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1. System Overview and Strategic Vision 

1.1. System Overview 
This chapter provides a high-level overview of Hampton Roads Transit and the agency’s strategic priorities. 

1.1.1. Services Provided and Areas Served 
Hampton Roads Transit (HRT) serves a 438 square-mile area within the Hampton Roads region (Figure 1-1). HRT 
consists of six member cities: Chesapeake, Hampton, Newport News, Norfolk, Portsmouth, and Virginia Beach, 
which have a combined population of about 1.15 million.1 The service area is divided by the James River. The 
service area south of the river consists of Chesapeake, Norfolk, Portsmouth, and Virginia Beach, commonly 
referred to as the Southside. HRT’s service area north of the James River includes the cities of Hampton and 
Newport News which, together with neighboring communities, are often referred to as the Peninsula or Northside.  

Hampton Roads is home to numerous federal facilities and United States military installations, including Naval 
Station Norfolk, Joint Expeditionary Base Little Creek-Fort Story, Naval Air Station Oceana, and Joint Base Langley-
Eustis. These installations are a major generator of economic activity, with government spending accounting for 27 
percent of gross domestic product in the Virginia Beach-Norfolk-Newport News Metropolitan Statistical Area in 
2017.2  

This section describes all fixed-route, demand response, ferry, and transportation demand management (TDM) 
services, as well as the agency’s fare system. Additional details about services provided and the areas served are 
included in Appendix A.  

Existing Services 
Hampton Roads Transit provides five primary services: 

 Bus: local, limited-stop, regional express, and seasonal bus (trolley) 
 Light rail 
 Passenger ferry 
 Demand response paratransit 
 Transportation demand management vanpools. 

Bus, Trolley, and Light Rail Service 
HRT operates 34 routes of local fixed-route service—22 routes on the Southside (Figure 1-2) and 12 routes on the 
Peninsula (Figure 1-3).3 In addition, HRT operates Peninsula Commuter Service (PCS), a limited stop bus service 
with five routes that provides service to major employers on the Peninsula. HRT also offers 757 Express service, a 
regional bus service with 13 routes traveling across jurisdictions, connecting major employment destinations. Ten 
commuter routes (formerly known as Metro Area Express or MAX) and the five Peninsula Commuter routes also 
operate under the 757 Express umbrella. HRT operates the distinctly branded Virginia Beach (VB) Wave bus 
“trolley” service, which is a seasonal service that includes four routes in the Virginia Beach resort area. The 
agency’s fixed-guideway light rail system, “The Tide,” operates in the City of Norfolk (Figure 1-4).4 All HRT-
operated bus, trolley, and light rail services are wheelchair accessible. The “Bus Stop Location” policy document 
(PD – 106) also includes ADA design requirements for passenger boarding areas and new bus stop sites.5 

Passenger Ferry 
HRT contracts to provide wheelchair-accessible daily passenger ferry service on the Elizabeth River between 
Downtown Norfolk and Downtown Portsmouth, stopping at High Street, North Landing, and Waterside (Figure 1-

 
1 US Census American Community Survey 2015-2019 5-Year Estimates. 
2 Bureau of Economic Analysis 2021 GDP by Metropolitan Statistical Area & Industry. 
3 The level of service presented in Figure 1-2 and Figure 1-3 represent the level of service that are funded/would be put into place if not for 
HRT’s current operator shortfall. Actual level of service on HRT’s local routes may not match what is shown on the map.  
4 These figures are current as of November 2023. 
5 “Bus Stop Location” policy document (PD – 106), June 30, 2023. 



December 2023 

Transit Strategic Plan FY 2025 – FY 2034 | Chapter 1: System Overview and Strategic Vision  1-2 

5). Ferry service is also provided to the Harbor Park baseball stadium between April and September when the 
Norfolk Tides (minor league baseball team) play home games.  

Demand Response Paratransit 
HRT contracts with a private vendor to provide demand response paratransit service for persons with disabilities. 
This service is offered within three-quarters of a mile of any fixed-route bus service during HRT’s regular operating 
hours. All users of HRT’s paratransit service must be certified through an eligibility application process. Certified 
customers can schedule a ride by contacting a reservationist at HRT’s Paratransit Call Center from 8:00 a.m.–5:00 
p.m. (seven days a week, 365 days a year) or through an online portal. Additionally, as of early August 2020 a new 
Paratransit app was launched. Through the app on a smart phone, paratransit customers can now book rides in 
seconds, track the driver’s location, see the expected time of their vehicle’s arrival, and communicate directly with 
the driver if need be. Customers can now also view, edit, or cancel future rides and pay for their trips with a 
credit/debit card on file. All rides must be reserved by 5:00 p.m. the day prior to requested service and can be 
made up to seven days in advance. Subscription reservation services are offered for customers who have 
consistently recurring trips. 

Transportation Demand Management  
HRT facilitates commuters’ access to vanpools, carpools, and telework options through TRAFFIX, the region’s 
transportation demand management (TDM) program. Through TRAFFIX, commuters can utilize a van owned by a 
third-party leasing company. In FY 2023, 212 commuters used vanpooling through TRAFFIX (an increase from 35 
commuters in FY 2021, attributable to the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on travel patterns). See Section A.4.7 in 
Appendix A for details about TRAFFIX.  
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Figure 1-1: HRT Service Area 
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Figure 1-2: Existing Service, FY 2024 (November 2023) – Southside 
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Figure 1-3: Existing Service, FY 2024 (November 2023) – Peninsula 
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Figure 1-4: Existing Service, FY 2024 (November 2023) – Light Rail 
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Figure 1-5: Existing Service, FY 2024 (November 2023) – Ferry 
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1.1.2. Current/Recent Initiatives 
Table 1-2 summarizes HRT’s ongoing and recent initiatives which impact the provision of transit services. 
Additional details can be found in Appendix A in Section A.12. 

Table 1-2: Summary of Agency Initiatives 

Initiative Summary 

757 Express  

In November 2018 HRT initiated the Transit Transformation Project with the goal of 
conducting a comprehensive review and planning effort to improve the design and 
performance of HRT bus services. The culmination of that effort was documented in Chapter 
6 of the 10-year Transit Strategic Plan (TSP) that was adopted by the TDCHR in June 2020. 
The work resulted in the identification of 13 Regional Backbone routes that serve 
destinations across the region. These routes, along with Metro Area Express (MAX) and 
Peninsula commuter routes, share common characteristics in terms of serving key 
employment centers, educational institutions, medical facilities, military installations, and 
other key businesses. The 13 routes will have increased service frequencies and expanded 
spans of service which will be standardized across the region. Key passenger facilities and 
amenities, technology investments related to mobile fare payment, real-time passenger 
information, passenger information displays, and other technology upgrades were also 
identified in the TSP. Collectively, these investments have been designated as the “757 
Express” Program. The 757 Express branding will be utilized on Regional Backbone routes, 
passenger facilities, and other items funded within the Hampton Roads Regional Transit 
Program. 

Strategic Planning  

As part of the Strategic Planning Process (SPP), this year HRT completed several actions 
identified in SWOT activities; engaged in a strategic retreat with leadership and staff; 
gathered inputs and identified follow up actions on key organizational and operational topics 
identified by employees agency-wide through roundtable sessions with the CEO and senior 
managers; and engaged the Board of Commissioners in strategic work sessions on the 
Capital Improvement Plan and Transit Strategic Plan. HRT validated its vision, mission, 
values, goals, and objectives, and implemented the new Balanced Scorecard for tracking and 
reporting key “Success Factors.”  

HRT Transit Strategic Plan  

HRT completed and approved its first 10-year Transit Strategic Plan in June 2020. The first 
minor annual update was adopted in March 2021 and the second minor annual update was 
adopted in December 2021. The third annual update was adopted in December 2022.  The 
TSP effort involved a review of existing services and the socio-economic setting in which they 
operate, an assessment of agency structure and policy, and the development of a 10-year 
action plan for service changes across the region. At the time of this writing, DRPT requires 
each transit agency to complete a major TSP update every five years, with a minor update 
being developed annually for anything that has changed from the previous year. HRT expects 
DRPT will be issuing new TSP Guidelines which will impact current requirements, which HRT 
will follow accordingly. 

Naval Station Norfolk Transit 
Corridor Project 

The Naval Station Norfolk Transit Corridor Project aims to establish high-capacity transit on 
the east side of the City of Norfolk between the existing Tide Light Rail system and Naval 
Station Norfolk. As of Fall 2021, two projects have been identified for advancement in a 
multi-phased expansion of the transit network in the Military Highway Corridor. Phase 1 is 
an extension of the Tide light rail to the Military Circle redevelopment area. Phase 2 is the 
development of an innovative Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) to Naval Station Norfolk along Military 
Highway. HRT will be seeking federal funds through the Capital Investment Grant Program 
and state funding through the SMART Scale Program. In 2023 the Norfolk City Council will be 
asked to endorse by resolution the Locally Preferred Alternative to extend the Tide light rail 
approximately two miles from its current terminus at the Newtown Road Station to the 
Military Circle Redevelopment Site. This resolution will also acknowledge their share of 
capital funding needed by the city to construct the two-mile extension. The extension of the 
Tide would result in HRT realigning some bus service to the new end-of-line station at the 
Military Circle redevelopment site. The NEPA process for Phase 1, an Environmental 
Assessment (EA), was formally initiated in August 2022 and is current on pause until the 
resolution of the Military Circle Mall redevelopment plans are completed. 
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Initiative Summary 

Peninsula Bus Rapid Transit 
Documented Categorical 
Exclusion 

This is an ongoing corridor environmental documentation for BRT service between Hampton 
and Newport News in accordance with NEPA. The Peninsula BRT Documented Categorical 
Exclusion (DCE) process concluded in early 2023.  

Automatic Passenger 
Counters (APC) 

Automatic Passenger Counters (APCs) are installed on each light rail vehicle and have 
recently been certified by the Federal Transit Administration for NTD reporting purposes. 
APC’s are also installed on over 80 percent of HRT’s fixed-route buses. 
 
The Hampton Roads Transit (HRT) APC Certification and Maintenance Plan project sought to 
produce an Automated Passenger Counter (APC) benchmarking report that would allow for 
APC data from HRT buses to be used for National Transit Database (NTD) reporting. Based 
on the recommendations, HRT will need to conduct further calibration of its APC devices and 
TransitMaster system, followed by an additional round of benchmark comparisons. HRT 
anticipates these calibration efforts will be completed in 2024. 

Zero Emissions Transition 
Plan 

In alignment with eligibility requirements under FTA’s Low or No Emission Vehicle (LoNo) 
Program, HRT has completed a plan to support phased transition to full zero-emissions 
operations. The agency’s first major facility and fleet electrification project will be the new 
Southside operating and maintenance facility, replacing the Parks Avenue facility in Virginia 
Beach.      

Mobile Fare  
Collection System (MFCS) 

HRT’s first mobile-ticketing fare payment was introduced on Trolley routes in 2018. In 2019, 
fare validator equipment that can scan fare barcodes on mobile devices was installed on all 
Trolley vehicles. During 2019, HRT also worked with the vendor, Moovel, to pilot a 
Loyalty/Reward program as an opportunity to grow ridership. Utilizing knowledge gained 
from the mobile ticketing pilot and incorporating emerging fare technologies, HRT is 
expanding a mobile fare system agency-wide for all services to allow HRT to keep up with 
changing technology. MFCS is currently in the implementation phase. 

Chesapeake High-Capacity 
Corridor Study 

Initiated in the Spring of 2023, the Chesapeake High-Capacity Transit Corridor Study will 
evaluate the need for high-capacity transit service and determine the best alternative that 
improves connections within the city of Chesapeake to the greater Hampton Roads area, as 
well as supports the City’s economy and growth plans. At the conclusion of this study a 
report will be prepared that outlines the study process and identifies high-capacity transit 
alignments and technology options that can be carried forward into future phases of 
analysis. 

2023 Origin-Destination  
On-Board Survey 

HRT is conducting an on-board customer survey to understand the travel patterns of riders 
and demographic and attitudinal information. This project was expected to begin in FY 2022 
but was delayed due to the reduction in service under the Service Reliability Plan. HRT kicked 
off the study in the Summer of 2023 and anticipated that it will be completed in Fall 2023. 

Regional Transit Planning  
Process and Regional  
Transit Advisory Panel 

In Planning District 23, Virginia Code (§ 33.2-286 D) requires the transit agencies to develop a 
regional transit planning process to be coordinated by the Hampton Roads Transportation 
Planning Organization (HRTPO). The transit agencies this applies to are Williamsburg Area 
Transit Authority (WATA), Suffolk Transit, and Hampton Roads Transit (HRT). HRTPO 
established the Regional Transit Advisory Panel (RTAP) composed of representatives of 
major business and industry groups, employers, shopping destinations, institutions of higher 
education, military installations, hospitals and health care centers, public transit entities, and 
any other groups identified as necessary to provide ongoing advice to the regional process 
and the long-term vision for a multimodal regional public transit network in Hampton Roads. 
HRTPO convenes RTAP quarterly. 
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Initiative Summary 

Microtransit Demonstration  
Grant and Pilot Programs 

HRT made a grant application to the Virginia Department of Transportation in February 2020 
for two microtransit pilot projects: one in Virginia Beach and one in Newport News. In 
Summer 2020, HRT was notified of the awarding of $1.6 million of funding under a 
“demonstration grant”.  
HRT recently concluded its six-month pilot program. This original pilot program was funded 
through the demonstration grant plus matching local funds from both cities as required by 
the state grant. Service began in July 2022 and operated until February 2023. Following the 
completion of the original pilot program, HRT applied for and was awarded a second 
microtransit grant via the TRIP grant program. With these funds, HRT will operate a second 
on-demand microtransit pilot in Newport News and Virginia Beach for an additional 12 
months beginning in Spring 2024.  
Additionally, HRT is currently working with the City of Hampton to explore regions of the city 
that may benefit from microtransit service. An initial microtransit zone was discussed with 
the City of Hampton in January 2021 and a subsequent presentation was made to the 
Hampton City Council. Until the demonstration pilot programs in Newport News and Virginia 
Beach are complete and their performance is evaluated, HRT does not anticipate proceeding 
with any other microtransit projects. 

Interstate Operations and 
Enhancement Program 

HRT has been awarded an Interstate Operations and Enhancement Program grant from the 
Commonwealth to improve service headways on routes that operate on or run parallel to I-
64: Routes 106 and 107 and Route 972. 

Naval Station Norfolk TRIP 
Grant 

HRT received a TRIP grant9 to fund internal service on Naval Station Norfolk as an extension 
of Route 21, similar to a circulator-type of service. In this TSP update, the plan for Route 21 is 
modified on its western end to operate two circulator service patterns on the base 
connecting to key destinations. Service began on December 8, 2022.  

Real-Time Arrival 
Information 

In September 2020, HRT launched a beta version of the Real-Time functionality on gohrt.com 
and fully opened it to public consumption in October 2022. Since its initial availability in 
2020, there have been over 100,000 queries to the system for bus information.  Because of 
the success in this initiative, HRT is looking for other ways to integrate these data into other 
public facing transit information systems (apps, signage, etc.). 

Ferry Boats 

To support the operation of the Elizabeth River Ferry service, HRT purchased two new ferry 
boats. These new ferry boats are intended to replace two of the vessels in HRT’s existing 
ferry fleet. The new ferries can carry approximately 150 passengers and offer electronic 
controls and navigation, an efficient two-ramp configuration, accessibility features, and 
improved fuel efficiency. The vessels are traveling up the intercoastal waterway and are 
expected to reach HRT property in Fall 2023.  

 

  

 
9 http://www.drpt.virginia.gov/transit/trip-transit-ridership-incentive-program/  

http://www.drpt.virginia.gov/transit/trip-transit-ridership-incentive-program/
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1.2. Strategic Plan 
HRT’s strategic vision, goals, objectives, and performance measures reflect the agency’s core values and build on 
past and current initiatives. The Transit Transformation Project provided a fresh opportunity to examine HRT’s 
strategic vision, mission, goals, and objectives. This included gathering input from employees, customers, HRT’s 
governing board, and stakeholders through surveys, focus groups, strategic retreats, and other special meetings. 
As part of its annual Strategic Planning Process (SPP), HRT revisits and reaffirms its vision, mission, values, goals, 
and objectives, and incorporates any updates as needed. 

1.2.1. Mission and Vision Statements 
HRT’s mission and vision statements were updated as part of the Transit Transformation Project and internal 
strategic planning processes.  

 Mission: To connect Hampton Roads with transportation solutions that are reliable, safe, efficient, and 
sustainable. 

 Vision: A progressive mobility agency that promotes prosperity across Hampton Roads through collaboration 
and teamwork.  

 
HRT’s values are: 

 Safety: We strive for safety excellence across all areas of our business. 
 Customer Service: We’re committed to professional, courteous, and dependable service. 
 Workforce Success: We’re committed to effective hiring, training, and ongoing success of every team 

member. 
 Fiscal Responsibility: We’re dedicated to diligent stewardship that is accountable, transparent, and delivers 

the most value for our customers and funding partners. 

  

RESPONSE, RECOVERY, RESILIENCE: HRT’S COVID-19 STRATEGY 
By March 2020 the COVID-19 outbreak led to declared states of emergency at all levels of government in the 
United States. Efforts to safeguard public health and limit the spread of the virus included widespread travel 
restrictions and tactics like social distancing, use of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), and other measures. HRT 
closely tracked developments and began planning to address impacts in early 2020, as the effects on public 
transportation became more significant as the pandemic worsened in Hampton Roads and communities across the 
nation.  

HRT activated a multi-year strategy to effectively meet 
both immediate challenges and ongoing impacts and  
uncertainty due to COVID-19. With the help of  
emergency funding from state and federal partners, HRT  
quickly adapted to new conditions and remains focused  
on accomplishing its day-to-day mission while  
positioning the agency for a sustainable future.  
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In the Response phase (Years 1-2), HRT’s immediate efforts were much like those taken elsewhere. They included 
enhanced cleaning, the distribution and use of Personal Protective Equipment, reducing social interactions, 
suspending fares, using rear-door boarding and exiting to limit exposure to bus operators, installing protective 
barriers, and the like. Bus services were briefly curtailed to an Essential Service Plan (between March and June 
2020). The focus was on quickly adapting to conditions and guidance from public health officials, while supporting 
our workforce and remaining focused on accomplishing the day-to-day mission. The pandemic revealed, among 
other things, that public transportation is truly essential. 

HRT subsequently adjusted bus service to a Service Reliability Plan. This has matched the available workforce to 
bus service schedules that customers could depend on. Moving in a Recovery period (Years 2-3), HRT is seeing 
incremental increases in ridership as service levels are incrementally increased in tandem with labor availability. 
Recent bus service changes have included operating 15-minute frequencies for the first time ever on some 
Peninsula corridors, with double-digit percentage ridership increases. Improvements to passenger shelters, transit 
centers, new ferries, and new buses have also been made over this period.  

Post-pandemic (Years 3 onward), a focus on Resilience will help ensure HRT’s long-term sustainability and 
operational success. Many challenges linger in a post-pandemic world, including inflationary pressures, supply 
chain concerns, workforce availability, and shifting commuting patterns. Having weathered the unprecedented 
disruptions of the COVID-19 pandemic, Team HRT remains vigilant and ready for the challenges ahead.  

The crisis days of the pandemic are over. And HRT’s mission “to connect Hampton Roads with transportation 
solutions that are reliable, safe, efficient, and sustainable” and its vision to be “a progressive mobility agency that 
promotes prosperity across Hampton Roads through teamwork and collaboration” are enduring. In keeping with 
its mission and vision, HRT looks forward to working closely with its community partners in the months and years 
ahead, to include: 

• Deploying a viable and sustainable mix of services; 
• Embracing and leveraging new technologies that make us more efficient and effective in meeting customers’ 

needs; 
• Optimizing the size, efficiency, and effectiveness of the bus network; 
• Continuing to solidify and phase-in increased service levels that fit the evolving marketplace and growth 

potential; 
• Expanding partnerships and innovative models for paratransit and other on-demand services; 
• Carefully implementing electrification and other service innovations; and, supporting all of these things,  
• Establishing and maintaining fiscal stability and agility to meet future challenges.  
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1.2.2. Goals and Objectives 
HRT’s goals and objectives were most recently updated in 2022. There are four agency goals, each with three 
objectives. Objectives A1 and D2 were updated in 2022 to expressly incorporate diversity, equity, and inclusion.   

Agency Goals 

A.  Provide a high-quality service that is easy to use and enhances people’s lives. 
1. Provide reliable, safe, equitable, and desirable service, amenities, and information. 
2. Serve people where and when they need to travel. 
3. Achieve and maintain a high rate of customer satisfaction. 

B.  Foster regional quality of life and economic vitality. 
1. Contribute to regional congestion mitigation and environmental health and sustainability. 
2. Maximize access for residents, employees, and visitors to and between regional activity centers, job 

centers, and workforce development opportunities. 
3. Build community trust as a valuable partner in a thriving region.  

C.  Ensure financial stewardship and cost-effective operations. 
1. Provide cost-efficient transit service that leverages all available resources to offer the best value for the 

investment. 
2. Perform asset management that achieves and maintains a state of good repair and sustainability and 

maximizes investment impacts. 
3. Effectively align and manage resources and processes to maximize workplace productivity, achieve agency 

goals, and demonstrate safe and sustainable business practices to ensure long-term viability. 
D.  Build a culture for innovation and workforce success to ensure HRT remains relevant to the dynamic needs of 
the region. 

1. Continue to progress and innovate collaboratively with our partners and stakeholders to improve service to 
customers. 

2. Support a diverse and empowered workforce to strengthen core competencies and support an inclusive 
and productive workplace.  

3. Be an employer of choice and inspire and invest in our workforce and develop future leaders.  
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1.2.3. Service Provision Principles 
HRT’s vision, mission, and core values drive the agency’s culture and purpose, which shape the service HRT 
provides to its customers. HRT also has goals and objectives to help guide the planning, provision, and 
sustainability of service.  

As part of the Transit Transformation Project and development of the first major update of the Transit Strategic 
Plan, the agency sought extensive public and stakeholder input on how it should aim to meet its goals while also 
acknowledging the inherent tradeoffs that come with having limited resources to invest. Over 1,200 current HRT 
customers were involved in the planning process through 21 “pop-up” events at transit hubs. Feedback on regional 
survey questions was received from 2,731 participants. The top six priorities identified through the survey were:   

1. More reliable service (on-time arrivals and drop-offs) 
2. Frequent service during rush hour (5:00-9:00 a.m. and 3:00-7:00 p.m., Monday-Friday) 
3. Real-time bus arrival information 
4. Safety and security  
5. Mobile ticketing and fare payment options 
6. More sheltered stops in my city. 

To explore priorities and preferences that should guide plans for improved transit in the HRT service area, HRT 
posed several trade-off questions (Table 1-3) during public meetings and stakeholder workshops that included 
representatives from healthcare, education, military and federal facilities, economic development, housing, human 
services, and other sectors. Figure 1-6 shows the structure of questions asked as well as results from one of the 
questions. Each question had the same type of scale, with arrows pointing from a strong preference on one side, to 
neutral, to a strong preference on the other side. Participants placed one dot for each question to indicate what 
they would prioritize when choosing between different options.  

Table 1-3: Tradeoff Questions Asked 

Question Left Side of Arrow Right Side of Arrow 

Where should buses run,  
and with what frequency? Bus service everywhere High-frequency service 

What types of trips should be  
prioritized (geographically)? Connect within jurisdictions Connection across jurisdictions 

What types of trips should be  
prioritized (temporally)? Peak period commute trips Equal priority across day 

Should buses receive priority  
treatment on roadways? No preferential treatment for buses Preferential treatment for buses 

Should regional bus service  
standards be created and applied? Jurisdictional-level bus service standards Regional bus service standards 
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Figure 1-6: Example of Tradeoff Activity from Small Group Meetings 

 

Some highlights from the trade-off activity include:  

 Stakeholders showed clear preference for frequent bus service on major corridors over extensive geographic 
coverage of service (60 percent of participants preferred frequent service). 

 A strong preference was indicated for inter-city connectivity, prioritizing regionally connected service more 
than connections within each jurisdiction. 

 Stakeholders prioritized more frequent peak-hour service on weekdays, while also indicating the importance 
of access to bus service on weekends and weekdays during off-peak hours. 

 There was a very strong preference for implementing dedicated bus lanes, signal priority, or other methods to 
provide buses preferential treatment on roadways. 

 There was a very strong preference (75 percent support) for applying regional bus service standards, including 
hours of service, frequency of passenger pick-ups, and coverage that is consistent across city boundaries. 

 
Based on the input received into the planning process, HRT adopted the following guiding principles to create the 
recommended service changes that are found in Chapter 3:  

 Follow regional bus service standards 
 Prioritize high-frequency services 
 Balance resources between peak hour and all-day service 
 Prioritize connections across jurisdictions 
 Provide sufficient coverage to ensure access to transit 
 Leverage a data-driven approach and factoring of funding and operational constraints to prioritize and phase 

implementation. 

 
The following sections provide more detail on how these principles were applied in planning for an improved HRT 
bus network. 
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Follow Regional Bus Service Standards 
Based on overwhelming support for this guiding principal, HRT is placing a new emphasis on regional standards, 
which are reflected in the service plan in Chapter 3, and detailed in Section 1.2.4 and Section 1.2.5. Public and 
stakeholder feedback indicated a preference for regional service standards to be applied across all of HRT’s bus 
service. This would support more consistency regionwide in terms of span of service and frequency by service type. 
Riders expressed frustration with the mismatch between different end-of-service times in different jurisdictions. 
Regional standards received overwhelming preference over jurisdiction-level service standards. 

Prioritize High-Frequency Services 
HRT will continue to balance providing high-frequency service where and when it is warranted with the need for 
geographic coverage in areas warranting transit service. When presented with the tradeoff, HRT customers and 
other stakeholders pointed to higher frequency services as a preference over higher geographic coverage.  

One of the preliminary scenarios that was presented as part of the Transit Transformation Project consolidated 
regional bus service around high-frequency routes, resulting in a network with low geographic coverage. This 
scenario proved an important test for the region, as many people liked the idea of the high-frequency routes but, 
at the same time, did not see it being feasible or desirable to lose as much geographic coverage as was required to 
provide the resources for the conceptual high-frequency network. To balance the desire for prioritizing high-
frequency services while still providing coverage to connect riders to the high-frequency routes, HRT has 
recommended an increase in the availability of high-frequency services and the testing of innovative on-demand 
transit zones to fill geographic coverage gaps.   

Many people said they preferred bus-only lanes on selected corridors to help speed up buses and make them more 
reliable and thus more attractive to use. Since HRT is not the owner or maintainer of the roadways, that is not 
included as a planning principle; however, the sentiment relates to the desire to provide increased high-frequency 
services. 

Balance Resources Between Peak Hour and All-Day Service  
HRT strives to provide service where and when it is needed. Many riders need service during traditional peak hours 
while others need service throughout the day. Overall, public and stakeholder feedback pointed to a preference 
for prioritizing service during peak hours over all-day service, but the more frequent a rider is, the more they 
prioritized all-day service. This points to a need to strike a balance between serving peak period customers with 
frequent enough service to attract them to ride while still leaving enough resources to provide service throughout 
the day for people who rely on transit for their trips.   

Prioritize Connections Across Jurisdictions  
Riders’ travel patterns are very often inter-jurisdictional in nature, and HRT strives to provide services that connect 
customers with where they need to go in the most efficient manner possible. Overwhelming feedback from 
stakeholders and the public favored prioritizing service across jurisdictions rather than within jurisdictions.  

Provide Sufficient Coverage to Ensure Access to Transit 
Feedback from the public and stakeholders demonstrates a commitment to providing easy and safe pedestrian 
access to bus stops across the region. When faced with the tradeoff of having “fewer stops and faster trips” rather 
than having “more stops and shorter walks,” most stakeholders and regular riders preferred “shorter walks.” This 
was especially important to people when considering the needs of the elderly population throughout the region. 
Less frequent riders of HRT were more interested in faster trips with fewer stops. It is important to strike a balance 
between these two tradeoffs. 

Leverage a data-driven approach and factoring of funding and operational constraints to prioritize and phase 
implementation 
Hampton Roads is a diverse region with unique local needs and priorities for investing in public transportation 
improvements. The services outlined in Chapter 3 are based on guiding input from city leaders and staff about 
local priorities and planning for the best use of limited financial resources to achieve the greatest returns on 
investment in terms of ridership and serving customer needs.   
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1.2.4. Service Design Standards 
Service design standards define policy level standards that are followed in designing transit service. These 
standards allow for informed decision making and ensure consistency in how transit is planned across the system 
in similar operating environments.  

Given budget and equipment constraints, it is imperative that HRT has specific standards and guidelines in place to 
ensure the highest possible quality of service is provided and delivered efficiently and effectively. Figure 1-7 lists 
HRT’s service design standards, drawn from HRT’s “Service Standards and Performance” policy document (PD – 
112), updated June 30, 2023. 

Figure 1-7: Service Design Standards 

 

Route Design 
The alignment of each route is a key factor in its ability to successfully serve customers’ mobility needs. “Route 
design” refers to route directness, connections to key origins and destinations, and how routes interface with 
other services that comprise the overall network. Route classifications are based upon transit need and define the 
level of service per route. Key route design principles include:  

 HRT routes should be designed to serve origins and destinations via direct pathways, minimizing out-of-
direction movements. This provides a faster trip to serve commuters better, attract more riders, and enhance 
fare revenues while minimizing the cost to provide service. 

 Bus routes should serve major mixed-use corridors throughout the service area, avoiding smaller 
neighborhood streets. 

 High-frequency HRT routes should be designed to serve major corridors, offer more direct service, and provide 
transfer connections either on-street or at major transfer hubs in the urban core. 

Deviations 
Deviations off the basic alignment of a fixed route should be minimized whenever possible. However, routes may 
deviate off their primary alignment to serve major activity centers or provide coverage to areas with limited 
access. The additional time necessary for the deviation should not exceed five minutes, or ten percent of the one-
way travel time of the existing route without deviation. Deviations must result in an increase in overall route 
productivity after one year or the deviation should be eliminated. 

Mid-route deviations that cause a route to significantly deviate from the most direct route between major travel 
generators, should be avoided. In some instances, a deviation is warranted because of potential ridership gains. 

SERVICE DESIGN STANDARDS
Route Design

Service Area Coverage

Route Spacing

Stop Spacing and Placement

Route Classifications

Service Frequency

Span of Service

New Service Warrants

Operational Considerations





December 2023 

Transit Strategic Plan FY 2025 – FY 2034 | Chapter 1: System Overview and Strategic Vision 1-20 

Route Classification 
The classification of HRT routes establishes the roles routes serve in the transit network and their market 
functions. Classifying routes allows a balanced approach to the development of service standards where each 
route’s performance is assessed against routes serving similar functions. 

Table 1-4 shows the five classifications of bus service in the HRT system, as developed during the Transit 
Transformation Project. A brief description of each classification is provided, followed by guidelines for criteria for 
classifying routes (additional details for each respective criterion is described below the table). When establishing 
new service, the proposed route geography can be evaluated using these three criteria which will influence how 
the route is classified. Service classification is an important element of the service design standards, as it relates to 
the recommended span and frequency for routes. 

Table 1-4: Route Classification 

Route 
Classification Description 

Criteria 

Interjurisdictional Population /  
Job Density 

Route 
Directness 

Regional 
Backbone 

The backbone of bus transit throughout  
the region, traveling on the highest-demand 
corridors connecting the most people to the  
most jobs. 

Most will cross 
jurisdictional 
boundaries. 

Greater than 6,500 
people + jobs per  
square mile, averaged 
across whole route 

1.6 or better 

Local Priority 
Operate along arterials serving a specific 
community area with connections to the  
Regional Backbone network.  

Can operate within  
a jurisdiction or  
cross jurisdictional 
boundaries. 

Between 5,000-6,500 
people + jobs per  
square mile, averaged 
across whole route 

1.8 or better 

Coverage 

Communities with lower transit demand  
than the above two categories, but with  
still enough demand to warrant fixed-route 
service, will be connected to Local Priority and 
Regional Backbone routes via Coverage routes. 

Mostly within one 
jurisdiction but can 
cross jurisdictional 
boundaries. 

Between 4,000-5,000 
people + jobs per  
square mile, averaged 
across whole route 

2.0 or better 

Limited/ 
Express 

Bus service with limited stops connecting 
surrounding communities with downtown  
areas and other major employment sites or 
regional destinations, often via interstates.  
Some routes will operate during peak-hour 
commuter service only. Typically accessed via 
park-and-ride lots at the residential end. 

Can operate within  
a jurisdiction or  
cross jurisdictional 
boundaries. 

Route serves major  
trip generators and/or 
collection points 

N/A 

On-Demand 

On-Demand transit service will operate  
in specified zones, connecting lower-density 
areas to local destinations and transfer 
opportunities to fixed-route service. 

Can operate within  
a jurisdiction or  
cross jurisdictional 
boundaries. 

Densities warrant  
transit service but are 
low enough that regular 
fixed route service 
would be less effective 

N/A 

 
Criteria and Rationale for Route Classification 
Interjurisdictional 
A route is interjurisdictional if it serves more than one city that HRT serves. Routes which make up the Regional 
Backbone of transit service tend to be interjurisdictional because they provide key connections across the region. 
Local Priority routes may or may not be interjurisdictional depending upon the demand for transit. Coverage 
routes are often located within one jurisdiction because they connect specific lower-demand areas to higher-
frequency services within the same jurisdiction.  

Overarching guidance: Connections should be made to address demand between origins and destinations 
regardless of jurisdictional boundaries.  
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Population/Job Density 
Transit services must be located where there is demand for transit. This demand can be measured by the densities 
of population and jobs. A transit route which serves areas with many desired origins and destinations will produce 
more ridership compared to a route serving fewer dense origins and destinations. During the Transit 
Transformation Project and the first major update of the TSP, the density of population and jobs within one- 
quarter mile of routes was calculated using American Community Survey (ACS) data11 and LEHD data.12   

Overarching guidance: All fixed-route service should be designed to serve as many people and destinations as 
possible, with higher thresholds set for route classifications that offer higher frequency service. 

Directness 
Benefits of direct routes include that they are simpler for customers to understand and they are more efficient, 
saving travel time and operating costs compared to circuitous routes. A directness calculation is used to evaluate 
how far a route strays from a straight path. The directness calculation involves finding the ratio of the length of the 
actual route against the length between the two endpoints – the more direct a route is, the closer its directness 
ratio will be to one. For example: 1) a route that travels on a very straight arterial road, without making any 
deviations off the main path, would have a directness score very close to one because its total length traveled 
between two endpoints will only be slightly longer than the straight-line distance between the two endpoints, 
while, 2) a route that travels between the same two endpoints as the first example route but deviates heavily into 
neighborhoods to collect riders may travel twice the mileage as the first example route, and its directness score 
would therefore be closer to two.  

Overarching guidance: All bus routes should be as direct as possible, with lower directness ratio thresholds set for 
route classifications that offer higher frequency service. 

Service Frequency 
The frequency impacts how long customers must wait for bus service, with journeys requiring customers to 
transfer resulting in more than one wait. Higher frequencies result in shorter customer wait times but increase 
costs by requiring more buses and operators. Thus, providing more frequency requires balancing route and 
network productivity, i.e., ridership against the cost. 

Frequency warrants are subject to cost effectiveness and should be adjusted based on productivity and passenger 
load as defined in Section 1.2.5. Table 1-5 illustrates the headway warrants (time between trips) by route 
classification. Routes should be designed and scheduled to meet the standards, but available budget may prevent 
routes from fully meeting them. Routes can also exceed the standards based on demand for higher frequency.  

Table 1-5: Service Headway by Route Classification 

Time Period Regional 
Backbone 

Local 
Priority Coverage Limited/Express On-Demand 

Weekday 

Peak 6:00 a.m. – 9:00 a.m. 
3:00 p.m. – 6:00 p.m. 15 min 30 min 60 min Demand base n/a 

Midday 9:00 a.m. – 3:00 p.m. 30 min 30 min 60 min Demand base n/a 

Evening 6:00 p.m. – 11:00 
 

30 min 60 min 60 min Demand base n/a 

Weekend 
Base 8:00 a.m. – 6:00 p.m. 30 min 30 min 60 min Demand base n/a 

Non-base 6:00 a.m. – 8:00 a.m. 
6:00 p.m.– 9:00 p.m. 30 min 60 min 60 min Demand base n/a 

Span of Service 
The span of service defines the start and finish of service each day for both specific routes and the network. A 
longer span of service allows a route to capture more riders throughout the day for a wider variety of trip 

 
11 American Community Survey (ACS) 2016 5-year estimates. 
12 Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics (LEHD) 2015. 
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purposes, but also increases overall costs. It is important that the route spans be coordinated to provide an overall 
appropriate network to meet time-of-day market needs. Table 1-6 illustrates the span of service standards by 
route classification. Routes should be designed and scheduled to meet the standards. Available budget may 
prevent routes from fully meeting them and routes are evaluated on a case-by-case basis to ensure the span meets 
the demand for a given route. In some cases, these standards will be applied more so as guidelines. Routes can 
also exceed the standards based on demand for longer span.  

Table 1-6: Span of Service by Route Classification 

 Regional Backbone Local Priority Coverage Limited/Express On-Demand 

Weekday  5:00 a.m. –  
1:00 a.m.  

5:00 a.m. – 
11:00 p.m.  

5:00 a.m. – 
7:00 p.m.  Demand Based 5:00 a.m. – 

7:00 p.m.  

Weekend  6:00 a.m. –  
12:00 a.m. 

7:00 a.m. – 
11:00 p.m. 

8:00 a.m. – 
7:00 p.m. Demand Based 8:00 a.m. – 

8:00 p.m. 

New Service Warrants 
HRT has an adopted policy on how to assess the potential of new services requested by the cities. The purpose of 
this policy is to plan transit services that will be successful in not only generating additional fare revenue to fund 
the service, but also in meeting the community’s needs. Five metrics assess the potential for transit service: 
residential density, employment density, income, home-based work trips to major destinations, and auto 
availability. Full details of the policy on new service warrants can be found in HRT’s “New Services Request Policy” 
policy document (PD – 105), approved June 30, 2023. 

Operational Considerations 
Vehicle Assignment 
Passenger vehicles are assigned to routes/blocks of service based on several factors including required vehicle 
passenger capacity, community or street operating restrictions, operating performance requirements, and special 
equipment needs. Some routes have special operating restrictions including tight turns or community vehicle size 
limitations that require smaller vehicle assignments. Higher performing vehicle types may be assigned to blocks of 
service with more schedule adherence problems. Additionally, certain segments of service may be designated to 
have buses with special equipment, e.g., branded or wrapped vehicle equipment. After the special vehicle block 
needs have been addressed, the remaining vehicles are rotated through random assignment to any route/block of 
service on which the vehicle can travel. 

Layover Guidelines 
A minimum of ten percent of the round-trip running time is scheduled for layover, while high ridership routes 
require fifteen percent. All routes will have a minimum of five minutes layover per round trip. 

1.2.5. Performance Standards 
Service Performance Standards 
HRT updated the agency’s Service Performance Standards for route-level evaluation in 2020.13 The standards are 
measured by six Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) that fall into three distinct groups: service effectiveness, cost 
efficiency, and service quality. Each route classification has a minimum benchmark used to evaluate the 
effectiveness of service. Some benchmark standards for future On-Demand routes have not yet been established 
and, as noted in the tables, will be developed when On-Demand service is closer to implementation (beyond the 
pilot phase of demonstration projects). Table 1-7 summarizes the KPI’s and their applicable grouping. 

Service performance standards are necessary to ensure that all services are fulfilling their roles in the transit 
network and contributing to the overall financial sustainability of HRT. Performance is measured regularly to 
identify changes in performance over time and to allow prompt changes to be implemented if necessary. 

 
13 “Service Standards and Performance” policy document (PD – 112), updated June 30, 2023. 
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Performance standards help ensure that HRT services meet the needs of passengers, while maintaining cost-
efficiency for the agency. 

Table 1-7: Performance Standard Groups and Key Performance Indicators  

Performance Standard Measure KPI 

Service Effectiveness 
Passengers per Revenue Hour 

Passengers per One-Way Trip 

Cost Efficiency 
Farebox Recovery 

Subsidy per Passenger Boarding 

Service Quality 
On-Time Performance 

Maximum Load Standards 

 
Passengers per Revenue Hour 
The passengers per revenue hour KPI (Table 1-8) measures the productivity of a given route based on ridership 
(unlinked boardings) generated for each hour of service operated. This measure does not apply to Limited/Express 
routes. 

Table 1-8: Passengers per Revenue Hour Performance Standard 

KPI Classification Benchmark 

Passengers 
per Revenue 
Hour 

Regional Backbone 

50% of the service classification average on weekdays and weekends. Local Priority 

Coverage 

Limited/Express N/A 

On-Demand TBD 
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Passengers per One-way Trip 
Limited/Express services (PCS and MAX) should not be evaluated on a passenger per hour basis, as there is 
generally less passenger turnover on these types of routes, leading to fewer passenger boardings overall. Instead, 
Limited/Express service is evaluated on a passengers per one-way trip basis (Table 1-9). This indicator measures 
the average passenger boardings per one-way trip. It is useful in evaluating express or “point-to-point” services 
where passengers board at the start of the trip and alight at the end of the trip, with little activity in between. 
Using this indicator provides a way to gauge how full the bus is during its journey. A typical HRT MAX vehicle has 
40 seats, and effective service should generate enough passengers to fill a majority of those seats.  

Table 1-9: Passengers per One-Way Trip Performance Standard 

KPI Classification Benchmark 

Passengers 
per One-
Way Trip 

Regional Backbone 

N/A Local Priority 

Coverage 

Limited/Express Min. passengers boardings per one-way trip: 20 on weekdays; 15 on weekends. 

On-Demand N/A 

 

Farebox Recovery 
The farebox recovery ratio (Table 1-10) compares a route’s operating revenue to its operating costs. The difference 
between the cost to operate the service and the farebox revenue on the service results in the subsidy that HRT’s 
funding partners must cover.  

Table 1-10: Farebox Recovery Performance Standard 

KPI Classification Benchmark 

Farebox 
Recovery 

Regional Backbone 

50% of the service classification average on weekdays and weekends. 
Local Priority 

Coverage 

Limited/Express 

On-Demand TBD 
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Subsidy per Passenger Boarding 
A second way of measuring cost efficiency involves evaluating the operating cost per unlinked passenger boarding, 
less the average passenger fare (Table 1-11). This metric is the level of public subsidy necessary to support each 
passenger trip. 

Table 1-11: Subsidy per Passenger Boarding Performance Standard 

KPI Classification Benchmark 

Subsidy per 
Passenger 
Boarding 

Regional Backbone 

Twice the service classification average on weekdays and weekends. 
Local Priority 

Coverage 

Limited/Express 

On-Demand TBD 

 

On-Time Performance 
An on-time performance standard defines a minimum threshold of daily trips by route and for the system that 
operate on-time (Table 1-12). On-time performance reflects both the quality and reliability of service, which can 
affect whether or not people choose to use transit or continue to use transit. HRT defines “on time” as one minute 
early to five minutes late at each time-point. This KPI establishes a minimum goal of at least 85 percent of time-
points served within this time threshold relative to schedule, at both the route level and system-wide. Making sure 
that routes meet this standard results in a positive customer experience while at the same time recognizes that 
there are operating issues beyond the agency’s control. 

Table 1-12: On-Time Performance Standard 

KPI Classification Benchmark 

On-Time 
Performance 

Regional Backbone 

85% on-time performance at all time-points. 
Local Priority 

Coverage 

Limited/Express 

On-Demand 85% on-time performance of pick-ups and drop-offs. 
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Maximum Load Standards 
Passenger load refers to how many people are on the bus at any given moment compared to its seated capacity 
(Table 1-13). High passenger loads result in overcrowded conditions and unsatisfied customers. Service quality 
issues with crowding are dependent on the amount of time that customers must stand on the bus. If crowding is a 
relatively brief phenomenon, it does not justify the expense of adding additional service. On the other hand, if 
passengers are required to consistently stand while on the bus, more service may be needed to alleviate the 
crowding. For Limited/Express and On-Demand routes, a benchmark of 100 percent of seated capacity is used, as 
these vehicles are designed for seated passengers only (with the exception of Limited/Express routes that operate 
on arterial roads rather than limited-access highways, as noted in the table).  

Table 1-13: Maximum Load Performance Standard 

Key Performance Indicator Route Classification Benchmark 

Maximum Load 

Regional Backbone 
125% of seated capacity for two or more 
miles. Local Priority 

Coverage 

Limited/Express 
100% of seated capacity for two or more 
miles; 125% if operated along arterial rather 
than limited-access roadways. 

On-Demand 100% of seated capacity. 

Corrective Action Guidelines 
Based on a route’s performance relative to the KPI’s, HRT places each route into one of three categories:  

 Low-performing service 
 Average-performing service 
 High-performing service. 

The metrics for determining in which categories the routes fall and remedial actions for each of the three 
categories of routes are listed in Table 1-14. This evaluation process is only performed for the KPI’s related to 
service effectiveness and cost efficiency. This evaluation methodology allows HRT to quickly identify under-
performing service and take necessary steps to improve the service. It also ensures that HRT continues to invest in 
high-performing service. 

Table 1-14: Performance Categories for Service Effectiveness and Cost Efficiency KPIs and Possible Corrective Actions 

Category Metric Possible Analysis and Corrective Action 

Low-performing service 50% of system average and 
below 

Segment-level and operational analyses to identify 
potential route issues, which could result in: 
 Targeted marketing 
 Rider outreach 
 Change in service levels 
 Discontinuation 

Average-performing service Between 51% and 149% of 
system average 

 Periodic trip-by-trip segment analysis to identify 
potential route issues 

High-performing service 150% of system average or 
better 

 Increase service levels 
 Upgrade transit operating environment 
 Introduce additional service types 
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Systemwide Performance Standards 
In addition to the route-specific performance standards, HRT is working on implementation of a new “balanced 
scorecard” for certain performance measures.14 As shown in Table 1-15, the scorecard measures are labeled as 
“success factors” and are organized under four themes related to organizational and operational success. Each 
theme—customer-focused operations, regional impact, organizational performance, and workforce success—is 
derived from each set of objectives that fall under and align to the agency’s overarching goals as outlined in 
Section 1.2.2.  

 
14 A balanced scorecard is a framework that helps translate a company’s strategic objectives into a coherent set of performance measures. 
Source: Robert S. Kaplan and David P. Norton, Putting the Balanced Scorecard to Work, Harvard Business Review. 
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Table 1-15: Balanced Scorecard  

Goals and Objectives Theme Success Factor 

Goal A - Provide a high-quality service that is easy to use and enhances people’s lives. 

A1. Provide reliable, safe, equitable, and desirable 
service, amenities, and information. 
 
A2. Serve people where and when they need to 
travel. 
 
A3. Achieve and maintain a high rate of customer 
satisfaction. 

Customer-
Focused 
Operations 

 On-Time Performance 
 Missed Trips 
 Ridership by Mode (Unlinked Passenger 

Trips) 
 Adherence to Fleet Preventive Maintenance 

Schedule 
 Customer Complaints per 100,000 Passenger 

Boardings 
 Customer Satisfaction Score 
 Marketing Impressions 

Goal B - Foster regional quality of life and economic vitality. 

B1. Contribute to regional congestion mitigation and 
environmental health and sustainability.  
 
B2. Maximize access for residents, employees, and 
visitors to and between regional activity centers, job 
centers, and workforce development opportunities. 
 
B3. Build community trust as a valuable partner in a 
thriving region. 

Regional 
Impact 

 Population Within ¼ Mile of Bus Stops  
 Low-Income Community Population Within 

¼ Mile of Bus Stops 
 Jobs Within ¼ Mile of Bus Stops 
 Number of Corporate Partnerships 
 Number of Access Opportunities to 

Educational Institutions 

Goal C – Ensure financial stewardship and cost-effective operations. 

C1. Provide cost-efficient transit service that 
leverages all available resources to offer the best 
value for the investment. 
 
C2. Perform asset management that achieves and 
maintains a state of good repair and sustainability 
and maximizes investment impacts. 
 
C3. Effectively align and manage resources and 
processes to maximize workplace productivity, 
achieve agency goals, and demonstrate safe and 
sustainable business practices to ensure long-term 
viability. 

Organizational 
Performance 

 Preventable Accidents per 100,000 Vehicle 
Revenue Miles 

 Actual O&M Costs versus Budgeted 
 Passenger and Parking Facilities Condition 

Rating 
 Mean Distance Between Service Interruption 
 Administrative and Maintenance Facilities 

Condition Rating 
 Agency Generated Revenue  
 Total Cost per Total Vehicle Revenue Hour 

Goal D – Build a culture for innovation and workforce success to ensure HRT remains relevant to the dynamic needs of the 
region. 

D1. Continue to progress and innovate 
collaboratively with our partners and stakeholders to 
improve service to customers. 
 
D2. Support a diverse and empowered workforce to 
strengthen core competencies and support an 
inclusive and productive workplace. 
 
D3. Be an employer of choice and inspire and invest 
in our workforce and develop future leaders. 

Workforce 
Success 

 Retention Rate 
 Percentage of Promotions 
 Overall Workforce Diversity (Gender, Race) 
 Completed Administrative Training 
 Completed Safety Training 
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