trend in passengers carried per hour 

means that the marginal cost of attracting new riders is growing at a rate that will increasingly 

become difficult to financially support.  Given these factors, ways to lower costs and increase 

efficiency in service delivery need to be found.   

Community Shuttle—Service Performance 

Community shuttle expanded rapidly between 2003 and 2008 before levelling off in recent years.  

This allowed TransLink to make significant economies in short haul bus services by replacing 

underutilized big buses with small buses and freeing up over 60 big buses that were re-deployed to 

routes requiring added capacity4.     

The recent expansion of community shuttle has shifted to focus more on new markets as opposed 

to conversions and this has resulted in a dramatic rise in operating costs (58.5%) with little growth in 

ridership (> 1.0%).  As a result, efficiency and effectiveness have declined.  Costs per boarded 

passenger have grown at twice the rate of conventional bus service and, in 2010 were $6.50, 

                                                           
4
 Community Shuttle Service Delivery Review, Translink, July 2007 



TransLink Efficiency Review 

Executive Summary  v 

suggesting that service levels may  be higher than warranted by demand.  While it is reported that 

services have been added within the context of TransLink’s Service Design Guidelines, it is unclear 

how closely these have been applied given the results.  The growing cost per hour and per 

passenger suggest that there is considerable scope for realizing economies.   

At the same time, depot capacity constraints for CMBC have resulted in inefficient vehicle 

deployment and missed opportunities for additional hybrid routes (mixed conventional and 

community shuttle) because of added deadhead costs.  TransLink has also pushed ahead with 

outfitting community shuttle vehicles with the same technology applications as conventional buses 

that has added to their cost.    

Maintenance expenditures have increased due to these additional requirements, an aging fleet and 

deferred replacement.  The latter is beyond TransLink’s control as the former vehicle manufacturer 

has ceased production and a suitable alternative supplier is still being researched.   

No new contacted operators have entered the field since 2002 and virtually all new service has gone 

to CMBC on a first right of refusal basis.  If the role of the private sector was to keep growth in costs 

at the public providers in check, this has had mixed success.  It also appears that the in-house costs 

may be understated as administrative and overhead cost have not been fully allocated.  Given the 

cost escalation and low ridership growth, a full review of Community Shuttle should be undertaken.   

Fleet 

Over the past five years, there has been a significant renewal of the fleet, with over 800 new 

conventional buses and 160 community shuttle vehicles received.  Average age has declined and it is 

now among the newest fleets in Canada.  At the same time, there has been an increase in the 

number of spare vehicles that are available to back up the peak service requirement.  TransLink’s 

policy for spares now ranges from a low of 18% of diesel peak vehicles to a high of 25% for CNG, 

small buses and trolleys. 

Actual spare vehicles for diesel and CNG buses currently exceed these policy levels at 29.8%, as do 

community shuttle vehicles (29%).  Trolley buses carry a purchase cost premium that is about 

double the capital cost of a diesel bus.  Yet, the spare vehicle policy ratio for this vehicle has risen to 

25% and actual spares in 2010 were 26%.   

It is also unclear as to why trolleys require such a high spare ratio and what alternatives were 

considered.  As each spare vehicle represents an investment of over a million dollars, every effort 

should be made to reduce spare trolley buses.  Unfortunately, the excess vehicles cannot be readily 

used on other routes without the expensive addition of overhead wires, nor is there a resale market 

given the small number of trolley operators in North America.    

TransLink should seek to have the lowest possible spare vehicle ratio by carefully managing their 

fleet.  Excessive spare vehicles add costs to the system.  Not only are fleet acquisition capital costs 

higher but additional costs result for maintenance, cleaning and insurance.  Space in increasingly 
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cramped depots is also needed to accommodate added spare vehicles and comes at a significant 

cost, particularly if expansions or new facilities are required as a result.  For example, a different 

approach to fleet management would have eliminated the need to acquire the 34 additional trolleys 

in 2009. 

Energy 

Energy costs increased over the five year review period but fuel consumption went down.  This 

decline resulted largely because of the introduction of new more fuel efficient vehicles.  TransLink 

procures 75% of its fuel requirements through fixed price contracts that carry a price premium of 

$0.06 t0 $0.08 per litre.  This cost premium is, in effect, insurance against fuel price escalation.   

An alternative approach is to hedge fuel costs by purchasing  fixed/floating swap agreements or 

other commodity derivative5 contracts.  Hedging through commodity derivatives does require 

specialized financial expertise and involves inherent risks in futures contracts, including 

counterparty credit risk, commodity correlation risk and complex accounting requirements.   

These risks have to be balanced against a fixed price premium on the volume secured through fixed 

price contracts.  Currently, the transaction costs associated with hedging through commodity 

derivatives do not exceed $0.01 per litre.  However, transaction costs are not fixed and will fluctuate 

with market pricing for commodity derivatives contracts. 

Maintenance  

Between 2006 and 2010, the increase in direct and indirect maintenance costs was almost double 

that in service kilometres (35.0% vs 20.8%).  Although the increase in conventional bus direct and 

indirect maintenance cost6 per kilometre (12.8%) was slightly higher than labour cost growth (12%), 

community shuttle cost more than doubled (122.6%).  Direct or allocated maintenance costs per 

kilometre increased an average of 8% per year over the five year review period.   

Compared to Canadian peers, CMBC’s direct maintenance cost for conventional diesel bus 

maintenance per kilometre were higher, in part due to the fact that CMBC includes some indirect or 

“non-wrench time” in its internal labour rate charged to jobs unlike the peer comparators.  CMBC 

also had higher staffing levels and a higher percentage of overhead or indirect costs.     

Direct maintenance costs for trolley, CNG and community shuttle rose sharply over the review 

period.  Average increases for these fleets were 75.3%, 130.3% and 220% respectively.   If these 

trends continue, it will be a challenge for CMBC to maintain these fleets within reasonable budget 

constraints and fleet lifecycle costing will have to be revisited.   

                                                           
5
 A security whose price is derived from an underlying asset. The derivative itself is merely a contract between two or more 

parties. Its value is determined by fluctuations in the underlying asset.  
6
 Excludes TransLink overhead costs. 
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With respect to other indicators, overtime was reduced over the review period but this was 

countered by a reduction in the number of buses per mechanic and serviceman.  Indirect 

(maintenance support and overhead) costs increased in absolute terms but declined as a percentage 

of total maintenance costs.   

In 2010, CMBC’s indirect costs totalled $59.7 million and comprised 50.3% of total maintenance 

costs compared to 45.3% in Victoria.  It should be noted that CMBC has more complex maintenance 

requirements with significant trolley, diesel-hybrid and CNG fleets.  However, based on this 

comparison, indirect costs bear further examination.  

As in service and operations, TransLink is also going to have to re-evaluate maintenance services and 

modernize its approach on how maintenance is conducted given its high and increasing unit costs.   

Corporate Overhead  

The analysis has revealed that TransLink and CMBC corporate overhead costs are high relative to 

other Canadian peer systems.  Internal analysis has also shown that their rates of growth have 

exceeded service hour growth and that TransLink’s corporate overhead cost as a percentage of total 

revenue has risen.     

With respect to TransLink’s police costs, it has been noted that these are unique to TransLink and 

result from a policy decision to establish a dedicated police force.  It is unclear whether duplication 

exists between the police and CMBC security given the seemingly different mandates of these two 

groups.  While comments also cannot be made as to whether or not police costs are reasonable, 

their rate of increase is noteworthy and deserves examination, along with whether there are areas 

of duplication between the police and CMBC where economies or rationalization of services are 

required.   

Similarly, the scope of the analysis does not permit any conclusions about duplication in staffing or 

functional overlaps between TransLink and CMBC other than to note obvious existence of executives 

and departments in both organizations that deal with finance and human resources and to a lesser 

extent customer relations.  Since 2009, TransLink has made several adjustments to reduce 

administration and rationalize functions between TransLink and CMBC, including the recent transfer 

and presumably consolidation of IT services and some human resource functions.  That said, 

regardless where these costs are allocated, the total remains high and appears to be increasing. 

CONCLUSIONS  

The transit industry is inherently expensive and complex.  It is both labour and capital intensive as 

well as highly unionized.  In much of the western world, it operates within a government financed 

environment, generally absent of market forces that compel efficiency and productivity for 

economic survival, where the only external pressure is the availability of funding.   
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It is also an industry that is undergoing change that involves reconciling 21st century information 

technology, service requirements and vehicle diversification, including both internal and external 

equipment advances, with work practices rooted in 20th century labour agreements and production 

practices.   In these respects, TransLink is no exception. 

TransLink’s funding formula is the best in Canada.  It has enabled TransLink to go through a period of 

rapid bus and rail expansion, far in excess of any of its Canadian peers.  TransLink has invested in 

technology that provides management with superior information to manage the system and for 

customers to use it.  Ridership and revenue growth has been among the strongest in Canada, yet it 

is not keeping pace with costs.    

Compared to Canadian peers, TransLink exhibits an abundance of equipment and staffing levels that 

help to explain its generally higher costs and lower cost efficiency and effectiveness than most of 

the peers, even after taking into account the challenges of its large service area.  Internal trends 

reflect increasing costs and declining productivity in both labour and equipment utilization as well as 

high overhead.  Internal change in how service is delivered has not kept pace with external changes 

in customer demand and rail system expansion as well as technological advances in vehicles and 

equipment.  

Given these trends, it is important that TransLink ensures that every dollar spent gets maximum 

value.  To do so, it should tighten budgets to encourage fiscal tension and discipline in how it 

delivers its services.  It needs to become more cost focused by placing higher priority on frugality 

and productivity in its decision-making criteria.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Under the South Coast British Columbia Transportation Authority Act (Act), TransLink is responsible 

for providing transportation services and managing transportation demand within Metro 

Vancouver.  It must do so in accordance with an approved long term strategy with a minimum 30-

year horizon and a more specific 10-year transportation service and financial plan that supports this 

long term strategy.  The 10-year plan is updated annually and the long term strategy every five 

years. 

The Act requires TransLink to meet its financial requirements using established funding sources, 

including taxes and fares, accumulated surpluses and borrowings within its approved limit.  It 

further stipulates that should spending exceed these sources, the deficit must be offset in the 

following year’s budget.  It allows TransLink to increase short term fares7 at a rate of up to 2% 

compounded annually but requires any higher increase to be approved by the TransLink 

Commission. 

On December 28, 2011, TransLink applied to the Commission for supplementary fare increases 

proposed in its Funding Stabilization Plan approved by the Mayor’s Council in October 2009.  The 

proposed increases, which are set to take effect on January 1, 2013, exceed TransLink’s 2% annual 

legislatively permitted limit.   

ROLE OF THE TRANSLINK COMMISSION 

The TransLink Commission is an independent regulatory body.  One of its responsibilities is to review 

TransLink’s 10-year plan and provide an opinion on the reasonableness of the assumptions and 

parameters contained in the plan.  Another is the regulation of new or supplementary increases to 

short term fares approved by the Mayor’s Council.   

As the current TransLink fare proposal is approximately double the rate allowed under the Act, the 

supplementary increase in excess of the approved limit requires Commission approval.  In 

considering this request, the Act prescribes that the Commission’s decision endeavour to:   

 Maintain the financial stability of TransLink; 

 Allow TransLink to implement planned services and projects;  

 Encourage TransLink to minimize expenses; and,  

 Keep fares as low as reasonably possible. 

                                                           
7
 A transit fare excluding those that are valid for more than three days.  This includes cash fares, day passes and FareSaver 

Tickets. 
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The Act requires the Commission to render its decision within 90 days of the fare increase 

submission and provide a written report on the reasons for this decision within another 15 days. 

THIS ASSIGNMENT 

In late 2011, the TransLink Commission engaged Shirocca Consulting to analyze, review and 

comment on TransLink’s efficiency, productivity and effectiveness.  The focus for this assignment is 

the last five year, current and forecast costs of delivering services and projects in TransLink’s 10-year 

plans.  The assignment examines five year trends and TransLink’s performance relative to industry 

norms, best practices and other transit systems selected by the consultant team for their 

comparability to TransLink.  

Responding to the legislative time constraints on the Commission’s review of TransLink’s fare 

increase application, the assignment has been focused on TransLInk’s overall financial performance 

over the last five years and transit expenditures, which represent the bulk of TransLink’s total 

budget.  The analysis also drills down into the main areas of bus service expenditure as well as key 

areas of interest.  The rationale for the selection of these areas is outlined in the introduction of 

each section in this report. 

Data and information acquired and used in this assignment was sourced from the Canadian Urban 

Transit Association, TransLink and its subsidiary companies, and the selected individual transit 

agencies cited in the peer comparisons.  While the consultant team reviewed the data for 

consistency and comparability and addressed any obvious discrepancies, audit and verification of 

data at source was beyond the scope of this assignment.   

The consultant team’s analysis and report is intended to inform the Commission in its consideration 

of both TransLink’s current supplementary fare increase request and its impending August 2012 

review of TransLink’s 2013 10-year plan submission.  The report summarizes the consultant team’s 

independent analysis and findings.  It does not necessarily reflect the opinions of the Commission.  
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2. TRANSLINK OVERVIEW 

TransLink is Greater Vancouver’s regional transportation authority.  While its primary responsibility 

is planning, funding and operating the regional transit system, it also provides four bridges in the 

region (Golden Ears, Pattullo, Knight Street and Westham Island), co-plans and funds a major road 

and bicycle network with local municipalities and manages the AirCare vehicle emission testing 

program.   

TransLink delivers transportation services through a variety of private contractors, a municipality 

(West Vancouver) and its wholly owned subsidiaries, Coast Mountain Bus Company, BC Rapid 

Transit Company (SkyTrain) and West Coast Express.  In 2011, its total budget was $1.275 billion.  

Funding for TransLink comes from taxes, transit fares and other revenue, Golden Ears Bridge Tolls, 

senior government capital and operating grants, interest and real estate sales.  

TransLink’s service and capital program investments are directed toward achieving the goals 

articulated in Transport 2040, a broad 30-year regional strategy to meet transportation 

requirements and manage demand that was developed through a consultative process in 2008.  The 

specific program investments, including costs and expected revenues, intended to achieve the 

Transport 2040 goals are contained in each year’s 10-year transportation service and financial plan.    

2010 10-YEAR BASE PLAN AND FUNDING STABILIZATION PLAN 

Under the Act, TransLink is required to 

identify investments needed to 

maintain and enhance the 

transportation system over the next ten 

years.  TransLink’s annual 10-year plan 

consists of a three-year plan specifying 

the services and investments that are 

proposed to be undertaken and 

indicating how they will be funded as 

well as a seven year outlook offering a 

more general outline of what is 

proposed in these subsequent years.   

In 2009, the Mayor’s Council approved 

TransLink’s 10-year plan to maintain the 

general level of existing service and the 

good repair of the system.  However, at 

that time, the 10-year plan was 

projected to result in annual deficits 

FIGURE 2-1 2010 10-YEAR BASE PLAN 

2010 10-Year Base Plan 
Expenditures projected to exceed revenues and deplete 

accumulated funding surplus in two years. 

 
Drastic service cuts needed to comply with Act. 

TRANSLINK ECONOMIES 

Reduce Cost/Hour 

 Cut administration costs. 

 Operations & scheduling 
efficiencies. 

Increase Revenue 

 Increase ridership. 

 Reduce fare evasion. 

 Evaluate pass program. 

FUNDING STABILIZATION PLAN 
→ Maintain existing service levels. 

→ Eliminate deficit & comply with Act. 

$130 MILLION IN NEW REVENUES 

 Add $0.03 per litre to 
fuel tax in January 2010. 

 Fare increases 7% over 
permitted limit in 2010 
& 2013. 

 Increase parking sales 
tax from 7% to 21% in 
January 2010. 
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that would have depleted the cumulated funding surplus within two years.  To comply with the Act, 

TransLink would have had to significantly cut services levels and programs.   

To eliminate these deficits, the Mayor’s Council approved a Funding Stabilization Plan to increase 

fuel taxes, parking taxes and fares in 2010 through 2013 that exceeded the annual inflationary 

increase allowed in the Act.  The currently proposed fare increase forms part of this plan.  At the 

same time, TransLink embarked on a program to increase service and overhead efficiency, lower 

costs and increase revenues.  Both increased funding and TransLink economies were considered 

needed to generally maintain existing services levels and ensure compliance with the Act. 
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3. TRANSLINK'S FINANCIAL PLAN AND PERFORMANCE 

In 2011, TransLink’s total budget was $1.275 million, which represented an increase of 9.6% over 

actual 2010 expenditures.  However, actual spending in 2011 came in $57 million under budget and 

overall there was a positive budget variance of $25 million.  Table 3-1 below summarizes TransLink’s 

total actual revenue and expenditures between 2006 and 2011. 

TABLE 3-1: TRANSLINK ACTUAL REVENUE AND EXPENDITURES 2006 TO 2011 ($MILLION) 

 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 
% CHANGE 

2006-11 

ACTUAL REVENUES        

Transit  $309.6 $327.8 $359.9 $366.7 $437.9 $444.7 43.6% 

Taxation $553.9 $568.6 $560.1 $575.8 $689.8 $682.4 23.2% 

Golden Ear Bridge (GEB) Tolls $0.0 $0.0 $0.0 $11.3 $29.6 $33.7 n/a 

Real Estate  $0.0 $0.0 $0.0 $0.0 $0.0 $0.0 n/a 

Interest Income $7.3 $8.0 $6.5 $1.7 $2.1 $3.9 -46.6% 

Senior Gov't Contributions $0.0 $0.0 $0.0 $7.5 $19.3 $19.3 n/a 

TOTAL REVENUES $870.8 $904.4 $926.5 $963.0 $1,178.7 $1,184.0 36.0% 

Year to Year % Change   3.8% 2.4% 3.9% 22.4% 0.4%   

EXPENDITURES        

Roads & Bridges $35.2 $35.8 $37.5 $43.6 $44.6 $46.5 32.2% 

Transit               

Bus $440.4 $475.6 $534.3 $567.7 $583.5 $574.6 30.5% 

Rail  $88.0 $91.8 $99.1 $134.6 $188.9 $208.3 136.7% 

Property tax, rentals fare 
media & insurance 

$27.7 $27.2 $28.6 $30.6 $36.5 $32.9 18.8% 

Total Transit $556.1 $594.5 $662.0 $732.9 $808.9 $815.7 46.7% 

TransLink $35.3 $34.4 $53.2 $51.4 $58.5 $68.0 92.8% 

Police $12.8 $17.9 $22.1 $26.8 $27.2 $27.1 111.0% 

Contingency $0.0 $0.0 $0.0 $0.0 $0.0 $0.0 n/a 

Sub-Total Operations Cost $639.3 $682.6 $774.7 $854.7 $939.3 $957.3 49.7% 

Year to Year % Change   6.8% 13.5% 10.3% 9.9% 1.9%   

Debt Repayment (incl. GEB)* $120.2 $137.0 $143.6 $175.7 $223.8 $260.7 116.9% 

Year to Year % Change   14.0% 4.8% 22.3% 27.4% 16.5%   

TOTAL OPERATING EXPENDITURES $759.6 $819.7 $918.3 $1,030.3 $1,163.1 $1,218.0 60.3% 

Year to Year % Change   7.9% 12.0% 12.2% 12.9% 4.7%   

Annual Surplus/(Deficit)  $111.3 $84.7 $8.2 -$67.3 $15.6 -$34.0   

PSAB adj. re: Empl. Future Ben.            -$5.9  

CUMULATIVE FUNDED SURPLUS $286.7 $371.5 $379.6 $312.3 $327.9 $288.0 0.5% 

Source: TransLink  * also includes interest expense, depreciation and gain/loss on disposal of capital assets.  
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REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE GROWTH 

Revenue Growth 

Between 2006 and 2011, revenues 

grew by 36.0% from $871 to $1,184 

million, which is well above growth 

in population (9.3%) and inflation 

(9.5%) over this period.  Transit 

fares and taxation made up 

approximately 98% of these 

revenues.  Fare revenue has seen 

the largest growth (43.6%) due to 

increases in both ridership and fares 

but accounted for almost the same 

percentage of total revenue (within 

0.2 percentage points) as in 2006.   

Expenditures increased by 60.3% 

from $760 to $1,218 million over 

the six year period.  This much higher rate of growth compared to revenue growth in part explains 

TransLink’s on-going need for additional funding.   

With the exception of 2009 and 2011, the net balance of revenues and expenditures was positive, 

resulting in a surplus being added to the cumulated funded surplus (CFS).  The 2009 shortfall 

resulted from a combination of lower than projected  revenues (fares, taxes and Golden Ears Bridge 

tolls) and higher debt service costs; both areas beyond the immediate control of management.  

Operations expenditures that year came in 6.5% under budget.  In 2011, a deficit of $59.1 million 

was originally projected.  Despite lower than expected revenue from taxes, Golden Ears Bridge tolls 

and real estate proceeds, lower than budgeted spending in operations and debt repayment of $55.2 

and $2.4 million respectively, cut the deficit to $34 million. 

Expenditure Growth 

Approximately 79% of TransLink’s total expenditures in 2011 were on operations; the remainder 

were on debt repayment.  This was down from 2006 when operations represented 84% of total 

costs.  This shift reflects a higher rate of growth in debt repayment (116.9%) over the last six years 

than in operations (49.7%).  

Within operations, transit is the largest area of expenditure and made up 85.2% of total spending in 

2010.  These expenditures are divided into two divisions, bus and rail.  In 2011, bus expenditures 

represented about 70% of transit spending, down 10% from 2006 as a result of rail expansion 

(Canada Line).  Bus costs increased by 30.5% over the six years, while rail cost went up 136.7%. 

Source: TransLink 

FIGURE 3-1: TRANSLINK,  
REVENUES, 2006 - 2011 
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TransLink corporate costs 

accounted for 7% of total operation 

costs in 2011, up from 5.5% in 2006.  

Between 2006 and 2011, corporate 

costs increased by 92.8%.  However, 

it should be noted that in 2010 

Information Services (IT) and some 

human resource functions were 

transferred from CMBC to 

TransLink.  This shift added $18.3 

million in cost to TransLink and 

reduced CMBC costs by an equal 

amount.  If this cost addition is 

excluded, the six year increase in 

TransLink cost would be reduced to 

40.8%, whereas the increase in bus 

division and, in turn, transit spending, would increase to 34.6% and 50.0% respectively. 

Roads and bridges and TransLink police each made up about 5% and 3% of total operations costs in 

2011.  Operational spending on roads and bridges increased by 32.2% from 2006 to 2011 , whereas 

spending on police rose 111%. 

Budget to Actual Performance 

Comparing budget to actual performance, revenues have exceeded expectations in three out of six 

years and have ranged from plus 3% to minus 4% of the budget estimate.  With the possible 

exception of real estate proceeds, revenues are driven by market forces, that are beyond the control 

of TransLink management.  Some revenue expectations, such as property taxes, are fairly stable and 

more easily forecast, while others, such as fuel taxes and fares, are prone to broader economic 

forces. 

Operations costs have met or been under budget in all six years.  The variance between budget and 

actual expenditures has ranged from 0% to 6.6% under budget.  Since the fuel price shocks of 2008, 

operating expenditures have been under budget by an average of $52 million per year.  At the same 

time, service hour targets have been slightly exceeded every year except 2009 due to the custom 

transit strike.  As a result, service cuts do not explain this under spending.  Expected spending on 

debt repayment has also fallen short in all six years.   

There are various possible explanations for under spending on operations, including TransLink 

management initiatives to defer or reduce costs in order to balance the annual budget, 

overestimations in budget forecasting (e.g., fuel consumption and costs) based on prior year 

experience and conservatism in budgeting.  Under spending on debt service results from later than 

Source: TransLink 

FIGURE 3-2: TRANSLINK,  
EXPENDITURES, 2006 - 2011 
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expected completion of projects.  Each of these factors will be examined in more detail later in this 

section.   

Targeted Efficiency Initiatives  

Between 2007 and 2010, TransLink implemented a series of initiatives to contain cost growth during 

the course of the year.  This included leaving vacant positions unfilled, deferring or reducing hiring 

of new personnel, reducing outside service, fuel cost adjustments and various other cuts in 

expenses.  In reviewing the reductions, it is also unclear how many are permanent and how many 

are temporary in nature.  

TABLE 3-2: ANNUAL EFFICIENCY INITIATIVES, 2007 TO 2010 ($MILLION) 

 2007 2008* 2009 2010 

TransLink Corporate $2.6 -- $2.9 $7.3 

Bus $4.9 -- $15.8 $20.0 

Rail $0.4 -- $0.4 $2.9 

Police $0.0 -- $0.1 $1.1 

TOTAL $7.9 -- $19.3 $31.3 

Source: TransLink  * Vacancies and other cost reductions implemented in 2007 held over. 

Cumulative Funded Surplus 

The cumulated funded surplus (CFS) is a reserve that can be used to offset planned or unplanned 

budget deficits and therefore serves as a hedge for TransLink’s budget risks.  In four of the last six 

years, the net balance between revenues and expenditures has allowed the CFS to grow.  At the end 

of 2011, the CFS was $288.0 million, 0.5% higher than in 2006.  Despite $67.3 and $39.58 million 

draw downs in 2009 and 2011, the current CFS is 22% of total TransLink spending in 2011.   

Until recently, the Board had a policy that the CFS be maintained at a minimum level of 10% of 

funded expenditures with any surplus to be used to pay down debt.  This policy was aimed to ensure 

that an adequate “contingency fund” was available to offset budget risks and to meet TransLink’s 

legislative obligation to meet its financial requirements and not carry a negative CFS.  In December 

2011, the Board changed this policy to require that the CFS be maintained at a minimum level of 

12% of funded expenditure. 

                                                           
8
 $34 million for the annual deficit and $5.9 million for employee future benefits.   
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CAPITAL PROJECTS 

In addition to operating revenue and expenditures, TransLink manages a large a capital program 

within a set capital envelope determined by its borrowing limit.  The capital program increased 

28.3% from $1.8 to $2.3 billion between 2006 and 2008 and then scaled back 12.3% to $2.0 billion in 

2010. 

Variance in Project Cost 

Each year, a capital program, identifying new projects, is developed in the context of TransLink’s 10-

Year Plan.  The order of priority for projects is 1) to maintain existing service, 2) keep assets in a 

state of good repair, and 3) upgrades and expansion.  Once prioritized, candidate projects are 

evaluated based on impact to safety, service, reputation, and financial impact.  As such, cost 

reduction and productivity gains are not the primary focus. 

If approved in principle (AIP), projects are then taken to functional and/or preliminary design.  

Project managers are also required to develop a workplan and cash flow projections.  Once these 

steps are completed, projects are again reviewed for specific project approval (SPA) prior to 

proceeding.  Management advised that projects with a positive return on investment can be 

brought forward at any time. 

Management report that large or unique projects are costed by outside firms with specialized 

expertise in the field of interest and/or cost estimating.  Others are costed by the design consultant 

in conjunction with TransLink staff.  Budgets include contingency that should be set based on risk, 

either on the project as whole or the various project components, to address unexpected cost or 

scope changes due to unforeseen conditions only.  This allows standard aspects of a project that are 

less prone to variability to have lower contingency than others elements with high variability.  

TransLink advised that the capital project program generally complies with this approach.   

In all but one year (2007), the SPA budgets increased as compared to the original budget submitted 

and, while the average program increase was minimal in 2006 and 2007 (about 1.5%), this jump was 

higher in 2009 and 2010 (6.8% and 4.4% respectively).  The analysis has shown a consistent increase 

in budget between AIP and SPA.   
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TABLE 3-3: CAPITAL PROJECTS 2006 TO 2010 ($000S) 

 

TOTAL 

ACTIVE 

PROJECT 

VALUE 

% 

CHANGE 
# OF 

PROJECTS 
AIP 

SPA 

BUDGET 
FORECAST 
COMPLETE 

FORECAST 
VS SPA 

FORECAST 
VS AIP 

SPA VS 
ORIGINAL 

2005 $1,512.25   118 $1,489.62 $1,512.25 $1,499.31 -0.9% 0.7% 1.5% 

2006 $1,822.40 20.5% 128 $1,796.62 $1,822.43 $1,814.27 -0.4% 1.0% 1.4% 

2007 $1,821.81 0.0% 139 $1,918.82 $1,821.81 $1,805.38 -0.9% -5.9% -5.1% 

2008 $2,338.39 28.4% 149 $2,188.71 $2,338.39 $2,311.90 -1.1% 5.6% 6.8% 

2009 $2,155.16 -7.8% 118 $2,065.19 $2,155.16 $2,060.29 -4.4% -0.2% 4.4% 

2010 $2,048.85 -4.9% 111 n/a $2,048.85 $1,975.48 -3.6%     

Avg   7.2%         -2.1% 0.2% 1.8% 

Source: TransLink  

The scope and time limitations of this assignment precluded investigation as to the reasons for this 

increase.  However, as a rule of thumb in project management, project cost should go down as 

project scope becomes better defined and the need for contingency is lower.  This assumes that the 

project scope is unchanged and the initial project cost estimate is well formulated.  

Comparing annual forecast project cost to complete9 against the SPA indicated that on average 

projects were consistently under budget.  A comparison against AIP budget indicates mixed results 

but over five years, the forecast to complete cost averaged less than a 1% variance to the original 

project budget.  Reports on project variance in 2010 were reviewed and, while many factors 

contributed to projects coming in under budget, unused contingency was the most common.   

While the project outcomes are positive, this raises questions about whether contingency allocation 

is excessive and how it is managed or drawn down through the project process.  TransLink 

management advised that reductions in contingency are considered as part of a quarterly project 

review and that they plan an overall review of contingency use in 2012.   

Cash Flow Variance 

Throughout the project process, costs are accumulated and financed through a combination of 

senior government programs, short term (commercial paper) and long term debt.  Interest during 

construction (IDC) is applied to that portion of project spending financed by debt at blended short 

and long term borrowing rates.  A component of SPA is the development of a statement of expected 

cash flows over the life of the project.  Management advise that expected debt service in the annual 

budget is driven by cash flow projections of the capital program.   

The analysis of budget versus actual cash flow between 2006 and 2011 shows that TransLink has 

been consistently under budget over the six year period.  This shortfall has ranged from 31.5% to 
                                                           
9
 Cost upon project closure are not reported on in annual reports. 
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57.2%.  The net result is under spending of approximately $200 to $300 million per year over the 

review period and a maximum cash flow throughput capacity of just under $500 million per year.  

TABLE 3-4: BUDGETED VS. ACTUAL CASH FLOWS, 2006 TO 2011 ($) 

 BUDGET ACTUAL VARIANCE 

2006 $624,000 $427,600 -31.5% 

2007 $732,308 $471,010 -35.7% 

2008 $698,752 $486,794 -30.3% 

2009 $747,352 $473,877 -36.6% 

2010 $373,399 $184,711 -50.5% 

2011 $321,880 $137,877 -57.2% 

Source: TransLink 

In probing the reasons for this under spending, various reasons were identified by management.  

These include longer than expected times for project approval or execution by third parties, 

production and delivery delays by manufacturers and project management capacity issues, 

particularly in the context of shifting program priorities.   

A capital program as diverse as TransLink’s cannot rely entirely on internal project management 

expertise.  In 2011, management confirmed that 80% of project managers are in-house or subsidiary 

staff and 20% are either contracted individuals or companies.  The latter group oversaw 

approximately 20 out of 158 active projects (AIP to almost complete) at the end of 2011.   

Unfortunately, late completion of projects and the underlying reasons for this are not unique to 

TransLink.  In fact, this is quite common in the public sector.  While having projects consistently 

come in under budget is positive, under expenditure in cash flow does have a negative financial 

impact.  More project management costs and IDC accrue on project expenditures spent as a result.   

In addition, lower than expected cash flow affects debt service budgeting as project deferrals push 

debt service costs to subsequent years.  As a result, annual debt service requirements are 

overstated in the long term forecasts.  Capital project deferral may also have significant operational 

impacts depending on the nature of the project.  For instance, late completion of a transit depot 

would have significant impacts on operational planning, scheduling and service delivery.   All of 

these factors result in higher costs than necessary.    

2012 BUDGET 

Economic Assumptions 

The basis for developing the 2012 budget partly lies with its underlying  economic assumptions.  

TransLink has drawn from several authoritative sources in developing these assumptions, principally 

the BC Budget and Fiscal Plan.  Industry-specific assumptions, such as diesel fuel price forecasts, 
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have been drawn from petroleum industry analysts and economists.  Others  have referred to 

interest forecasts by Canada’s seven major banks.  All of these assumptions seem reasonable.  In 

addition, TransLink  uses its own projections of ridership and fuel consumption, which again is 

reasonable providing that there are not major changes in how service is delivered (e.g., fleet 

composition).     

TABLE 3-5: ECONOMIC ASSUMPTIONS USED IN BUDGETING 

FACTOR 2012 2013 2014 2015-21 SOURCE 

Economic & Demographic Indicators           

Real GDP growth 2.6% 2.7% 2.8% 2.0% BC Budget & Fiscal Plan 

Employment 1.8% 1.7% 1.6% 1.6%-1.3% BC Budget & Fiscal Plan 

Population  1.6% 1.6% 1.6% 1.6%-1.5% BC Stats 

Inflation      

Goods & Services Inflation 2.0% 2.1% 2.1% 2.0% BC Budget & Fiscal Plan 

Construction (excl. roads) Inflation 3.0% 3.0% 2.5% 2.5% BTY Group 

Road Construction Inflation 3.2% 2.6% 2.6% 2.6% 
US Nat'l Highway 
Construction Cost Index 

Energy Prices & Consumption      

Hydro Cost 9.0% 9.7% 3.9% 2.0% BC Budget & Fiscal Plan 

Gas Cost (per litre) $1.45 $1.51 $1.55 $1.60-$1.82 
US Energy Information 
Administration 

Diesel Cost (per litre)  $1.33 $1.36 $1.40 $1.43-$1.72 
US Energy Information 
Administration 

Regional Gas Consumption (million litres) 1,854 1,873 1,892 1,969-2,123 BC Budget & Fiscal Plan 

Regional Diesel Consumption (million litres) 335 342 345 342-356 BC Budget & Fiscal Plan 

Interest Rates      

Short Term—3 months 2.7% 3.8% 4.8% 5.2% 
2012: mid point avg 
forecasts of 7 banks 

Long Term—New Debt (20 yrs) 4.9% 5.4% 6.4% 6.8% 
plus assumed credit 
spread for TransLink 

Long Term—Refinancing (10 yrs) 4.7% 5.1% 6.1% 6.5% 
(TransLink Treasury); After 
2012 - 

Interest during construction 4.5% 5.1% 6.1% 6.5% BC Budget & Fiscal Plan 

Ridership      

Total Revenue Passengers (million) 225.6 227.8 233.2 237.3-257.4 TransLink 

% change year over year  4.6% 0.9% 2.4% 1.3%-1.8% TransLink 

Source: TransLink 
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Annual Budget Process  

In the 3rd quarter of each year, a base budget for the next year is established.  Since 2010, the 2nd 

quarter forecast of expenditures at year-end rather than the current year’s budget has been used as 

the starting point for budget development.  The intention of this approach was to capture any 

forecast savings and prevent cost base build-up.  Current year strategic initiatives, such as 

technology investments and one-time costs, are then deducted to establish the core base budget.   

From there, known labour and contract increases are factored in, and then other cost areas are 

reviewed to determine if the inflation rates defined in the budget assumptions should be applied.  

Since 2011, the core budget increase is targeted to be no more than the 2nd quarter forecast of year-

end expenditures plus inflation.  In 2011, the Board, based on a TransLink staff recommendation, 

passed a corporate policy requiring a minimum contingency level of 1% of annual funded operating 

expenditures be added to the core budget as a contingency to offset budget risks.  Additional 

funding is then added to advance strategic initiatives. 

Budget instructions to TransLink’s various divisions and departments specify the budget-building 

guidelines.  Each division and department then develops their budgets, including proposed strategic 

initiatives.  These are then reviewed by the TransLink executive.  The roll-up of the division and 

departmental budgets and initiatives must fall within the 2012 budget envelope. 

Review of 2012 Budget 

TransLink’s budget is based on the 2012 Transportation and Financial Base Plan and Outlook, which 

is the second annual update of the 2010 Funding Stabilization Plan.  Table 3-6 compares the 2012 

budget with 2010 actual costs, 2011 budget, the 2nd quarter forecast cost at year-end (Q2) and 2011 

actual costs.  
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TABLE 3-6: TRANSLINK 2012 BUDGET VS. 2010 ACTUAL, 2011 BUDGET, 2011 Q2 YEAR-END FORECAST 

& 2011 ACTUAL ($M) 

 
2010 

ACTUAL 
2011 

BUDGET 
2011 Q2 

FORECAST 
2011 

ACTUAL 
2012 

BUDGET 
% CHANGE TO 

2011 ACTUAL 
% CHANGE 

TO Q2 

REVENUES        

Transit  $437.9 $432.5 $439.6 $444.7 $453.9 2.1% 3.3% 

Taxation $689.8 $689.4 $684.2 $682.4 $677.9 -0.7% -0.9% 

Golden Ear Bridge Tolls $29.6 $37.8 $35.1 $33.7 $39.0 15.7% 11.1% 

Interest Income $2.2 $2.6 $2.7 $3.9 $1.7 -56.4% -37.0% 

Senior Gov't Contributions $19.3 $19.3 $19.3 $19.3 $19.3 0.0% 0.0% 

Total Revenues $1,178.8 $1,181.6 $1,180.9 $1,184.0 $1,191.8 0.7% 0.9% 

% Change       0.4%       

EXPENDITURES               

Roads & Bridges $44.6 $47.4 $47.5 $46.5 $49.1 5.6% 3.4% 

Bus $583.5 $594.4 $587.8 $574.6 $598.7 4.2% 1.9% 

Rail  $188.9 $213.8 $213.7 $208.3 $226.9 8.9% 6.2% 

Property tax, rentals fare 
media & insurance 

$36.5 $41.3 $36.7 $32.9 $36.5 10.9% -0.5% 

Total Transit $808.9 $849.5 $838.2 $815.7 $862.1 5.7% 2.9% 

TransLink (incl. Studies & one-
time costs) $58.6 $77.3 $74.8 $68.0 $81.1 19.3% 8.4% 

Police $27.2 $28.7 $29.1 $27.1 $29.6 9.2% 1.7% 

Prov. for Contg.& Reinvests. $0.0 $9.7 $10.1 $0.0 $10.0 100.0% 100.0% 

Sub-Total Operations Cost $939.3 $1,012.6 $999.7 $957.3 $1,031.9 7.8% 3.2% 

2011 Actual vs. 2010 Actual       1.9%       

Debt Repayment (incl. GEB) $219.2 $263.1 $256.4 $259.5 $271.7 4.7% 6.0% 

Other $4.7 $0.0 $0.0 $1.2 $0.0 -100.0% 0.0% 

Sub-Total Debt Capital Cost $223.8 $263.1 $256.4 $260.7 $271.7 4.2% 6.0% 

2011 Actual vs. 2010 Actual       16.5%       

Total Operating Expenditures $1,163.2 $1,275.7 $1,256.1 $1,218.0 $1,303.6 7.0% 3.8% 

2011 Actual vs. 2010 Actual       4.7%       

Real Estate Disposal   $35.0 $35.0 $0.0 $55.9 100.0% 100.0% 

2011 Actual vs. 2010 Actual       0.0%       

Annual Surplus/(Deficit)  $15.6 -$59.1 -$40.2 -$34.0 -$55.9     

PSAB adj. re: Empl Future Ben.     -$5.9    

CUMULATIVE FUNDED SURPLUS $327.9 $226.8 $287.7 $288.0 $231.9     

Source: TransLink 
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Revenues 

2012 operating revenues are forecast to increase by 0.9% over Q2 forecast but are 0.7% over the 

2011 actual.  This reduction reflects lower than expected transit revenues between Q2 and year-end 

but it is not substantial and have not varied apart from transit revenues.   

Fare revenues are forecast to increase 3.3% over the Q2 forecast and 2.1% over actual.  This forecast 

excludes the currently proposed fare increase, which is to take effect in January 2013.  Taxation, the 

other mainstay of TransLink’s revenue stream, is forecast to decline slightly (less than 1%), primarily 

due to the on-going erosion of fuel tax revenues.  This decline reflects lower purchases in face of 

rising fuel costs.  While 2011 actual declined further than the Q2 forecast, the 2012 budget figure is 

consistent with the trend line established by 2010 and 2011 actual and therefore should not present 

a concern.  The $0.02 per litre fuel tax increase is not included in tax revenues as this is a component 

of the 2012 supplement, The Moving Forward Plan. 

Property tax is limited to a 3% increase over 2011 actual set by legislation.  The hydro levy is fixed at 

$1.90 per household and increases only through residential growth.  Parking tax is budgeted 

conservatively at less than 2011 actual and the replacement tax, which is set by legislation, is within 

1% of 2011 actual.   

Golden Ears Bridge Tolls are budgeted at 11% over the Q2 forecast and 16% over actual.  There is 

some risk inherent in this projection, as the new Port Mann Bridge is scheduled to open in “winter 

2012/2013”.  Consequently, Port Mann tolling will not begin until late 2012 at the earliest.  

Remaining forecast revenues consist of interest income, which is relatively minor, and amortized 

amounts of previously received senior government operating contributions, to which there is no 

risk. 

Revenue gained from real estate disposal has been moved from the revenue category in the 2012 

budget, as it is not an ordinary source of revenue.  Nevertheless, it boosts the increase in total 

revenue expected in 2012 compared to 2011 actual to 5.4%.  Some of the real estate transactions 

were originally budgeted in 2011 but are now expected to be completed in 2012.  No detail is 

provided, owing to the confidential nature of the transactions.  Given past experience, this 

component of forecast revenue seems to have some risk attached but should largely be within 

TransLink management control.   

Operating Expenditures 

Total operating expenditures are forecast to increase 3.8% over Q2 forecast but are 7.0% over actual 

results.  The difference between the two reference points  is $38 million.  This disparity is consistent 

throughout.  Operations expenditures are budgeted 3.2% higher than the Q2 forecast but are 7.8% 

higher than 2011 actual.   

Spending on transit service, which is the largest component of operations expenditures, is forecast 

to be 2.9% higher than Q2, whereas it is 5.7% to actual.  The bus and rail division costs are budgeted 
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1.9% and 6.2% over Q2, whereas their increases to actual are 4.2% and 8.9%.  2012 property tax, 

rentals, fare media and Insurance also show a significant increase relative to 2011 actual 

expenditures (10.9%) rather than a slight decline (-0.5%) based on the Q2 forecast. 

Within the 2012 budget, bus division service hours increase 0.1% from 5.523 million hours to 5.531 

million in 2012 with no change in service composition.  Rail Division service hours increase 1.3% 

from 1.391 million in 2011 to 1.409 in 2012.  Based on these forecasts, cost per hour will increase 

4.0% and 7.6% respectively, exceeding what has been specified as a 2% lift.  The Rail Division 

includes a $7.1 million contractual increase in concessionaire payments in 2012.  Adjusting for this, 

the cost per hour increases 4%. 

TransLink corporate costs, including studies and one-time costs, increase 8.4% over Q2 forecast and 

19.3% to actual.  Included is $3.6 million in strategic initiatives focusing on the Compass Card, 

communications with government and stakeholders  to obtain funds to replace the temporary 

property tax, human resource and internal communications and technology.  A general discussion of 

the initiatives is included in the budget document.  Identified risks include hiring delays and the 

inability to secure the appropriate resources to execute the work program.   

Expenditures for roads and bridges principally represent contributions to municipalities for road 

works together with staff costs for managing this program.  The increase in this area is 3.4% over Q2 

forecast and 5.6% over actual.  The rate paid per kilometre in the budget is limited to a 2% lift - an 

inflation-based increase as per 2012 TransLink budget directives.   

Transit police increases 1.7% over Q2 forecast and 9.2% over actual.  There is no explanation for the 

significant variance in actual results relative to Q2 forecast. 

Provision for contingencies represents  an operating contingency based on the Board policy adopted 

December, 2011.  This amount is 3% higher than what was budgeted in 2011, which was unused at 

year-end.  The basis for its inclusion in the budget was a report to the Board by management that 

outlined potential cost risks but without quantitative analysis supporting this amount.   

Debt Service  

Debt service is budgeted 6.0% over Q2, whereas they are 4.1% higher than actual.  Debt service 

payments, including those for Golden Ears Bridge (GEB) capital payments, are relatively stable and 

predictable.  Included is the forecast cost of interest on both the $500 million Term Commercial 

Paper program and $150 million in long term debt issues anticipated to occur in 2012.   
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Risk Factors 

On the revenue side, taxes are TransLink’s main source of revenue (57% in 2012) and, with the 

exception of gas tax, represent little or no risk.  Fares, the other main component of TransLink 

revenues, representing 38% of total revenue in 2012, are predicted based on TransLink’s internal 

ridership forecasts.  This modelling is historically based and has exceeded forecasts in every year 

since 2006 other than 2009 when the economic downturn impacted fare purchases.   

Labour cost is the largest component in TransLink’s budget expenditures.  In most years, when a 

collective agreement is in place, cost risk is nil.  However, 2012 is a year when TransLink’s collective 

agreements are up for renewal.  TransLink has budgeted no salary or wage increases, which may be 

reasonable but this does have some risk.  TransLink advise that every 1% increase in labour costs 

translates into approximately $6 million per year in additional costs.  

Financing, petroleum price and petroleum consumption forecasts have been drawn from reputable 

sources and are reasonable.  That said, recent years have seen fuel price volatility due to economic 

and geopolitical factors.  As such, this presents some budget risk but mostly to TransLink’s gas tax 

revenue estimates in terms of how it affects consumer buying.  It is less of a risk on TransLink’s 

expenditures as 75% of this expenditure is locked in 12 months in advance (see Section 5 - Energy).  

Debt service is also relatively low risk as all but short term rates for IDC, cash investments or capital 

costs that are newly termed out have been locked in. 

Overall, TransLink’s short term risks are relatively contained.  Within the 2012 budget report, a 

range of variance (sensitivity analysis) on individual economic assumptions is included.  However, a 

comprehensive analysis of risk, that addresses the probability of risk occurrence and outcome, such 

as Monte Carlo simulation,10 is absent.   

Cumulative Funded Surplus 

Recently, TransLink's Board of Directors passed a policy directing that the CFS be maintained at a 

minimum level of 12% of funded expenditures.  Based on the 2012 Base Plan budget, this equates to 

a minimum CFS of $156.4 million compared to the $288 million on hand.  The CFS at the end of 2011 

is $288 million or 22% of budgeted expenditures in 2012.  This is almost double the Board’s policy 

amount for this contingency reserve.  

                                                           
10

 Monte Carlo analysis addresses both the probability and range of outcomes associated with different inputs.  This is based on 
the premise that given a range of factors, it is equally unlikely that all will go right or wrong.  The analysis also allows decision-
makers to decide what degree of risk they are willing to take.   
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2012 Bus Division Budget 

Labour costs, including salaries, wages and benefits, comprise over 70% of CMBC’s total budget. 

While no general salary or wage increases have been assumed, the budget does include provision 

for normal step and merit rate increases, as staff move through the ranks.  Provision is also made for 

employer-paid benefit rate increases as well as the accrual of future benefit costs. 

The blended cost per hour increases from $104.04 per the 2011 actual to $108.24 under the 2012 

Base Plan budget, with no significant change in service composition by mode.  This exceeds the 

target rate of inflation by approximately 2%.  At the same time, the bus division has been 

consistently under budget since the fuel price shocks of 2008, suggesting that conservatism has 

been built into it budget.  In 2010 and 2011, actual costs were $17.4 and $19.9 million under budget.  

Intuitively, a 2% lift for general inflation seems excessive, particularly given the assumption of no 

salary and wage rate increases.  However, as previously noted, this does not cover step or 

progression increases or benefit rate lifts.  In addition, some cost factors, including insurance and 

fuel, have lifts that exceed 2%.  These skew the average lift upwards.  On this basis, the budgeted 

1.9% increase over Q2 seems reasonable but when compared to 2011 actual expenditures, 4.2% is 

likely excessive.  

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

The analysis shows a consistent pattern of under spending in both operating expenditures and debt 

service over the last six years.  Examination of the 2012 budget reveals that while the method of 

budget development seems sound in principle, basing the budget on the Q2 forecast of year-end 

cost has resulted in an inflated forecast compared to year-end actual.  As a result, the objective to 

increase core cost by no more than inflation (2%) is not met.    

This outcome is not altogether surprising as releasing spending room so early in the year impacts 

both current year expenditure flexibility and the subsequent year's cost base.  Consequently, 

budgets and forecasts tend to be conservative.  It should be added that there is no indication of 

significant one-time savings in the 2011 year-end actual that would skew the 2012 cost base. 
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4. TRANSIT SYSTEM PERFORMANCE 

TransLink’s transit system includes a mix of automated light rail (SkyTrain), commuter rail (West 

Coast Express), bus and ferry (SeaBus) services.  Bus services include both conventional transit and 

custom or door-to-door transit catering to persons with disabilities who are unable to use 

conventional transit.   

TransLink’s transit service area is 1,800 square kilometres, which is two to three times larger than 

Canada’s five other largest cities, and its service area population is the second largest in Canada.  

Despite its size, the geographic spread of TransLink’s service makes it more akin in population 

density to Calgary and Edmonton than to Toronto or Montreal.  

TABLE 4-1: 2010 COMPARISON OF CANADA’S AND BC’S LARGEST TRANSIT SYSTEMS 

CITY (TRANSIT AGENCY) POPULATION SERVED 
AREA SERVED 

(SQ. KM) 
POPULATION DENSITY 

(POP/AREA SERVED) 

Toronto (TTC) 2,503,281 632.0 3,960.9 

Vancouver (TransLink) 2,391,300 1,800.0 1,328.5 

Montreal (STM) 1,934,082 500.5 3,864.3 

Calgary (Calgary Transit) 1,071,515 848.0 1,263.6 

Ottawa (OC Transpo) 800,300 454.9 1,759.3 

Edmonton (Edmonton Transit) 793,000 700.0 1,132.9 

Victoria (BC Transit) 356,200 614.0 580.1 

Source: Canadian Urban Transit Association, Canadian Transit Fact Books – 2006 to 2010. 

This section of the report focuses on the performance of TransLink’s conventional and custom 

transit services between 2006 and 2010 and then compares this with that of the Toronto (Toronto 

Transit Commission), Calgary, Edmonton and Victoria transit systems.  These four systems were 

chosen as comparators for the following reasons: 

 With the exception of Victoria, all have fully integrated multi-modal transit systems like 

TransLink that include both rail and bus service. 

 Toronto’s TTC service area population is closest to that of TransLink but it has much higher 

densities and usage per capita.  For much of the past 50 years, the TTC has been considered 

one of North America’s best transit systems. 

 While Calgary and Edmonton have less than half the population of Metro Vancouver, their  

population densities and overall levels of transit use per capita are similar to TransLink.   

Calgary, like Vancouver, has also experienced rapid growth over the past two decades. 

 Although Victoria is considerably smaller than Vancouver and does not operate rail service, it 

was part of the same transit organization (BC Transit) until 1999.  Because of this history, 
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there are many similarities in the operations of the two systems, including the organizational 

culture, conventional bus fleet, dispersed transit service area and collective agreements 

governing the majority of employees. 

 All systems also operate custom transit service for persons with disabilities.     

DESCRIPTION OF COMPARATOR SYSTEMS 

Calgary is Canada’s fifth largest urban region with a population of about 1.2 million people (2010).  Covering an 

area of 848 square kms, the region is characterized by a high density city centre surrounded by low density, 

sprawling residential and industrial areas.  For much of the past two decades, Calgary has been Canada’s fastest 

growing urban region.  Public transit service is provided by Calgary Transit, a wholly owned business unit of the City 

of Calgary.  With more than 94 million annual trips, it ranks as the fifth largest in Canada. The backbone of the 

system is a 45 km light rail transit system that first opened in 1981 and has seen a number of extensions over the 

past 30 years.  In addition, the City provides an extensive bus system that operates both standard and articulated 

buses as well as a Community Shuttle service using small buses in lower density suburban neighbourhoods.  Buses 

are designed to feed the LRT system and fares are fully integrated between the various modes. The Access Calgary 

Division manages a door-to-door transit system for people with disabilities who are unable to use the conventional 

transit system.  Services are provided by using small buses and vans as well as accessible taxis. Operations are 

contracted out to a non-profit company and small private company. 

Edmonton is Canada’s sixth largest urban region with a population of just shy of 1.2 million (2010).  The region, 

which comprises the City of Edmonton and 25 suburban cities, towns, villages and counties, features the lowest 

density of Canada’s major urban areas. The City of Edmonton represents about 70% of the metropolitan 

population.  Public transit is provided by a number of municipal entities with the ETS (Edmonton Transit System) 

being the largest.  ETS is wholly owned and operated by the City of Edmonton, serving the city and a number of 

suburban jurisdictions under contractual arrangements.  Ridership in 2010 topped 76 million.  The transit system 

features a 21 km light rail system that first opened in 1978 and has been since been extended.  In addition, ETS 

operates an extensive bus service, including standard and articulated bus services as well as Community buses in 

low density areas.  Electric trolley bus service was discontinued in 2007.  ETS also operates the DATS (Disabled 

Accessible Transit Service) for people with disabilities who are unable to use conventional transit and contracts 

with a private company for  accessible sedan and minivan services. 

Toronto, with a population of 2.5 million, is Canada’s largest city and the centre of a sprawling urban region of 

more than 5.7 million.  The City itself has a densely populated core and is surrounded by medium density former 

inner suburbs that are now part of the amalgamated city.  The Toronto Transit Commission (TTC) operates public 

transit in the City of Toronto, while a number of municipal and regional operators provide service in the suburbs 

that ring the City. The TTC operates Canada’s largest public transit service with 477 million revenue passengers per 

year (2010) and has the highest per capita transit usage rates in North America.  TTC operates a 70 km rapid 

transit network (mostly underground), along with an extensive surface system comprising streetcars and standard 

buses as well as a large system of door-to-door transportation for people with disabilities. 

Victoria, with a regional population of 358,000,  is a sixth of the size of Metro Vancouver.  The dense inner city is 

surrounded by a sprawling low density suburban area.  The region has experienced relatively slow rates of growth 

in recent years.  Transit service is provided by BC Transit, a crown corporation using standard, double decker and 

small Community Buses It also provides custom transit service for the disabled through a contracted operator.  

Transit ridership was 25 million in 2010 and rides per capita are about two thirds those in Metro Vancouver. 
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PERFORMANCE INDICATORS USED 

The transit industry uses a number of performance indicators to measure service efficiency and 

effectiveness. 

 

COST EFFICIENCY = Operating cost per revenue service hour and revenue kilometre. 

COST EFFECTIVENESS = Operating cost per revenue passenger. 

SERVICE EFFECTIVENESS = Revenue passengers per revenue service hour. 

COST RECOVERY RATIO = Percentage of operating costs covered by fare revenue. 

ADMINISTRATION COST RATIO = Percentage of administration cost to operating cost. 

 

CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT SERVICES 

TransLink operates a fully integrated, multi-modal transit system comprising automated light rail 

transit (SkyTrain), commuter rail (West Coast Express), passenger ferries (SeaBus) and a variety of 

bus services.  During the past five years, the system has experienced rapid growth, including a major 

expansion of the SkyTrain with the opening of a third line in 2009 and increased capacity on the 

other two lines as well as the West Coast Express  A new SeaBus vessel  was introduced and the bus 

system was expanded with increased capacity and new services.   

Other bus services were redesigned to integrate with the new rapid transit line.  The period saw a 

major renewal and expansion of the bus fleet including replacement of the electric trolley fleets 

with new vehicles as well as introduction of Hybrid and CNG buses and increased diesel buses.  New 

technologies were added to better manage the system and improve customer information.  

Conventional transit services are operated by Coast Mountain Bus Company and BC Rapid Transit 

Company, two wholly owned subsidiary companies and a through a variety of contracted service 

providers.    
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Five-Year Trend 

The following table presents the key measures of service performance between 2006 and 2010 for 

TransLink’s conventional transit system. 

TABLE 4-2: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL SERVICE STATISTICS, 2006 TO 2010 

 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 
% CHANGE 

2006-10 

Total Operating Costs (million) $550.34 $592.73 $674.05 $747.49 $829.52 50.7% 

Revenue Hours (million) 5.12 5.33 5.59 5.99 6.38 24.7% 

Revenue Kilometres (million) 116.13 119.94 125.37 135.17 151.43 30.4% 

Revenue Passengers (million) 165.07 172.07 178.80 187.91 211.35 28.0% 

Total Operating Revenue (million) $308.19 $325.57 $355.33 $362.34 $435.47 41.3% 

Administration Cost (million) $73.99 $79.45 $105.44 $116.19 $116.63 57.6% 

Source: Canadian Urban Transit Association, Canadian Transit Fact Books – 2006 to 2010. 

Growth in cost outpaced service expansion 

TransLink’s operating expenditures for conventional transit service increased by 50.7% from $550.3 

million in 2006 to $829.5 million in 2010.  This was an increase of $279.2 million over five years and 

is the equivalent of adding a system the size of Calgary Transit to the TransLink system.   

Much of this growth was due to bus and SkyTrain expansion over this period.  Service levels, as 

defined by annual revenue service hours and kilometres, increased 24.7% and 30.4% respectively.  

These increases were more than 

three times the population growth 

in the region. The higher rate of 

growth in kilometres reflects the 

major expansion of SkyTrain (mostly 

due to the addition of Canada Line) 

where the average operating speed 

is more than double that of bus 

services.   

At the same time, the cost of 

providing service also grew as the 

top operator wage rate increased 

from $25.94 to $29.20 per hour, an 

increase of 12.6% as compared to Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books and Statistics Canada 

FIGURE 4-1: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT, 
OPERATING COST VS. SERVICE HRS & KMS, 2006 - 2010 
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inflation growth of 6.4%11 .  The increase in the top mechanic wage was even higher (23.5% to reach 

$37.87 per hour in 2010), reflecting the tight labour market for skilled trades people.   

Administration also rose from $74.0 million in 2006 to $116.6 million in 2010; an increase of 57.6 %, 

whereas the number of FTE’s went up by 25.2%.  Implementation of the new governance structure 

in 2008 appears to have contributed to this cost increase, as there was a noticeable jump in 

administration costs from 13.4% of total operating costs in 2006 and 2007 to 15.6% in 2008 and 

2009.  Growth in administration spending tempered in 2010 as a result of cost cuts and deferrals 

implemented by TransLink management.  This combined with a higher increase in total operating 

cost allowed the percentage of administration to operating cost to drop back to 14.1% in 2010.  

Ridership and revenue increased but the gap with cost widened  

Ridership (revenue passengers) 

increased 28% between 2006 and 

2010.  Annual ridership growth was 

between 3% and 4% during the first 

three years and then increased to 

5.1% in 2009 before jumping 12.5% 

in 2010.  This recent growth spurt 

reflects the first full year Canada 

Line operation as well as the 

Olympic Games.  Preliminary 

reports indicate ridership increased 

again in 2011. 

Transit revenues (fares) also grew 

from $308.2 million in 2006 to 

$435.5 million in 2010 or 41.3% as a 

result of higher ridership and fare increases in 2008 and 2010.  Still, the gap between operating 

expenditures and revenues grew by $151.9 million over the five years, requiring increased subsidy 

to make up the difference.  

                                                           
11

 Statistics Canada, CPI Vancouver Annual Growth, 2006 to 2010. 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

FIGURE 4-2: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT, COST  PER 
HOUR VS. RIDERSHIP & REVENUE, 2006 -2010 

2006-2010 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

C
u

m
u

la
ti

ve
 G

ro
w

th

Fare Revenue

Cost per Hour

Ridership



TransLink Efficiency Review 

Transit System Performance  24 

System Performance  

Service cost efficiency has declined 

The cost per revenue hour of 

providing transit service increased 

by 20.9% from $107.55 in 2006 to 

$129.98 in 2010.  This five year 

increase, which was more than 

triple the rate of inflation (6.4%), 

was driven by higher increases in 

labour, overhead and fuel or energy 

costs.  Collective agreements 

negotiated for this period provided 

increases of 3% per year (12% 

overall).  Administrative costs grew 

by 57.6% and fuel and electricity 

costs went up by 15%. 

Cost per revenue kilometre also increased  but at a lower rate (15.6%) than cost per revenue hour.  

This comparatively better performance reflects the rising average speed of the system as faster rail 

services  now comprise a larger share of total conventional transit system.  In fact, overall system 

speed increased 5.6% over the five year period from 22.7 kph to 23.6 kph.  

Service and cost effectiveness has improved slightly since 2009 

The cost per revenue passenger 

climbed from $3.33 to $3.92 per 

hour between 2006 and 2010, 

representing a 17.7% increase.  This 

peaked in 2009 and then declined 

slightly in 2010.  The reversal was 

likely due to the jump in revenue 

passengers from the Olympic 

Games and the full year impact of 

the Canada Line.  Revenue 

passengers per hour decreased 

slightly from 32.3 in 2006 to 31.4 in 

2009, before bouncing back to 33.1 

in 2010.  Revenue passengers per 

kilometre also declined slightly from 

1.42 to 1.40 per km or -1.8% over the five years.   

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books and Statistics Canada 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books and Statistics Canada 

FIGURE 4-3: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT, COST  

PER HOUR & KILOMETRE, 2006-2010 

FIGURE 4-4: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT,  COST 

PER PASSENGER, PASSENGERS PER HR & KM, 2006-2010 
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Cost recovery from fares has declined 

The average fare paid on the system 

rose 11.9% from $1.83 in 2006 to 

$2.04 in 2010, largely as a result of 

fare increases over this period.  

Nevertheless, cost recovery 

(revenue to cost ratio) declined 

from 56% in 2006 to 52.5% in 2010, 

as growth in operating costs 

outstripped increases in operating 

revenue.  TransLink has tried to 

maintain at least a 50% revenue to 

cost ratio since 1999. 

 

How does TransLink’s Performance Compare to its Peers? 

Figure 4-6 illustrates TransLink’s relative position in each performance indicator to the average of 

the other comparators in 2010. 

 

 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books and Statistics Canada 

FIGURE 4-5: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT, 
AVERAGE FARE & COST RECOVERY, 2006-2010 

FIGURE 4-6: TRANSLINK 2010 PERFORMANCE VS. PEERS 
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High growth but at a higher cost 

TransLink’s conventional services 

experienced more growth than any 

of its peers during the past five 

years.  It had the highest growth in 

operating costs, passenger revenue 

and total operating revenue and the 

second highest growth in revenue 

hours and kilometres of service, 

boarded and revenue passengers, 

employees and administration 

costs.   

Victoria surpassed TransLink’s 

growth rate in both revenue hours 

and kilometres of service as well as 

employees but with a more moderate increase in operating cost (38.7% versus 50.7%).  Edmonton 

saw higher growth in boarded passengers and revenue passengers and the second highest growth in 

passenger and operating revenue.  Like Victoria, Edmonton achieved this with a lower rate of 

operating cost increase (41.1%) despite recording the highest rise in operator wage.  Edmonton’s 

gains resulted from the opening of extensions to its LRT system in 2006 and 2010 and introduced a 

U-Pass at the University of Alberta served by the LRT system.  

Overall, these comparisons suggest that TransLink’s service expansion and resultant strong ridership 

growth has come at a higher cost than its peers.   

Cost efficiency is now second lowest 

Between 2006 and 2010, 

TransLink’s cost per revenue service 

hour increased by 20.9% from 

$107.55 to $129.98 per hour.  This 

increase was second only to 

Edmonton (21.9%) and more than 

double that of Victoria, which 

recorded the lowest cost increase in 

the peer group (7.7%).  As a result, 

TransLink’s cost per hour shifted 

from third to second highest over 

the five year period and was $13.91 

higher than the comparator average 

in 2010.  Only Toronto was higher at 
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Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

FIGURE 4-7: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, REVENUE HRS & OPERATING COSTS, 2006-10 

FIGURE 4-8: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, COST PER HOUR, 2006-2010 
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$141.73 per hour as a result of higher wage rates and administration costs as well as the additional 

cost of maintaining its much older rail infrastructure.  

Interestingly, the cost per revenue hour (and kilometre) ranked in the same order as system size and 

population, with the two largest regions and systems being the more expensive to operate than the 

three smaller systems.  It appears that diseconomies of scale may result from the inherent 

complexities of operating larger systems, including the operation of some unique modes, such as 

higher cost streetcars in Toronto and the electric trolley bus system in Vancouver.  

Cost effectiveness remained the lowest in the group  

Under cost effectiveness, TransLink 

was the most expensive in the peer 

group with an operating cost per 

revenue passenger of $3.92 in 2010.  

This was a third higher than the 

comparator average ($2.94) and 

$0.92 more than the second highest 

– Victoria.  TransLink’s 2010 ranking 

was identical to that in 2006 even 

though its rate of increase in cost 

per passenger over the five year 

period was the second lowest in the 

group at 17.7%.  Only Edmonton 

had a lower increase (6.3%).  Both 

systems had major expansions of 

their rail systems during the period.  
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FIGURE 4-9: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, COST PER REVENUE PASSENGER, 2006-2010 
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Service productivity continues to lag despite better 5-Year performance than most peers 

In productivity as measured by 

revenue passengers per hour, 

TransLink improved slightly over the 

five year period, increasing by 2.7%.  

This improvement was thanks 

entirely to the bump in ridership in 

2010 that reversed a downward 

trend in the previous two years.  

This increase was substantially less 

than Edmonton (14.7%) but in 

contrast to losses of -4.0% to -15.4% 

experienced by the other peer 

systems.  

In 2010, TransLink was the second 

lowest in this indicator with 33.1 passengers per hour, which was 16.5% below the comparator 

average.  Toronto had by far the highest usage per hour due to its compact and dense service area 

and extensive subway and streetcar system that carry large volumes per unit of service.  TransLink 

ranked below Calgary and Edmonton, both sprawling low density regions with reasonable sized LRT 

systems.  Only Victoria’s all bus system ranked lower than TransLink and Victoria has the lowest 

density of the comparator group.  Very little change was recorded in this indicator over the five 

years, even after the major expansion of SkyTrain.  

In terms of revenue passengers per 

kilometre, TransLink declined from 

1.42 in 2006 to 1.40 in 2010, a 1.8% 

decrease.  It remained the lowest 

within the peer group in 2010 

unchanged from 2006, and was 

23.6% below the comparator 

average in 2010.  By comparison, 

the other four systems carried 

between 1.48 and 2.36 passengers 

per kilometre of service.  Between 

2006 and 2010, four out of five 

systems experienced declines in this 

indicator.  Only Edmonton showed 

an increase (11.3%) likely due to its 

LRT expansion and U-Pass program 

introduction. 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

FIGURE 4-10: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, REVENUE PASSENGERS PER HR, 2006-2010 

FIGURE 4-11: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, REVENUE PASSENGERS PER KM, 2006-2010 
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TransLink’s low ranking in service effectiveness stems from the relatively high cost of providing 

service and the low number of passengers carried per unit of service compared to its peers.  While 

some of this can be attributed to TransLink’s large service area, much of it with densities that do not 

support high transit usage, cost of service is also a factor.   

Cost recovery declined but less than most peers  

Between 2006 and 2010, TransLink’s 

revenue to cost ratio declined, as it 

did in all the peer systems.  

TransLink’s cost ratio went down 

from 56.0% in 2006 to 52.5% in 

2010, a loss of 3.5 percentage 

points over this period.  This decline 

resulted from revenue growth not 

keeping pace with expenditures.  

Nevertheless, it was the second 

lowest reduction in the group due 

to 2010’s reversal of a downward 

decline that more than offset prior 

year losses.  As a result, TransLink 

continued to rank third highest in 

cost recovery unchanged from 2006. 

In 2010, TransLink’s cost recovery ratio was 1.2 percentage points below the comparator average.  

Toronto, with a revenue to cost ratio exceeding 70%, was the by far the leader in this indicator.  

Toronto’s high cost of operations are more than offset by high ridership as well as high fare levels 

that have given it the best cost recovery ratio of any major system in North America.  Calgary also 

had a slightly higher cost recovery than TransLink, while both Victoria and Edmonton were lower.  

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

FIGURE 4-12: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, % OPERATING COST RECOVERY, 2006-2010 

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

%
 O

p
e

ra
ti

n
g 

C
o

st
 R

e
co

ve
ry Toronto

Calgary

Edmonton

Victoria

TransLink

Average



TransLink Efficiency Review 

Transit System Performance  30 

Average fare remained the highest in the peer group 

Between 2006 and 2010, 

TransLink’s average fare increased 

by 11.9%, which was the third 

highest gain within the peer group 

after Toronto (17.4%) and Calgary 

(17.3%).  In 2010, TransLink’s 

average fare was $2.04 compared 

to the comparator average of $1.50 

or 36.6% higher than the average.  

TransLink has consistently had the 

highest average fare over the five 

year period, largely because of its 

three zone system whereby an 

additional charge is applied if trips 

cross zone boundaries.  In contrast, the others have single zone fares and, in most instances, 

charged the same amount in 2010 as TransLink’s single zone fare of $2.50.  Given that TransLink 

covers the largest service area in Canada, the zone system was implemented as a means of more 

equitably charging for service by distance.  

Administration cost ratio remained highest or second highest despite cut backs   

The percentage of TransLink’s 

administration costs to total 

operating costs was virtually the 

same in 2010 (0.6 percentage 

points higher) as in 2006.  This 

stability resulted from overall 

growth in administration keeping 

pace with that of total operating 

costs over this period, aided by 

2010 administration cost cuts and 

deferrals initiated by TransLink 

management.  

Although the proportion of 

TransLink’s spending on  

administration grew only slightly 

over the five year period, this contrasted with Edmonton, Calgary and Victoria, where reductions 

were recorded (1.7, 3.9 and 0.7 percentage points respectively).  Only Toronto increased its 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

FIGURE 4-13: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, AVERAGE FARE, 2006-2010 

FIGURE 4-14: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS,  ADMIN % OF OPERATING COSTS, 2006-2010 
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spending by 3.1 percentage points.  As a result, TransLink went from being the highest in the group 

in 2006 to second highest after Toronto in 2010.  

These ratios again indicate a 

disparity between the two large 

systems, Vancouver and Toronto, 

and the three smaller systems.  As 

the Edmonton system is a municipal 

department, some administrative 

costs were not fully captured in the 

CUTA statistics.  Nevertheless, 

comparing the combined average of 

Vancouver and Toronto with that of 

the three other systems, the 2010 

administrative cost ratios to 

operating cost and revenue are 

15.2% versus 7.7% and 24.6% 

versus 15.9%.  This again seems to 

support an argument of diseconomies rather than economies of scale in the larger systems.  

Labour costs continued to be higher than most peers   

Between 2006 and 2010, 

TransLink’s top operator and 

mechanic wage rates increased by 

12.6% and 23.5% respectively, 

which were well in excess of 

inflation (6.4%).  Compared to its 

peers, TransLink’s increases were 

the second lowest for operators and 

the highest for mechanics.  The 

lowest increase in both the top 

operator and mechanic wage rate 

was Victoria (8.4%).  The increases 

in other systems ranged from 14.3% 

to 19.2% for the top operator wage 

rate and 12.8% to 19.2% for the top 

mechanic wage rate.   

The noticeably lower increases in Victoria result from BC Transit being a Crown Corporation that fell 

under provincial bargaining guidelines mandating zero increases.  In contrast, the other systems are 

either regionally or municipally governed and have less leverage to mandate settlements.   In 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

FIGURE 4-15: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, ADMIN % OF REVENUE, 2006-2010 

FIGURE 4-16: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, TOP OPERATOR WAGE, 2006-2010 
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addition, the tight labour market in Alberta between 2006 and 2010 has tended to push up both the 

Calgary and Edmonton wage rates.   

In 2010, TransLink had the second 

highest top operator wage behind 

Toronto, which was a reversal from 

2006.  It also had the second 

highest top mechanic wage rate 

after Edmonton.  Relative to the 

comparator average, TransLink’s 

2010 top wage rates were 2.5% and 

10.2% higher respectively. 

 

 

 

Summary of Findings 

A major expansion in service between 2006 and 2010 has resulted in strong gains in TransLink 

ridership and operating revenue.  However, these gains have not improved the transit system’s 

overall performance.  In fact, both cost per hour and kilometre are higher as is cost per passenger.  

Passengers per hour and kilometre have declined, although these declines would have been worse 

without the surge in ridership that occurred in 2010.  Direct operating costs have exceeded revenue 

growth, resulting in lower cost recovery and the need for increased subsidy.   

Relative to its peers, TransLink saw more overall growth over the five year period but costs grew 

faster.  It continues to lag other systems in cost efficiency, cost effectiveness and service 

productivity, ranking last or second to last in all indicators except for cost recovery (3rd highest ) and 

average fare (highest).  

In terms of five-year changes in the performance indicators, TransLink fared more positively.  It 

recorded the second lowest increase in cost per kilometre and revenue passenger and the second 

highest increase in passengers per hour and kilometre.  Its decrease in cost recovery and increase in 

average fare were also the third lowest in the group.      

While TransLink has disadvantages due to the geographic size of its service area, systems with 

similar population densities appear to be attracting more riders per unit of service than TransLink.  

This observation is relatively unchanged over the past five years in spite of the large increase in rail 

rapid transit.  Section 5 of this report will focus in on the main area of TransLink’s transit service and 

expenditure, its bus system.  
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FIGURE 4-17: TRANSLINK CONVENTIONAL TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, TOP MECHANIC WAGE, 2006-2010 
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CUSTOM TRANSIT SERVICES 

Custom transit services cater to people with special needs who are generally unable to use 

conventional transit.  Eligibility to use custom transit is based on criteria determined by each transit 

agency.  In B.C., public transit agencies, including TransLink’s predecessor, BC Transit, became 

involved in providing custom transit service in both Vancouver and Victoria in 1980.  This 

represented the first time that the BC government directly committed funds to transit operators for 

the delivery of transportation services for the disabled.  Previously, these specialized services were 

supplied by local service groups on a non-profit basis.  

The new custom transit service, using vans to provide door-to-door service (HandyDART), was 

expanded across Metro Vancouver but remained a separate and parallel service to the conventional 

transit system.  While regional in scope, the service was delivered under contract by seven non-

profit societies and private companies in eight service areas.  For cost efficiency, contractors used 

local taxi companies to supplement van service to transport some ambulatory passengers as well as 

serve trips made before and after core business hours.  BC Transit also introduced a taxi scrip 

program whereby registrants were eligible to pre-purchase taxi coupons good for on-demand taxi 

rides, with the costs shared 50:50 between the user and the transit authority.   

In 2008, TransLink restructured its custom transit services with the express intent of improving both 

the quality of customer service and operations management, and set out to reduce its service areas 

from eight to three.  After a competitive procurement process, a private company, MVT Canadian 

Bus, was awarded the contract for all three areas.  It should also be noted that a three month labour 

disruption occurred from October 2009 to January 2010 during which only medically necessary trips 

were accommodated by the contractor.  

Five-Year Trend 

The following table presents the key measure of service performance between 2006 and 2010 for 

TransLink’s custom transit system. 

TABLE 4-3: CUSTOM TRANSIT SERVICE STATISTICS, 2006 TO 2010 

 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 
% CHANGE 

2006-10 

Total Operating Cost (million)
1
 $25.5 $28.1 $33.9 $39.4 $44.2 73.2% 

Revenue Hours (million) .52 .55 .59 .52 .59 14.3% 

Revenue Kilometres (million) 8.45 8.80 9.36 8.67 9.87 16.8% 

Passengers (million) 1.36 1.42 1.49 1.34 1.47 7.4% 

Passenger Revenue (million)
12

 $1.17 $1.90 $1.88 $1.67 $2.06 75.9% 

Vehicles 292 337 337 362 338 15.8% 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books, 2006 to 2010      1 Excludes Taxiscrip costs 

                                                           
12

 TransLink changed its method of fare allocation in 2007 to include pre-paid media that was not included in 2006. 
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Custom Transit costs have risen sharply 

TransLink’s restructuring of custom transit service has come at a high cost.  The total program cost 

(HandyDART, non-dedicated supplemental taxi services and Taxi Scrip) increased during the past five 

years from $27.4 million in 2006 to $46.7 million in 2010 or by 70.4%.  By comparison, the total cost 

of operating conventional transit services increased 50.7% over the same period.    

Expenditures on operations increased by 72.4% over the five year period, while maintenance and 

fuel rose 53.8% and 23.4% respectively.  However, administration almost tripled, growing from $0.6 

million in 2006 to $2.4 million in 2010.  The big increase in administration costs occurred in 2008 and 

2009, reflecting the major changeover to the consolidated system and the introduction of new 

technologies.  However, administration costs were reduced in 2010 by more than $200,000.   

 

In discussions with management, roughly 40% of the cost increase is attributed to higher labour 

costs, including salaries, wages and benefits.  Another 35% is due to the establishment of new 

functions, such as the Access Transit office, the call centre, on-road supervision and the introduction 

of new technologies, including mobile data terminals, automated vehicle location systems, and 

advanced scheduling, dispatching and operations management software.  The remaining is due to 

service expansion.  

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 
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FIGURE 4-18: TRANSLINK CUSTOM TRANSIT, GROWTH IN OPERATING COSTS, 2006 AND 2010 
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Service and ridership grew moderately 

The level of custom transit service 

as measured by vehicle revenue 

hours available to customers grew 

by 14.3% between 2006 and 2010.  

Revenue passengers (HandyDART 

including non-dedicated 

supplemental taxis) carried 

increased at a lower rate of 8.8% 

from 1.2 million to 1.3 million over 

this period.  This latter increase may 

be somewhat understated due to 

the absence of non-essential trips 

for one week and after effects of 

the labour strike in 2010.  

Preliminary figures for 2011 indicate 

revenue passengers increased by 4% over 2010.  However, management also observed that the 

introduction of the new SkyTrain line between Richmond and Vancouver has attracted trips and 

resulted in a decline in service requests from this corridor. 

At the same time, aging of the region’s population does not appear to have translated into a 

growing number of custom transit registrants.  Active registrants have remained basically the same 

at around 22,000 per year since 2006.   

Fare revenue and average fares have increased 

CUTA’s reported revenue from custom transit users increased 76% between 2006 and 2010, in part 

due to a fare increase in 2008.  TransLink, however, advises that prior to 2008, they did not attribute 

any revenue to custom transit from pre-paid fare media accepted on HandyDART.  As a result, fare 

revenues in 2006 and 2007 were understated.  Using the new method of allocation, TransLink 

estimates the actual growth in revenue was 25%.  The revised average fare grew from $1.31 in 2006 

to $1.55 in 2010 or by 18%.    

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

FIGURE 4-19: TRANSLINK CUSTOM TRANSIT, 
RIDERSHIP, 2006-2010 
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Custom Transit Performance 

This section focuses primarily on the custom transit’s performance between 2006 and 2010 based 

on the five key performance indicators.  

Cost efficiency has declined 

Total operating cost per hour (excluding taxi scrip) increased significantly (51.5%) from $49.08 in 

2006 to $74.37 in 2010. The cost of labour was a major driver in pushing up costs.  This includes 

salaries, wages and benefits paid by 

the contractor as well as overhead 

costs at Coast Mountain Bus 

Company, which manages the 

custom transit service on behalf of 

TransLink.  

With operating costs increasing 

sharply and ridership growing 

slowly, cost per revenue passenger 

grew from $21.66 to $34.48 over 

the five year period.  This 

represented an increase of 59.2%, 

which is over nine times the rate of 

inflation (6.4%) over this period.   

Ridership is up but productivity has declined  

Passengers per hour, an important 

productivity measure, declined 

slightly from 2.27 to 2.16, even after 

the introduction of new technology.  

Door-to-door transportation by its 

nature has relatively low volumes as 

it is hard to group many rides.  The 

strike’s impact on ridership may 

have contributed to this decrease.  

Management reports that, while 

cross-boundary trips have increased 

as a result of the consolidation of 

operators, they remain a very small 

percentage of total trips and thus 

are unlikely to have an affect.   

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

FIGURE 4-20: TRANSLINK CUSTOM TRANSIT, 
COST PER PASSENGER & HOUR, 2006-2010 
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FIGURE 4-21: TRANSLINK CUSTOM TRANSIT, 
PASSENGERS PER HOUR, 2006-2010 
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Cost recovery is very low  

Based on CUTA numbers, the revenue to cost ratio increased slightly from 4.3% to 4.4%.  However, 

using TransLink’s revised revenue allocation for custom transit in 2006 and 2007, the cost recovery 

declined from 6% to 4.4%.  Regardless, cost recovery remains very low. 

Administration cost ratio has more than doubled 

The proportion of administration 

costs to total costs more than 

doubled from 2.2% in 2006 to 5.1% 

in 2010 due to the much higher 

growth in administration relative to 

total service cost.  The increase in 

this indicator reflects the 

restructuring of the HandyDART 

service, including the move to 

professional management and  

introduction of new technology. 

 

 

How Does TransLink’s Performance Compare to its Peers? 

This section compares TransLink’s custom transit service performance to those of the Toronto (TTC), 

Edmonton, Calgary and Victoria (BC Transit) transit systems.  While all four peer systems provide 

custom transit service similar to TransLink, the comparison group represent a mix of service delivery 

models that include privately operated services delivered under contract (TransLink and Victoria); a 

mix of publicly operated and privately operated services (Toronto and Edmonton); and, a mixed 

model of non-profit and privately operated service under contract (Calgary Transit).  A description of 

each of the peer systems is provided below. 

As a result of the variety of service delivery systems in place, the diversity of vehicles used and some 

inconsistencies in reporting, comparisons between the peers is challenging.  A number of omissions 

and anomalies were observed that required some follow-ups and adjustments.   

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

FIGURE 4-22: TRANSLINK CUSTOM TRANSIT, 
GROWTH IN COSTS, 2006-2010 
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Description of Peers 

Calgary - Access Calgary, a division of Calgary Transit, is responsible for all non-operational aspects of custom 

transit service, including eligibility, registration, travel training, trip reservations, scheduling, dispatching and 

customer service. It  contracts with two operating companies, one a non-profit organization and the other a 

private company, to provide service with dedicated vehicles.  They also contract with three taxi companies to 

provide door-to-door services with non-dedicated vehicles.  Access Calgary also offers a taxi scrip program.    

Edmonton - DATS  (Disabled Adult Transit Service) is a unit of the Edmonton Transit System that is responsible 

for the eligibility, registration, travel training, scheduling and dispatching as well as directly operating a 

portion of the door to door transit system for persons unable to use conventional transit.  DATS delivers 

service using small buses while contracting to a private company for dedicated service using smaller accessible 

vans and minivans.  DATS started some non-dedicated service in late 2010.  There is no taxi scrip program in 

Edmonton. 

Toronto - Wheel-Trans is the unit of the TTC that has responsibility for custom transit.  Wheel-Trans delivers 

43% of the service using a fleet of small buses many of which are low floor providing door-to-door service 

within the City of Toronto.  It also contracts with private companies for door-to-door service, using dedicated 

vans and mini-vans as well as non-non-dedicated taxis.   

Victoria - BC Transit’s HandyDART service provides a shared ride door-to-door service for peoples with 

disabilities who are unable to use conventional transit. BC Transit contracts with a private contractor who 

operates and maintains the service.   Depending on the time and nature of the trip, the contractor will send a 

small bus or a private minivan or taxi.  BC Transit also offers a taxi scrip program. 



TransLink Efficiency Review 

Transit System Performance  39 

Mixed performance when compared to peers 

Compared to the other systems, TransLink had the second highest growth in hours and kilometres of 

service after Toronto between 2006 and 2010.  At the same time, its increase in revenue passengers 

was the lowest in the group and its cost growth was the highest. 

Cost efficiency has deteriorated compared to peers   

TransLink’s cost efficiency (cost per 

revenue hour) changed from being 

the second best performer in 2006 

to second last in 2010.  Total 

operating cost per hour rose from 

$49.08 to $74.37 over this period, 

an increase of 51.5%.  This growth 

rate was well ahead of the others, 

which ranged from 5.9% to 28.8%. 

In 2010, TransLink’s cost per hour 

exceeded all but Toronto and was 

7% lower than the comparator 

average.  This is largely because 

Toronto’s high cost skews the 

average. Toronto delivers about half 

of its service in-house using operators who are paid the same wage rate as conventional bus drivers 

and low floor small buses, which appear to have higher maintenance costs. 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 
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FIGURE 4-24: TRANSLINK CUSTOM TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, COST PER HOUR, 2006-2010 

FIGURE 4-23: TRANSLINK CUSTOM TRANSIT 2010 PERFORMANCE VS. PEERS 
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TransLink’s recent restructuring together with labour and other cost increases explain part of its 

high cost.  However, it is notable that TransLink makes less use of non-dedicated vehicles (taxis and 

vans), which typically are less costly than dedicated vehicles, compared to Toronto, Calgary or 

Victoria.   

Relative cost effectiveness has also declined 

TransLink’s custom program cost 

effectiveness (total cost including 

taxi scrip per revenue passenger) 

also shifted from second best 

performer in 2006 to second last 

after Toronto in 2010.  Cost per 

passenger increased by 58.6% from 

$20.08 in 2006 to $31.85 in 2010, 

which was $5.61 or 21.4% higher  

than the comparator average.  

TransLink’s five year increase was 

more than double that Victoria, 

which had the next highest growth 

(24.5%), and still higher than the 

others, which ranged from 1.4% to 

21.1%.  TransLink’s modest growth 

in passengers carried compared to 

cost growth explains the change in 

this indicator.  

In terms of passengers per hour, 

TransLink slipped from second to 

last in 2006 into last place in 2010.  

Revenue passengers per hour went 

from 2.27 in 2006 to 2.16 in 2010, a 

decline of 4.8%.  Only two systems, 

TransLink and Victoria  recorded a 

decline in this indicator.  All the 

others posted increases ranging 

from 1.1% to 9.9%.  

In 2010, TransLink’s passengers per hour were 19.87% lower that the comparator average.  Toronto 

rated the best in this category due to its compact and dense service area.  TransLink also had the 

lowest average speed, 16.6 kph, while the peer group ranged from 22.4 to 20.4 kph.   

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 
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FIGURE 4-25: TRANSLINK CUSTOM TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, COST PER REVENUE PASSENGER, 2006-2010 

FIGURE 4-26: TRANSLINK CUSTOM TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, PASSENGERS PER HR, 2006-2010 

$15

$20

$25

$30

$35

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

C
o

st
 p

e
r 

P
as

se
n

ge
r 

($
)

Toronto

Calgary

Edmonton

Victoria

TransLink

Average



TransLink Efficiency Review 

Transit System Performance  41 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

TransLink’s low utilization (and speed) do not appear to have improved with the move to a single 

operator, although 2010 ridership may have been affected by the labour disruption.  While the 

introduction of new technologies at MVT should help to improve productivity in the future, there is 

no evidence of this yet. 

Relative cost recovery is low 

TransLink’s cost recovery (revenue 

to cost ratio) at 4.42% ranked fourth 

within the group and was 2.4 

percentage points lower than the 

comparator average.  Only BC 

Transit Victoria, with a fully 

integrated fare system, had lower 

cost recovery (4.35%).  Calgary led 

this category with a cost recovery of 

9.4%.  

 

 

Administration cost13 ratio lower than peers 

TransLink had the lowest 

percentage of administration costs 

to total costs in the group in both 

2006 and 2010.  The increase in its 

administration cost ratio over the 

five year period was 2.9 percentage 

points, reflecting relatively equal 

growth in both administration and 

total spending.  At the same time, 

this was the highest growth 

recorded in the group.  The only 

other system to see an increase was 

Calgary.  In both Toronto and 

Edmonton, the proportion of 

administration spending declined  

-2.8 and -1.1 percentage points respectively.  

                                                           
13

 BC Transit Victoria did not report administration costs in its CUTA reporting and therefore is not available for comparison in 
this category. 

Source: CUTA Canadian Transit Fact Books 

FIGURE 4-27: TRANSLINK CUSTOM TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, % OPERATING COST RECOVERY, 2006-2010 

FIGURE 4-28: TRANSLINK CUSTOM TRANSIT VS. 
COMPARATORS, ADMIN % OF OPERATING COSTS, 2006-2010 
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Summary of Findings 

The major restructuring of TransLink’s custom transit program in 2008 has resulted in cost increases 

far in excess of the rate of service expansion and inflation.  The consolidation of operations to one 

contractor does not appear to have produced any economies of scale.  Instead, slippage has 

occurred in service cost efficiency and effectiveness, as well as productivity.  TransLink’s 

performance relative to its peers has also deteriorated.  The declines are across the board in all 

indicators.   As a result, a costly service has become even more expensive.  Cost increases have more 

than offset increased revenues from the fare increase.  Section 6 of this report examines what might 

be done to improve this situation. 
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5. BUS DIVISION PERFORMANCE 

In 2010, TransLink’s bus division accounted for 50.2% of TransLink’s total operating expenditures 

and 72.1% of all transit operating expenditures14.  The vast majority of bus division services (90%) 

are operated by Coast Mountain Bus Company (CMBC), a wholly owned subsidiary of TransLink.  The 

remainder are delivered through contracted operations, including West Vancouver Municipal 

Transit (WVMT) and private companies, the latter are competitively procured.   

The bus division includes four separate areas of service delivery – SeaBus, conventional bus, 

community shuttle and custom transit.  Conventional and community shuttle bus services 

represented 90% of the division’s total spending in 2010.  Custom transit and SeaBus totalled 8% 

and 2% respectively. 

Custom Transit has already been addressed in Section 4.  As SeaBus represents a very small portion 

of the total system expenditures and these are primarily the result of fixed drivers, namely fuel and 

labour (the latter mostly dictated by federal regulations), it has been excluded from the analysis.  

TABLE 5-1: BUS DIVISION COST BY SERVICE AND MODE, 2006 TO 2010 ($M)  

 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 
% CHANGE 

2006-10 

SeaBus $9.4 $9.7 $10.7 $11.4 $11.5 22.6% 

Conventional Bus—       

CMBC $370.2 $397.3 $442.1 $466.5 $474.5 28.2% 

WVMT $9.9 $10.7 $11.4 $12.3 $13.0 30.8% 

Sub-Total $380.2 $408.0 $453.5 $478.8 $487.5 28.2% 

Community Shuttle—       

CMBC $22.0 $25.6 $30.5 $32.9 $34.6 57.0% 

Contracted $2.7 $3.0 $3.5 $4.2 $4.6 71.2% 

Sub-Total $24.7 $28.6 $34.0 $37.1 $39.1 58.5% 

Custom $27.2 $30.2 $36.2 $40.4 $45.4 67.0% 

TOTAL $441.4 $476.5 $534.3 $567.7 $583.5 32.2% 

Year-to-Year % Change  8.0% 12.1% 6.2% 2.8%  

Source:  Coast Mountain Bus Company 

This section of the report focuses on the performance of TransLink’s conventional bus and 

community shuttle services between 2006 and 2010.  References to peer comparators are included 

within this analysis.  The peer comparators include BC Transit Victoria and Calgary, which were 

                                                           
14

 Excludes property taxes, leases, fare media, insurance, TransLink corporate and TransLink police costs. 
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referred to in Section 4, with limited references to Toronto as the TTC were unable to respond 

within the timeframe of this assignment.  For conventional bus, additional references are included 

from Winnipeg and Ottawa.  

Additional comparators have also been added for analysis of trolley bus performance.  TransLink’s 

trolley bus operations are unique in Canada and trolleys are used in only a handful of US systems.  

Seattle and San Francisco are the most similar and, for this reason, were chosen as comparators.  

The Central Fraser Valley transit system, which operates in Abbotsford/Mission under BC Transit’s 

regional transit system program, is also included when analysing CMBC’s conventional bus 

performance at the depot level.  The rationale for this inclusion is that it abuts TransLink’s service 

area and is the closest independent transit system.      

The discussion on the bus division’s five year trends and performance in this section uses direct 

costs reported by CMBC for its in-house operations, WVMT and contracted providers.  It, therefore, 

does not include an allocation of TransLink costs, which includes property tax, leases, fare media, 

insurance, TransLink corporate costs and TransLink police.  To make fair and meaningful 

comparisons with the peer systems, an allocation of these costs is necessary as the other systems’ 

costs are fully allocated.  An allocation of TransLink costs has been calculated (see Appendix A) and 

is added to the direct costs reported by CMBC in the peer comparison sections.   

PERFORMANCE INDICATORS USED 

Performance indicators used include the same ones used in Section 4 with two additional indicators 

to evaluate operational efficiency and four to address maintenance efficiency.   
 

COST EFFICIENCY = Operating cost per revenue service hour and revenue kilometre. 

COST EFFECTIVENESS = Operating cost per revenue passenger. 

SERVICE EFFECTIVENESS = Revenue passengers per revenue service hour. 

COST RECOVERY RATIO = Percentage of operating costs covered by fare revenue. 

ADMINISTRATION COST RATIO = Percentage of administration cost to operating cost. 

LABOUR UTILIZATION = Operator paid hours15 to revenue hours ratio. 

SCHEDULE EFFICIENCY = Recovery time to running time hours ratio. 

MAINTENANCE EFFICIENCY = Maintenance cost per service kilometre. 

MAINTENANCE EFFICIENCY = % of maintenance overtime.  

MAINTENANCE EFFICIENCY = Buses per mechanic. 

MAINTENANCE EFFICIENCY = Buses per serviceman. 

                                                           
15

 The operator paid hours to revenue vehicle hours ratio measures total paid hours including overtime, allowances (e.g. report 
and lay-up time, make up, travel time), premiums (e.g. spread over, Sunday & holidays, evenings/nights), vacation time and 
other paid time off against revenue vehicle hours (paid driving time including deadhead and recovery time). 
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CONVENTIONAL BUS SERVICE 

Coast Mountain Bus Company (CMBC) delivered 4.3 million hours and 81.7 million kilometres of 

conventional bus service in 2010.  This represented 97% of conventional bus service hours and 

kilometres.  West Vancouver Municipal Transit (WVMT) operated the remaining 3% under contract 

to TransLink.   

Conventional bus services are operated using diesel, hybrid diesel, CNG16 and electric trolley buses, 

including both standard 40’ and 60’ articulated diesels and trolleys.  The active fleet totalled 1,354 

vehicles (38 in WVMT and 1,316 in CMBC) in 2010.   Of this total, 262 were electric trolleys and 50 

CNG buses, all operated by CMBC.  Conventional bus operations were operated from seven depots, 

six for CMBC and one for WVMT.  

                                                           
16

 Compressed Natural Gas 

OPERATOR PAID HOURS TO REVENUE HOURS RATIO 

Operator paid hours to revenue vehicle hours is one of the most commonly used indicators of efficiency in the 

transit industry.   It measures the total operator hours paid to service hours delivered.  All transit companies have 

collective agreements, some more restrictive than others, that govern how these work assignments can be cut  and 

what rate, allowances and premiums must be paid.  While there is no to standard in the transit industry, a lower 

ratio is considered more efficient as it minimizes payroll cost per revenue hours of service.   

RECOVERY TIME TO RUNNING TIME RATIO 

Transit schedules typically comprise - deadhead time, which is the time to get vehicles to and from the depot at  

the start/end of the route; running time, which is the  time when the vehicle carries passengers en route; and, 

recovery time. Recovery time is a buffer built into the schedule to allow for unforeseen delays and let the vehicle  

depart the terminus on time for its  next trip.  Most transit agencies are not required to provide paid breaks, some 

do provide unpaid breaks during the course of a straight shift.  Others assume that operators will use the paid 

recovery time available for breaks as necessary.  Schedulers try to minimize recovery time while ensuring an 

adequate buffer for minor variability in running times.  Too little can result in poor reliability and complaints from 

customers and operators.  Too much can result in additional vehicles and operators increasing costs.   
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Five-Year Trend 

The following table presents the key measures of service performance between 2006 and 2010 for 

TransLink’s conventional bus service. 

TABLE 5-2: CONVENTIONAL BUS SERVICE STATISTICS, 2006 TO 2010 

 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 
% CHANGE 

2006-10 

Total Operating Cost
8
 (million) $380.2 $408.0 $453.5 $478.8 $487.5 28.2% 

Revenue Hours (million) 3.8 4.0 4.2 4.4 4.4 15.8% 

Revenue Kilometres (million) 70.5 74.3 78.0 83.6 84.6 19.9% 

Boarded Passengers (million) 199.9 208.9 214.8 214.5 214.0 7.1% 

Source:  Coast Mountain Bus Company 

Costs increased significantly 

Between 2006 and 2010, spending on CMBC and WVMT conventional bus service grew from $380 

million to $487 million, an increase of 28.2%.17  This rate of growth was more than four times the 

rate of inflation (6.4%)18 and three and a half times population growth (7.9%)19 over this period. 

About half of total conventional bus 

expenditures in 2010 were in 

operations, of which the major 

expense is operator wages and 

benefits.  Spending in operations 

increased by 29.7% over the five 

year period and constituted over 

half of the total cost growth.  This 

increase resulted from both service 

expansion and labour cost 

increases.   

Maintenance was the second 

largest area of spending,  

accounting for about 22.8% of total 

costs.  The principal expenses in this category include maintenance staff, lubricants, materials, and 

infrastructure.  Maintenance had the highest five year increase (34.9%) and contributed slightly 

more than a quarter of the total expenditure growth.   

                                                           
17

 Excludes property taxes, leases, fare media, insurance, TransLink corporate costs and police costs.   
18

 Statistics Canada, Vancouver Annual CPI 2006 to 2010. 
19

 Statistics Canada, Vancouver CMA Population Growth 2006 to 2010. 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-1: CONVENTIONAL BUS,  
COST BREAKDOWN, 2006-2010 
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CMBC corporate costs and WVMT administration accounted for 17.7% of total 2010 expenditures.  It 

includes management personnel, customer information, communications, service design, labour 

relations and employee services, finance and procurement.  Spending in this category increased by 

25.4% over the five year period.  This increase was due entirely to higher CMBC corporate costs, as 

WVMT administration costs decreased over the period.  These additional costs represented 16.1% of 

the total five year cost increase.   

Fuel and electricity costs varied between 9% to 11% over the five year period and had the lowest 

rate of increase at 13.1%.  They constituted 4.7% of the total cost growth.    

Service expansion has resulted in moderate ridership growth 

Conventional bus hours increased 

15.8% from 3.8 million in 2006 to 

4.4 million in 2010.  The increase in 

kilometres of service was higher at 

19.9%, growing from 70.5 million to 

84.5 million.  This difference reflects 

a larger percentage of growth 

occurring in suburban areas, where 

the average operating speed is 

higher.   

Boarded passengers also grew but 

at a lower rate.  Conventional bus 

boardings increased 7.1% from 200 

million to 214 million over the five 

years.  The strongest passenger 

growth occurred between 2006 and 2008, coinciding with the highest increases in hours and 

kilometres of service and then declined slightly.  This decline resulted from the 2009 introduction of 

the Canada Line, when some bus passengers switched to the new rail service, reducing ridership on 

the bus system.   

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-2: CONVENTIONAL BUS, SERVICE HRS, KMS & 

BOARDED PASSENGERS, 2006-2010 
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Service Performance  

Cost efficiency declined slightly 

The cost20 per hour of conventional 

bus services increased modestly 

from $100.96 in 2006 to $110.56 in 

2010, an increase of 9.5%.  This 

increase was slightly higher than the 

growth of inflation over this period 

(6.4%).  Cost per kilometre 

increased even less at 6.9% from 

$5.39 to $5.77.  In both cases, costs 

spiked in 2008 and then remained 

stable or declined slightly in 2009 

and 2010.  In discussions with 

management, this reflected a focus 

on controlling costs, following the 

approval of the Funding Stabilization 

Plan.  

Cost and service effectiveness declined 

Cost14 per boarded passenger for 

conventional bus services jumped 

19.8% from $1.90 to $2.28 over the 

five years, which is more than triple 

inflation.  Boarded passengers per 

hour declined each year and were 

down 8.6% over five years, with the 

largest drop (-5.3%) occurring in 

2009 when the Canada Line started 

service.  The decline in boarded 

passengers per kilometre was 

higher at 10.7%.   

The reason for these declines was 

that growth in ridership was 

considerably less, and even negative 

in 2009 and 2010, compared to increases in service hours and kilometres.  Canada Line played a part 

in this but declines were still evident before its introduction suggesting that service expansion had 

                                                           
20

 Excludes property taxes, leasing, fare media, insurance, TransLink corporate costs and police costs.   

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-3: CONVENTIONAL BUS,  
COST PER HOUR & KILOMETRE, 2006-2010 
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FIGURE 5-4: CONVENTIONAL BUS, COST PER PASSENGER, 
PASSENGERS PER HR & KM, 2006-2010 
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occurred in areas with lower transit use.  It is noteworthy that the Canada Line appears to have had 

a higher impact on the trolley bus service than diesel bus service.  Trolley passengers per hour 

declined 15.8%, whereas passengers per kilometre on other CMBC buses declined 7.7%. 

Operations Performance 

Labour utilization declined 

Conventional bus operator paid 

hours to revenue vehicle hours in 

2010 was 1.405, which means for 

every hour a bus is in revenue 

service, operators are paid one hour 

and 24 minutes.  Between 2006 and 

2010, this ratio increased by 7.1% 

from 1.311 in 2006.  In contrast, 

community shuttle service 

(addressed later in this section of 

the report) had a ratio 1.209.  This 

difference illustrates the efficiencies 

resulting from fewer premiums and 

allowances in the community 

shuttle collective agreement.  

Unproductive time remains high 

In 2010, the percentage of recovery 

to running time for CMBC 

conventional bus service21 was 

basically unchanged from 2006 at 

24.8%.  This means that for every 

hour in service, 15 minutes was 

added for recovery at the end of the 

line or major transfer stations.  

While there is no industry standard, 

10% to 15% is generally viewed as 

acceptable to account for most 

minor variations in running time.  

Deadhead hours have largely 

remained unchanged between 2006 

and 2010, accounting for 9.2% of revenue vehicle hours.  Management pointed out that 

                                                           
21

 Data is unavailable for WVMT. 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-5: CONVENTIONAL BUS,  
RATIO OF PAID TO REVENUE HRS, 2006-2010 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-6: CONVENTIONAL BUS,  
% OF RECOVERY TO RUNNING TIME, 2006-2010 
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deadheading costs may be somewhat high due to sub-optimal assignment of bus routes to depots as 

a result of depot capacity constraints.  Some routes operate from depots further away from the 

start and finish of their runs than is desirable.  TransLink expects a new depot to come on line in East 

Richmond by 2015, which should allow for some reduction of deadhead times. 

Depot Performance 

Table 5-3 provides an overview of the six depots where CMBC operates conventional bus services.  

TABLE 5-3: DESCRIPTIONS OF CMBC DEPOTS 

 VANCOUVER BURNABY RICHMOND SURREY 
PORT 

COQUITLAM 
NORTH 

VANCOUVER 

Age 6 years 25 years 12 years 36 years 34 years 75 years+ 

Types of 
Vehicles 

- Standard 

- Articulated 

- Standard 

- Articulated 

- Standard 

- Articulated 

- Standard - Standard 

- Articulated 

- Standard 

Fuel Type - Diesel 

- Electric 

- Diesel - Diesel - Diesel - Diesel 

- CNG 

- Diesel 

# of Vehicles 454 245 220 182 127 88 

Primary 
Areas Served 

Vancouver, 
Burnaby 

Burnaby, 
Vancouver, 
New 
Westminster 

Richmond, 
Delta, White 
Rock, Surrey 

Surrey, Delta, 
Langley  

Tri-cities, 
Maple Ridge, 
Pitt Meadows 

North 
Vancouver 

Service 
Profile 

High 
frequency, 
urban services, 
relatively short 
routes. 

A mix of 
frequent urban 
and infrequent 
suburban 
density routes.   

Large 
commuter 
peak from 
south of Fraser 
coupled with 
infrequent 
suburban 
routes. 

Mostly 
infrequent 
suburban 
routes.  Large 
geographic 
area. 

Mostly 
infrequent 
suburban 
routes.  Large 
geographic 
area. 

Relatively short 
infrequent 
routes serving 
mostly 
suburban 
density with 
large 
commuter 
peak into 
Vancouver. 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 
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TABLE 5-4: CMBC DEPOT SERVICE STATISTICS, 2010   

 VANCOUVER BURNABY RICHMOND SURREY 
PORT 

COQUITLAM 
NORTH 

VANCOUVER 

Total Operating Cost
13

 
(million) 

$105.9 $59.9  $47.2  $49.0 $34.5 $20.5  

Revenue Hours (million) 1.6 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.3 

Revenue Kilometres (million) 23.8 14.3 15.7 14.3 8.4 5.1 

Boarded Passengers (million) 87.8 40.3 20.1 25.8 19.2 11.3 

Source:  Coast Mountain Bus Company 

Cost per hour lowest in Vancouver and North Vancouver 

In 2010, the most efficient depot in 

terms of operating cost22 per hour  

was Vancouver  at $68.52.  North 

Vancouver was second with $72.61.  

These were the only depots with a 

cost per hour below the CMBC 

depot average of $74.25.  All other 

depots were more expensive. 

Vancouver has the lowest cost 

because of its relatively small 

service area and high level of off 

peak service, which provides for 

more efficient use of labour and 

vehicles.  In the case of North 

Vancouver, it has the smallest 

service area and very low operator relief costs.   

Burnaby is likely higher because it operates by far the largest number of articulated buses, which 

have slightly higher maintenance and fuel costs compared to standard buses.  Port Coquitlam and 

Surrey were higher because they serve the largest geographic areas, resulting in higher operator 

relief costs and more unproductive time, such as spread-over and make-up time.  The Port 

Coquitlam depot also operates the CNG fleet, which cost more to maintain than diesel buses. 

                                                           
22

 These costs  do not include trolley overhead maintenance costs  and also exclude Coast Mountain Bus Company overhead 
costs and TransLink costs, which include property tax, leasing, fare media, property and general insurance, TransLink corporate 
costs and TransLink police costs. 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 
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Boarded passengers per hour highest in Vancouver and Burnaby  

The Vancouver depot recorded the 

highest boardings per revenue hour 

at 56.8, followed by Burnaby at 52.8 

in 2010.  The remaining depots 

were below the depot average. 

The more urban depots, serving 

Vancouver and Burnaby, rated 

higher than the depots serving 

lower density areas.  In the latter 

areas, buses must travel longer 

distances and spend more time to 

collect the same number of 

passengers as buses serving more 

compact areas.  As a consequence, 

they generate lower passenger 

volumes per unit of service.  While North Vancouver serves a compact area, it is relatively low 

density and has a high commuter peak so that a number of routes operate in peak hours only.  The 

same is true for the Richmond depot.  This more limited operation results in less boardings per hour 

than services operating in both directions.  

Cost per boarding lowest in Vancouver and Burnaby 

In terms of operating cost per 

boarded passenger, Vancouver had 

the lowest cost at $1.21, followed 

by Burnaby at $1.49.  All others 

were higher than the CMBC average 

of $1.55.  

Higher ridership associated with 

service operated from Vancouver 

and Burnaby explains why these 

depots are the most cost effective.  

Conversely, Surrey and Richmond 

had the highest boarded passenger 

costs per hour because of above 

average operating costs and 

relatively lower passenger 

boardings.  

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-8: CMBC DEPOTS,  
BOARDED PASSENGERS PER HOUR, 2010 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 
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Labour utilization higher in Vancouver, Richmond and Burnaby  

The Vancouver depot had the lowest 

operator paid hours to revenue 

hours (1.369) and was the only 

depot to fall under the system 

average (1.405).  Richmond (1.409) 

and Burnaby (1.412) were close to 

the average but all the other depots 

were higher. 

Port Coquitlam had the highest 

ratio (1.460) while Surrey was the 

next highest (1.431). Buses 

operating in the outlying suburbs  

are less efficient  from a labour 

utilization standpoint because of 

higher premiums and allowances 

paid to operators. 

Recovery time lowest in Vancouver and Richmond  

In 2010, the Vancouver depot had the lowest percentage of recovery time (23.0%), followed by 

Richmond (24.6%).  They were the only depots to have a lower percentage of recovery time than the 

depot average. 

The Vancouver depot’s lower 

recovery ratio reflects its frequent 

routes that do not have the same 

schedule design constraints (e.g., 

timed transfers23).  Richmond also 

showed a low recovery ratio 

because it has high commuter peak 

service with many buses operating a 

single trip without any need for 

recovery.   

The highest percentage of recovery 

time was reported at the Surrey and 

Port Coquitlam depots.  Their higher 

recovery ratio can be attributed to 

the relatively infrequent service 

                                                           
23

 Scheduled meeting times between different bus routes. 

FIGURE 5-10: CMBC DEPOTS, OPERATOR PAID HOURS TO 

SERVICE HOURS, 2010 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-11: CMBC DEPOTS, OPERATOR PAID HOURS TO 

SERVICE HOURS, 2010 
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that is provided to these two lower density areas and the resultant inclusion of timed transfer 

connections and clock headways,24 which lead to higher non-productive time costs.   

How does CMBC’s Performance Compare with WVMT? 

CMBC operating cost per hour rose 

from $101.22 to $111.14 (9.8%), 

while WVMT went from $92.12  to 

$92.86 (0.8%).25  While CMBC’s cost 

per hour in 2010 was $18.28 per 

hour or 19.7% higher than WVMT, 

this comparison is not 

straightforward.   

CMBC’s conventional fleet is more 

diverse and expensive to operate 

and maintain, as it includes electric 

trolley buses, CNG buses as well as a 

higher proportion of articulated 

buses.  WVMT’s operation also 

represents a small bus fleet serving 

a small geographic area, which allows for more efficient service costs (e.g., less deadheading, etc).  

How do CMBC’s Outlying Depots Compare to CFVTS? 

The Central Fraser Valley Transit System(CFVTS), serves the Districts of Mission and Abbotsford 

immediately to the east of Metro Vancouver.  It is a BC Transit regional system, administered and 

managed as a provincial-municipal partnership.  The two municipalities make decisions regarding 

service levels and fares and fund a portion of the costs from municipal property taxes.  BC Transit 

provides administrative support, procures and owns the assets of the system and provides the 

provincial share of funding.  CFVTS is operated by a private contractor through competitive 

procurement. 

CFVTS is an interesting comparator as it shares the same economic region as Metro Vancouver.  Its 

services meet CMBC buses in Aldergrove and the West Coast Express in Mission.  While CFVTS is a 

small bus system, its costs can be compared with the outlying parts of the CMBC service area, in 

particular CMBC’s Surrey and Port Coquitlam depots.   

                                                           
24

 Scheduled interval between buses at even times divisible into 60 minutes (e.g., every 15, 20, 30 and 60 minutes). 
25

 Both exclude property taxes, leasing, fare media, liability and property insurance, TransLink corporate costs and TransLink 
police costs. 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-12: CMBC VS. WVMT,  
OPERATING COST PER HOUR, 2006-2010 

$90

$95

$100

$105

$110

$115

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

C
o

st
 p

e
r 

H
o

u
r 

($
) CMBC

WVMT



TransLink Efficiency Review 

Bus Division Performance  55 

TABLE 5-5: 2010 COMPARISON OF CMBC OUTLYING DEPOTS & CFVTS 

 PORT COQUITLAM SURREY CFVTS
21 

Cost
20

 per Hour $99.09 $104.34 $71.23 

Cost
20

 per Km $5.04 $4.82 $2.89 

Cost per Passenger $2.92 $2.75 $2.91 

Passengers per Hour 44.9 41.0 24.5 

Passengers per Km 2.3 1.8 1.0 

% Recovery Time 33.0% 28.0% n/a 

Spare Ratio 30.9% 24.7% 7.9% 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company and BC Transit. 

The above costs include fully allocated administration and overhead costs for the two CMBC 

depots26 and CFVTS27.  The cost and performance numbers include both conventional and 

community shuttle services.   

The comparison shows that CFVTS fully loaded cost per hour is about 30% lower than the Surrey and 

Port Coquitlam depots.  This cost difference is explained by CFVTS’ lower salary, wage and benefit 

costs as well as more flexible work rules that allow for better labour productivity.  In addition, the 

overhead load from both CMBC and TransLink add significant costs to the Surrey and Port Coquitlam 

depots.   

In terms of cost per boarded passenger, the CFVTS at $2.91 is higher than Surrey but about the same 

as Port Coquitlam.  While the CFVTS is better in cost efficiency, its low ridership makes it comparable 

in cost per boarded passenger in spite of this cost advantage. 

How does CMBC’s Performance Compare to its Peers? 

Four bus systems were selected for the peer review, namely Calgary, Ottawa (OC Transpo), 

Winnipeg and Victoria (BC Transit).  The statistics used are derived from the agencies and from the 

Canadian Urban Transit Association.  The data in this comparison relates only to the conventional 

bus component of these systems.  In the case of TransLink, Victoria and Calgary, this required 

removing community shuttle data, which is addressed separately later in this section of the report.  

For Ottawa, it was necessary to exclude data on its O-Train operation, a short diesel commuter rail 

line.  

All the peer systems are publicly operated by either in-house municipal transit departments or a 

crown corporation in the case of Victoria.  Ottawa and Winnipeg do not operate the equivalent of a 

community shuttle service.  Ottawa does, however, operate an extensive busway system, which 

                                                           
26

 An allocation of CMBC corporate costs has been added to the depot reported costs using CMBC’s internal attribution to 
conventional and community shuttle services.  In addition, an allocation has been added for TransLink’s costs per Appendix A. 
27

 CFVTS cost includes municipal administrative costs and an allocation from BC Transit Regional Transit System Program. 
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generates high passenger ridership and speeds.  The busway system also has significant 

infrastructure that is reflected in Ottawa’s costs.   None of the figures for the peer systems used in 

this review have been audited.  

The peer systems advise that they report fully allocated costs, including either other municipal 

department or, in BC Transit Victoria’s case, corporate costs attributable to transit services.  For the 

purpose to this analysis, a portion of TransLink’s costs have been allocated to conventional bus.  The 

calculation of this allocation is described in Appendix A.  

TABLE 5-6: COMPARISON OF CMBC & CANADIAN PEER SYSTEM SERVICE STATISTICS, 2010 

 CMBC CALGARY VICTORIA WINNIPEG OTTAWA
 

Total Operating Cost (million) $536.7
1 

$204.4 $70.3 $112.7 $323.6
 

Revenue Hours (million) 4.41 1.89 0.73 1.3 2.5 

Revenue Kilometres (million) 84.5 40.80 18.0 24.3 48.7 

Boarded Passengers (million) 214.0 65.4 28.4 64.7 136.7 

Source:  CMBC, Calgary Transit, BC Transit Victoria, Winnipeg Transit, OC Transpo and CUTA. 

1. Reflects CMBC Bus Division financials plus an allocation of TransLink’s costs as per Appendix A.  

2. Source:  OC Transpo, 2011 Business Plan; Includes small number of operator paid and revenue hours for O-Train (approx. 0.5%).  

 

TransLink’s conventional bus system (CMBC and WVMT) carried by far the largest number of 

boarded passengers and had the highest service hours and kilometres by a wide margin that is 

matched by an equally high comparative cost.  Ottawa is the next highest, reflecting the fact that 

buses provide rapid transit service as well as local service.  Ottawa’s bus system serves the City of 

Ottawa only, as a separate system serves the other part of the urban region in Gatineau.  Calgary’s 

and Winnipeg’s bus systems carry roughly a third of the passenger boardings of TransLink.   



TransLink Efficiency Review 

Bus Division Performance  57 

Cost per hour is high 

In terms of cost per hour, TransLink 

was the second highest after 

Ottawa.  As mentioned previously, 

Ottawa’s extensive busway and 

peak oriented service profile adds 

significant costs to its bus service.  

CMBC costs were 12.6% higher than 

Calgary, even though they are quite 

similar, as both systems have large 

feeder bus systems and an 

extensive light rail system, 

comparable operator wage rates 

and labour utilization (operator paid 

hours to service hours).  Winnipeg 

and Victoria had significantly lower 

costs than CMBC as both are smaller in size and purely bus systems.  On a cost per kilometre basis, 

TransLink is highest followed by Ottawa.    

Highest wages rates 

CMBC had the highest wage rates 

for both operators and mechanics.  

Calgary was the second highest.  

Both regions have experienced high 

growth and some labour shortages 

between 2006 and 2010.  Victoria 

was the lowest in the peer group, 

but makes an interesting 

comparison with TransLink, as they 

were part of the same organization 

(BC Transit) prior to 1999 and had 

the same wages at that time.  

Twelve years later, the top operator 

wage in CMBC is more than $3.00 

per hour higher than Victoria.  The 

disparity in top wage for mechanics is even higher ($4.01). 

Source: OC Transpo, Winnipeg Transit, BC Transit Victoria, Calgary Transit & CMBC 

FIGURE 5-13: TRANSLINK VS. COMPARATORS, 
COST PER HOUR, 2010 

Source: OC Transpo, Winnipeg Transit, BC Transit Victoria, Calgary Transit & CMBC 

 

FIGURE 5-14: TRANSLINK VS. COMPARATORS 
WAGE RATES, 2010 
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Labour utilization is mid range amongst its peers  

TransLink had lower operator paid 

hours to service hours than Ottawa 

and Calgary but was higher 

compared to Victoria and Winnipeg.  

Ottawa’s high ratio reflects its very 

high commuter peaks, which results 

in poorer labour utilization.  Victoria 

again is an interesting comparison, 

as it has a collective agreement that 

is similar to CMBC’s yet its operator 

paid to service hours ratio is 5% 

lower. 

 

 

Service effectiveness is mid-range compared to peers  

Winnipeg recorded higher boardings per hour and kilometre than TransLink because of a more 

dense service area.  Ottawa’s higher boardings per hour is due to their busway system and heavy 

use of articulated buses.  TransLink’s boardings per hour were higher than Calgary and Victoria, 

which both have low density service areas.  Calgary’s extensive light rail system also results in most 

bus services providing feeder service to the rail system and its performance may also be affected by 

a large system of park and rides at LRT stations.  

FIGURE 5-16: TRANSLINK VS. COMPARATORS, 
BOARDINGS PER HOUR, 2010 

Source: OC Transpo, Winnipeg Transit, BC Transit Victoria, Calgary Transit & CMBC 

 

FIGURE 5-15: TRANSLINK VS. COMPARATORS, OPERATOR 
PAID HOURS TO SERVICE HOURS, 2010 
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Source: OC Transpo, Winnipeg Transit, BC Transit Victoria, Calgary Transit & CMBC 

 

FIGURE 5-17: TRANSLINK VS. COMPARATORS, 
BOARDINGS PER KM, 2010 
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Operating efficiency low compared to peers 

Ottawa ranks the highest in operating speed, again due to its segregated busway.  Calgary rated 

second highest due to its extensive higher speed road network and very low recovery time.  CMBC’s 

average speed was the second slowest after Winnipeg.   

CMBC also had the highest 

percentage of recovery time 

(24.8%), followed by Victoria 

(19.0%).  Calgary reported the 

lowest percentage of recovery time 

(9.2%).  As much of the bus system 

feeds their frequent rail service, 

schedulers allow a few minutes at 

the end of each trip because timed 

meets are deemed unnecessary.  

In terms of spare vehicle ratio, 

TransLink was slightly lower than  

Calgary.  Winnipeg had the most 

favourable spare vehicle ratio 

followed by Ottawa.  Winnipeg, in 

particular, has a highly standardized bus fleet that allows for a low spare ratio.  

COMMUNITY SHUTTLE  

Community shuttle service represents about 13.5% of the region’s total bus service hours, of which 

15% is delivered by two contracted service providers and WVMT and the balance by CMBC.  The 

15% is consistent with a minimum set by TransLink Board for contracting service in 2007.  It is 

important to note that community shuttle service operated by CMBC are governed by a separate 

collective agreement that includes a lower operator wage rate and more flexible work rules than 

those associated with conventional bus services. 

CMBC delivered 0.47 million hours and 9.2 million kilometres of community shuttle service in 2010.  

This represented approximately 85% of all community shuttle service hours and 82% of all 

community shuttle service kilometres.  In total, community shuttle service accounted for $39.1 

million or 6.7% of total bus division expenditure in 2010.    

Community shuttle services are operated using smaller (24-passenger or less) buses, with the 

exception of one contracted operator that uses some 33-passenger vehicles.  The active fleet 

operated by CMBC in 2010 totalled 138 vehicles.  CMBC’s community shuttle operations were 

divided between four depots from 2006 to 2008 and then consolidated into three because of depot 

capacity constraints.  

FIGURE 5-18: TRANSLINK VS. COMPARATORS,  
% RECOVERY TIME & SPARE RATIO, 2010 

Source: OC Transpo, Winnipeg Transit, BC Transit Victoria, Calgary Transit & CMBC 
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Five-Year Trend  

TABLE 5-7: CMBC COMMUNITY SHUTTLE SERVICE STATISTICS, 2006 TO 2010 

 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 
% CHANGE 
2006-10 

Total Operating Cost
19

 
(million) 

$24.7 $28.6 $34.0 $37.1 $39.1 58.5% 

Revenue Hours (million)  0.429   0.466   0.514   0.551   0.557  29.7% 

Revenue Kilometres (million)  8.9   9.4   10.5   11.3   11.3  27.2% 

Revenue Passengers (million)  6.0   5.9   5.8   5.9   6.0  1.0% 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

Costs grew faster than for conventional bus services 

The total cost28 for community 

shuttle service increased from $24.7 

million in 2006 to $39.1 million in 

2010.  This represented a 58.5% 

increase, which is higher than the 

increase in conventional bus costs 

(28.2%) over this period and 

substantially more than inflation 

(6.4%) and population growth 

(7.9%).   

In 2010, operations accounted for 

just over half of the total 

expenditures on community shuttle.  

Between 2006 and 2010, spending 

on operations rose by 45.2%.  This 

increase reflected growth in service hours and kilometres as well as labour costs.  Management also 

advised that consolidation of much of the CMBC community shuttle fleet at the Oakridge depot in 

Vancouver has increased non-productive time (deadheading) and added cost, as buses serving North 

Vancouver, Richmond and Burnaby must travel between Vancouver and these areas at the start/end 

of service.  The growth in operations expenditures represented 42.9% of the five year total cost 

increase for community shuttle.  

CMBC and contractor administration were the second largest expenditure in 2010, accounting for 

27.4% of total costs.  Spending in these areas grew by 61.4% over five years and represented over a 

quarter of the five year cost increase.   

                                                           
28

 Excludes property taxes, leases, fare media, insurance, TransLink corporate costs and TransLink police costs. 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-19: COMMUNITY SHUTTLE,  
COST BREAKDOWN, 2006-2010 
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Maintenance totalled 13.5% of total expenditures in 2010.  Although maintenance spending 

increased by 158.3% over the five years, it represented less than a quarter of the total cost growth.  

Fuel cost represented 8.2 % of total spending in 2010.  They increased by 40.5% over the five year 

period and accounted for 6.8% of the five year total cost growth.   

Low ridership return from service growth 

Between 2006 and 2010, service 

hours and kilometres increased by 

29.7%  and 27.2% respectively.  

However, boarded passengers 

increased by only 1.0%.  This low 

return suggests that service 

expansion during this period has 

occurred in areas with very low 

transit use.  Community shuttle 

carries only 3% of the bus system’s 

total boarded passengers. 

 

 Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-20: COMMUNITY SHUTTLE, 
SERVICE HOURS & KMS, 2006-2010 
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Service Performance 

Cost efficiency and effectiveness has declined 

Total operating cost per hour29 for 

community shuttle grew from 

$57.53 to $70.33 over the five 

years, an increase of 22.2%, which 

was far in excess of inflation (6.4%) 

and the increase in conventional 

bus cost per hour (9.5%).  Cost per 

kilometre went up even more 

(24.6%) over this period, rising from 

$2.79 to $3.47.   

With service hours increasing by 

29.7% and passenger growth flat, 

boardings per service hour declined 

22.1% from 13.9 to 10.8 over the 

five year period.  This is a significant drop in a relatively short period of time.  As a result, the cost 

per boarding increased by 56.9% from $4.14 to $6.50.   

Operations Performance 

Labour utilization compares favourably to conventional bus 

CMBC community shuttle operator 

paid hours30 to revenue hours were 

1.209 in 2010, a very favourable 

rating compared to 1.405 for 

conventional bus. This is because 

the community shuttle collective 

agreement’s work rules include 

fewer allowances and premiums 

than the conventional bus 

agreement.  The use of part time 

drivers and casuals also contributes 

to a more efficient use of labour 

                                                           
29

 Excludes property taxes, leases, fare media, insurance, TransLink corporate costs and TransLink police costs. 
30

 Data on operator paid hours for contracted operators is not available.  

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

1.100

1.120

1.140

1.160

1.180

1.200

1.220

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

P
ai

d
 H

o
u

rs
 t

o
 R

e
ve

n
u

e
 H

o
u

rs

FIGURE 5-22: COMMUNITY SHUTTLE,  
RATIO OF PAID TO REVENUE HRS, 2006-2010 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-21: COMMUNITY SHUTTLE, COST PER PASSENGER, 
HR & KM, 2006-2010 
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and there is also no spare board31 requirement.  Still, this indicator has gone up from 1.11 in 2006.  

Unproductive time remains high 

In 2010, the percentage of 

recovery32 to total running time for 

the CMBC community shuttle 

service was 32.8%; down 1.6 

percentage points from 2008 but 

substantially higher than 

conventional bus services (24.8%).  

Short routes coupled with the 

requirement for timed transfer 

connections, clock headways and 

few interlining opportunities 

contributed to this higher ratio.  

Deadhead costs have increased 

slightly due to longer deadhead 

routes according to management33. 

How does CMBC’s Performance Compare to Contracted Providers? 

Contracted community shuttle costs 

per hour 34 were $19.43 or 36.0% 

less than CMBC’s in-house delivered 

service in 2010.  This compares to a 

gap of $14.56 in 2006.  Despite a 

higher rate of growth in contractor 

costs over the five years, the 

widened gap to CMBC resulted 

because service hours for 

contracted providers also grew 

more than for CMBC (42.9% vs. 

27.5%).  

The increase in contracted 

community shuttle costs exceeded 

those for CMBC in operations, fuel 

                                                           
31

 Spare board is a roster of bus operators who receive full pay to be available to fill in for scheduled operators who are absent 
due to illness or other time off.  The current conventional bus collective agreement requires a spare board of at least 8% of 
scheduled operators.  
32

 Data on recovery and deadhead time for contracted operators is not available.  
33

 Data for 2006 and 2008 was unavailable. 
34

 Excludes property taxes, leases, fare media, insurance and TransLink corporate and police costs.  

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-23: COMMUNITY SHUTTLE,  
% RECOVERY & DEADHEAD TIME, 2008-2010 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

FIGURE 5-24: CMBC VS. CONTRACTED,  
COSTS PER HOUR, 2006-2010 
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Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company, BC Transit Victoria and Calgary Transit 

and administration/corporate costs 

but CMBC ‘s cost growth was 

substantially higher in maintenance 

(176.6% vs. 62.9%).  

Cost per boarded passenger for 

contracted community shuttle was 

$3.96 lower than CMBC ($3.42 

versus $7.38).   Higher boardings 

per hour for the contracted service 

coupled with its lower hourly cost 

explain this difference.  Its higher 

boardings per hour reflect the 

markets served by the contracted 

providers, which are more mature 

and have higher levels of ridership.  

How does CMBC’s Performance Compare to its Peers? 

BC Transit Victoria and Calgary Transit operate community shuttle services.  Both are delivered in-

house and focus primarily on serving outlying suburban communities, where they provide feeder 

services to trunk line rail and/or bus services.  Each operates routes similar to CMBC.   

Like CMBC, the standard vehicles used in Victoria are medium duty 24-passenger vehicles, which are 

equipped with wheelchair lifts.  Both systems cite the need for a more accessible low floor vehicle 

but have concerns over vehicle cost and reliability.  Calgary is operating some slightly larger low 

floor community shuttle buses.  Table 5-8 below compares CMBC community shuttle service 

performance in 2010 to those of Victoria and Calgary. 

TABLE 5-8: COMPARISON OF CMBC & CANADIAN PEER SYSTEM STATISTICS, 2010 

 CMBC & CONTRACTED VICTORIA CALGARY 

Cost
35

 per Hour $77.27 $57.40 $85.02 

Cost
29

 per Boarding $7.14 $8.79 $6.96 

Boardings per Hour 9.9 6.5 12.2 

Operator Paid Hours to Revenue Hrs 1.21 1.09 1.159 

Maintenance Cost
26

 per km $0.52 $0.31 $0.22 

% Recovery Time 32.8% 18.6% +/-10% 

Spare Vehicle Ratio 29.0% 38.1% 35.2% 

Top Operator Wage Rate $23.36 $20.71 $20.18 

                                                           
35

 CMBC costs have been adjusted to include an allocation of TransLink costs (see Appendix A) so as to be comparable with fully 
allocated cost in the other systems.  

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 
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CMBC’s community shuttle performance compared to the two other systems is mixed.  CMBC ranks 

second in cost per revenue hour and cost per boarding.  On the other hand, it has the highest 

recovery time ratio and operator wage rate as well as  the least favourable labour utilization.  

Calgary has a higher cost but also higher boardings per hour, while Victoria has the lowest cost per 

hour.  Both have lower wage rates, recovery time ratios and more favourable labour utilization.   

FLEET  

The number of vehicles that a transit system has is determined by its peak service requirement, 

usually the am or pm commuter peak on weekdays.  Over and above this, most transit agencies plan 

to have some extra vehicles to use when vehicles are out of service for scheduled or unscheduled 

maintenance, which is influenced by maintenance practice and policy as well as average vehicle age.  

This practice ensures that the peak service requirement continues to be met.  There is no industry 

standard in Canada for the appropriate number of spare vehicles.  Transit agencies try to minimize 

the number of spares to reduce unnecessary capital expenditures and other costs, such as 

maintenance, insurance, storage, etc.  The percentage of spares to the peak vehicle requirement is 

the industry measure that is commonly used to track efficiency in fleet utilization.   

As recently as two decades ago, spare ratios were typically in the 10% to 15% range of the peak 

vehicles.  This has increased in recent years because of the growing diversity of transit fleets and 

complexity of vehicles.  As a result, many transit companies now plan for spares in the range of 12% 

to 20% of peak requirements.  In the US, the Federal Transit Administration (FTA) guideline is for 

20% of peak service.   

CMBC has established spare ratios for each type of vehicle in its fleet as follows: 

 Standard diesel buses 18% 

 Articulated diesel buses 20%  

 Standard CNG buses 25% 

 Standard & articulated electric trolley buses 25% 

 Community Shuttles 25% 

CMBC Conventional Fleet  

Diesel and CNG buses 

Standard 40’ diesel buses are the most numerous and versatile vehicles in CBMC’s fleet.  They are 

used across the region.  They can be operated and maintained at all depots and their versatility 

allows them to be moved easily where and when required.  They are the least expensive of the 

conventional buses to procure, operate and maintain.    

Since 2006, TransLink has acquired over 800 conventional vehicles, including 180 hybrid buses.  In 

addition, 15 CNG vehicles were acquired to replace previously leased vehicles.  Approximately, one-
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third of conventional buses were acquired for service expansion (this includes spares based on 

policy numbers) and the remainder for vehicle replacement.   

Hybrid Bus Acquisition 

Hybrid buses have contributed to a marked reduction in diesel fuel consumption rates (discussed in 

the next subsection of the report) and greenhouse gas emissions.  However, this has come at a cost.  

Diesel hybrids cost $210,000 more than conventional diesel buses.  Table 5-9 below illustrates that 

the net present value of fuel and maintenance savings is approximately $60,000.  Taking the 

$210,000 purchase premium into account, there is a cost on a net present value basis that exceeds 

$150,000.  In addition, Table 5-9 includes an analysis of the asset lifecycle costs of CNG vehicles.  

Based on this analysis, CNG buses also come at a premium to diesel in terms of asset lifecycle costs .  

TABLE 5-9: LIFECYCLE COST COMPARISON – DIESEL VS CNG AND HYBRID VEHICLES  

VEHICLE TYPE 
TOTAL LIFECYCLE 

NPV 
(A)+ (B) + (C) 

PURCHASE PRICE 
 

(A) 

NPV FUEL  LIFECYCLE 

COSTS 

(B) 

NPV MAINTENANCE 

LIFECYCLE COSTS 

(C) 

Diesel $906,000 $383,000 $294,000 $229,000 

CNG $,1048,000* $462,000 $271,000 $315,000 

Hybrid $,1060,000 $593,000 $237,000 $230,000 

 

 

Electric trolley buses 

Unlike diesel buses, electric trolleys are restricted to a handful of major routes where there are 

electrical catenaries or overhead to support trolley operation.  Most routes operate in the City of 

Vancouver with several routes extending to UBC and one into Burnaby.  While diesel buses can act 

as spares for trolleys, the reverse is not true for trolleys.  The capital cost of an electric trolley is 

roughly double that of a standard diesel bus.    

In 2003, the TransLink Board awarded a contract to purchase 228 new electric trolley buses, 

including 40 articulated trolleys, to replace its aging fleet.  Two articulated trolleys were assumed to 

be the equivalent of three standard trolleys in terms of passenger carrying capacity.  The trolley 

order included a 16% spare ratio.  Due to the constrained capital budget at the time, the 228 were 

viewed as the minimum required to operate a rationalized trolley network after the opening of the 

Canada Line.   

In 2009, a second contract was awarded for an additional 34 articulated trolleys bringing the total 

fleet to 262 vehicles, of which 74 are articulated vehicles.  All of these vehicles are now in active 

service.  The basis for this additional procurement is unclear. 

 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

*Does not include facility fueling and retrofit costs. 
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Community Shuttle Vehicles 

Between 2006 and 2010, 160 community shuttle vehicles were acquired.  Of this total, 29% of 

community shuttle vehicles were acquired for service expansion (including provision for spares per 

CMBC’s spare policy) and 71% were acquired to replace aging vehicles.  

5-Year Trend and Peer Comparisons 

Diesel and CNG spare ratios have Increased 

CMBC’s diesels, articulated and CNG bus fleet grew from 903 to 1,054 vehicles or 16.7% over the 

five year period.  The peak vehicle requirement increased from 758 to 812 or 7.1%.   As more 

vehicles were added than the peak service required, the spare ratio expanded from 19.1% to 29.8% 

between 2006 and 2010.  Management report vehicles require a two year lead time to procure.  

Buses were bought in anticipation of expansion in 2008 and 2009, but funding shortfalls slowed 

expansion, resulting in additional spares than required.   Spare vehicle ratios should decline as 

vehicle replacement or future expansion absorb the excess.     

Although TransLink’s diesel and CNG bus spare ratio in 2010 was comparable to those of Victoria 

and Calgary (28.6% and 30.4% respectively), it was higher than those in Winnipeg (13.1%), Toronto 

(23.3%) and Ottawa (23.6%).   

Low utilization of electric trolley fleet 

In 2010, the peak hour vehicle 

requirement for trolleys was 187 in 

the am peak and 208 in the pm 

peak, leaving 75 and 54 trolleys as 

spares respectively.  The difference 

in the peak requirements means 

that only 21 trolley buses are 

needed for several hours on 

weekday afternoons.   The current 

spare vehicle ratio is 40% during the 

am peak and 26% during the pm 

peak.  Unlike diesel bus spares, 

there does not appear to be any 

place to use the spare trolleys in the 

future without incurring additional 

capital costs to expand the routes served by trolleys.   

There are very few transit systems in North America that operate trolleys.  Consequently, the fleets 

vary widely in size and age.  King County Metro operates the third largest fleet (and the oldest fleet).  

They report their current spare ratio is 37%.  The San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency or 

FIGURE 5-26: TROLLEY PEAK HOUR VEHICLE REQUIREMENT, 
2006-2010 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 
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Muni operates the largest fleet and indicates a spare ratio of 38%36.  Muni report their fleet is aging 

and has had reliability problems requiring a high spare ratio to meet the peak service requirement.   

Due to trolley vehicle age, neither system’s spare ratio serves as a good comparable for CMBC.  

Community shuttle utilization is also low  

CMBC’s policy is to have a 25% 

spare vehicle ratio37 for community 

shuttle.  This means that for every 

four buses in peak period service, 

there should be one vehicle in 

reserve to handle unforeseen 

maintenance or other emergencies.  

In 2010, CMBC’s spare vehicle ratio 

exceeded this policy level with a 

spare ratio of 29.0% in the peak 

period, although this is down from a 

high of 49.5% in 2008.   

The age of the community shuttle 

fleet and resulting higher 

maintenance requirements may partly explain its high spare vehicle ratio in the peak period.  

However, community shuttle vehicles are also not well utilized during the evening time period.  

According to CMBC, only 26 out of a fleet of 138 are required for the evening service base (after 

9:00 pm).  

ENERGY 

TransLink uses diesel fuel, compressed natural gas (CNG) and electricity to run conventional and 

community shuttle bus services.  In 2010, TransLink’s total energy costs totalled $47 million, of 

which CMBC accounted for $45 million with the remainder attributed to WVMT and contracted 

community shuttle providers.38   

In 2010, CMBC’s conventional bus and community shuttle operations spent $41.1 million on diesel 

fuel, $1.3 million on CNG and $2.4 million on electricity for trolley operations.  Diesel fuel accounted 

for over 90% of conventional and community shuttle vehicle energy costs.  This translated into a 

requirement for over 41 million litres of diesel fuel, of which 38.5 and 2.5 million litres were 

consumed by conventional bus and community shuttle operations respectively.39  

                                                           
36 

National Transit Data Base.  King County Metro reports one trolley route out of service  due to bridge construction.  The 
normal spare ratio is 17%. 
37

 Data on spare vehicle ratio for contracted operators is not available.  
38

 Another $0.9 million was spent on SeaBus and $2.2 million for custom transit. 
39

 SeaBus required another 1.1 million litres of diesel fuel. 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

 

FIGURE 5-27: COMMUNITY SHUTTLE,  
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Fuel Budget and Cost Management 

Each year, the fuel budget is constructed based on forecast consumption and pricing.  TransLink 

employs economic and petroleum industry advisory services to forecast fuel prices and information 

received from the operating depots regarding consumption.   

As the consumption forecast is based on historic depot data, it does not reflect fleet changes, such 

as the introduction of new hybrid vehicles, that may result in lower consumption, thus building in a 

cost contingency.  Owing to limitations in data collection, the consumption rate is not specific to the 

make or model of vehicle.  A project to collect vehicle-specific consumption data is in process.  

As electricity is provided exclusively by BC Hydro, its cost is non-negotiable and beyond TransLink 

management’s control.  While fuel prices have been subject to significant price volatility in recent 

years, fuel is a commercial commodity that TransLink is able to manage through its method of 

procurement.  It does so by competitively tendering its fuel requirements to suppliers and then, 

based on Board policy,40 entering into fixed price contracts for up to 75% of their supply 

requirements.  

CMBC tendered their fuel requirements in 2008 and awarded the contract based on quality and 

security of supply as well as price, including discounts and delivery charges, availability of fixed 

pricing options and other considerations.  CMBC’s supplier has a one year limit on fixed price 

contracts.  Fuel supply next goes to bid in 2014.  

By mid-January 2011, staff had reached their 75% limit through 2012 and were buying into January, 

2013.  While CMBC has been successful at locking in their target volumes, it comes at a cost.  CMBC 

advised their supplier charges a fixed price contract premium in the range of $0.06 to $0.08 per litre.  

The premium is estimated based on diesel futures pricing at the time volumes are locked in.  

Assuming staff enters into fixed price supply contracts covering 75% of the annual fuel volume, the 

fixed price premium is approximately $1.9 to $2.5 million per year. 

                                                           
40

 In December 2011, the TransLink Board passed a policy on price hedging activities, including fuel price risk management.  The 
policy sets requirements with respect to hedging through derivative instruments, including managing counterparty risk.  The 
corporate policy prohibits hedging fuel supply through commodity derivatives but allows physical hedging through fixed price 
contracts.  Management is allowed to lock in up to 75% of their volume on fixed price contracts.   
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5-Year Trend 

TABLE 5-10: CMBC CONVENTIONAL & COMMUNITY SHUTTLE BUS ENERGY COSTS, 2006 TO 2010 

ENERGY COSTS ($M) 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 
% CHANGE 
2006-10 

Conventional Bus—       

Electricity $1.76 $1.77 $1.95 $2.01 $2.49 41.1% 

CNG $0.78 $2.02 $2.05 $1.69 $1.33 71.2% 

Diesel $35.0 $32.4 $44.1 $33.2 $38.6 10.5% 

Sub-Total $37.5 $36.2 $48.1 $36.9 $42.5 13.2% 

Community Shuttle—       

Diesel $1.87 $2.01 $2.82 $2.12 $2.53 35.1% 

Total $39.4 $38.2 $50.9 $39.0 $45.0 14.3% 

Year-to-Year % Change  -3.0% 33.3% -23.3% 15.2%  

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

 

Between 2006 and 2010, energy 

costs for conventional and 

community shuttle bus service  

increased by 13.2% and 14.3% 

respectively.  This compared to 

service kilometre growth of 19.7% 

and 24.3% respectively.  Within 

conventional bus services, diesel, 

CNG and trolley bus kilometres 

increased by  17.7%, 117.5% and 

14.9% respectively. The spike in fuel 

costs in 2008 reflected the diesel 

fuel price hike that occurred that 

year, after which prices and costs 

moderated.  

On a cost per kilometre basis, there has been a marked reduction in the conventional diesel and 

CNG cost over the five year period.  This occurred despite an increase in the rack rate for base diesel 

fuel as well as significant increases in carbon tax and regional fuel tax that occurred over this period.  

These improvements were achieved through reduced fuel consumption.   

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

CB=Community Bus       CS=Community Shuttle 
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Figure 5-29 illustrates the reduction 

in diesel and CNG bus consumption 

of fuel per kilometre over the five 

years.  Management advised that 

these reductions were primarily 

attributable to the acquisition of 

more fuel efficient vehicles, 

including 180 hybrid diesels and 

new lighter body CNG buses, as well 

as the introduction of the anti-idling 

program, city bylaws banning idling, 

specified service changes and 

operator training programs that 

teach more fuel efficient driving.  

 

How does CMBC’s Fuel Procurement Compare to its Peers? 

CMBC’s current fuel procurement practices are similar to those employed at BC Transit.  Under BC 

Transit corporate policy, staff have the authority to secure 20% to 90% of their annual volume 

through fixed price contracts.  The premium associated with its fixed price contracts is comparable 

to that paid by CMBC.  In recent years, the volume secured by BC Transit Victoria through fixed price 

contracts has been at the low end of its permitted range, with its remaining requirements purchased 

at rack rate.  This approach was adopted to avoid the premium attached to fixed price purchases on 

the premise that to break even on this additional expenditure would require the average diesel fuel 

rack rates to increase by the amount of the premium.  For Victoria, the amount of the premium 

outweighed the benefits of budget certainty.   

FIGURE 5-29: CMBC, GROWTH IN ENERGY CONSUMPTION PER 

KILOMETRE BY VEHICLE TYPE, 2006-2010 
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MAINTENANCE  

In 2010, TransLink’s total direct 

maintenance expenditures41 for 

conventional bus and community 

shuttle services totalled $110.5 

million and $5.3 million 

respectively.  CMBC accounted for 

most of these costs with $107.6 

million spent on conventional bus 

and $4.8 million on community 

shuttle.42  The remainder were 

incurred by WVMT and contracted 

community shuttle providers. 

 

 

 

5-Year Trend  

TABLE 5-11: CMBC CONVENTIONAL & COMMUNITY SHUTTLE BUS MAINTENANCE COSTS, 2006 TO 2010 

CMBC MAINTENANCE COSTS 
(millions) 

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 
% CHANGE 
2006-10 

Conventional Bus Allocated $35.62 $41.63 $46.65 $51.46 $55.14 54.8% 

Conventional Bus Unallocated $31.85 $32.73 $34.87 $40.70 $35.66 12.0% 

Fleet Overhaul $12.26 $15.39 $18.05 $18.25 $16.79 36.9% 

Sub-Total $79.73 $89.75 $99.56 $110.40 $107.60 35.0% 

Community Shuttle Allocated $0.77 $1.24 $1.98 $3.26 $3.80 396.7% 

Community Shuttle Unallocated $0.96 $1.38 $1.44 $0.51 $0.96 0.4% 

Sub-Total $1.72 $2.62 $3.42 $3.77 $4.76 176.6% 

CMBC Corporate (General Costs) $4.58 $3.78 $3.74 $6.40 $6.25 36.4% 

Total Direct & Indirect Costs $86.03 $96.5 $106.71 $120.58 $118.61 37.9% 

Year-to-Year % Change  12.2% 10.6% 13.0% -1.6%   

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

                                                           
41

 Excludes CMBC corporate and TransLink corporate costs and other allocations pertaining to maintenance. 
42

 This includes an allocation of CMBC corporate costs between the modes as per CMBC Finance. 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 
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MAINTENANCE BUDGETING AND CONTROL 

Lifecycle cost analysis dictates that vehicles should be replaced before major component replacements are 

required.  Increased wear and tear on aging vehicles combined with major component replacement results in 

significant incremental maintenance costs.  CMBC generally bases its conventional bus maintenance on a 17 year 

service life arrived at through an asset lifecycle cost analysis .  At ten years, a major mid-life upgrade is performed 

that includes major component rebuild, repainting, replacing floors and any required frame work.   At 17 years, an 

inspection is performed to determine whether expected usage (i.e., kilometres) has occurred and the condition of 

the vehicle in terms of maintenance requirements.  For community shuttle vehicles. the expected life span is five to 

six year service life depending on duty cycle and mileage.  

Each year, maintenance prepares an annual work plan for planned upgrades as well as unplanned maintenance 

(road calls, bad order buses etc.).  Approximately  60% of maintenance work is planned as opposed to unplanned.  

The latter is based on historic experience.   

The work plan is budgeted based on standard labour times and materials.  Labour times form the basis of the 

manpower requirement and labour budget.  CMBC maintenance staff develop standard labour times by breaking 

jobs into specific tasks and assigning time to tasks based on time/motion studies.  Given differences in both the mix 

and age of fleets as well as maintenance practices, there are no industry standard work times.   

Every transit agency’s maintenance shop also develops its standard labour rates differently.  Some take the total 

annual mechanic wages and benefits and divide this by working hours (wrench time) thus capturing non-productive 

time in the labour rate.  Others only include direct time and related benefits for maintenance hours worked.  Either 

approach is acceptable but the latter method may increase the visibility of non-productive time because this cost is 

not incorporated into direct job costs when work orders are carried out. 

At CMBC, labour is charged to vehicle maintenance jobs using a rate that captures both productive and non-

productive time.   This has the effect of overstating direct vehicle maintenance costs when compared to other 

systems that develop internal rates based on productive time.   

During the course of the year, every work order includes a time estimate based on standard hours, which 

mechanics are expected to adhere to in completing their work.  Job cost variances are analysed by type of job and 

depot to determine whether the time standard needs adjusting or reassignment, retraining or discipline is required.      
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Between 2006 and 2010, CMBC’s 

total fleet maintenance 

expenditures increased 35.0% from 

$86.0 million to $118.6 million. 43  

The rate of growth in community 

shuttle expenditures, although very 

small in dollar terms to those of 

conventional bus, was dramatic 

(176.6%).  Increases in maintenance 

cost for both conventional bus and 

community shuttle exceeded 

service kilometre growth (19.7% 

and 24.3% respectively).44   

Direct costs spent on vehicle repairs 

and maintenance increased by 

62.0% over the five years, which is well in excess of service expansion and labour cost growth over 

this period.  Indirect costs45 grew at a lower rate (20.2%), although at a rate higher than inflation or 

labour cost growth.   

Management report that, while some productivity gains have been realized from “plug and play” 

replacement of vehicle components, technology changes, including engine emission control 

systems, cameras, air conditioning, GIS, diagnostic and other systems, have increased the 

complexity of bus maintenance and added to maintenance requirements and costs.  This together 

with technology add-ons, such as sophisticated communications systems, electronic fareboxes, etc., 

have also created requirements for additional personnel with these skills.  However, they also 

reported that actual time spent on maintenance jobs in 2011 was 13% higher than the standard 

times allocated for this work.   

                                                           
43

 These costs do not include any allocation for TransLink costs.  
44

 These figures represent CMBC conventional and community shuttle kilometre growth only.  They exclude WVMT and 
contracted community shuttle service kilometre increases. 
45

 Indirect costs comprise unallocated costs bus services (fuelling & cleaning), trolley overhead and rectifier maintenance,  fleet 
engineering & technical support, road services, Special Work Team, non-revenue vehicles, vehicle accident repairs, and any 
other net costs in the garages (such as non-wrench time) as well as CMBC corporate costs. 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

CB=Community Bus       CS=Community Shuttle 

 

FIGURE 5-31: CMBC, FLEET MAINTENANCE COSTS,  
REVENUE HRS & KMS, 2006-2010 
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Maintenance Performance 

Conventional bus maintenance cost per kilometre in line with labour cost increases 

Fleet maintenance cost46 per 

kilometre increased by 14.8% from 

$1.08 to $1.24 over the five year 

period.  Excluding CMBC corporate 

cost, which has not been allocated 

on a mode basis, maintenance per 

kilometre for conventional bus grew 

by 12.8% over the five years from 

$1.17 to $1.32.  Cost per kilometre 

for community shuttle increased by 

122.6% from $0.23 to $0.52.    

The increase in conventional bus 

maintenance cost per kilometre is 

slightly higher than labour cost 

growth over this period (12%).  In 

the case of community shuttle, management report problems resulting from the loads for 

wheelchair lifts, fareboxes and other equipment on the durability of these lighter weight vehicles.  

They also cite the age of the fleet and deferral of replacements due to the lack of a suitable vehicle 

as a contributing factors.  

                                                           
46

 Represents allocated and unallocated costs but excludes CBMC corporate or general costs but does not include TransLink 
corporate costs. 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

 

FIGURE 5-32: CONVENTIONAL BUS,  
MAINTENANCE COST PER KM, 2006-2010 
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Overtime has been reduced but maintenance personnel per bus increased 

Maintenance overtime declined 

from 8.3% to 1.2% from 2006 

through 2010. The analysis indicates 

that overtime is generally well 

controlled.  Management reports 

that maintenance staffing has not 

been an issue as vacancies are filled 

quickly and the formation of a 

Special Work Team to cover 

absences has assisted in reducing 

overtime.   

The number of buses per mechanic 

declined from 4.0 to 3.5 and per 

servicemen from 10.5 to 8.9 - 

reductions of 12.1% and 15.9% 

respectively.  The fact that there are 

more maintenance personnel per 

bus may have assisted in the 

reduction of overtime.  The 

question of whether this trade-off is 

positive financially is unclear. 

 

 

 

 

 

Percentage of indirect maintenance cost has decreased 

The percentage of indirect maintenance costs as a percentage of the total CMBC maintenance cost 

decreased by 7.4% from over the five year period.  This resulted largely because of the rate of 

growth in direct maintenance costs was more than double that for indirect costs.  In addition, direct 

costs, because of the method of calculating internal labour cost (see text box), include a portion of 

non-productive mechanic and serviceman time.    

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

 

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

 

FIGURE 5-33: CMBC, MAINTENANCE OVERTIME TO  
TOTAL HOURS, 2006-2010 

FIGURE 5-34: CMBC, 
# OF BUSES PER MECHANIC, 2006-2010 
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Performance by Vehicle Type  

In 2010, maintenance costs allocated to conventional bus were $55.1 million and for community 

shuttle $3.8 million, which represented 46.1% and 3.2% respectively of CMBC’s total maintenance 

expenditures.   

Diesel bus costs have increased the least 

Direct maintenance for diesel buses, which account for 76.3% of the total conventional bus fleet, 

rose significantly between 2006 and 2008 and then stabilized.  Overall, the cost per kilometre for 

diesels increased 13.0% from $0.54 to $0.61.  This increase only slightly exceeded labour cost 

growth over this period (12%). 

Trolley buses comprise the second largest portion of CMBC’s conventional bus fleet (19.9%).  Direct 

trolley maintenance cost per kilometre rose 75.3% from $0.46 to $0.81 over the five years.  The 

entire trolley fleet has been replaced during this time period, with the first vehicles coming into 

service in 2006 and the last order in 2011.  All vehicles, with the exception of the last order of 34 

vehicles,  were off warranty coverage by 2010, explaining why costs rose over the five years.  2011 

costs were reviewed to determine if 2010 costs were impacted by warranty coverage.  In 2011, the 

average cost per kilometre moderated slightly to $0.78. 

Trolley overhead maintenance cost per kilometre increased from $0.31 to $0.35, an increase of 

13.2% over the term.  This increase is in line with labour rate increases over the period.  By 

comparison, trolley overhead maintenance in Seattle was reported to cost $0.73 per kilometre,47 or 

roughly twice the rate of CMBC. 

Direct maintenance cost per 

kilometre for CNG buses, which 

represent 3.8% of the conventional 

bus fleet, increased 130.3% from 

$0.27 to $0.63 over the five years.  

Similar to trolleys, the entire CNG 

fleet was replaced commencing in 

2006 and warranty coverage did not 

terminate until 2010.  2011 costs 

were reviewed to determine if 2010 

costs were impacted by warranty 

coverage.  In 2011, the average per 

kilometre cost increased again to 

$0.68.  These costs include early 

replacement of engines, as CNG is 

                                                           
47

 $1.17 USD per mile according to King County Metro, Seattle.  

Source: Coast Mountain Bus Company 

 

FIGURE 5-35: MAINTENANCE COST PER KM 
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more corrosive than diesel.   At this point, costs are marginally higher than diesel, which is 

consistent with TransLink’s asset lifecycle cost analysis.  

Community shuttle direct maintenance cost per kilometre more than doubled over the five years, 

increasing from $0.10 in 2006 to $0.41 in 2010.  As stated previously, this dramatic rise in costs 

reflects both maintenance issues with these lighter duty vehicles and the age of the fleet.  

Community shuttle replacements have been deferred for the last two years because an acceptable 

vehicle has not been sourced.  Management attributed part of the high increase in community 

shuttle maintenance cost to this impasse. 

How does CMBC’s Performance Compare to its Peers? 

Maintenance organizations differ in their structure, complexity and requirements.  CMBC 

maintenance group is complex, as it must maintain a mixed fleet of diesels, electric trolleys and CNG 

buses as well as the trolley overhead and rectifier station network.   The two Canadian peer 

comparators, BC Transit Victoria and Calgary, have simpler maintenance requirements as they only 

operate diesel buses.   

No comparisons are available for trolley bus maintenance as specific information could not be 

obtained on what is included in maintenance costs for both Seattle and San Francisco to ensure 

meaningful comparisons with CMBC.  In addition, both agencies operate much older fleets than 

CMBC.  King County Metro in Seattle is in the process of procuring new trolleys.  Muni in San 

Francisco is also procuring new vehicles and report that their current fleet have reliability problems, 

leading to more frequent road failures and higher maintenance. 

Highest maintenance cost per kilometre for diesel buses 

In 2010, CBMC’s maintenance cost48 

per kilometre for diesel buses was 

the highest within our comparison 

group at $0.61.  Calgary and 

Victoria’s cost per kilometre were 

both $0.50.   

Part of the difference in costs 

between CMBC and Victoria is due 

to the method of labour rate 

calculation, as CMBC includes non-

productive time in the rate 

calculation, whereas Victoria does 

not.  CMBC’s top wage rate for 

                                                           
48

 Cost reflects direct costs only that are allocated to diesel bus maintenance.  Fleet overhaul and other maintenance support 
costs as well as CMBC and TransLink corporate cost are not included.  

Source: BC Transit Victoria, Calgary Transit & CMBC 

 

FIGURE 5-36: CMBC VS. COMPARATORS, DIESEL BUS 
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mechanics ($35.43) is also higher than both Calgary ($34.58) and Victoria ($31.42).  

Lowest in maintenance overtime but highest staffing per bus 

The number of buses49 per 

mechanic and servicemen at CMBC 

was substantially less than the two 

other systems in 2010.  At CMBC, 

this ratio was 2.5 compared to 4.1 in 

Victoria and 5.0 in Calgary.  Looking 

only at mechanics (including 

electricians and electrical 

technicians), there was 3.5 buses 

per mechanic at CMBC, compared 

to 6.1 in Victoria and 6.5 in Calgary.  

The same was true for servicemen.  

At CMBC, there were 8.9 buses per 

serviceman compared with 13.0 in 

Victoria and 22.2 in Calgary. 

CMBC had the lowest percentage of 

overtime in 2010 with the 

comparison group at 1.2%.  This 

compares with 1.4% in Calgary and 

3.0% in Victoria.  CMBC’s low 

amount of overtime is likely 

affected by its higher staffing levels. 
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 Includes both conventional and community buses for all three systems. 

Source: BC Transit Victoria, Calgary Transit & CMBC 

FIGURE 5-37: CMBC VS. COMPARATORS, # OF BUSES PER 

MECHANICS & SERVICEMEN, 2010 

FIGURE 5-38: CMBC VS. COMPARATORS, MAINTENANCE 

OVERTIME TO TOTAL HOURS, 2010 

Source: BC Transit Victoria, Calgary Transit & CMBC 
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Percentage of indirect costs high 

In a limited peer comparison, 

CMBC’s indirect maintenance costs 

represented 50.3% of total 

maintenance expenditures.  This 

compared to 45.3% in Victoria.  In 

addition, CMBC’s approach to 

labour rate calculation slightly 

understates indirect costs as a 

portion are allocated to direct 

expenditures through their 

approach to labour rate calculation. 

 

 

 

CMBC & TRANSLINK CORPORATE OVERHEAD  

A review of corporate overhead costs was not part of this assignment due to time and budget 

limitations.  However, in the course of analysing of the various areas of service delivery, the cost of 

overhead was observed to be a significant component in overall costs.  In addition, corporate 

overhead cost was not always factored into analyses involving in-house versus outsourcing decisions 

(i.e., “make or buy” analyses in maintenance).  In most cases, this is legitimate as the decision to out 

source a particular part would not necessarily reduce CMBC corporate overhead costs let alone 

TransLink’s corporate overhead requirements and costs.  However, it may factor in on larger 

decisions and does add to overall costs. For these reasons, some commentary was deemed 

appropriate. 

CMBC 

CMBC corporate overhead costs for conventional bus and community shuttle increased 25.4% and 

61.4% between 2006 and 2010, increases that are significantly higher than both service hour (15.8% 

and 29.7%) and ridership growth (7.1% and 1%) over the review period.  Within maintenance, 

corporate overhead costs also contributed to the high proportion of indirect costs to total costs 

(50.7%).     

TransLink Police 

Within Canada, TransLink is the only transit agency that has a dedicated police force.  All other 

transit agencies rely on their own internal security department and municipal/provincial police or 

Source: BC Transit Victoria & CMBC 

FIGURE 5-39: CMBC VS. BCT VICTORIA,  
DIRECT VS. INDIRECT COSTS, 2010 
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RCMP for their security requirements.  The decision to form a dedicated police force at TransLink 

occurred in December 2005, in response to concerns about security and fare evasion primarily 

related to SkyTrain.   

In 2011, TransLink police expenditures were $27.1 million, which represented an increase of 111.1% 

compared to 2006.  This increase partly reflects the addition of police officers for the Canada Line in 

2009.  At present, TransLink police have 167 sworn police officers and 63 civilian support staff.  In 

addition to TransLink police, CMBC has a transit security department with 62 staff positions and a 

budget of $6.75 million per year.  The mandate and responsibilities of the two groups are different.  

Due to these differences, management reports that there was no change in the size of CMBC Transit 

Security due to the introduction of the Transit Police.   

CMBC security are responsible for the protection and security of transit employees and passengers 

as well as CMBC corporate assets and property and handle incidents of a non-criminal nature.  

TransLink Police has the public as their primary mandate, do fare checking and issue tickets for fare 

violations.   

TransLink 

TransLink corporate overhead costs include governance costs (i.e., Board, Mayor’s Council & 

TransLink Commission)  and corporate departments, including finance, customer and public 

engagement, capital projects & engineering implementation, planning and policy, human resources 

and information technology (IT).  It also includes studies and one-time cost projects, such as added 

service during the Olympics in 2010.   

TransLink’s expenditures in 2011 totalled $68.0 million, of which $6.7 was for studies and one-time 

projects, $1.1 million in real estate holdings costs and the remainder for corporate activities.  This 

represented a 92.8% increase compared to 2006 spending.  However, if studies, one-time cost 

projects and the recently transferred IT and human resource costs are deducted, the increase in 

TransLink cost is 41%.  Regardless, this rate of increase far exceeds inflation (9.5%) and service hour 

growth50 (22.5%) over the same period.  As a percentage of total revenue, TransLink’s cost has 

increased from 4.0% to 5.7% between 2006 and 2011. 

TransLink’s IT costs are particularly noteworthy as they represented almost a third of TransLink’s 

total corporate costs.  This has been an area of major investment by TransLink.  In 2010, there were 

26 active IT capital projects with a budget cost of $34 million.  This compares with 13 active projects 

at the end of 2006 with a budget cost of $17.5 million.   

In Section 4, TransLink’s total administration cost51 (CMBC, BCRTC and TransLink) was compared to 

four Canadian peer transit systems, revealing that as a percentage of operating cost TransLink was 

higher with the exception of Toronto’s TTC.   As a percentage of total revenues, TransLink’s 2010 

                                                           
50

 All service rail, SeaBus and bus service hours including WVMT and contracted community shuttle providers. 
51

 Related only to rail and bus transit operations 
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administrative costs are the highest at 27.2% followed by Toronto at 24.1%, with the remaining 

systems ranging from 15.9% to 17.8%.52   

                                                           
52

 CUTA, Canadian Transit Fact Book, Operating Data 2010. 
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6. EFFICIENCY EVALUATION 

The previous sections of this report were intended to be diagnostic.  They focused on five year 

trends in expenditure, changes in TransLink’s performance using industry accepted efficiency, 

effectiveness and productivity indicators and comparisons of TransLink’s trend and performance 

with that of peer systems.   

This section builds on this quantitative analysis and looks at how service is delivered and how this  

may contribute to the findings in the quantitative analysis.  It also identifies areas of potential 

improvement and suggests some ways how this may be accomplished.  

FINANCE  

The review of TransLink’s actual to budget performance over the last six years reveals modest 

variation in revenues but consistent under spending in operations.  As transit service hours have 

exceeded target in every year except 2009 (due to the custom transit strike), service cuts can be 

ruled out as the reason for this under spending.   While TransLink is to be commended for its 

targeted efficiency initiatives, deferrals and cuts in operating expenditures in 2007 to 2010 seem to 

have more to do with containing cost escalation relative to budget than actual reductions in the 

budget.  That said, they only partly explain the difference between budget and actual spending. 

Debt service has also been consistently under budget over the last six years.  This traces back to 

delays in project completion, confirmed by a consistent pattern of projected cash flows $200 to 

$300 million under budget every year.  This under expenditure results in annual debt service 

requirements being overstated and adds to project management costs and IDC accrued on project 

expenditures.  All of these factors result in higher costs than necessary.  The review of capital 

projects also raises questions about project budget conservatism as well as whether contingency 

allocation is excessive and how it is managed or drawn down through the project process.   

While the budget development process and economic assumptions used by TransLink are sound in 

principle, closer examination shows that basing the budget on Q2 forecast results in an inflated 

forecast compared to year-end actual cost.  Budget directives specify that the 2012 base budget is to 

grow by no more than the rate of inflation (2% in 2012).  However, as the 2011 Q2 forecast 

operating expenditures exceeded year-end actual by $38 million, the 2012 base budget exceeds the 

specified inflation rate.  Furthermore, as the 2012 budget forms the base for the long term 

expenditure model, it appears that the excess cascades through the long term expenditure 

projections. 

By policy, an operating contingency set at 1% of operating expenditures ($10 million in 2012) is 

included in the budget to address TransLink’s budget risks.  While this may be reasonable and 

prudent, no analysis was provided to support or controvert the adequacy of this sum.  In addition, 

including the contingency within the core base budget instead of treating it as a cost that will vary 
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by year like real estate sale proceeds, again is likely to result in a cascading effect on long term 

expenditure projections.  Why this is needed when the CFS, which is intended to cover unexpected 

costs, is equal to 22% of 2012’s budget expenditures and almost double the Board policy level of 

12%, is also a question.      

Some overlapping contingencies were also observed.  For example, fuel consumption rates are 

based on historic depot level consumption as opposed to the make and model of vehicle.  With the 

increase in hybrids and more fuel-efficient vehicles, fuel consumption rates have been declining but 

the most current fuel consumption data is not being included in the budget process.   

The CFS is set by policy at no less than 12% of funded expenditures, yet it currently is 22% of 2012 

funded expenditures.  No analysis or rationale supporting this level of reserves has been provided.  

In reviewing the financial statements of comparable transit organizations, no industry-standard for 

equity levels were identified.  Recommending the appropriate level for the CFS is beyond the scope 

of this assignment.  However, it is incumbent on TransLink staff to fully analyse and document the 

reserve requirements supporting the 12% policy directive. 

It is apparent from the analysis that budgets are prepared conservatively, particularly since the fuel 

price shocks of 2008.  In the last three years, total expenditures have averaged 5.4% under budget 

and the net proceeds have consistently exceeded expectations.  The combination of operating 

contingencies, minimum CFS levels and budget conservatism point to a financial buffer that exceeds  

normal requirements.  

What Can be Done to Make Improvements? 

Readjust Budget Cost Base 

A more rigorous approach to expenditure forecasting is required.  This should include revising the 

Q2 forecast procedures to develop a more exact and realistic year-end expenditure forecast thus 

ensuring that the base for the subsequent year’s budget is not inflated.   

Establish  contingency requirements based on probabilistic analysis 

Consideration should be given to modelling the contingency requirement using a probabilistic 

approach that includes a range of economic assumptions and scenarios (e.g.,  Monte Carlo 

simulation modelling).   Once established, the contingency should be reviewed and adjusted at each 

quarter-end.  In most cases, the risk inherent in expenditure overruns is mitigated as the fiscal year 

winds down.  
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Robust analysis and documentation of CFS requirements is recommended 

A thorough review of CFS requirements should be undertaken and fully documented to warrant 

maintaining such a high percentage of operating expenditures.      

CONVENTIONAL BUS 

Conventional bus services expanded significantly between 2006 and 2010, by adding new routes and 

improving frequencies and hours of operation on existing routes.  However, the increased cost 

(28.2%) for delivering service exceeded both service hour and kilometre growth (15.8% and 19.9%).  

CMBC’s costs are higher than WVMT and most of its Canadian peers; the latter because of higher 

wages combined with a higher percentage of unproductive time and middling labour utilization.   

Service expansion has resulted in moderate ridership gains but the rate of growth  fell short of 

service increases (7.1%).  Boardings per kilometre and average operating speed have also shown 

declines.  Other systems have also suffered declines in use per unit of service without the same level 

of expansion as TransLink.  A time series analysis shows TransLink’s boardings per hour have 

dropped to the lowest level in 20 years.  As a result, cost efficiency and effectiveness have both 

declined.  Labour utilization declined and unproductive time remained high.  Both stand out as areas 

needing improvement.   

Expansion of bus services into less transit supportive markets has also contributed to reduced 

boardings per hour.  That said, Vancouver’s core trolley bus services have experienced a decline in 

productivity since 2009, despite substituting larger articulated vehicles for standard vehicles.  This 

may reflect increases in service to provide more seated capacity to counter a perception of 

overcrowding due to fewer seats in modern buses.  However, it may also indicate a one-for-one 

substitution on trolley routes without adjustments to service frequency to reflect added capacity.  

Both factors need to be addressed. 

Looking at performance at the sub-regional level, the urban depots, not surprisingly, were the most 

cost efficient and effective, benefiting from more compact and higher density service areas that 

translate into lower costs per hour and kilometre and more passengers carried.  Given that the 

suburban areas are where most of the service expansion in recent years has been focused, explains 

some of TransLink’s slippage in performance.  With a greater proportion of new services targeted to 

the more outlying areas, the higher cost of operating these services is a concern for the future, if the 

current trend continues. 

Recent technology initiatives, such as Automatic passenger counters (APC’s) and the introduction of 

TMAC Transit Management and communications system) with its AVL component (automated 

vehicle location system), have provided a massive amount of new data to allow comprehensive 

evaluation of running time reliability.  Already, CMBC reports that in 2011, recovery time ratios 

declined as a result of this analysis, yielding operating cost savings.  Further reductions in recovery 
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time can also save capital costs in the number of buses required, depot storage capacity and the size 

of bus loops and stations where recovery time is taken. 

The analysis highlights that TransLink’s conventional bus costs are relatively high compared to other 

systems and have increased in disproportion to service growth.  At the same time, the number of 

passengers per hour shows a declining trend, suggesting that expansion is targeting areas where 

transit market potential is increasingly shallow.  As a result, the marginal cost of attracting new 

riders is growing at a rate that will increasingly become difficult to support financially.  Given these 

factors, ways to lower costs and increase efficiency in service delivery need to be found.  

To reverse the slides in cost and service productivity, TransLink is also going to have to re-evaluate 

its bus services and potentially establish a new balance between the level and quality of service 

within available financial resources.  As it is, the cost and revenue metrics of bus operations have  

changed relatively little in comparison to the market.  To not do so, will result increasing reliance on 

public subsidy. 

What Can be Done to Improve Efficiency? 

SHORT TERM 

Improve Service Effectiveness and Reduce Costs 

While TransLink’s Service Optimization project may improve service effectiveness, outcomes could 

be improved by taking a more aggressive approach to look for cost savings, as opposed to a straight 

re-allocation of resources. Targets to reduce recovery time should be increased and deducted from 

the budget, as this will not affect customer service.  The project should also include examining ways 

to reduce delays to buses to increase average speed and reliability of bus service.   

Establish more rigorous service design standards 

Transit Service Design Guidelines need to be applied more rigourously and consistently to both 

existing and proposed new services.  Consideration could also be given to adopting them as 

standards either in their current or a revised form.  Updates are needed to reflect the financial 

situation and changes to the transit system over the past decade.   

An acceptable standard of on-time performance needs to be determined.  The reliability target set 

out in the Transit Design Guidelines could be a starting point.  However, given the wealth of data 

available today, it likely warrants amendments.  Reducing recovery is something that could be 

staged over several years.  As operators use recovery as a break, the need for breaks other than 

through paid recovery time should be reviewed. 
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Increase use of articulated buses 

Greater use of larger articulated buses proposed by CMBC offers productivity improvements by 

carrying more people with the same labour cost.   Given the higher capital costs of articulated buses 

as well as other not so obvious costs, such as additional infrastructure, scheduling and maintenance, 

every effort should be made to ensure the added capacity of these vehicles is fully taken into 

account in off peak as well as peak hours.  This should include ensuring appropriate adjustments to 

service frequency to match demand capacity rather than a one-for-one substitution that increases 

costs. 

Re-examine off peak demand on FTN  

The expansion of the Frequent Transit Network (FTN) should also be reviewed very carefully so that 

increased service levels are not locked in where they cannot be supported by actual use.  Both the 

increasing use of articulated buses and the FTN have potential downsides to service productivity, as 

capacity during the off peaks may not support either the larger capacity of articulated  buses (and 

their higher cost) nor the mandated frequency of service. 

Improve labour utilization 

CMBC is in the process of determining standards and targets for how labour is utilized.  This should 

be monitored on a quarterly basis.  Tracking schedule efficiency against a target would assist in 

understanding why the ratio has declined slightly over the past five years and how this might be 

improved.  Even very small Improvements in the pay to revenue hour ratio would result in cost 

savings. 

LONG TERM 

Revisit service design practices 

Given the significant improvements in getting schedule information to customers, including real 

time information, coupled with the expansion of the of SkyTrain and frequent bus services, the need 

for buses to be scheduled according to rigid clock headways53 and timed transfer54 requirements 

may no longer be required.  Eliminating some or all of these design guidelines could bring recovery 

times in line with other major Canadian bus systems and yield even greater economies. 

Seek to modernize work rules 

Restrictive and costly work rules, allowances and premiums that drive up costs should be reviewed 

with the goal of improving productivity.  Some of these need to be modernized to better reflect the 

markets served by the bus system.  As an example, on Sundays conventional bus operators receive 

                                                           
53

 Clock headways require the interval between buses to be divisible into 60 (e.g. 10, 12, 15, 20, 30, 60 etc). The practice is used 
to make it easier for customers to remember departure times.   
54

 Timed transfers are used on infrequent routes where two or more buses intersect at the same minutes past each hour.  A 
couple of minutes are added to the schedules to ensure reliable transfers for customers. 
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time and half for hours worked.  This premium was introduced in a time when stores, bars and clubs 

were closed on Sundays.  Today, Sunday has become more like a regular day of service but bus 

service is more costly to provide.   

Consider low cost alternative for service delivery in outlying areas 

In the developing  parts of the region, where conventional bus service is less efficient and effective 

but demands for new and expanded service are the greatest, TransLink may need to consider 

changing how it organizes and/or delivers bus services.  With rail services providing the connections 

between the various sub-regions, bus services are now providing more localized and/or feeder 

services and this should be reflected in service delivery.  

COMMUNITY SHUTTLE  

Community shuttle expanded rapidly between 2003 and 2008 before levelling off in recent years.  

Community shuttle initially allowed TransLink to make significant economies in short haul bus 

services, by replacing underutilized big buses with mini buses and freeing up over 60 big buses that 

were re-deployed to routes requiring added capacity55.     

The recent expansion of community shuttle has shifted focus more on new markets as opposed to 

conversions and this has resulted in a dramatic rise in operating costs (58.5%)  with almost no 

growth in ridership (> 1.0%).  As a result, efficiency and effectiveness have declined.  Costs per 

boarded passenger have grown at twice the rate of conventional bus service.  Service levels may  be 

higher than warranted by demand.  While it is reported that services have been added within the 

context of TransLink’s Service Design Guidelines, it is unclear how closely these have been applied 

given the results.   

At the same time, depot capacity constraints for CMBC have resulted in inefficient vehicle 

deployment and missed opportunities for additional hybrid routes (mixed conventional and 

community shuttle) because of added deadhead costs.  TransLink has also pushed ahead with 

outfitting community shuttle vehicles with the same technology applications as conventional buses, 

which has added to their cost.    

Maintenance expenditures have increased due to these additional requirements, an aging fleet and 

deferred replacement.  The latter is beyond TransLink’s control as the former vehicle manufacturer 

has ceased production and a suitable alternative supplier is still being researched.  The cost of in-

house maintenance, however, is high, as the lighter vehicles require automotive mechanics but all 

CMBC mechanics are paid the same heavy duty diesel mechanic rate.  

With contracted services, one of the three providers was dismissed by TransLink for poor 

performance in 2011.  No new operators have entered the field since 2002.  With virtually all new 

service going to CMBC on a first right of refusal basis, little interest has been cultivated in the private 

                                                           
55

 Community Shuttle Service Delivery Review, Translink, July 2007 
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sector beyond the existing operators.  If the role of the private sector was to keep growth in costs at 

the public providers in check, this has had mixed success.  It also appears that the in-house costs 

may be understated as administrative and overhead cost have not been fully allocated. 

Management have indicated that a number of steps to improve efficiency are in process:   

 Community shuttle has been included in the Service Optimization Program aimed at 

identifying underperforming routes and targeting remedial actions.  Some initiatives were 

implemented in 2011 and more will follow. 

 A facility plan is being developed to alleviate the overcrowding at some CMBC depots.  

Depending on results, reductions in unproductive deadheading of vehicles could result. 

 Acquisition of new vehicles, including low-floor vehicles, is being actively pursued. 

 Monitoring and reporting of contractor performance has been stepped up; and,  

 A full review of community shuttle service is planned for 2013.  

What Can be Done to Make Improvements? 

SHORT TERM 

Review service design guidelines and decision process 

The recent results from service expansion warrant a review of the decision process for 

implementing new service, including the appropriateness of the service design guidelines, and 

setting of target budgets and financial and service expectations.  The costing of in-house service 

delivery versus out-sourcing for any new service should also be revisited to ensure full cost 

allocation and consideration of the implications to existing facility capacity and service deployment 

before applying the right of first refusal.  In addition, it seems prudent that a post-implementation 

review of new service be carried out to examine whether expectations have been met before it is 

made permanent.   

Optimize service and reduce unproductive time 

Given the growing cost per hour and per passenger, there appears to be considerable scope for 

realizing efficiencies.  Some service may have to be discontinued or significantly altered if they do 

not meet minimum expectations of efficiency and effectiveness.  Operational efficiencies, including 

reducing deadhead time as well as recovery time that are excessive compared to TransLink’s peers, 

also need to be aggressively pursued.   
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Investigate more hybrid routes 

Opportunities to expand the use of community shuttles, as a way of better aligning capacity with 

demand on low volume conventional routes and route sections, also need to be more fully explored.   

This may include replacing underused large buses in low demand periods and creating more 

“hybrid” routes.  This would offer cost savings.  

Reduce spare ratio & review vehicle technology requirements 

Spare vehicle ratios, which exceed policy and are high by industry standards, should be reduced.  

This reduction should also be factored into fleet expansion and replacement requirements.  

Decisions by TransLink to treat every bus the same, including installation of the same technology 

features on community shuttle as conventional buses, has added to the costs of maintaining a light 

duty vehicle.  The justification and cost implications of this uniform approach should be reviewed. 

Consider outsourcing 

With community shuttle costs increasing and CMBC constrained by depot capacity, TransLink may 

have some justification for outsourcing but this has not been pursued.  To address depot 

constraints, consideration should be given to outsourcing maintenance and even operations, if these 

are barriers to implementing efficiencies.    

LONG TERM 

Carry out a comprehensive service review 

Given the cost escalation and declining ridership growth, a full review of community shuttle should 

be undertaken.  What started as a low cost, no frills service has seen cost escalation with cost per 

boarded passenger reaching $6.50.  With limited passenger capacity, it may be difficult to financially 

sustain the service in the future in its current form.     

In order to maximize the potential of community shuttle, some revisiting of the current delivery 

strategy should be considered.   The mixed delivery system has some advantages in creating a 

veneer of competition but in reality, since the right of first refusal has been introduced, virtually all 

new services have been awarded to CMBC and WVMT.    

Investigate use of slightly larger vehicles 

Over the longer term, TransLink may need to consider expanding the size of community shuttle 

vehicles so that it is not limited to the use of the current 24-passenger minibuses.  Introducing larger 

vehicles with additional seated and standing capacity is one way of expanding the reach of this 

service and adding a new tranche of routes that would be appropriate for conversion or 

restructuring to a lower cost small bus service.   The larger shuttle vehicle could also reduce 

overcrowding on some existing shuttle routes, lessening the need for CMBC to convert to expensive 

conventional buses. 
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CUSTOM TRANSIT  

While Custom Transit represents a relative small percentage of TransLink’s total operating 

expenditures (8%), the significant increase in its cost from 2006 to 2010 coupled with modest gains 

in usage and weakened performance warrant its examination.  

In 2007, TransLink embarked on a strategy to increase the availability and effectiveness of custom 

transit56 that included: 

 setting up “Access Transit” to provide a single point of contact for accessible services, 

including one call number for eligibility, registration, information, booking a trip and 

registering a commendation or complaint;  

 consolidating seven custom transit contractors57 into three larger contracts to provide 

consistency of business practices across the region and improved cross boundary travel; and, 

 improving business and management practices. 

This appears to have resulted in a substantial cost increase.  In fairness, some of the cost increase 

associated with this program, including service expansion and the introduction of new technology, 

was anticipated by TransLink.  Others, including the extent of labour cost increases, were not.  The 

consolidation of the three contracts into one has resulted in a single collective agreement, which 

resulted in wages migrating to the highest level of the prior contractors and, according to 

management, a combination of preferential terms and conditions from the prior agreements, all of 

which have contributed to the cost increase.   

The restructuring and consolidation of custom transit into a single regional operator in 2009 has not 

yet resulted in expected cost efficiencies or improvements in service effectiveness.  The public 

subsidy per passenger carried in 2010 exceeded $30.00.  Benefits from the significant investment in 

new technologies intended to improve productivity are also not yet evident.  Similarly, customer 

perception of improvements to service quality have been difficult to measure due to the lingering 

effects of the three month transit strike. 

TransLink management report that they are seeking to improve performance, which includes 

trimming administration and supervisory costs.  They are also looking at changing the future fleet 

mix by acquiring a higher proportion of smaller (micro) buses that should better reflect the 

passenger volumes carried.  Taking advantage of the more centralized operations, the size of the 

fleet will also be adjusted to reduce the number of spare vehicles, which, at 31% in 2010, was the 

highest in the peer comparison group.    

                                                           
56

 Access Transit, TransLink, May 9, 2007 
57

 This excludes Taxi scrip. 
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Management are also confident that improved productivity will come with the investment in the 

new technologies, which include mobile data terminals for operators and Trapeze scheduling and 

dispatching software to manage operations.  Management also advise that integrated voice 

response (IVR) is being added to notify customers prior to vehicle pick up times.  In future origin-

destination patterns will be analyzed to improve service. 

What Can be Done to Improve Efficiency? 

SHORT TERM  

Increase use of non-dedicated vehicles 

TransLink makes the lowest use of non-dedicated vehicles amongst the peer comparison group.  

Increasing the use of non-dedicated vehicles, such as taxis, could be done relatively quickly and 

would offer cost savings.  While it is acknowledged there maybe concerns over service quality, these 

can be managed.   

For some trips, HandyDART could also consider using accessible minivans, which have lower capital 

costs, are less expensive to operate and maintain, and are typically more manoeuvrable, improving 

average speed.  Both Edmonton and Toronto use such vehicles.    TTC reports the costs per 

passenger carried in sedans and accessible taxis are less than half the cost of service provided by 

Wheel-Trans.58 

Reduce last minute cancellations 

Last minute cancellations, which are an issue for all custom transit systems, result in unproductive 

service and cost that could be reallocated to other clients.  TransLink is embarking on an awareness 

program of letters to persons who cancel without advance notice to try to reduce cancellations and 

reallocate service hours more productively.  To increase the success of this campaign, a financial 

incentive (i.e., charging the base fare) could be considered. 

Review eligibility criteria 

Toronto, which is currently seeking ways to reduce its custom transit costs, has proposed to revise 

its eligibility criteria eliminating ambulatory dialysis registrants.  They anticipate that this would 

result in 800 fewer registrants and eliminate 200,000 trips per year at a cost saving of $5 million.59  

Toronto also propose to actively promote integration of their clients into the conventional transit 

system with a target of diverting 20,000 trips in 2012.  Both initiatives are intended to reallocate 

demand to the lower cost conventional transit service rather than suppress demand. 

TransLink could review its eligibility criteria to determine the practicality of diverting some clients 

and trips to conventional transit, including setting targets for trip diversion.  Diverting greater 

                                                           
58

 TTC Service Efficiency Study – Final Report, Toronto Transit Commission, November 2011 
59

 City of Toronto, City Budget 2012:  Toronto Transit Commission, Operating Budget Analyst Notes.  
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numbers of users to the conventional system may be key to the program’s long term financial 

sustainability and its ability to focus service on those most in need.  Here, the call centre needs to 

play a greater role in encouraging the use of alternatives for customers.    

LONGER TERM 

Review service delivery strategy 

In the longer term,  consideration should be given to better promoting competition and injecting 

healthy economic tension into the contractual process.  It is suggested that a full post-mortem be 

undertaken of the restructuring and consolidation process, including whether expected cost 

efficiencies and improvements in effectiveness have been achieved, before the next request for 

proposals. 

Based on the peer review, Calgary with its model of acting as a brokerage for custom transit services 

and having several different service providers under separate contracts, appears to be the more cost 

efficient and effective system.  It may be appropriate for TransLink to consider this service model in 

the future.  

For example, when TransLink next seeks proposals, they could allow the contract to be separated 

into packages as originally intended and/or by different lines of business.  It makes sense that the 

call centre be the decision point for assigning to trips to the most cost effective and most 

appropriate contractor for the service.  At present, TransLink’s contractor is responsible for the call 

centre and makes the decision of whether to use an in-house vehicle or use an outside taxi 

company.  

FLEET 

Over the past five years, there has been a significant renewal of the fleet, with over 800 new 

conventional buses and 160 community shuttle vehicles received.  Average age has declined and it is 

now among the newest fleets in Canada.  At the same time, there has been an increase in the 

number of spare vehicles that are available to back up the peak service requirement.  TransLink’s 

policy for spares now ranges from a low of 18% of peak vehicles for diesels to a high of 25% for CNG, 

small buses and trolleys.  Actual spare vehicles exceed these policy levels.  While the policy ratios 

are on the high side, they are not out of line with industry practice and peer agencies.    

Nevertheless, TransLink should seek to have the lowest possible spare vehicle ratio by carefully 

managing their fleet.  Excessive spare vehicles add costs to the system.  Not only are fleet 

acquisition capital costs higher but additional costs result for maintenance, cleaning and insurance.  

Space in increasingly cramped depots is also needed to accommodate added spare vehicles and 

comes at a significant cost, particularly if expansions or new facilities are required as a result. 

The current spare vehicle ratio for diesel buses is around 30%.  With no other use, they are assigned 

as spares, until either buses are retired or funding allows service expansion to proceed.  Until then, 
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TransLink is incurring added costs.  The same is true for community shuttle vehicles.  Both CNG and 

diesel articulated buses have higher spare vehicle ratios than standard diesel buses contributing to 

higher costs. 

Trolley buses carry a purchase cost premium that is about double the capital cost of a diesel bus.  

Yet, the spare vehicle policy ratio for this vehicle has risen to 25%.  Actual spares are now  26%.  It is 

unclear as to why trolleys require such a high spare ratio and what alternatives were considered.  As 

each spare vehicle represents an investment of over a million dollars, every effort should be made 

to reduce spare trolley buses.  Unfortunately, the excess vehicles cannot be readily used on other 

routes without expensive addition of overhead wires, nor is there a resale market given the small 

number of trolley operators in North America.  Considering the high capital cost and the severe 

restrictions on their use, a different approach to fleet management would have eliminated the need 

to acquire the 34 extra trolleys in 2009.  

What Can be Done to Improve Efficiency? 

Closer monitoring and tracking of spare ratios 

Management should closely monitor spare vehicle use and consider everything, including adjusting 

scheduled maintenance to avoid vehicles being down during peak service requirements as much as 

possible. Spare vehicles ratios should also be tracked as a performance indicator to ensure they are 

kept as low as possible. 

Reduce vehicle procurement numbers 

Expansion and replacement vehicle purchases should be reduced until existing high spare vehicle 

ratios are drawn down to policy levels and ideally below these levels.  Information from TransLink 

indicates they are reducing the number of new buses to be acquired in the next few years but the 

target level is unclear. 

Adopt a low-cost fleet management strategy 

Lower cost options for spare vehicles should be built into fleet management.  For more expensive 

specialized fleets such as CNG,s and trolleys, rather than increasing the percentage of spares, 

management should consider a policy of minimal spares and using lower cost vehicles, such as diesel 

buses as spares.  Diesel buses are already used on trolley routes when there are road works and 

other events that require them to substitute. 

Ensure full cost accounting in analysis of alternative fleet procurement 

Proposals for alternative types of vehicles as well as on-board vehicle technology applications are 

contributing to the need to acquire and maintain more spare buses.  This has to be taken into 

consideration when business cases are prepared. 
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Consider Vehicle Term Supply Agreements 

Currently, TransLink tenders their vehicle orders individually as opposed to using three to five year 

term supply agreements.   Term supply agreements specify either, mandatory annual order volumes 

over the contract term, or, a first year fixed order and yearly options to acquire vehicles thereafter.   

Suppliers offer consideration for term supply agreements, as they can amortize their development 

costs over the contract term and save on the cost of responding to annual tenders.   Supplier 

considerations can include lower vehicle pricing and low-cost equipment upgrades.  Besides lower 

costs, transit organizations save on the cost of preparing detailed vehicle tenders every year.   

ENERGY  

Energy cost increased over the five year review period but fuel consumption also went down.  This 

decline resulted largely because of the introduction of new more fuel efficient vehicles.  TransLink 

procures 75% of its fuel requirements through fixed price contracts that carry a price premium of 

$0.06 t0 $0.08 per litre.  This cost premium is, in effect, insurance against fuel price escalation.  This 

practice is commonly used by transit system peers, although some have opted to procure less at a 

fixed price to reduce their total cost. 

An alternative approach to deal with fuel price volatility is to hedge fuel costs by purchasing  

fixed/floating swap agreements or other commodity derivative60 contracts.  Hedging through 

commodity derivative contracts separates fuel supply from price risk.  This method is used by 

various corporate entities that are large fuel consumers, such as Air Canada, West Jet, CP Rail, STM 

(Montreal’s transit agency) and BC Ferries.  

Hedging through commodity derivatives requires specialized financial expertise and involves 

inherent risks in futures contracts, including counterparty credit risk, commodity correlation risk and 

complex accounting requirements.  To manage these risks, organizations impose strict transaction 

size, authorization level, contract term and counterparty credit and other limits and restrictions.  

This is in addition to periodic reporting requirements to senior management and the Board of 

Directors. 

These risks have to be balanced against a fixed price premium in the range of $0.06 to $0.08 per litre 

on volume secured through fixed price contracts.  Based on discussions with financial markets and 

transportation industry representatives, the transaction costs associated with hedging through 

commodity derivatives should not exceed $0.01 per litre.  However, transaction costs are not fixed 

and will fluctuate with market pricing for commodity derivatives contracts. 
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 A security whose price is derived from an underlying asset. The derivative itself is merely a contract between two or more 
parties. Its value is determined by fluctuations in the underlying asset.  
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What Can be Done to Improve Efficiency? 

Investigates the benefits and costs of fuel price hedging 

TransLink should analyse the benefits of hedging through commodity derivatives versus continuing 

with fixed price supply contracts.  It should be noted that there are no commodity derivative 

contracts based on west coast diesel fuel supply.   West coast diesel pricing most closely correlates 

with NYMEX heating oil futures.  While not a perfect hedge, currently there is a 96% correlation with 

west coast diesel.  Next spring, the NYMEX heating oil contract61 will be phased out in favour of an 

Ultra-Low Sulphur Diesel contract.  As a result, it is anticipated that the correlation with west coast 

diesel will improve.   

CMBC’s Supply Management group does not have the technical expertise to execute a hedging 

strategy employing commodity derivatives.  Should TransLink choose to pursue this strategy, it 

would have to be executed by TransLink’s Treasury group.  Further, corporate policy would have to 

be amended to permit fuel price hedging through commodity derivative contracts.   

MAINTENANCE 

Between 2006 and 2010, the increase in maintenance costs was almost double that in service 

kilometres (35.0% vs 20.8%).  Although the increase in conventional bus maintenance cost62 per 

kilometre (12.8%) was slightly higher than labour cost growth (12%), community shuttle 

maintenance cost more than doubled (122.6%)63.  Direct or allocated maintenance costs per 

kilometre increased an average of 8% per year over the five year review period.  During this time, 

the fleet was substantially renewed, as almost 1,000 replacement and expansion vehicles were 

acquired.   

Direct maintenance costs by vehicle type exceeded labour cost growth and were higher for CNG, 

trolley and especially community shuttle vehicles compared to diesels.  Growth in cost for diesel 

buses was the most stable at an average increase of 4% per year.  This increase is in line with current 

trends in maintenance costs, even though a significant number of vehicles were coming off warranty 

coverage, which tends to skew cost growth.   

Compared to Canadian peers, CMBC’s direct cost for conventional diesel bus maintenance per 

kilometre was higher, in part due to the fact that CMBC includes “non-wrench time” in its  internal 

labour rate charged to jobs unlike the peer comparators.  CMBC also had higher staffing levels and a 

higher percentage of overhead cost to direct repair costs.     

Direct maintenance costs for trolley, CNG and community shuttle rose sharply over the review 

period.  Average increases for these fleets were 75.3%, 130.3% and 220% respectively.   If these 
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 A commodity derivative contract that hedges the price of heating oil traded on the New York Mercantile Exchange. 
62

 Excludes TransLink overhead costs. 
63

 Total maintenance cost including both direct and indirect costs. 
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trends continue, it will be a challenge for CMBC to maintain these fleets within reasonable budget 

constraints and fleet lifecycle costing will have to be revisited.  Costs for community shuttle 

maintenance are also higher than they could be because there is no differentiation in wage rate for 

automotive and diesel mechanics.   

With respect to other indicators, overtime was reduced over the review period but this was 

countered by a reduction in the number of buses per mechanic and serviceman.  Indirect 

(maintenance support and overhead) costs increased in absolute terms but declined as a percentage 

of total maintenance costs.  In 2010, indirect costs totalled $59.7 million and comprised 50.3% of 

total maintenance costs and this does not reflect the inclusion of non-productive time in the labour 

rate.  However, if non-productive time was excluded from the labour rate, the proportion of indirect 

cost to total cost would be higher and that of direct costs would be reduced.   

Owing to the difficulty in benchmarking indirect costs, the only comparison offered is to the Victoria 

conventional transit system.  Victoria’s indirect cost ratio is 45.3% compared to 50.3% at CMBC.  

Using another indicator, indirect costs per service hour for Victoria and CMBC are $8.42 and $12.55 

respectively.  It should be noted that CMBC has more complex maintenance requirements with 

significant trolley, diesel-hybrid and CNG fleets.  However, based on the degree of disparity in this 

comparison, indirect costs bear further examination.  

 “Plug and play” components should be improving productivity, as they are typically lower in cost 

than rebuilding components.  The collective agreement permits outsourcing when it results in 

significant cost savings over in-house production.  Cost savings must be demonstrated by way of an 

analysis of in-house vs. outsourced production.  In addition, work contracted out must be done at 

wages and working conditions comparable to those paid by appropriate unionized companies.  The 

contracting out decision is dependent on the make or buy cost analysis.  Currently, all internal 

analysis compares in-house direct costs against a contractor rate that includes labour, benefits, 

overhead and profit margin, which skews the analysis.  This analysis should use a fully costed CMBC 

labour rate, including overhead.  

Technological change is also affecting maintenance.  Recent technology initiatives have permitted 

better tracking of maintenance costs and inventory and also provided new data and information to 

allow better maintenance management.  At the same time, increasingly diverse fleets and more 

technologically sophisticated vehicles as well as additional on-board electronic equipment are 

creating additional maintenance requirements but not necessarily for traditional heavy duty diesel 

mechanics.     

As in service and operations, TransLink is also going to have to re-evaluate maintenance services and 

modernize its approach on how this is conducted given its high and increasing unit costs.   
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What Improvements Can be Made? 

SHORT TERM  

Seek ways to reduce cost and improve productivity 

The analysis has shown that CMBC’s total maintenance costs per kilometre are high.  Part of this has 

to do with indirect costs but it is also true that the number of  buses per mechanic and serviceman is 

low by industry standards.  In addition, the percentage of indirect to direct costs is high.  For these 

reasons, TransLink/CMBC should review overhead costs and staffing levels related to maintenance 

with a view to making cost savings. 

Improve tracking and reduce non-wrench time  

Improving reporting measures on non-productive time would enable highlighting and tracking of 

improvements that should result in cost savings.   

Revise costing analysis for “make or buy” 

CMBC should revise its costing in “make or buy” analysis to ensure that there is a relevant cost 

comparison.  For short term or one-off contracting decisions the existing rate may be appropriate.  

When applied to larger contract decisions, these analyses should factor in any potential staff or 

other overhead reductions.  In the case of determining whether maintenance on an area or fleet 

basis should be outsourced, the financial impact on facilities and capital budgets associated with the 

facilities whether existing or new (e.g., the proposed new facility for Burnaby fleet overhaul) should 

also be included. 

LONG TERM  

Seek to modernize work practices 

Changes in maintenance staffing requirements as well as vehicle diversification suggest that CMBC 

should be looking to see where its collective agreement may need updating.  This could include 

consideration of different work categories and compensation as well as a review of work rules and 

other issues to better align the collective agreement with current and future work practices (e.g., 

conditions regarding outsourcing). 

Consider outsourcing some areas of fleet maintenance   

The core of CMBC/TransLInk’s bus maintenance operation are diesel and trolley buses, which are 

heavy duty vehicles that require heavy duty mechanics.  Both fleets are also sufficiently numerous 

that maintenance should benefit from economies of scale.  The same cannot be said for community 

shuttle vehicles.  These lighter vehicles can be serviced and repaired by automotive mechanics and 

do not require the same kind of specialized hoists and other facilities, which reduces the number of 

viable service providers.  Given depot capacity constraints and the high in-house cost for 
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maintaining these vehicles, CMBC should carry out a “make or buy” analysis for this option, taking 

into account all costs, including facility implications.         

CORPORATE OVERHEAD  

The analysis has revealed that TransLink and CMBC  corporate overhead costs are high relative to 

other Canadian peer systems.  Internal analysis has also shown that their rates of growth have 

exceeded service hour growth and that TransLink’s corporate overhead cost as a percentage of total 

revenue has risen.     

With respect to TransLink’s police costs, it has been noted that these are unique to TransLink and 

result from a policy decision to establish a dedicated police force.  It is unclear whether duplication 

exists between the police and CMBC security given the seemingly different mandates of these two 

groups.  While comments also cannot be made as to whether or not police costs are reasonable, 

their rate of increase is noteworthy and deserves examination, along with whether there are areas 

of duplication between the police and CMBC where economies or rationalization of services are 

required.   

Similarly, the scope of the analysis does not permit any conclusions about duplication in staffing or 

functional overlaps between TransLink and CMBC other than to note the obvious existence of 

executives and departments in both organizations that deal with finance and human resources and 

to a lesser extent customer relations.  Since 2009, TransLink has made several adjustments to 

reduce administration and rationalize functions between TransLink and CMBC, including the recent 

transfer and presumably consolidation of IT services and some human resource functions.  That said, 

regardless where these costs are allocated, the total remains high and appears to be increasing. 

During this review, examples of possible disconnects between the two organizations were also 

identified in decisions that resulted in inefficiencies (e.g., procurement of the additional 34 trolley 

buses).  While it is appropriate that each organization exercises separate responsibilities (i.e., 

TransLink specifies service requirements and CMBC implements them), there is need for feedback 

loops to ensure cost efficiency, such as the earlier recommendation to re-examine the policy 

impacts of the Frequent Transit Network on cost efficiency and effectiveness. 

Another area that was beyond the scope of this assignment was a review of technology investment.  

Two major initiatives include installation of Automated Passenger Counters (APC) and 

implementation of the COMPASS CARD fare system.  Management advise that COMPASS CARD 

captures usage and sales transactions and will be used to analyse travel patterns.  APC counts 

passengers, including those paying cash fares, COMPASS CARD passengers who fail to tap on/off and 

non-paying passengers.  Its data will also be used to validate COMPASS data and provide a 

redundancy if/when COMPASS is not working.  TransLink is committed to installing APC’s on 100% of 

its fleet as they are replaced.  TransLink also advised that while fare audits will be eliminated, a 

manual audit will be continued for other purposes (e.g., fare evasion).  As a result, significant 

productivity gains do not seem to be a factor.  
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There is no industry standard as to the optimal percentage of the fleet that should have APC.  In 

fact, agencies vary widely, very likely based on funding availability but also according to what other 

parallel or complementary systems they have in place.  To obtain a statistically valid sample 15% to 

20% is generally considered appropriate.  Admittedly, it is more inconvenient to administer a sample 

program, as this requires attention be paid to distribute APC equipped buses appropriately at all 

times.  Nevertheless, given both the capital and administrative costs of these various systems, it 

raises the question whether additional data on cash fares, which are counted by the automated 

fareboxes, redundancy and validation of COMPASS data justifies equipping 100% of the fleet.  This is 

particularly true when CMBC maintenance report that added equipment is one of the underlying 

reasons for its cost growth.    

What Improvements Can be Made? 

Review TransLink Police Cost Growth and CMBC overlaps 

Given the above, a review of TransLink police costs seems warranted along with any potential 

overlap or duplication of services carried out by CMBC security. 

Investigate reductions in administrative costs  

Additional rigour is need to review both CMBC and TransLink overhead costs and to ensure that 

duplications does not exist.  This review should also seek all means to reduce overhead costs. 

Review IT program 

A comprehensive review of the IT program may be merited to review how productivity gains factor 

into this program as well as the number of initiatives, how they may overlap, operating costs and 

other organizational impacts (e.g., maintenance costs) and what the cumulative business case for 

this investment is as opposed to each on an individual basis.   
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7. CONCLUSIONS 

The transit industry is inherently expensive and complex.  It is both labour and capital intensive as 

well as highly unionized.  In much of the western world, it operates within a government financed 

environment, generally absent of market forces that compel efficiency and productivity for 

economic survival, where the only external pressure is the availability of funding.   

It is also an industry that is undergoing change that involves reconciling 21st century information 

technology, service requirements and vehicle diversification, including both internal and external 

equipment advances, with work practices rooted in 20th century labour agreements and production 

practices.   

TransLink’s funding formula is the best in Canada.  It has enabled TransLink to go through a period of 

rapid bus and rail expansion, far in excess of any of its Canadian peers.  TransLink has invested in 

technology that provides management with superior information to manage the system and for 

customers to use it.  Its ample funding is evident in the amount of equipment and infrastructure it 

has procured and staffing levels it supports compared to its peers.  Ridership and revenue growth 

has been among the strongest in Canada, yet it is not keeping pace with costs.    

While bus ridership is growing in response to increases in the amount and quality of service, two 

disturbing trends are the rising cost per passenger carried and decline in the number of passengers 

carried per hour.  These trends make it clear that the marginal cost of attracting new bus riders is 

high and increasing, in part because of expansion into lower density areas that are less transit 

supportive.  Without changes to both increase demand and lower costs, TransLink will continue to 

need additional funding from both transit users and taxpayers.  The question is what is the limit that 

each group is prepared to pay.   

In reviewing TransLink’s efficiency, two levels have been addressed.  The first is at an overall 

financial level.  This analysis makes clear that the organization is well run and manages its costs.  It 

has abundant revenue sources and funded reserves and budgets in such a way as to include ample 

buffer room.  While the budget regimen attempts to capture mid-year savings on core expenditures, 

its basis has resulted in inflated forecasts.  The budget is also founded on core expenditures in 

service delivery, which have been found to include some inefficiency. 

The second level of the efficiency review probed the transit system and then bus division 

performance, as these represent the largest area of service expenditure within TransLink.  Again, 

management are knowledgeable, engaged and candid about the challenges they face as well as 

receptive to seeking efficiencies.  The service is well delivered and good quality but this comes at a 

price.   

Compared to Canadian peers, the bus division again exhibits an abundance of equipment and 

staffing levels that help to explain its generally higher costs and lower cost efficiency and 
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effectiveness than most of the peers, even after taking into account the challenges of its large 

service area.  Internal trends reflect increasing costs and declining productivity in both labour and 

equipment utilization as well as high overhead.  Internal change in how service is delivered has not 

kept pace with external changes in customer demand and rail system expansion as well as 

technological advances in vehicles and equipment.  

Given these trends, it is important that TransLink ensures that every dollar spent gets maximum 

value.  To do so, it should tighten budgets to encourage fiscal tension and discipline in how it 

delivers its services.  It needs to become more cost focused by placing higher priority on frugality 

and productivity in its decision-making criteria.  

The review also pinpoints a number of specific areas that could be improved to reduce core costs.  

These include revising budgeting practices and tightening capital project management as well as 

improving productivity in both bus service delivery and maintenance.  Some longer term initiatives 

to modernize and streamline costs aimed at improving long term financial sustainability are also 

suggested. 
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APPENDIX A TransLink Cost Allocation 

In order to develop fair and meaningful comparisons with other transit authorities, it is necessary to 

ensure that all costs incurred for the provision of public transit have been allocated to either the Bus 

or Rail Division of TransLink.  To date, costs have not been allocated by TransLink to the transit 

operating subsidiaries.   Cost per service hour and cost per ride are universal benchmarks in the 

transit industry.  Therefore, it is necessary to conduct a cost allocation exercise to develop fully 

costed benchmarks.  

Modern cost allocation is often referred to as activity based accounting. Specifically, central or 

shared services costs are allocated to an operating subsidiary or division based on the activity most 

closely linked to the incurrence of those costs.   Rarely is there perfect correlation between the 

activity and cost incurrence.  Therefore, cost allocation is a somewhat arbitrary exercise.   

In an organization as large and complex as TransLink, costs are usually allocated on a number of 

bases.  For instance, Human Resources costs may be allocated on #employees, marketing and 

communications costs on ridership, Finance and IT costs on transaction volumes etc.  An allocation 

of this complexity is beyond the scope of this assignment.  Rather, a high level allocation is required 

solely for the purpose of developing comparable benchmarks.    

There are three TransLink cost centres to be allocated:  

 Property tax, Rentals, Fare Media and Insurance are already allocated between the Bus and 

Rail Divisions in the TransLink Enterprise accounts   

 TransLink Police expend significant effort on policing the SkyTrain system but also 

maintaining a presence on the buses and at transit properties.   

 TransLink corporate costs include governance costs for the Board, Mayor’s Council and 

Commissioner; Corporate Divisions, studies, real estate holding, non-recurring projects and 

other costs.  In 2010, this cost centre incurred  significant Olympic costs.  For the purposes 

of this allocation, these costs have been deducted from the allocation base as they’re not 

representative of ongoing operations.  In addition, ten percent of TransLink corporate costs 

have been allocated to Roads and Bridges.  

Two sets of allocations have been prepared to test the reasonability of the results.  The first 

allocation is based primarily on expenditures incurred and, in the case of the TransLink Police, the 

majority of costs being allocated to the Rail Division.  The second allocation is based primarily on 

ridership.  Allocation is a two stage process with costs first allocated between the Bus and Rail 

Divisions and then into the Bus Division operating groups.   Rail Division benchmarks fall outside the 

scope of this review.  
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The product on a cost per hour basis is as follows: 

 ALLOCATION # 1 ALLOCATION # 2 AVERAGE 

Conventional  Bus 10.72 11.77 11.25 

Community Shuttle 6.87 7.55 7.21  

SeaBus 100.74 110.57 105.66 

WVT 8.94 9.81 9.38 

Access Transit 7.35 8.07 7.71 

Contracted Services 5.17 5.68 5.42  

 

Both allocations arrive at similar results.  However, it must be stressed that this is a high level 

exercise performed solely for the purpose of developing more comparable transit benchmarks. 

 


