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1 Introduction
There are currently three community bus services operating on Mayne, Saturna and Pender
Islands, and a fourth service planned for implementation in January 2017 on Galiano Island. This
report:
•

Documents the current community bus operations and plans on the Southern Gulf Islands.

•

Identifies factors affecting the success of community bus services, and opportunities for the
Southern Gulf Islands services to enhance services, optimize operational efficiency and
improve their financial positions.

•

Clarifies regulatory requirements affecting community bus operations.

1.1 What is Community Bus?
“Community bus” is a public transit service owned and operated by a community organization
rather than by BC Transit or another government agency. Community bus services generally
operate in lower-population rural areas where conventional transit service would not be viable or
would be prohibitively expensive.
A community bus service may be established to achieve any number of objectives, including:
•

Provide additional mobility options for seniors, youth, persons with disabilities and other
island residents.

•

Enable seniors to age in place, rather than have to relocate to an urban area with more
transportation options when they are no longer able to or willing to drive.

•

Reduce numbers of automobiles and traffic on the island, particularly automobiles brought
onto the island by visitors.

•

Reduce greenhouse gas emissions from private automobiles.

•

Support efforts to better integrate and facilitate travel and commerce between the Southern
Gulf Islands, with connections to ferries and water taxis.

1.2 History of Community Bus in B.C.
Existing community bus services in British Columbia include:
•

The three existing community bus services on the Southern Gulf Islands and the planned
fourth service are described in detail in Section 3.

•

The GERTIE community bus service on Gabriola Island has operated since 2013, and earlier
this year a successful referendum established continued funding for the service through
property taxes. The GERTIE service is described in Section 2.
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There are several other public transportation services in B.C. that are similar to or complement
community bus services:
•

Salt Spring Island has a population of 10,320 (as of the 2011 census). A number of
unsuccessful attempts were made to establish a community bus service prior to 2008, when a
conventional transit service was implemented. The service is funded by BC Transit and local
taxpayers, and is overseen by the Salt Spring Island Transportation Commission. The service
began with two buses operating on four routes, and has since expanded to six routes. In the
first year of service, ridership was more than double what had been forecasted, with a
maximum of 1,500 rides in one week. In 2009, the Salt Spring Island Transit System was
awarded the “Exceptional Service with Outstanding Performance” award from the Canadian
Urban Transit Association.

•

Bowen Island Community Transit began operating in May 1999. Although the name might
suggest that it is a community bus service, it is funded by TransLink (the regional transit
agency) and operated by a local contractor. A commuter bus service for Bowen Island
residents from the Horseshoe Bay ferry terminal to downtown Vancouver is also operated
under contract to TransLink.

•

The Volunteer Transportation Network operates in the Regional District of Mount
Waddington on northern Vancouver Island. The service is integrated with the transit system
operated under contract to BC Transit by the North Island Community Services Society, and
uses volunteer drivers to provide door-to-door service to persons who live in remote
communities where there is limited or no transit service.

•

There are many services throughout the province that provide transportation for seniors and
others, primarily to medical-related appointments. While most use volunteers who are
reimbursed for mileage and other expenses, some charge passengers a per-kilometre fee.

•

Health Connections is a health authority based regional travel assistance program that offers
subsidized transportation options to help defray costs for rural residents who must travel to
obtain non-emergency, physician-referred medical care outside their home communities.

1.3 Steps to Implementing Community Bus
The checklist below summarizes the key steps involved in planning and implementing a
community bus service. Details of the various implementation activities are provided in
Sections 2 and 3, and specific regulations applicable to community bus services are described in
Section 4.

1.3.1 Planning the Service
1. Engage the community to determine what residents’ and visitors’ transportation needs are,

and the level of support for community bus. Hold community meetings, conduct an on-line
survey, arrange news articles and solicit feedback. Host a contest to name the new service.
2. Establish a non-profit organization that will operate the community bus, or enlist an

existing organization. Recruit volunteers to manage the community bus operation and
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undertake specific tasks. Purchase directors and officers liability insurance to indemnify
directors for any losses associated with the community bus operation.
3. Develop a service plan. Establish objectives for the service, describe how the service will

operate and what vehicles will be used, describe any additional services that will be offered
(such as transportation to community events, charters), establish policies (such as whether or
not the bus will wait for late ferries), develop a communications and marketing strategy, and
estimate annual revenues and expenses.
4. Apply to the Passenger Transportation Branch (see Section 4.1). If there is a taxi

operator or other competing services in the service area, discuss plans for the community bus
with them and adjust those plans as needed so that they can be confident the bus will not
compete with their service, and might in fact support it. Include a letter of support from any
taxi operator or other service provider in the application to the PTB.
5. Obtain a National Safety Certificate number (see Section 4.2).
6. Establish communications. Create a website to initially inform the community of

progress in implementing the community bus, and to later provide information regarding
routes, schedules, fares and other aspects of the service once it is operating. Create social
media accounts such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, and post to each account regularly.
Establish a telephone number for dispatcher, and purchase cell phones and Bluetooth
headsets for drivers.
7. Seek funding. Solicit donations and contributions such as office equipment, vehicle

accessories and even vehicles themselves. Apply for grants from regional, provincial or
federal agencies. Negotiate discounts with local suppliers, such as on fuel and advertising.
8. Acquire vehicles. Purchase or lease vehicles, have the vehicles inspected and repaired as

necessary, insure the vehicles, and arrange a location to store the vehicles when not in service.
9. Recruit volunteer drivers who have or are willing to obtain unrestricted Class 4 licences

(see Section 4.3).

1.3.2 Operating the Service
10. Launch the service. Publicize the launch wherever possible, with signs and posters

throughout the service area, with media releases and online.
11. Monitor performance. Record ridership by run, track kilometres and hours of service, and

record donations, other revenues and expenses. Use this information to identify low-ridership
runs, and adjust services as required to manage costs.
12. Report to the community at regular intervals regarding the progress and performance of

the community bus. Continue to engage the community and solicit input from residents,
businesses and visitors.
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2 What Makes Community Bus Successful?
This section identifies several factors that contribute to the success of a community bus service.
Before assessing the services on the Southern Gulf Islands in Section 3, it is worthwhile to
consider what a successful community bus operation looks like, specifically the GERTIE service
on Gabriola Island.

2.1 Successful Means Sustainable
Operating a successful community bus service is challenging. The service must demonstrate
value to the community in order to generate support in the form of ridership, donations and
volunteer labour. At the same time, the operator must control costs so as to remain financially
solvent. The operator must avoid running buses empty or nearly empty, and must avoid
unexpected and significant expenses such as vehicle repairs.
A successful community bus service is sustainable, meaning that the service can operate in
perpetuity. It means that, for example:
•

The service is not reliant on a single individual to champion and manage the service, and is
not at risk of ceasing operation if any one person leaves the community bus organization.

•

The service is not reliant on uncertain sources of funding that may or may not be available in
future.

•

The service is not reliant on a small pool of volunteers who may not be available for a shift to
drive a bus or to undertake other needed activities.

•

The service is not reliant on a fleet of vehicles that could break down suddenly and require
expensive repairs for which funds might not be available.

A sustainable community bus service means that residents can count on the bus to be there next
week and next year, and that visitors can plan a trip confident that the bus will be waiting for
them at the ferry. It means that seniors can rely on the service as they become less able or willing
to drive, and that social service agencies, health centres and other community organizations can
expand services and offer new services to clients who can use the bus. It can even attract people
to the island – a couple that recently moved to Gabriola Island told the community bus
coordinator that the bus was a factor in their decision where to relocate.
The goal for a community bus service is therefore to transition to a service that is sustainable and
can operate in perpetuity. This means that the community bus service must demonstrate value to
the community in order to establish adequate support from the community to sustain service:
•

The preferred form of support would be dedicated funding that is available in perpetuity and
can be adjusted as the needs and costs of the service change. Sufficient dedicated funding to
pay drivers, a coordinator and other staff ensures adequate labour to operate the service.
Sufficient dedicated funding to insure, maintain and operate vehicles, and purchase new
vehicles avoids sustained service disruptions and service cuts. Sufficient dedicated funding
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for operating expenses means that information about the bus service can be communicated to
users and the community, that other organizational activities can be undertaken, and that
regulatory requirements can be met. Such funding could be provided through public sources
such as a property tax or levy, or though private sources such as a social finance organization
structured to ensure that funds are available in perpetuity.
•

Other forms of support include a large pool of volunteer labour, sustained donations, and
assurances of on-going contributions. Although there are examples of organizations
successfully run by volunteers and sustained with donations, such forms of support are not
truly sustainable. Changes in economic and other conditions could reduce the availability of
volunteers, reduce donations or affect the sustainability of a community bus service in other
ways. The GERTIE experience shows that even with strong community support, the only
way to ensure sustainability is a dedicated source of funding such as a property tax.

Section 2.2 describes the GERTIE community bus service on Gabriola Island in detail. The
GERTIE experience highlights several factors that are important to the success and sustainability
of a community bus service:
•

Community engagement and involvement, which generates support for the community bus
before the service begins, during the pilot project phase, and as the service continues to
operate on an on-going, permanent basis.

•

Service oriented to island residents, not just visitors. This might include, for example, local
service to community events, shopping and social functions. The bus can even provide a
social service, providing an opportunity for residents to visit with others while travelling to
and from local destinations.

•

Service tailored to demand, so as to avoid unproductive runs with few or no passengers that
increase operating costs without generating additional revenue. One way of achieving this is
with flexible service that operates at scheduled times and on route deviations only when
requested.

•

Reliable vehicles for which parts are readily available and that are not likely to break down
suddenly and require expensive repairs.

•

Customer information available from a variety of sources, providing comprehensive
information regarding routes, schedules, fares, service request procedures, and other service
characteristics and policies.

2.2 Gabriola Island’s GERTIE
An example of a successful community bus service is GERTIE (Gabriola’s Environmentally
Responsible Trans Isle Express) on Gabriola Island. GERTIE began operating in June 2013 as a
three-year pilot project, with the goal of demonstrating the viability of transit service on Gabriola
Island. A referendum was held in February 2016 asking the community to establish a property
tax assessment to support GERTIE. The referendum passed with 67% support, and GERTIE now
has a dedicated source of funding to pay drivers and a part-time coordinator, to fund operating
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expenses and to accumulate funds for new vehicle purchases. GERTIE has become a permanent
public service on Gabriola Island that residents and visitors can count on to operate in perpetuity.
Gabriola Island is located a 20-minute ferry ride east of Nanaimo. The island is 58 km2 in area,
and access is via two main roads (North Road and South Road) that form a loop around the
island, with spur roads providing access to residential neighbourhoods, most of which are at the
west end of the island. The population of Gabriola Island is 4,045 persons as of the 2011 census,
and 27% of the population is 65 years of age or older.

2.2.1 History
Planning began long before GERTIE began operating in 2013. The Official Community Plan has
long had a statement in support of community bus, and efforts to establish transit service on
Gabriola Island go back as far as the 1990s. The 2008 Climate Action Dividends program was
the genesis of the group that founded GERTIE. The group began its work by conducting an
online survey in 2008 to identify the transportation needs and travel patterns of island residents,
as a basis for planning transit routes and schedules. A feasibility study of transit service was
undertaken by BC Transit in 2010, which identified options for providing service on Gabriola
Island. However, after reviewing the levels of service and costs associated with conventional
transit service, and recognizing that any such service could be susceptible to service reductions
like those that BC Transit had made in Nanaimo and elsewhere at the time, a group of residents
decided to implement a community bus service themselves.
The community bus was sponsored by The Island Futures Society, a community organization
“interested in supporting innovative and sustainable initiatives in their communities.” The
Regional District of Nanaimo provided $30,000 to The Island Futures Society for the purchase of
buses. Service began in 2013 as a three-year pilot project intended to demonstrate the viability of
transit service on Gabriola Island. After the referendum passed in 2016, the Gabriola Community
Bus Foundation was established as a registered charity to continue to operate GERTIE service.

2.2.2 Service
GERTIE operates on four routes that cover almost all of Gabriola Island, as shown in Figure 2.1.
The A route (shown in red in Figure 2.1) is a loop the length of the island to Silva Bay via North
and South Roads. The three B routes serve neighbourhoods at the west end of the island where
the majority of the population lives. Figure 2.1 shows one of the GERTIE maps of routes and
schedules that are displayed in key locations on the island (this particular example is at Silva Bay
at the east end of the island).
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Figure 2.1 – GERTIE map at Silva Bay

There are two components to the scheduled service, plus service to community events and
charter services:
•

Commuter runs every weekday morning and afternoon. Commuters are not only persons who
work in Nanaimo, but also elementary students who live less than 5 km from the school, and
youth who attend school in Nanaimo (even though there is a school bus service that
transports students to the ferry, some students prefer to ride GERTIE as it is a shorter trip and
they can leave home later in the morning). The commuter runs generate the majority of the
ridership from September through to June. Commuter ridership declines in the summer, but
this decline is offset by a substantial increase in visitors to Gabriola Island who ride the
midday runs.

•

Midday runs Tuesdays through Saturday in summer and every Tuesday, Thursday and
Saturday at other times. Local residents generally ride on the midday runs.

•

Transportation for community events such as concerts, festivals, community meetings, the
Salmon Barbeque, the GVFD Fireworks and elections. Service to events is provided either as
a charter service in cases where the organization has sufficient funds to pay the charter rate,
or at no cost to the organization but with the requirement that passengers pay regular fares.

•

Charter services are $75/hour. GERTIE averages two charters per weekend during summer,
for weddings and events such as the museum fundraising historical tour around the island.
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During the scheduled midday runs, some deviations from the main route are operated by request
only. Passengers boarding at the ferry request the deviation when they board the bus. Other
requests for service are made by texting (preferred) or phoning the coordinator (desirably an hour
or more in advance), who then relays the requests to drivers, who wear Bluetooth headsets.
Fares are $2.50 for adults, $1.50 for youth (kindergarten through grade 12), and free for children
5 years of age and under. Books of 10 tickets are $20 for adults and $10 for youth. Monthly
passes are $40 for adults and $35 for youth, and a day pass is $5. Tickets and passes are sold at a
small number of outlets on the island, and a local resident sells tickets in Nanaimo.
After six months of operation GERTIE had carried over 5,000 rides, and was averaging 6 to 7
rides per hour of service, and 200 to 300 rides per week. Ridership has now exceeded 45,000
rides since the service began, and continues to average approximately 300 rides per week, with a
record in July 2016 of 379 rides in one week. Ridership is recorded on “trip sheets” by run, by
stop and by fare class and type, and with counts of bicycles, dogs, and persons in wheelchairs.
Ridership data is provided on GERTIE’s website.
There is a taxi on Gabriola Island, which provides door-to-door service with a four-passenger
automobile plus a larger van. GERTIE has been careful to not infringe on the taxi operator’s
business, directing requests for weddings to the taxi operator. Only if the taxi operator is not able
to accommodate the event will GERTIE accept the booking.

2.2.3 Vehicles
There are currently four vehicles in the GERTIE fleet, one or two of which are in service at any
given time:
•

Two 10-passenger Sprinter buses, one of which is shown in Figure 2.2. Both are 10 years old
with approximately 400,000 km of mileage, but based on experience elsewhere it is expected
that they could last for up to 1,000,000 km. The Sprinters have sliding doors that are easy to
open, but have steep steps and are not accessible to persons with physical disabilities.

•

A Ford E350 17-passenger bus that is 14 years old and is equipped with a wheelchair lift
(also shown in Figure 2.2).

•

A Ford E450 24-passenger bus (shown in Figure 2.3) that is 24 years old and is equipped
with a wheelchair lift. The bus was a gift from a local pub, and required considerable repairs
to restore to roadworthy condition.

All four buses are branded with the GERTIE logo, and are equipped with bicycle racks that were
formerly used on transit buses in Nanaimo and were provided by the Regional District at no cost.
Each bus is insured with $10 million liability coverage.
Fuel costs are much lower with the Sprinters than the Ford buses, and consequently the Sprinters
are used when possible, and the Ford buses are generally only used on higher-ridership
commuter runs and weekends in the summer. In an effort to reduce fuel costs and to support
environmental objectives, waste vegetable oil collected from local restaurants is used in the
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Fords in a 50/50 mix with diesel (vegetable oil was also tried in one of the Sprinters but it fouled
the engine, requiring repairs).
The buses are owned by the Gabriola Community Bus Foundation, and are stored at the GERTIE
office at The Commons, located on North Road east of the Village commercial area. When service
began in 2013 one of the buses in the fleet was a school bus, which was later sold because it was
not accessible, and had air brakes that only three volunteer drivers were qualified to drive.
There is a diesel mechanic on Gabriola Island that operates a mobile service and can provide
maintenance and inspections, avoiding the time and expense to take buses off island. Finding a
good mechanic has been one of the big challenges for GERTIE’s coordinator. The previous
volunteer mechanic was not always responsive, and the local garage has serviced GERTIE
vehicles but is not always available as their primary business is automobiles.
GERTIE’s buses are old, with considerable mileage, and as a result frequently need repairs that
are sometimes costly. The Foundation is applying for an infrastructure grant of approximately
$60,000 (to be matched with $30,000 from the Foundation) to purchase new vehicles.
Figure 2.2 – GERTIE Sprinter and Ford E350 buses
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Figure 2.3 – GERTIE Ford E450 bus with side-mounted wheelchair lift

2.2.4 Operations
GERTIE is overseen by a management team of a half-dozen volunteers, and is managed on a
day-to-day basis by a part-time, salaried coordinator (the coordinator estimates that most weeks
he works 25 to 30 hours). The coordinator’s key responsibilities are in his words to “keep the
buses running, and make sure that drivers show up.” Other responsibilities of the coordinator
include:
•

Fueling vehicles, ordering parts, and arranging maintenance and Commercial Vehicle
Inspections.

•

Scheduling runs and drivers.

•

Providing customer information (including answering phone calls requesting trip planning
information).

•

Monitoring and reporting.

•

Driving runs to cover absent drivers.
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The coordinator has established several procedures and forms to track GERTIE’s performance
and ensure that safety procedures are carried out (Figure 2.4 shows some of these forms). The
coordinator has also identified a need to formulate policies. The only stated policy on GERTIE’s
website addresses dogs on buses. Other policies will include a policy that states that buses will
wait for the ferry when it is running late (up to a specified amount of time), and how persons
with disabilities are accommodated on commuter runs (which do not have sufficient time in the
schedule for the extra time to deploy the wheelchair lift).
Figure 2.4 – GERTIE vehicle inspection forms and trip sheets

Cash fares and tickets are deposited in a farebox on the bus. Security of cash on the buses has not
been an issue. Two of the volunteer board members designed new fareboxes that can be
manufactured inexpensively out of PVC. With the new fareboxes, drivers do not have to count
money at the end of a shift as in the past, and instead can just lock up the fareboxes at the
GERTIE office for one of the board members to open and count later.
There are ten paid drivers, all of who have Class 4 licences. Most are only interested in driving
as a part-time job – the driver who drives the most only drives an average of 15 hours a week.
The three-year pilot project depended on volunteer drivers, and it was a constant challenge to
manage the volunteers and ensure that a driver was available for each scheduled run. During the
three years there was never a service interruption caused by an absent volunteer driver (someone
was always able to do the run, whether it was the coordinator or others in the organization).
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GERTIE paid for driver training and tests, and would host regular events such as a barbeque to
show appreciation for the volunteer drivers. Nevertheless, the change to paid drivers has greatly
reduced the effort involved in managing drivers.
Volunteer burnout was also an issue for the management team. One of the volunteer members of
the team estimates that she worked approximately 20 hours per week during the pilot project.
Now that GERTIE has a paid coordinator and drivers, and dedicated on-going funding, she now
works only five hours per week.

2.2.5 Communications
Information regarding GERTIE is available in several forms:
•

The GERTIE website (http://gabriolacommunitybus.com and gertie.ca, which redirects to the
first address) provides information on routes, schedules and fares, services to community
events, ways to donate and opportunities to volunteer, news, policies and other aspects of the
service. Reports on GERTIE’s performance are also available on the website, and there is a
section where people can leave comments or ask questions.

•

Printed schedules are distributed on GERTIE buses, the ferry from Nanaimo and at 30 outlets
on Gabriola Island and in Nanaimo.

•

Maps of routes and schedules are displayed in key locations on the island. Figure 2.1 shows a
map at Silva Bay, and Figure 2.5 shows a map on a bench in a bus shelter at the Village (the
commercial centre on the island at the intersection of North Road and Lockinvar Lane).

•

An “adventure brochure” is targeted to seasonal visitors, describing three self -guided tours
of attractions on the island, with detailed instructions for using GERTIE to travel to and from
the ferry.

•

By email, which is included on the website, in the riders guide and in newspaper articles.
One of the board members responds to emails.

•

A Facebook page (there is also a Twitter account for GERTIE that has not yet been used).

•

An article in the local newspaper every two weeks, written by one of the board members, that
provides an update on GERTIE activities as well as community shuttles provided to events
by GERTIE. These articles are published free of charge, and in return the board member
reports for the newspaper on other events.

•

The Foundation signed an agreement with Google in September 2016 to include GERTIE in
Google’s transit planning information available through Google Maps.

•

One of the members of the management team is investigating implementing a real-time bus
tracker.
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Figure 2.5 – GERTIE map in bus shelter at the Village

Community engagement has been a key factor in GERTIE’s success. The Island Futures Society
and later the Gabriola Community Bus Foundation have undertaken an extensive and on-going
program to engage and involve the community:
•

An on-line survey of island residents’ travel habits was undertaken in 2008, well before the
service began in 2013. The survey raised awareness of plans for transit service, and provided
the opportunity for respondents to make comments and suggestions.

•

Residents voted on the name of the new service, which helped to raise awareness and create a
sense of ownership of the service.

•

Many community input meetings were held before the service began and in the years since,
in different neighbourhoods across the island, and in a central location when the topic of the
meeting was a specific aspect of the service.

•

Leading up to the referendum in February 2016, a “Go GERTIE” team of volunteers
prepared news articles and rider experience stories, and distributed lawn signs and buttons.

•

Following the referendum, a community visioning session was held to solicit input regarding
the future direction of GERTIE.

Southern Gulf Islands
Community Bus Assessment

Page 13
10 March 2016

•

The Foundation holds an annual general meeting each year to present an annual report and
describe to the community what is planned for the next year.

•

Service to community events throughout the year introduces people to GERTIE who may not
have ridden the bus before, and maintains awareness in the community of the service.

Another important and often overlooked aspect of transit service is the drivers, who for most
people are the face of the service. One of the members of the management team cites hiring
drivers who are “people persons” as an important element in GERTIE’s success.

2.2.6 Financial
The referendum that passed in February 2016 provides dedicated funding for GERTIE from
property taxes levied in Area B of the Regional District of Nanaimo, which includes Gabriola
Island as well as Mudge and DeCourcy Islands. The referendum established a service agreement
through which transit is funded, and authorizes the RDN to collect annual funds through property
taxes. The maximum amount that can be collected is capped at $250,000, and for the first year
approximately $140,000 will be collected, of which the RDN retains approximately $9,800 to
cover legal fees and staff time.
Prior to the referendum, an estimated budget was developed. Annual income was estimated to be
$177,647 as follows:
•

$32,447 in fare revenue.

•

$130,200 in property tax revenue ($140,000 less $9,800 retained by the RDN).

•

$15,000 from charters, grants and other sources. GERTIE received $1,000 from People for
Healthy Communities to provide subsidized rides for PHC clients, who inform the driver
when boarding the bus that they are PHC clients and therefore do not pay a fare. An average
of two PHC clients ride the bus per week.

Estimated expenses include:
•

$60,403 in drivers’ wages.

•

$35,000 for coordination (which includes the coordinator’s salary and bookkeeping).

•

$10,674 for fuel.

•

$10,200 for vehicle insurance.

•

$30,000 for vehicle maintenance and inspections.

•

$6,390 for office operations, including an estimated $1,620 for communications and $2,000
for marketing.

•

$1,000 for rent.

•

$24,000 for fleet upgrading and contingencies.
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2.2.7 Observations
There is no doubt that Garbriola Island’s location close to Nanaimo and the significant
population of commuters have contributed to GERTIE’s success, but these factors alone are not
enough to guarantee a viable community bus service. The volunteers and staff at the Gabriola
Community Bus Foundation have done a number of things that have made the service a success.
Most importantly, they engaged and involved the community from the outset, building awareness
and support for the service. The routes and schedules have been designed to meet the needs of
residents as well as visitors, ensuring that residents see value in the service. The service operates
much like any other transit system, with readily-available customer information, effective
procedures, and on-going monitoring and reporting.
Another key to GERTIE’s success is that there is a group of a dozen or so volunteers involved in
running the community bus service. A core group of a half-dozen people do much of the work,
plus another half dozen or so who perform specific tasks such as maintaining the website. As a
result, no one person is shouldering the load, and if any one of the volunteers would no longer be
involved, the community bus service would continue uninterrupted.
One of the unexpected observations regarding the GERTIE service is that it has become more
than just a transportation service. For some residents it is also a social service. One of the drivers
reports that many people use the bus to just ride around the island and visit with other passengers,
or to travel somewhere on the island for an outing.
Although GERTIE is a success story, it is not without challenges. An on-going challenge is to
control costs so as to avoid the need to significantly increase the property tax levy. One way of
controlling costs is to monitor ridership and the productivity of specific runs, and adjust service
as appropriate to avoid unproductive runs. Another way is to reduce vehicle maintenance costs
by purchasing newer buses, which the Foundation intends to do. Continued community
engagement will also be effective in highlighting ways in which the service can attract more
riders and increase revenues.
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3 Southern Gulf Islands Community Buses
This section describes the existing and planned community bus services on four Southern Gulf
Islands – Mayne, Saturna, Pender and Galiano Islands.

3.1 Mayne Island
Mayne Island is a fairly compact island, with an area of 21 km2. Primary commercial uses are at
Miners Bay and Bennett Bay at either end of Fernhill Road, which is the primary east-west route
on the island. The other important destination is the ferry terminal at Village Bay. BC Ferries
operates scheduled service to and from Tsawwassen on the mainland and Swartz Bay on
Vancouver Island, as well as several other Southern Gulf Islands.
There is no taxi service or school bus service on Mayne Island. Middle and high school students
who take the school water taxi are responsible for their own transportation to and from the CRD
dock at Miners Bay. Although there are a number of car stops on the island, use of the car stops
is low. Mayne Island Assisted Living operates a volunteer driver service, for which most trips
are off-island to Sidney for medical purposes.
The three primary residential areas are at Dinner Bay, Georgina Point and Bennett Bay. The
population on Mayne Island in the most recent 2011 census was 1,070 persons. More
significantly, the population on Mayne Island is the oldest of the four islands in this review, and
getting older. In 2001 the median age was 55.8 years, and by 2011 it had increased to 61.5 years,
with 37% of the population is now 65 years of age or older.

3.1.1 History
Community bus service on Mayne Island began in July 2013. The work of planning the service
began in 2012 and was undertaken by a committee of five volunteers, with the assistance of other
island residents.
The community bus service began as a pilot project intended to determine the demand for and
costs of operating a community bus service, and to “design an island specific transportation
system which would operate effectively and at the lowest cost possible.” After two years the
pilot project was declared a success, and in July 2015 the Mayne Island Bus Society was formed
to operate the service on an on-going basis. The Society is overseen by five directors.
The stated objectives for the pilot project were to “enhance transportation options for Mayne
Island residents and visitors” and “reduce greenhouse gas emissions on Mayne.”

3.1.2 Service
The primary target market for the community bus service is visitors arriving on Mayne Island by
ferry, most of whom travel from Tsawwassen on the mainland. The community bus transports
passengers from the ferry terminal to five main service areas at Miners Bay, Georgina Point,
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Bennett Bay, Horton Bay and Dinner Bay. The service operates Thursdays, Fridays and Saturday
mornings year-round, and also operates on Wednesdays that precede long weekends in response
to the extra demand. Trips to the ferry are also accommodated on Sundays (and on long weekend
Mondays).
Service was initially provided on a fixed route and schedule, but it was soon observed that the
bus was empty on most runs. The bus now meets all ferries arriving from Tsawwassen on the
mainland, and ferries from Swartz Bay when they coincide with Tsawwassen ferries, and
transports passengers to destinations on the island. Persons wishing to travel to the ferry terminal
or between locations on the island request service in advance by contacting the dispatcher, and
trips are coordinated with the times that the bus travels to the ferry terminal to meet incoming
ferries.
The community bus also provides service to events on the island such as festivals and weddings.
Table 3.1 summarizes monthly ridership and kilometres of service operated in 2015 and 2016 (to
31 October 2016). The gap in ridership in June 2015 is the result of an interruption in service to
due to reorganization. Approximately 20% of ridership is charter service, and of the remaining
ridership 90% is from the Tsawwasssen ferries, of which approximately 70% is visitors and 30%
island residents. Most trips on the community bus are from the ferry – there are few return trips
to the ferry, and few trips between locations on the island.
Table 3.1 – Mayne Island community bus ridership and kilometres

2015
Month
January
February
March
April
May
June
July
August
September
October
November
December
Totals
Averages

Rides
Kms
99
372
43
192
63
274
191
764
125
372
0
0
59
127
399
858
147
632
78
276
64
226
102
359
1,370
4,452
0.31 rides/km

2016 (to 31 Oct)
Rides
Kms
132
113
131
514
181
392
158
241
109
287
265
941
177
557
313
861
300
706
246
312
2,012
4,924
0.41 rides/km

3.1.3 Vehicles
The Mayne Island Bus Society owns two vehicles – a 20-passenger diesel bus equipped with a
wheelchair lift (shown in Figure 3.1) and a six-passenger minivan.

Southern Gulf Islands
Community Bus Assessment

Page 17
10 March 2016

Figure 3.1 – Mayne Island community bus

The bus was donated in 2013 by an island resident who operates a business providing buses to
transit agencies. The bus was used, but in excellent working condition. A minivan was purchased
in summer 2015 as a backup for the bus. Vehicles are stored at no cost in the rear of a
commercial centre in Miners Bay.
Insurance for the vehicles is purchased annually and paid every three months. Insurance is
maintained year-round so that both vehicles are available to accommodate increased ridership at
Christmas, and for event service.

3.1.4 Operations
The community bus service is run entirely by volunteers. In addition to the five directors of the
Mayne Island Bus Society, a volunteer coordinator is responsible for organizing drivers and their
shifts, responding to service requests, tracking ridership and financial information, and arranging
vehicle inspections and maintenance. The coordinator is also a driver.
One of the challenges facing the Society is recruiting a sufficient number of volunteer drivers to
provide service at all advertised and requested times. Currently there are five volunteer drivers
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with Class 4 licences available (some are retired bus and truck drivers, and others took the test to
obtain a Class 4 licence). The Society recently attempted to recruit more volunteer drivers with
an advertisement in the local newspaper. The Society would like to be able to compensate drivers,
as this would increase the pool of available drivers to help ensure that drivers would be available
for all runs, but to date it has not been possible to do so.

3.1.5 Communications
The primary means of communications are a page on the Mayne News website, a Facebook page and
a telephone number for the volunteer coordinator. One of the drivers posts regularly to Facebook
with updates on the weather, road conditions and the whereabouts of the bus, and “weekenders”
use Facebook to confirm a ride for their weekly commute. The community bus webpage is updated
infrequently (most recently in October 2016, before that in September 2015), and there is no route or
schedule information available online. There are no brochures or other print material describing the
community bus service. The Society was unsuccessful in requesting that BC Ferries post
information at the Tsawwassen terminal and make announcements on the ferries.
One or two community meetings were held at beginning of the pilot project to raise awareness of
the community bus service and solicit input from residents.

3.1.6 Financial
Table 3.2 summarizes revenues and expenses for 2015 and 2016 (to 31 October 2016). The
primary source of revenues is donations:
•

Although the Society’s licence permits fares to be charged, the directors have decided to solicit
donations instead as many passengers are generous with donations, often giving $5 or more
(average donations received on the bus were $2.46 and $2.20 per passenger in 2015 and 2016).

•

Charter service to events such as festivals and weddings is the largest single source of
revenue. For charter services, the Society has solicited donations in the past, but now plans to
establish a fee schedule to ensure adequate compensation and consistency.

•

The Society has arranged with two local businesses to display modest advertising signs on
the bus, for which the businesses will share the annual fuel cost of the bus.

•

Several local businesses have provided donations, the largest of which was $300.

•

The Mayne Island Bus Society is not able to issue receipts for donations.

Table 3.2 – Mayne Island community bus revenues and expenses

Revenues

Donation box
Cheques/deposits
Totals

Expenses
Net
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2015
$3,363
$6,106
$9,469
$7,015
$2,454

2016
(to 31 Oct)
$4,425
$9,872
$14,297
$16,599
-$2,302
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Annual expenses are summarized in Table 3.3. In previous years the annual operating cost of the
community bus service averaged approximately $7,000. Substantial vehicle maintenance costs in
2016 increased annual expenses by almost $10,000.
Table 3.3 – Mayne Island community bus expenses

Item
Fuel
Insurance
Maintenance
Ferry
Phone
Miscellaneous
Totals

2013
$1,734
$2,196
$0
$140
$247
$65
$4,382

2014
$1,746
$3,115
$1,965
$257
$403
$3
$7,489

2015
$1,709
$4,367
$349
$104
$403
$83
$7,015

2016
(to 31 Oct)
$2,132
$2,723
$11,053
$223
$403
$65
$16,599

Operating costs are low because all labour is volunteered. Current revenues are not sufficient to
pay drivers and other staff, and are not sufficient to accumulate a capital reserve for the purchase
of a replacement vehicle. One of the directors estimates that a financially sustainable service
with paid staff would require an annual budget of $50,000 to $60,000.

3.1.7 Observations
Although the stated objective of the community bus service at the outset was to “enhance
transportation options for Mayne Island residents and visitors,” it really only does so for people
arriving on the island by ferry. The service does not easily accommodate trips between locations
on the island as these must be coordinated with bus trips to or from the ferry terminal, and as a
result few residents make use of the service for trips on-island. And even among those who
arrive by ferry, few use the community bus for the return trip back to the ferry terminal.
The sustainability of the service is challenged in a couple of areas. The pool of volunteer drivers
is small, and affects the ability to provide service at all advertised times. The vehicles are old and
the potential for more unexpected and costly repairs puts the financial position of the operation at
risk. If the service is to be sustainable, either as a volunteer-run operation or with paid drivers
and staff, it will need to demonstrate its benefit to island residents, and truly “enhance
transportation options” on Mayne Island. If residents, businesses and organizations on the island
see greater benefit and value in the service, they will be more likely to make donations, volunteer
and contribute in other ways that will help to sustain the service.
One area where the Society could do more to increase awareness and demonstrate the benefits of
the service is in its communications. The little information that is available online does not
clearly describe how the service operates, where buses go, or when and how someone could
make a trip on the island. Better information and more sources of information would help to
encourage more use of the service, especially among local residents whose support is essential to
the long-term sustainability of the service.
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Another opportunity for the Society to raise the profile of the community bus and develop
support for the service is to engage the community. One or two community meetings were held
at the beginning of the pilot project, but there have not been any further community meetings or
other actions to engage residents and businesses. Following the example of GERTIE on Gabriola
Island, the Society should consider holding more community meetings, conducting a survey, and
soliciting feedback in other ways, such as through a dedicated website for the community bus.
Engaging the community would help to identify opportunities to improve the service to better
meet the needs of residents and visitors, would help to recruit volunteer drivers, and help to
increase donations and other forms of support.

3.2 Saturna Island
Saturna Island has an area of 31 km2, approximately half of which is in the Gulf Islands National
Park Reserve. The primary commercial areas on the island are at Lyall Harbour and at the
junctions of East Point Road, Narvaez Bay Road and Harris Road. BC Ferries operates from
Lyall Harbour to Swartz Bay and other Southern Gulf Islands. There is no taxi service on the
island. There is a school bus that serves the small elementary school. Middle and high school
students who take the school water taxi are responsible for their own transportation to and from
the CRD dock at Lyall Harbour.
The population on Saturna Island is small compared with the other islands in this review. The
population in the 2011 census was 340 persons, most of whom live around Lyall Harbour, in
Winter Cove and at East Point. As on other islands, the population on Saturna Island is aging. In
2001 the median age was 55.9 years, and by 2011 it had increased to 60.6 years, with 31% of the
population 65 years of age or older.

3.2.1 History
The community bus service is provided by the Saturna Lions Club. The service began in 2013.
The objective of the service is to encourage visitors to come to Saturna Island without a vehicle.

3.2.2 Service
There are two components to the community bus service on Saturna Island:
•

Service from the BC Ferries terminal at Lyall Harbour to East Point and other destinations on
the island, and return trips back to the ferry terminal. Initially, the bus was scheduled to meet
ferries on Friday afternoons and evenings, but there were no passengers for many of the trips,
so the service is now by request. Persons wishing to ride the community bus text or phone in
advance. The service from the ferry operates year-round, but is used primarily in the summer
and primarily by visitors. It accounts for approximately 75% of the community bus ridership.

•

Service to events on the island such as the annual lamb barbeque, and private functions such
as weddings. Event services are used primarily by local residents.
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There are also plans to have the community bus service to transport residents to the recreation
centre as part of a “wheels-to-meals” program.

3.2.3 Vehicles
Two vehicles are used for the community bus service on Saturna Island, shown in Figure 3.2.
This ensures that there is a backup vehicle, the capacity to use both vehicles for service to large
events, and the flexibility to use the smaller, more fuel-efficient vehicle when possible:
•

A 21-passenger diesel bus with a wheelchair lift. The bus is a 1998 model that was purchased
in 2013 for $4,000. In the three years the bus has been in service, there has not been an
occasion to use the wheelchair lift.

•

A 6-passenger minivan that was formerly a fleet vehicle at Vancouver International Airport,
purchased for $1,200.

Vehicles are stored at no cost at the recreation centre on Harris Road at Narvaez Bay Road.
Annual insurance costs are $1,200 for the bus (with $10 million liability coverage) and $1,100
for the minivan (with $5 million coverage).
The Commercial Vehicle Inspections that are required every six months are $250 per inspection
plus the cost of any repairs. Labour for repairs and maintenance is provided free of charge by
MainRoad Group in Langford. This requires that vehicles be brought to Langford and left
overnight, which while it minimizes costs is also time-consuming.
Figure 3.2 – Saturna Island shuttle van and community bus
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3.2.4 Operations
The community bus service is operated by an island resident who drives the vehicles at least 85%
of the time, coordinates trip requests and other drivers’ shifts, and manages the vehicles and
other aspects of the operation.
Initially, the resident who operates the service was the only person on Saturna Island with a
Class 4 licence, but there are now five other people with Class 4 licences.

3.2.5 Communications
The sole source of information about the Saturna Island community bus is a page on the Saturna
Island Tourism Association website. The information on the webpage was last updated in July
2015, and the description of the service is inaccurate, describing it as a summer-only service that
“meets each Friday afternoon and evening sailing from BC Ferries.”
Visitors are encouraged to schedule trips on the community bus at least 48 hours in advance by
text or email. Many visitors phone instead to learn how the service works and to ensure that the
bus will meet them when they arrive by ferry.

3.2.6 Financial
The community bus service is funded by the Lions Club. Passengers, residents and others who
wish to support the community bus can do so by donating to the Lions Club. There was a
substantial amount of donations made to the Lions Club when the service first began in 2013,
totalling approximately $4,500. The funds have gradually been reduced to the point that about
$2,500 remains to fund the community bus, which reflects an average annual operating loss of
$700.
The annual operating cost for the service is approximately $5,300 to $5,800, depending on
maintenance costs:
•

$2,300 for vehicle insurance.

•

$1,500 for fuel (some additional fuel costs are paid for by the resident who operates the
service, who brings back a jerry can of fuel when he travels off-island).

•

$1,500 to $2,000 for vehicle inspections and maintenance.

The resident who operates the service would like to be able to compensate drivers, as it would
help to increase the number and availability of drivers.

3.2.7 Observations
Saturna Island is a small island with a small population, and consequently visitor traffic during
the summer months can have significant impacts. The objective of the community bus service is
to encourage visitors to come to Saturna Island without a vehicle, as a means of mitigating these
impacts, and in this regard the service is successful.
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It is not sustainable, however. The island resident who operates the community bus service does
almost everything himself, and if he were not able to continue for whatever reason, the service
would likely cease to operate, or would operate only sporadically and in a manner that visitors
would not be able to depend on. As well, the service operates at a deficit, and one expensive
vehicle repair could deplete the remaining funds set aside for the community bus. Unless donations
increase, the community bus could eventually become a drain on the Lions Club’s finances.
Communications is an aspect of the service that could be improved. The little information that is
available online does not accurately describe when and how the service operates. Better
information and more sources of information would help to increase awareness, encourage more
use of the service, and demonstrate the benefits of the service to local residents whose support
(through volunteer labour and donations) is essential to the long-term sustainability of the service.

3.3 Pender Islands
North Pender Island is the larger of the two Pender Islands at 24 km2, and is relatively compact.
South Pender Island is only 10 km2 in area but is sparsely populated. Most commercial uses are
on North Pender Island, at the Driftwood Centre, at Hope Bay and along Port Washington Road.
The ferry terminal at Otter Bay on North Pender Island is served by BC Ferries operating to and
from Tsawwassen on the mainland and Swartz Bay on Vancouver Island, as well as several other
Southern Gulf Islands.
There is one taxi operator on the Pender Islands, providing on-demand door-to-door taxi service
and charter service with sedans and 11-seat and 14-seat vans. There is a school bus service for
students up to grade 8. High school students who take the school water taxi are responsible for
their own transportation to and from the CRD dock at Port Washington.
The population on the Pender Islands is at least twice that of the other islands in this review. The
population in the 2011 census was 2,235 persons, and over 90% (2,035 persons) live on North
Pender Island, the majority in the Magic Lake area. As on other islands, the population on the
Pender Islands is aging. In 2001 the median age was 55.7 years, and by 2011 it had increased to
58.6 years, with 32% of the population 65 years of age or older.

3.3.1 History
Community bus service on North Pender Island began in August 2016, with an official launch in
November 2016. The service is a two-year pilot project operated by Moving Around Pender
(MAP), a non-profit organization established in 2008 to “promote alternatives to the single
passenger automobile such as bike routes, car sharing, community bus and multi-use path
networks” on the Pender Islands. One of MAP’s first projects was to establish a network of 38
car stops across the island that provide recognized places for people to wait if they would like a
lift from another island resident driving by.
In a transportation survey undertaken by MAP in 2012, 61% of all respondents and 69% of
Magic Lake residents indicated that they would use a bus if one was available. A recent study of
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the “age friendliness” of the Pender Islands found that transportation challenges are the number
one concern of seniors.
The stated goals of the community bus pilot project are to:
•

Establish a community bus service on Pender Island that will follow a regular schedule and
link the Otter Bay Ferry terminal and major community resources and population centres.

•

Work with groups operating and planning community bus services on other islands to foster a
Southern Gulf Islands-wide transportation system with inter-island water transportation
linking to on-island buses.

Objectives in support of these goals include:
•

To reduce private vehicle use and to enhance transportation options for residents and visitors.

•

To reduce greenhouse gas emissions on Pender as proposed in the Official Community Plan.

•

To allow seniors and others who can’t, or are apprehensive about driving, to stay on the
island.

•

To increase safety on Pender roads.

•

To facilitate exchange and commerce between the Southern Gulf Islands for residents and
visitors.

MAP has identified three possible outcomes of the pilot project – there is sufficient demand to
transition to a service provided by BC Transit (as on Salt Spring Island), there is sufficient
demand and financial resources to continue as a community bus operated by MAP, or there is not
sufficient demand or revenues to support a bus service on Pender Islands.

3.3.2 Service
Currently the service operates on Fridays only, with a total of four runs. The intent is to extend
scheduled service to two days a week in early 2017 (Friday and Saturday), and then to three days
a week during winter months (Thursday, Friday and Saturday) as the availability of drivers
permits. MAP would like to be able to operate six days a week during the summer (all days
except Wednesday).
The main route is between the Otter Bay ferry terminal and the Magic Lake residential area, as
illustrated by the blue and orange routes in Figure 3.3. Buses pick up and drop off passengers at
the existing car stops (such as the one shown in Figure 3.4), and passengers can also flag down
buses along the route where it is safe for buses to stop. The schedule is set around the arrival and
departure times of ferries to and from Swartz Bay and Tsawwassen.
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Figure 3.3 – Pender Island community bus routes and timetable as of February 2017

The current routes serve approximately 70% of the population on North Pender Island. There is
no plan at this time to serve South Pender Island as there are few residents and businesses on
South Pender Island, and travel distances are significant.
Initial ridership in November and December 2016 is approximately 20 rides per day, and
ridership is increasing as awareness of the bus increases.
When not required for scheduled service, the community bus is available to transport clients to
regularly scheduled community events such as weekly seniors events organized by the Health
Care Society.
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Figure 3.4 – Car stop opposite Driftwood Centre

3.3.3 Vehicles
MAP purchased two buses for the community bus service, to have a backup vehicle and the
flexibility to use the smaller, more fuel-efficient bus when possible:
•

A 20-passenger diesel bus with a wheelchair lift and bicycle rack, shown in Figures 3.5 and
3.6. The bus is a 2008 model, and is a former BC Transit bus purchased for $7,000. The
mileage was 200,000 km. The bus was well-maintained, as evidenced by the first
Commercial Vehicle Inspection that identified only two bushings that needed replacing. The
bus still sports the old red and blue BC Transit colour scheme, and has not been branded with
the Pender Island community bus logo.

•

A 9-passenger minibus with a wheelchair lift. It is a former municipal fleet vehicle from
Whitby Ontario. Although it was in very good mechanical condition, the body required
costly repairs as it was damaged by trim that was installed with screws. The final cost of the
minibus after repairs and tax was $17,248.
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The criteria used in selecting buses included:
•

A high roof so that passengers can stand on the bus.

•

Good access and egress, which is especially important for persons with disabilities, with the
ability to install rails and handholds.

•

Good fuel economy.

•

Common vehicle models to ensure good availability of parts and service.

As is the case for all community bus operations, a Commercial Vehicle Inspection is required for
each vehicle every six months. This means that one of the MAP volunteers or drivers must drive
the bus to Sidney and reserve two to three hours of shop time for the inspection (depending on
the complexity of a particular model, other types of buses could require up to six hours for an
inspection). The typical cost of an inspection is $300 in labour (at $110 per hour) plus the cost of
any required repairs (he first inspection for the 20-passenger bus cost $500 as two bushing
needed to be replaced). In addition, the travel cost to and from Sidney is approximately $100
(ferry plus fuel).
Figure 3.5 – Pender Island community bus
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Figure 3.6 – Pender Island community bus interior with rear-mounted wheelchair lift

3.3.4 Operations
One of the MAP volunteers is designated as the Operations Manager, and is responsible for the
vehicles and drivers. Initially when the service began seven people had Class 4 licences, two
passed their tests for a Class 4 licence in November and December 2016, and another five will
take their tests in 2017. The Operations Manager estimates that a minimum pool of 20 volunteer
drivers is required to ensure that drivers are always available when needed, and would prefer to
have a pool of at least 30 drivers.
One of the obstacles to recruiting volunteer drivers is the requirement to have a Class 4
unrestricted licence. By December 2016 nine drivers with Class 4 licences were available, and 30
more people have expressed interest in getting a Class 4 licence. The deterrent is that getting a
licence requires a medical examination and a test in Sidney. Licence fees, costs of tests, vehicle
rental and transportation amounts to $200 or more per person for a Class 4 test. The Operations
Manager would like to be able to have potential volunteers try out the service by driving the 9passenger minibus, but this unfortunately is not possible because even though a Class 4 licence is
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not required to drive a 9-passenger vehicle in private use, a Class 4 licence (restricted or
unrestricted) is required for a commercial service such as a community bus.

3.3.5 Communications
MAP launched a dedicated website for the community bus (penderbus.ca) in November 2016.
Prior to this, information regarding the community bus was available on the MAP website.
Information provided on the website includes:
•

A route map (Figure 3.3).

•

A timetable (Figure 3.3).

•

A real time bus-tracker integrated with Google Maps.

•

Notices of service changes or disruptions.

•

Information about using the service, including the accessibility of buses, flagging buses,
bicycle racks, and policies and procedures.

•

Information regarding the people operating the community bus service, and future plans for
the service.

In addition, MAP distributes printed route maps and timetables on the Pender Islands.

3.3.6 Financial
Although the licence for the community bus service permits fares to be charged, MAP has
decided to do as on Mayne Island and accept donations instead of charging fares. MAP has also
discussed a co-op model with memberships, where members ride at no cost and others pay a fare.
Donations from the community amounted to approximately $7,500 by the time the service began
operating in August 2016. A fundraiser at the Yuletide Fair in November 2016 raised more than
$2,000 for the community bus. MAP accepts donations through the CRD so that a tax receipt can
be issued for amounts of $20 or more. The Green Angels community organization provided $600,
the Lions Club donated $1,200, the Legion donated $500, and Island Savings provided a grant
through the Community Hall, a registered charity. The Health Centre also provides a donation in
order to have the community bus transport clients to gatherings on Fridays.
The Capital Regional District provided a grant of $25,000 for bus purchases. The initial
operating budget for the service included the following estimated annual costs:
•

$2,500 for vehicle insurance. Actual insurance costs exceed the initial estimate. The cost of
insuring the 20-passenger bus is $3,500/year, which is more than the initial estimate. The 9passenger minibus has not yet been insured, and the cost is therefore unknown.

•

$7,200 for fuel.

•

$4,000 for vehicle maintenance.

•

$600 for driver training and tests (actual costs turned out to be higher – $200 per person).
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•

$100 for printed schedules.

•

$200 for advertising.

•

$23,000 for a part-time coordinator.

•

$1,000 for contingencies.

With the introduction of the community bus service, MAP will be obtaining directors and
officers liability insurance to indemnify directors for losses resulting from legal actions brought
for alleged failure to act under a statute, non-compliance of the organization with a statute, or
other wrongful acts.

3.3.7 Observations
The Pender Island community bus is off to a promising start. MAP is an established organization
with strong support from the community, the service plan is clearly defined, the two buses are in
very good condition, and a growing number of people who have volunteered to drive.
The success of the community bus will depend on MAP’s ability to adjust the service to meet the
travel needs of residents and visitors, and avoid unproductive runs that could quickly drain the
funds available to operate the bus. An effective means of determining the travel patterns and
needs of the people who would use the service is to engage the community through meetings,
surveys, and the community bus website. By doing so, MAP can identify opportunities to make
changes to the service to better meet the needs of residents and visitors, and maximize ridership
while minimizing costs.

3.4 Galiano Island
Galiano Island is a large, long island 60 km2 in size and 27.5 km in length. Most commercial
uses are located at the southern end of the island in Sturdies Bay, at the “The Corner” at the
intersection of Sturdies Bay, Porlier Pass and Georgeson Bay Roads, and at Montague Harbour.
BC Ferries operates scheduled service between Sturdies Bay and Tsawwassen on the mainland,
Swartz Bay on Vancouver Island, and several other Southern Gulf Islands.
There have been a number of taxi services on Galiano Island, but all ceased operating. The only
“public” transportation service is the bus operated by the Hummingbird Pub at The Corner, that
transports customers to and from Montague Harbour. There is no school bus on the island.
Middle and high school students who take the school water taxi are responsible for their own
transportation to and from the CRD dock at Sturdies Bay.
The most heavily populated residential areas are at Sturdies Bay and Montague Harbour, and
along Georgeson Bay, Bluff, Sturdies Bay and Sticks Allison Roads. The population on Galiano
Island in the 2011 census was 1,140 persons. As on other islands, the population on Galiano
Island is aging. In 2001 the median age was 52.6 years, and by 2011 it had increased to
59.0 years, with 32% of the population 65 years of age or older.
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3.4.1 History
Community bus service on Galiano Island is planned for implementation in spring 2017. The
Galiano Island Community Transportation Society was established as a non-profit organization
to operate the community bus service. The stated purposes of the Society are to:
•

Promote and support safe and environmentally responsible ways of moving around Galiano
Island, including walking, cycling, ride sharing, vehicle sharing, and public transit.

•

Provide an affordable and effective public transportation service for both residents and
visitors to Galiano Island.

•

Work with other groups throughout the Gulf Islands to reduce the number of single passenger,
fossil-fuel powered vehicles operating on island roads.

An important objective for the community bus service is to provide mobility for seniors,
especially those who can no longer drive or who are uncomfortable driving at night and in bad
weather, and for residents without access to an automobile.

3.4.2 Service
The current proposal for the community bus is to operate a scheduled service on two routes:
•

The South Island Loop Route would be the primary route, serving locations between Sturdies
Bay and Montague Harbour as illustrated in Figure 3.7. Deviations off the route would be
operated on request. Including all deviations, the route is 25 km in length.

•

The South Island to North Island Link Route would operate to the north end of Galiano
Island, a round trip of approximately 60 km. This route would be scheduled to operate less
frequently than the South Island Loop Route, or would operate only on request.

The main terminus for both routes would be the BC Ferries terminal at Sturdies Bay. Passengers
would board and alight at designated stops, and might also be permitted to flag down the bus
where it is safe for the bus to stop (BC Transit and other agencies that operate flag stops typically
leave it to the driver’s discretion to determine where it is safe to stop the bus).
It is anticipated that the service would operate three days per week on Wednesdays, Fridays and
Saturdays. Additional days would be added based on demand and availability of resources. The
schedule would ensure that the community bus meets at least four ferry sailings on the days that
the service operates.
When not operating the scheduled service, the community bus would be available to transport
clients to regularly scheduled community events such as the weekly Seniors Walk and Talk,
which is part of the Health Care Society's Aging in Place program. Vehicles would also be
available on a rental basis to provide transportation for private island social gatherings (parties,
reunions, weddings).
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Figure 3.7 – Proposed South Island Loop Route

3.4.3 Vehicles
The Society has purchased an 18-passenger gasoline-powered 1999 Ford E450 bus (shown in
Figure 3.8) and a 7-passenger 2004 Toyota Sienna minivan. This will ensure that there is a
backup vehicle available, plus the ability to use both vehicles for service to large events, and the
flexibility to use the more fuel-efficient minivan on days and runs when ridership is low.

3.4.4 Operations
There are five volunteer directors of the Society who would oversee the community bus service.
The intent is that directors and other volunteers would each be responsible for specific tasks –
managing the drivers, marketing and communications, fundraising, accounting and so forth.
Drivers would be volunteers, and the coordinator would also be a volunteer, although if
sufficient funding can be obtained the Society would hire a part-time paid coordinator. One of
the challenges the Society has encountered in preparing to launch the community bus service is
finding a sufficient number of volunteer drivers with Class 4 licences, or willing to take the test
to obtain a licence.
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Figure 3.8 – Galiano Island community bus

3.4.5 Communications
Articles and advertisements have been published in the local monthly newsmagazine describing
the planned community bus service. The Society is setting up a Facebook page and will also be
creating a website to provide information about the service.
Currently the Society is conducting a community survey to solicit input regarding plans for the
service, and is hosting two community information meetings.

3.4.6 Financial
Following the lead of the Mayne Island community bus, passengers on the Galiano Island service
will not be charged a fare, but instead will be encouraged to make a donation towards the
operational costs of the service.
The Capital Regional District has provided a grant of $25,000 for bus purchases.
The Society plans to purchase directors and officers liability insurance.
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3.4.7 Observations
The proposed schedule for the community bus is optimistic, as it anticipates operating three or
more days per week, with several runs per day. The costs of providing this level of service would
be significant. Given the population on Galiano Island and the experience on Mayne Island,
which has a similar population, it can be expected that there would be few or no passengers on
many of the scheduled runs. The Galiano Island community bus will succeed if the Society is
able to adjust the service to match the demand and minimize the number of unproductive runs.
One way of doing this is to operate scheduled runs and deviations from the main route on a
request basis – if no-one requests a trip in advance, that run or deviation does not operate at the
scheduled time, thereby saving fuel and other costs.
An effective means of determining the demand for a community bus service and the travel
patterns of the people who would likely use the service is to engage the community prior to
launching the service, and to continue to engage the community as the service grows and
changes are made. Following the example of GERTIE on Gabriola Island, the Society should
consider holding community meetings, conducting a survey, and providing other means of
feedback, such as through a dedicated website for the community bus. Providing services to
community events throughout the year (such as the wine festival and the Tuesday morning
gatherings run by the health society) will also help to introduce people to the community bus and
maintain awareness of the service.

3.5 Capital Regional District
The Capital Regional District supports community bus operations on the Southern Gulf Islands
in a number of ways:
•

The Southern Gulf Islands Community Economic Sustainability Commission is a
commission of the CRD that is “working toward achieving a resilient and sustainable local
economy that improves and maintains the Gulf Islands' economic prosperity, social equity
and environmental quality.” The Commission supports the establishment of community bus
services on the Southern Gulf Islands.

•

Community bus services operate on a non-commercial basis and are therefore not considered
to be an “industrial, commercial or business undertaking” as contemplated by the Local
Government Act, making it permissible for the CRD to provide financial assistance.

•

The CRD funded the purchase of vehicles for community bus operations on Pender and
Galiano islands through its Community Works Fund, which directs funds from federal gas
tax revenues “to build and revitalize public infrastructure that supports productivity,
economic growth, a clean environment and strong cities and communities.” Moving Around
Pender and the Galiano Island Community Transportation Society each received $25,000 for
vehicle purchases. Funding of $25,000 has also been allocated for the Mayne Island Bus
Society, but the Society has not yet indicated a need for the funds.
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•

The CRD can accept donations on behalf of community bus services and issue tax receipts to
donors, and then forward the funds to the community bus organization. Moving Around
Pender accepts donations via the CRD.

Several members of community bus organizations on the Southern Gulf Islands have suggested
establishing an inter-island “transportation commission” of the CRD that could assume
responsibility for all community bus services and provide several potential benefits:
•

A centralized source of public information regarding community bus operations on the
Southern Gulf Islands, to increase awareness of community bus services and minimize the
costs of disseminating information.

•

Centralized administration of community bus operations and reporting, to reduce overall
administrative effort and cost.

•

The capacity to undertake planning studies in support of enhancing community bus services.

•

Discounts on fuel, vehicle maintenance and other purchases.

•

The ability to swap and share vehicles between islands to respond to changes in demand and
in the event a vehicle is out of service due to repairs.

•

Water taxi services integrated with community bus services to facilitate inter-island travel.

A model for such a commission might be the Salt Spring Island Transportation Commission,
which serves in an advisory role to the CRD and to BC Transit on matters related to the transit
service and to transportation-related community needs and projects. Under such an arrangement,
the community bus services on each island would be operated by a “contractor,” which would
likely be the existing non-profit organizations that operate community bus services today.
While it may be beneficial to establish an inter-island transportation commission, before such a
commission is considered it is essential that each community bus service on each island
demonstrate sustainability and community support. Each service should be viable on its own
before combining them under a transportation commission, to ensure that one or more services
do not impact the viability of the commission and the other services.
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4 Regulations
This section documents and clarifies regulatory requirements affecting community bus
operations.

4.1 Passenger Transportation Branch
Note: The following discussion necessarily reflects a simplification of the legislation and regulations
affecting community bus operations in British Columbia. No two services are the same, and
consequently there are many variables and details that would affect a community bus operation that
may not be identified in the discussion below. Persons considering launching a new community bus
service or making changes to existing services and vehicles should review materials on the Passenger
Transportation Branch website (http://www.th.gov.bc.ca/rpt/index.htm) and contact staff to discuss
specifics of the proposed service and vehicles.

Individuals, companies and organizations who operate commercial passenger vehicles in British
Columbia require a passenger transportation licence issued under the Passenger Transportation
Act and the Passenger Transportation Regulation.

4.1.1 Type of Licence
The Passenger Transportation Act defines two types of passenger transportation licences:
•

A “Special Authorization” licence is required for:
o “Passenger-directed vehicles” that seat 11 passengers or less and operate to and from
locations determined by passengers, such as taxis and limousines.
o “Inter-city buses” that operate between municipalities, or within or to/from a regional
district, on a regular schedule and route, and for individual fares.

•

A “General Authorization” licence is required for vehicles that do not meet the definitions of
passenger-directed vehicles or inter-city buses, or are exempted from the requirements of a
Special Authorization licence. For example, a commercial passenger vehicle is excluded
from the definition of “inter-city bus” when it is operated on a set schedule between locations
in the Capital Regional District, and is instead licenced with a General Authorization licence.

Licencing also depends on the type of vehicle. A General Authorization licence allows an
operator to use:
•

Vehicles with forward facing seats designed to carry 12 passengers or more (excluding the
driver), such as buses. These vehicles can be operated in a passenger-directed or “carrierdirected” service. The reason for the “forward facing” specification is that vehicles that seat
12 or more passengers and have primarily perimeter seating (such as a stretch SUV or limo
bus) require a Special Authorization licence.
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•

Vehicles with seating for 11 passengers or less (excluding the driver), where these vehicles
are operated in a carrier-directed service, such as a community bus service. These vehicles
cannot be operated in a passenger-directed service under a General Authorization licence.

A General Authorization licence is how community bus services are licenced, as they are not
passenger-directed (routes and schedules are determined by the operator and not by passengers,
even though they may vary based on passenger demand), and are not inter-city buses (as they
operate entirely within a municipality or regional district).
It would not be desirable for a community bus service to operate under a Special Authorization
licence, as it would be more onerous and less flexible. A Special Authorization licence requires
that the service demonstrate a public need and satisfy an economic test, the licence specifies
characteristics of the service such as the route, bus stops and minimum levels of service, and
fares for passenger-directed vehicles are regulated. In comparison, a General Authorization
licence permits a community bus operator to modify routes and schedules, to adjust fleet size,
and to determine fares.

4.1.2 Licensing Process
The Passenger Transportation Branch receives all applications for licensing, verifies safety
requirements for vehicles, and issues licences. The Registrar of the Passenger Transportation
Branch makes decisions on General Authorization licences (the Passenger Transportation Board,
an independent tribunal, makes decisions on Special Authorization licences).
Applicants for a General Authorization licence are required to submit a passenger service
proposal to the Branch describing the proposed service and answering the following questions:
•

What is the nature of the business? (e.g. type of business and target market)

•

How will the vehicles be used? (e.g. sightseeing, tour, charter bus)

•

What size of vehicles will be used? (e.g. year, make, model and passenger carrying capacity,
excluding the driver)

•

What is the service area for the proposed transportation service?

•

What type of compensation will be received? (e.g. charter, individual fares, flat rates, point to
point)

•

How will compensation be collected?

Under a General Authorization licence the service the licensee operates is not constrained to the
routes, schedules, fares, vehicles and other aspects of the service proposal, and can make changes
at a later date. The purpose of the service proposal is to describe to the Branch the nature of the
proposed service, and confirm that it complies with all requirements and does not necessitate a
Special Authorization licence. Applicants should describe all types of services they plan to
operate, even if some services are anticipated to be introduced at a later date, to ensure that all
services meet the requirements of a General Authorization licence.
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Passenger Transportation Branch staff review each application to confirm that it contains all
required information. If staff determine that an application does not contain all required
information, the applicant will be advised in writing and given 30 days to submit the missing
information. If the proposed service would require a Special Authorization licence, applicants are
given the opportunity to revise the proposal so that it meets the requirements of a General
Authorization licence (or if they prefer, to convert their application to a Special Authorization
licence). Once all required information has been provided, the Registrar will review and make a
decision on a General Authorization licence application. If a General Authorization licence is
approved and issued, it is valid for one year from the date of issue.

4.1.3 Vehicles
In it not necessary for applicants to purchase vehicles before applying for a General
Authorization licence – in fact, Branch staff suggest that applicants purchase vehicles after they
receive a licence to ensure that they purchase vehicles that meet the requirements of the licence.
Some vehicles sold for private use cannot be used commercially, or would require extra
equipment and modifications for commercial use. In addition, modifying a vehicle, such as by
adding seats, might not be possible as additional seating and other modifications must meet
Transport Canada standards, and the vehicle may not have been designed for the loading
resulting from an increased number of seats.
Once a General Authorization licence is issued, the GAVI (General Authorization Vehicle
Identification) number must be displayed on all vehicles below the windshield or on the rear of
the vehicle. Commercial vehicle inspections are required every six months.
Under a General Authorization licence, the fleet size is flexible, and community bus operators
can add or replace vehicles. Although not required to do so, Branch staff recommend that
licensees advise the Passenger Transportation Branch of any changes in the fleet so that staff can
confirm that vehicles meet safety regulations and other requirements. In any event, the Branch
requires that at the time a licence is renewed, licensees provide safety certifications, inspection
reports and insurance documents for each vehicle in the fleet.

4.1.4 Permitted Services
A General Authorization licence allows a community bus operator to operate any service that is
permitted under the Passenger Transportation Act (excluding services that require a Special
Authorization licence). Staff recommend that licensees notify the Branch of changes in service
so that so that all services are documented in the event the Branch receives any complaints or
enquiries from the public or from other transportation providers.
Services that a community bus operator might provide under a General Authorization licence
include:
•

Operate a scheduled community bus service. Routes can include on-demand deviations, as
the schedule, route and bus stop locations on a deviation are determined by the operator.
Community bus service can be provided with any size of vehicle, and a General
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Authorization licence permits a community bus operator to charge fares and receive other
forms of compensation. The operator can also change routes and schedules as desired, and
there is no requirement to identify a terminus for the service.
•

Transport persons with disabilities and their companions. A vehicle used to transport persons
with disabilities is excluded from the definition of a passenger-directed vehicle.

•

Transport passengers to regularly scheduled events, such as weekly seniors events organized
by a health care society. This type of service would be considered passenger-directed, as it
“is operated to and from locations determined by the passenger or group of passengers or by
a person acting on behalf of the passenger or group of passengers,” and therefore must be
provided with a larger vehicle with seating for 12 or more passengers (it is not necessary that
there be 12 or more passengers on the bus, just that the bus has 12 or more seats).

•

Operate tours where all itineraries are determined by the operator, not by passengers, such as
sightseeing tours. One of the reasons staff recommend that licensees notify the Branch of
changes in service is that staff might identify a need for vehicle modifications associated with
a new service, such as a wine tour where it would be necessary to have a means of safely
transporting wine purchased by persons on the tour. Operators may use vehicles with any
carrying capacity for carrier-directed tours.

•

Provide charter services to events such as community events, weddings and parties, and tours
and excursions on-island and off-island. Charter services are considered a passenger-directed
service and under a General Authorization licence must be operated with a larger vehicle
with seating for 12 or more passengers. Excursions off-island must remain within the Capital
Regional District so as not to be considered an inter-city bus service.

In certain circumstances it might be possible for a community bus service to operate without the
need for a licence from the Passenger Transportation Branch. This might be desirable, for
example, to test the potential demand for a service, or to provide a temporary or seasonal service.
The conditions under which this might be possible are:
•

The service is operated by a society or organization whose primary purpose is not
transportation. For example, a retirement home that operates a bus to transport their residents
on day trips would be exempt from licencing.

•

The service is operated at no cost to passengers, and no other compensation is received from
passengers. The Passenger Transportation Act defines compensation as “a rate, remuneration
or reward of any kind paid, payable or promised, or received or demanded, directly or
indirectly.”

If the primary purpose of the society or organization is transportation, or the society accepts
donations or other forms of compensation for transportation services, then a community bus
would be considered a “commercial passenger vehicle” and would require a licence from the
Passenger Transportation Branch.
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4.2 Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure
The National Safety Code is a set of national standards supported by provincial regulations that
establishes minimum safety standards for commercial vehicles and drivers. In B.C. the Ministry
of Transportation and Infrastructure is the agency that administers the NSC.
A National Safety Code safety certificate is required for commercial vehicles licensed with a
gross vehicle weight of more than 5,000 kg, or a seating capacity of 10 or more passengers plus
the driver. The operator is required to maintain a safety plan, track hours of service, vehicle
maintenance and safety programs, and ensure that drivers are qualified and trained on safety
procedures.
Obtaining a NSC certificate is relatively simple. Applications can be submitted online with a
credit card to pay the $200 non-refundable application processing fee. It is not necessary to have
purchased vehicles before applying for a NSC certificate – applicants who have not purchased
vehicles can indicate that they will establish safety policy and procedures when vehicles are
purchased or leased.

4.3 Insurance Corporation of BC
ICBC is responsible for licencing drivers and insuring vehicles in B.C. (directors and officers
liability insurance is also advisable for a community bus operation to indemnify directors, but is
provided by private insurers, not ICBC).
A community bus is considered a commercial vehicle under the Passenger Transportation Act
because it is “operated on a highway by or on behalf of a person who charges or collects
compensation for the transportation of passengers in that motor vehicle.” To operate a
commercial vehicle, drivers must have a Class 4 licence, regardless of the size of the vehicle.
An unrestricted Class 4 licence is required to drive buses with a maximum seating capacity of 25
persons (including the driver), including school buses, special activity buses and special vehicles
used to transport people with disabilities. (A restricted Class 4 licence applies for taxis and
limousines up to 10 persons including the driver.)
The requirements to obtain an unrestricted Class 4 licence include:
•

The candidate must be 19 years of age or older.

•

The candidate must have a full-privilege B.C. driver's licence (Class 5 or 6) or an out-ofprovince equivalent.

•

A candidate with a commercial driving record must have less than four penalty point
incidents in the past two years, and no driving-related criminal convictions within the past
three years.
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•

The candidate may not have certain medical conditions, including certain types of epilepsy,
psychiatric conditions, neurological conditions, heart conditions, diabetic conditions and
sleep disorders.

Candidates for a Class 4 licence must pass a commercial road test, which includes a pre-trip
inspection test, a road test, and a medical exam. The cost of the test is approximately $80, and
the closest test centre to the Southern Gulf Islands is in Sidney.
Obtaining insurance for community bus vehicles is straightforward. As for private automobiles,
insurance is purchased from an ICBC Autoplan broker. Unlike most personal vehicles,
commercial vehicles are rated by declared value, which reflects the actual cash value of the
vehicle. The value of the vehicle is declared at the time insurance is purchased, and may be
reviewed at every renewal.
Notes regarding vehicle insurance include:
•

Vehicles should be owned by the operating organization, not by individuals.

•

A National Safety Code number is required to insure commercial vehicles.

•

$10 million third-party liability is the typical amount of coverage that community bus
operators purchase.

•

Community bus operators may wish to consider buying insurance monthly, particularly on
larger buses, if they may want to take the vehicle off the road during winter months and
suspend the insurance.
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