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Saint John, New Brunswick CASE STUDY 105 
 

 

Sustainable Growth Challenge in Saint John (N.-B.) 
 
 
Organization 

City of Saint John, Saint John Transit (SJT), Saint 
John Parking Commission (SJPC), Saint John 
Parking Commission/Share your Ride 

Overview 

To meet challenges related to increasing 
demographic pressure, urban sprawl, increasing 
number of vehicles on roads and consequently of 
wear and tear of infrastructures, economic costs of 
new road infrastructures as well as parking lots and 
sustainable development, the Saint John Transit 
Commission devised, with partners, a strategy 
based on the Commuter Express (Comex) Transit 
System. Comex is a Bus Rapid Transit system 
created to provide metropolitan area workers with an 
alternative mode of transportation.  

It was also determined that a new downtown parking 
fare policy would make public transit attractive. 
Other measures were implemented such as 
installing bike-racks on new buses and implementing 
real-time bus tracking technology (NextBus) to offer 
a safe, comfortable and reliable ride experience.  

 

 
 
 

Community context 
 
Saint John is the largest city of New Brunswick with 
a population of approximately 69 000 and 122,400 in 
the census metropolitan area (New Brunswick’s 
second largest metropolitan area). With 40% of its 
population living outside the City and growth in these 
outlying communities outpacing that of the City of 
Saint John, problems arose: ever increasing wear 
and tear on roads, increasing vehicle pollution, 
increased road congestion and higher demand for 
parking in the downtown core.  
 
A few years ago, parking planners were faced with a 
challenge: could the city provide enough parking to 
support several proposed new development projects 
in the downtown area? 
 

 
Land for Development 
 
A working group was created to study the issue of 
parking spaces in the downtown area. Studies 
determined that 1,850 new parking stalls would have 
to be built at a unit cost of $26,000 for a total cost of 
$46 millions. Rather than spending that much money 
on parking spaces, the City decided to revive an 
earlier project to implement a Commuter Express 
(Comex) Transit Service. The objective was to get 
10% to 20% of drivers to use more sustainable 
modes of transportation so that the City could 
reduce parking space needs by approximately 400. 
The City projected to save approximately $10 
millions in capital costs while freeing up more land 
for development. 
 
 
Sustainable Development through Consultation 
 
The City of Saint John worked with a variety of 
partners in developing this overall strategy. It was 
decided between the municipal administrations that 
approximately 50% of the operating costs of Comex 
would be covered by fares. Businesses would install 
bicycle-racks, promote car pooling and implement 
many different other incentives to support 
employees choosing alternative modes of 
transportation. 
 
Results Prove Right Choice 
 
Benefits appeared quickly: after its first year in 
operation, Comex has removed 280 vehicles from 
traveling and parking in the downtown area every 
day. In 2010, four new parcobus as well as a new 
transit hub were created in the outlying areas 
surrounding the city to attract new riders and reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions and traffic congestion. 
 
In 2011, Saint John Transit manages a network of 
29 routes, four of which are dedicated to Comex 
(Routes 50, 51, 52 and 53). Ridership is 2.7 million 
passengers yearly, the highest in New Brunswick. 
Transit routes cover over 500 kilometers of city 
streets. With about 50% of its operating costs 
covered by fares, Saint John Transit has one of the 
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highest fare box recovery in Canada for cities of 
comparative size.  
 
 

Policy context 
 
Challenging times of growth 
 
As “Atlantic Canada’s Fastest Growing City” (2004), 
Saint John is facing many challenges related to 
commuter traffic. The rapidly growing Uptown and 
surrounding communities such as Grand Bay – 
Westfield, Rothesay, Quispamsis and Hampton put 
an increasing pressure on existing road 
infrastructure. As the cost of commuting by car 
continues to increase, sustainable transportation 
alternatives had to be made available to commuters. 
Another factor is the increasingly widespread 
awareness in the population of the need to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions caused by congestion 
and the ever growing commuting distance travelled. 
 
Bus Rapid Transit as a solution 
 
Comex was the solution devised to meet these 
challenges. Comex is a Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) 
system providing morning and after work service to 
citizens in outlying areas (Grand Bay-Westfield, 
Rothesay, Quispamsis and Hampton) to and from 
Uptown Saint John. The service is offered from 
Monday to Friday and the Comex fleet consists of 
four buses operating at rush hours. Each bus 
presents the potential to remove 40 cars from the 
Road. The name Comex is short for the bilingual 
names of the service: Community Express and 
Communauté Express.  
 
The partnership between the City of Saint John, the 
Saint John Transit Commission and the Saint John 
Parking Commission/Share your Ride initiative, 
resulted in an important reduction in capital costs to 
build new parking in the downtown area while 
preserving high value land in the city centre. The 
partnership with four suburban towns allowed a 
shared overall strategy to manage the operating 
costs. 
 
When the three new communities started using the 
Comex service, it was decided that operational costs 
associated with the transit service not covered by 
fares (about 50% of the costs) would be paid by 
these communities. The City of Saint John later 
announced that this agreement would be extended 
into 2012. 
 
 
 
 

Downtown Parking Rates as an Incentive 
 
Around the same time Comex was implemented, a 
decision was made by the City to increase monthly 
and hourly parking rates in the Uptown. The 
message thus would be clear: in the most popular 
parking locations, prices were steadily nearing those 
of monthly bus passes, acting as a disincentive to 
driving and an incentive to taking transit. Funds from 
increased parking rates have two purposes: to 
purchase downtown land for future development and 
to develop safer and more attractive parking 
facilities.  
 
Matching parking fees with Comex monthly costs 
was another component of this strategy. The idea 
was to induce the notion that for the same monthly 
fee, the consumers may enjoy the comfort, safety 
and convenience of an alternative transportation 
mode to the car. 
 

Actions 
 
Comex BRT routes 
 
Saint John Transit created four specific routes 
dedicated to Comex. All four routes originate from 
the same downtown point in King Square. Each of 
them has connexion points with other perpendicular 
routes to connect riders with local routes. Saint John 
Transit offers four different local circuits: Main Lines 
(six routes), West-Side Routes (seven routes), North 
and South Routes (four routes) and East-Side 
Routes (four routes). The interconnectivity with 
Comex routes allows great flexibility for riders 
working in the Uptown area. 
 
Carpooling: Common Sense applied to Transit 
 
Community Carpooling is offered to St John 
metropolitan area drivers. Using a website called 
Share your Ride, car drivers are invited to create a 
personal profile detailing pick-up point, final 
destination and some preferences such as non 
smoker, driver and passenger. After validation, the 
system provides the driver with a list of potential 
carpool partners. This service is free. 
 
Parcobus 
 
In outlying areas, the Parcobus Park and Ride lots 
are intended for people who, otherwise, would have 
taken their vehicles downtown to go to work. From 
those parking lots, people can ride the bus or 
choose ride sharing. This initiative was unveiled in 
April 2010. Four Parcobus lots were available in 
2010. 
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The regional Comex (Community Express) park-
and-ride program has reduced the number of cars 
on the road by about 300 daily. In April 2010, the 
provincial government, through its Department of 
Environment, announced an investment of $288,000 
to establish four new Park and Ride sites on the 
outskirts of the City and a connecting hub at 
McAllister Place, on the city’s eastside. The Saint 
John Transit Commission estimates this single 
action contributes to a reduction of 400 metric tons 
of greenhouse gases emissions every year. 
 
 
User Friendly Signalisation and Shelters 
 
Comex bus stops are equipped with a shelter, an 
information panel and are adjacent to a parking lot. 
 
 
The new SJT Operations Centre opened during the 
summer of 2009 and is part of the overall strategy to 
increase the use of public transportation, reduce 
capital costs and the damages to infrastructure and 
the environment.  
 
 
Real-Time Information System 
 
NextBus is a GPS communication system that uses 
satellite technology and advanced computer 
modeling to track vehicles on their routes. Bus likely 
to be delayed by traffic variations, breakdowns and 
day to day incidents are monitored in real-time by 
the system which updates the arrival time at any 
specific bus stop along the line.  NextBus has been 
implemented in July 2011 on all buses operated by 
Saint John Transit.  
 
Saint John Transit (SJT) is targeting a specific group 
with the implementation of NextBus: the young 
people. SJT wants them to learn to appreciate the 
transit experience based on reliability, convenience, 
comfort and safety. This project was implemented at 
the cost of $200,000 and was funded by the Saint 
John Transit Commission and the Public Transit 
Commission Trust 2008 (provincial).  
 
All Saint John Transit riders can access NextBus in 
three different ways: via a land line, a cellphone or 
by SMS. Users can also set up Web popup alerts 
that automatically informs them that the bus is about 
to arrive.  
 
For customers without such a phone, monitors have 
been installed at MacAllister Place, Lancaster Mall, 
UNBSG and King Square to broadcast departure 
times. 
 

Clients using smart phones get the exact arrival time 
of the next two buses at their bus stop. 
 
This allows the client to spend less time in inclement 
weather, waiting in bus shelters or at stops at night.  
For the Transit Commission, NextBus provides a set 
of real-time management tools which enables Saint 
John Transit to run their system more efficiently.  
 
Another benefit of the NextBus system is a more 
efficient intervention in the case of a breakdown or 
accident. It also reflects on the workload of SJT 
workers who can be affected to more productive 
work than checking for buses keeping up with their 
schedules or giving information to passengers about 
bus schedules over the phone. Implementing 
NextBus also improved the overall experience of bus 
riders. For example, on storm days a regular 
dispatcher could not handle all phone calls 
(sometimes 100 calls in a short period). 
 
NextBus helps to maintain schedules. With a mutual 
time reference provided by the GPS, riders, as well 
as bus drivers are relying on the same real time 
information. This improves the reliability of the 
service from a customer point of view as well as 
improving the quality of the total transit experience. 
 
The passenger counters also help determine 
ridership on different routes. 
 
WiFi on board 
  
The NextBus system also enables WiFi on all Saint 
John Transit buses so that riders can access 
Internet, check emails or work on the bus to work.  
 
Bicycle Racks 
 
Bicycle racks on new buses help citizens choose 
alternative transportation modes. This initiative was 
made possible with the help of the Greater St John 
Community Foundation. Bike racks are installed on 
the front of new buses. With this new service, 
cyclists can travel farther and enjoy cycling around 
the city or the metropolitan area. Non-motorized, two 
wheels bikes can be installed on the rack. This 
service is included with the regular transit fare.  
 
 
In summary, Comex was initiated to: 
 
Meet the needs in transit transportation created 
by the rapid growth of Saint John and outlying 
communities of Grand Bay – Westfield, Rothesay, 
Quispamsis and Hampton; 
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Reduce the wear and tear on road infrastructure 
due to the rapid growth of the population and the 
increase in the number of vehicles; 
 
Save on capital costs by not building new parking 
facilities. The cost of each parking space was 
estimated at $26,000 and the total bill for the City 
would have been $46 millions. For the riders, 
choosing to leave a car at home or not needing a 
second or third car may save a family $1,000 to 
$10,000 a year. 
 
Preserve land for future development in the 
downtown area of the City. In this regard, the overall 
strategy for public transportation is based on 
economic development concerns as well as public 
service and an environmental vision; and 
 
Lower GHG emissions and Reduce congestion. It 
is estimated that each bus takes up to 40 cars off 
the road and that the Comex service takes about 
300 cars off the streets every day. This results in a 
reduction in GHG emissions of 400 metric tons. 
Traffic congestion is reduced and parking pressures 
are alleviated. 300 parking spaces are now made 
available so that the City will not have to build new 
ones. This frees up funds that could be used for 
other projects.  
 
 
Communications 
 
From the City point of view, it is essential that all 
forms of alternative travel (walking, cycling, bus, 
etc.) are coordinated and integrated in a strategy to 
facilitate consumer choice and to offer users a 
satisfying experience. All actions must be based on 
a high level of acceptance by the residents. This 
implies a very thorough communication strategy 
including meetings with citizens, media releases, 
etc.  GHG emissions reduction alone won’t convince 
more riders to use the transit system but, user-
friendly, affordable, comfortable, safe and reliable 
service will. That is the approach SJT has taken to 
attract passengers.  
 
Implementing Comex in the Saint John metropolitan 
area was a success story from the beginning. One of 
the reasons is the special care each partner has put 
in communicating with potential riders.  
 
Comex is bilingual and the choice of specific colours 
serves as a signature. The same branding is 
duplicated along Comex routes and more 
specifically at bus stops and parking lots to ensure 
recognition of the service. 
 
 

Press coverage 
 
Comex 
 
Local media has done an extensive coverage of the 
launch of Comex. There have been reports in local 
and regional media and on CBC 
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wu6ZrxqcNTQ) 
when the service was launched and expanded. Saint 
John Transit, as well as the municipalities of 
Quispamsis and Hampon has a dedicated page to 
Comex on its Website. These web pages provide a 
brief description of Comex, and information on its 
fares, schedules and routes. 
 
NextBus 
 
NextBus service has been publicized when 
launched. More and more riders use it so it is sort of 
self-promoting. Targeting young people using new 
technology was a way to make the arrival of 
NextBus a success. Broadcasting the information 
about times of arrival at major bus stops is aimed at 
all publics.  
 
 

Next steps 
 
The agreement between Saint John and Grand Bay-
Westfield, Rothesay, Quispamsis and Hampton will 
have to be revisited in 2012. This agreement states 
that operational costs not covered by the fares 
(around 50%) are shared by the metropolitan 
communities.  
 
Comex 
 
There are no further plans or needs to extend the 
four routes already in service. 
  
NextBus 
 
Saint John Transit will continue its partnership with 
NextBus to incorporate ongoing improvements to the 
system.  
 
The City of Saint John and its partners will continue 
to promote the use of alternative modes of 
transportation in order to meet all the goals they 
identified when they launched this program. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wu6ZrxqcNTQ
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Resources 
 

 City of Saint John Website; 
http://www.saintjohn.ca/ 

 Saint John Transit Website; 
http://www.saintjohntransit.com/ 

 Comex Website: 
http://www.saintjohntransit.com/index.cfm?e
vent=page.view&filename=fares-comex.cfm 

 The Town of Quispamsis Website;  
http://www.quispamsis.ca/public_transit.htm 

 The Town of Rothesay Website; 
http://www.rothesay.ca/ 

 Saint John/WebTech Wireless Blog; 
http:/www.webtechwireless.com/blog/tag/sai
nt-john  

 The Town of Hampton Website;  
http://www.townofhampton.ca/content/94550  

 The Town of Grand Bay-Westfield Website; 
http://www.town.grandbay-westfield.nb.ca/ 

 NextBus Website; 
http://news.nextbus.com/how-nextbus-
works-2/ 

 St John/WebTech Wireless Blog; Sept. 13
th
 

2011 
http://www.webtechwireless.com/blog/tag/sa
int-john/ 
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