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Executive Summary

The following report presents the results of an 18-month process led by the CBRM Community 
Transportation Working Group exploring ways to enhance transportation services in the Cape Breton 
Regional Municipality (CBRM).

The Community Transportation Working Group grew out of a public forum organized by Commu-
nity Transit Nova Scotia (Sydney, October 2014).  Its members include representatives from the Cape 
Breton Regional Municipality, ACAP Cape Breton, New Dawn Enterprises, Public Health (Nova Scotia 
Health Authority), Community Health Boards and Community Transit Nova Scotia. 

The overall purpose of the Working Group is to preserve and enhance community transportation in 
CBRM.  Its immediate work was to design and implement a community engagement process geared 
to identifying practical ways to improve community transportation in CBRM.
Beginning in November 2015, the Working Group facilitated a series of ‘study circles’ in 
various locations throughout the municipality (five urban and two rural); in total, 60 residents partici-
pated. The study circles enabled participants to take a closer look at the state of 
community transportation in CBRM, share perspectives about the role that community 
transportation plays in their lives, and collectively identify practical ways to improve the 
system.

Results of the study circles were shared with government, business and community leaders at a 
stakeholder forum convened by the Working Group in February 2016.  Participants in the forum pro-
vided further insights into the challenges and opportunities for improving transportation services in 
CBRM.

In the end, the process generated three main conclusions:

1. Public transportation in CBRM currently provides a crucial but barebones 
 service.  While many residents rely on it to meet their transportation needs, the 
 system suffers from a number of serious limitations which prevent its full potential 
 from being realized, for instance: limited hours of operation, no Sunday service, 
 limited routes and schedules, and, until recently, no monthly bus passes for the 
 general public. 

2. A strong system of community transportation is integral to CBRM’s successful 
 economic and social development in the 21st century.  Community transportation 
 has a vital role to play with respect to: economic development (access to jobs and 
 training; buying locally); health (getting to medical appointments, avoiding 
 isolation, contributing to care of family and friends); education (realizing 
 educational opportunities); environment (reducing greenhouse gas emissions); 
 volunteering (contributing to social and recreational life).
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3. The world has changed in ways that make community transportation not only 
 a necessary service for those most in need of alternative transportation but a strategic 
 investment for the community as a whole.  We now live in a larger, regional 
 community; our population is aging; costs of car ownership are rising; keeping
  people engaged in community life reduces pressure on health and social 
 spending; adequate transportation services are important for attracting and
  retaining population, including young people, seniors and immigrants; action is 
 needed to address climate change.

To develop a community transportation system that fully realizes its potential, adequate and 
sustainable funding is required. Unfortunately, existing government initiatives are not providing 
CBRM with the support it needs to develop an appropriate level of service.

In this light, we call on our municipal and provincial governments to join their efforts in order to 
provide the financial supports needed to build the public transportation system our community 
requires. Specifically, we put forward the following recommendations:

1. CBRM Council fully endorse the 2016/2017 transit budget as presented by staff during 
 budget deliberations including steps toward the development of Sunday service, 
 Dial-a-Ride service and use of Handi-Trans to address community transportation needs 
 in rural areas.

• Note: In May, 2016, CBRM Council passed the full public transportation budget 
 recommended by staff ($3,289,000.00 representing a 2% increase in transit funding by 
 CBRM over the previous year – $2.6 million from property taxes and the remainder 
 from transit fares).

2. CBRM review its taxation structure with an eye to ensuring substantial and sustained 
 investment required for a strong community transportation system.

3. The Province of Nova Scotia adjust its funding support for public transportation to 
 better reflect the circumstances of urban transit systems outside of HRM, specifically 
 CBRM and Kings County. In particular, we call for matching funds that complement the
 investment these municipalities are making in public transportation services.
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The Community Transportation Working Group was 
formed as a follow up to a forum organized by Community 
Transit Nova Scotia (Sydney, October 2014). The group’s 
overall purpose is to preserve and enhance community 
transportation in CBRM and its initial goal was to engage 
local people in thoughtful dialogue aimed at generating 
practical ways to improve our transportation system.

To engage with different communities throughout CBRM, 
we determined it would be beneficial to host study circles 
in five urban and two rural locations. The communities 
included:

• Sydney
• Glace Bay
• Sydney Mines
• Cape Breton University 
• Nova Scotia Community College, Marconi Campus 
• Christmas Island 
•  Port Morien

In total, 60 people took part in the study circles between 
November 2015 and January 2016. We saw 
seniors, young adults, transit users and non-transit users, 
students from Cape Breton and international
students, business leaders, community group 
representatives and persons with disabilities.

We also held a stakeholder forum on February 10th, 2016, 
which included representatives from government, business 
and community organizations.

Based on our background research and community 
discussions, we presented our preliminary findings to 
CBRM Council during its 2016-2017 budget deliberations, 
including recommendations we believe are critical to 
building a stronger system of community transportation for 
our municipality.

Community Transportation Working Group Background

Working Group Members:

Aron Ashton 
Health Educator,
Nova Scotia Health 
Authority (Public Health)

Emma Jerrott 
Community Development 
Coordinator,
ACAP Cape Breton

Reg Johnson 
East Cape Breton;
Community Health Board;
Community Transit 
Nova Scotia

Susan King 
Executive Director,
ACAP Cape Breton; 
Central Cape Breton 
Community Health Board

Eric Leviten-Reid 
Facilitator, Community 
Engagement and 
Collaboration,
New Dawn Enterprises

Eldon MacDonald 
Councillor,
CBRM

Mike MacKeigan
Manager 
Utilities Administration,
CBRM

Rick McCready
Senior Planner, 
CBRM1



Participants sharing thoughts, stories and 
ideas at the Sydney study circle held at 
ACAP Cape Breton. 

Rob Stubbert, presenting his group’s
deliberation after small group discussions. 

Participants at the Community 
Transportation Stakeholder Forum 
engaging in hopeful conversation and 
building connections for our future.
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Public Transportation in CBRM

In order to strengthen community input, participants in the discussion process were provided 
with background information on the state of community transportation in CBRM, particularly 
the core services offered by Transit Cape Breton. Much of the information was derived from 
the 2011 CBRM Transit Review which assessed the overall state of public transit in CBRM and 
recommended ways to bring the service up to the level of those offered in similar 
communities across the country. More recent data was provided by Transit Cape Breton. 

Overall, what emerged was a picture of a public transportation system that has been reduced 
to the most basic: a crucial but barebones service.  

Many participants, particularly those who were not regular transit users, were surprised by 
some of what they learned: 

• Limited hours of operation
• No Sunday service
• Lack of monthly bus passes for the general public (until their introduction this 
 September 2016) 
• Limited services available in various parts of the municipality
• Low levels of public investment relative to similar communities across the country.

Not surprising, was the lower levels of ridership evident in CBRM versus other communities.  
Despite growing interest in public transportation, residents require a system that is able to 
meet their needs for convenient and timely transportation.

Upon further discussion, participants gained a fuller understanding of how the current system 
came to be and the factors constraining its development:

• A dramatic decline in overall ridership that occurred in 1994 when the local 
 school board established its own bus service outside of the public transit system 
 (1.2 million riders in 1994 versus 350,000 in following years)
• Practical challenges of operating a robust public transit system in a low 
 density population area such as CBRM
• Continuous struggle for necessary public investment in an environment of fiscal 
 restraint – for all levels of government but particularly CBRM.

In general it was agreed that in order to create the kind of community transportation system 
that can make its full contribution to our community’s economic and social well-being, a 
renewed commitment of energy and resources is needed from a range of partners – 
community, private and public.
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CBRM Transit
 Service

17 
busses

2 Mini 
Busses

11 
Wheelchair 
Accessiable 

Busses

5 Handi 
Trans 

10 Routes

NO 
SUNDAY 
SERVICE

How many people 
ride the bus?

YEAR  TOTAL CASH RIDES STUDENT PASSES

2012-13 350,070    316,030          34,040
2013-14 390,020    304,580          85,440
2014-15 375,201    284,901          90,300

29%

22%

19%

19%

13%

12%

8%

6%

5%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

Does not come often enough

Does not operate when I need to travel

Does not provide service to my area

Too inconvenient

Too slow

Prefer to use my car

Don’t know how to use the system

I need to use a car

Fares are too high

Doesn’t come often enough

Not operating when needed

Inconvenient

Too slow

No service in my area

DESIRED IMPROVMENTS

More frequent service - Service to more destinations 

-  Improved terminals/ shelters - Lower fares - Shorter 

travel time - Better maintained busses 

Comparison with similar municipalities across Canada
Municipality  Service Area Population  Ridership

Kingston          108,548    2,890,455
Sault Ste. Marie           69,900    1,654,788
Brantford            91,720    1,480,119
Grand Prairie           50,227    551,966
Kings County          51,500    390,500
CBRM           75,000    342,596

Reasons for not using transit..

CBRM Property taxes 
invested in transit in 

2016/17 
=

$2.6 Million 
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Economic development

• Ability to secure employment 

     (to access available jobs)

• Ability to obtain training and 

 education that enhances 

 employability

• Ability to access goods and services, 

and contribute to the local economy 

as consumers

Health

• Ability to get to medical appoiments

• Avoiding isolation that contributes 
to poor mental health

• Being able to provide care and 
 support to family or friends

Volunteering

• Maintaining social connections 
 including support networks that 
 contribute to health and well-being

• Taking part in recreational and social 
activities as vital parts of realizing a 
high quality of life

Environment
 
• Helping address the 
 global concern about climate 

change by contributing to the 
reduction of greenhouse gas 
emissions 

Education

• Ability to get to educational 
 opportunities that contribute to 

personal growth and fulfillment and 
enhance people’s ability to 

 contribute to economic and 
 social life

• Community involvement

The impact of access to transportation 

Quotes from our communities:

“My boyfriend was offered a job in 
Cape Breton but due to lack of
transportation, he wasn’t able 
to take it. He works out west now.” 
- Sydney Mines Student

“I feel like I’m on a 
curfew”
-Senior, Sydney

“It can be an epic 
journey to get to the 
library”
-Sydney Resident
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Stories

To deepen discussion of community transportation, participants were asked to share their 
own stories about the importance of community transportation and how they are 
affected by access to transportation.  Their stories revealed the diverse perspectives of 
current and prospective users of community transportation and the roles that transportation 
plays in being able to work, attend school, go to medical and health appointments, and 
participate in community and social events. 

Stories shared by participants expressed two main themes:

1. Transit CB is needed and valued:  Current transit riders often expressed how 
 needed  and valued the public transportation system is to them.  They
 describe how they rely on it for many or all of life’s basic needs and although it 
 isn’t a perfect system, without it they would not be able to access health care, get 
 to work and school, grocery shop, and see their friends. 
 
2.  The limitations of the current system impacts people’s lives and well-being in 
 many important ways:
•  Getting to work/securing workers
•  Getting to medical appointments
•  Maintaining independence
•  Maintaining social contacts
•  Providing care and support to family and friends
•  Accessing basic goods and services
•  Accessing education
•  Volunteering
•  Participating in recreational and social life

These themes are reflected in the stories shared by five participants in the discussion 
groups.  Together they indicate the range of people affected by access to community 
transportation and the variety of ways that people’s lives are impacted.

“We depend on it for
everything...groceries, 
doctor’s appointments, 
jobs, friends.”
-Crossroads Member

“We need to keep 
the public transit system 
running.”
- New Waterford Resident

“Without transportation, 
I would be cooped up for 
months.”
-Glace Bay Resident
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Community Voices

Shirley’s Story- Health and Senior Perspective 

A senior citizen from Sydney Mines, Shirley, has never had a driver’s license and always relied on her 
husband for transportation. When her husband became ill, he had to give up his driver’s license due 
to medical concerns. They both reached a point in their lives when they needed to use a service they 
had been paying into for years, the CBRM transit system. Shirley has no problem with the fee of using 
the bus but runs into several issues when trying to get to medical appointments and doing everyday 
tasks like getting groceries or volunteering at her church. Shirley’s home is quite a distance from the 
nearest bus stop which has left her crawling over snow banks or enduring long walks in the summer 
heat in order to get to a stop. She has several medical appointments in Glace Bay so she often finds 
herself arriving hours before an appointment or having to reschedule appointments that she waited 
months for simply because of bus schedules. 

Rachael’s Story- Education & Personal Life

“If I knew now what I didn’t know then, I wouldn’t have moved here”, says 
Cape Breton University student and now, New Waterford resident Rachael 
Murphy. Racheal and her family moved to Cape Breton from England to be 
closer to her grandparents and to gain an education at CBU. She is passionate 
about her involvement in theatre and would like to feel like a valued part of 
the community but unfortunately, transportation has held her back significantly. 
Rachael is very independant by nature and would love to use the transit 
system but the route to and from New Waterford is so infrequent that it is 
almost impossible. As a student, Racheal can’t afford to purchase her own 
vehicle so she has no choice but to rely on public transit or her parents to get 
her where she needs to go. She finds herself arriving to class hours before they 
begin and missing personal opportunities in theatre, volunteering and work. 

Rob’s Story- Economic Development & Environmental 

As a young man, choosing to stay and live in Cape Breton was not an easy 
decision. Rob Stubbert and his partner Emma, never wanted to own a vehicle 
because they prefered to use their recreation funds to enjoy local talent, eat at 
local restaurants and have a comfortable life on the island. They also 
expressed concern about the impact that vehicles have on the environment 
and the increasing amount of vehicles in Cape Breton. When looking for an 
apartment, they had to choose wisely so they would be on or near a bus route 
which meant that rental fees were extremely expensive. Emma does not have a 
drivers license and Rob has been travelling to and from the west coast for 
employment so when he is away, Emma has to rely solely on public transit for 
work and errands. Unfortunately, they quickly learned that a comfortable life 
would mean they would have to give in and purchase a vehicle. For Rob and 
Emma, choosing to live in CBRM comes at a prices that they are disappointed 
to have to pay. 



Naeem’s Story- International Student, Volunteering & Health 

As an international student and hopeful immigrant to Canada, Naeem would like to continue his life 
in Cape Breton but sees some challenges. He can’t afford to own and maintain his own vehicle and 
taxis are too expensive. He made the journey to Cape Breton to get an education from Cape Breton 
University but unfortunately, he has missed out on countless learning opportunities due to the lack of 
transportation in the region. Naeem is eager to become an active community member and is always 
looking for volunteer opportunities but his transportation barriers are making life on Cape Breton 
Island less than enjoyable. 

Everyday, Naeem has to carefully plan out basic activities such as grocery shopping, visiting friends or 
social gatherings. He is also concerned about the access to health care due to limited transportation 
and sees this being a huge issue for our community’s growth. 

Michelle’s Story- Visual Disability, Safety & Mental Health  

Being a senior with a visual disability and having to rely on Handi Trans
service in the CBRM has proven to be a daunting task and a large safety
concern for Michelle Bartram of Sydney. She tries her best to be an active 
community member and grandmother but unfortunately, because she can 
not operate her own vehicle, her options are limited. She worries about being 
a burden to her family, but most of the time, she has no choice but to call on 
them. In the winter months when the weather is less than desirable, she often 
finds herself waiting outside for the Handi Trans due to the fact that there are 
very little bus stops. Sometimes it will be on time and sometimes it will come 
too early and she will have to cut her task or meeting short.

Michelle also noted that alternatives to public transit may involve safety 
issues and result in people not being active in community life and 
subsequently facing mental health issues associated with isolation – 
especially a concern for seniors.
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Pictured above are our panelists who captured their audience at the Community 
Transportation Stakeholder Forum. Left to right- Shirley Voutier, Rachael Murphy, 
Rob Stubbert, Naeem Kothari, Michelle Bartram
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Health 

Stories from participants in our 
community discussions reveal the many 
ways that access to public transportation 
can impact on people’s health and 
well-being – not only the ability to 
access health services but to meet 
employment needs, secure education 
and maintain social relationships.

Such observations are consistent with 
the extensive research that has been 
conducted on the links between public 
transportation and the social 
determinants of health.

For example, a study conducted for the 
American Public Transportation 
Association on the health benefits 
of public transportation concluded that:

High quality public transportation (convenient, comfortable, fast rail and bus transport) and transit 
oriented development (walkable, mixed-use communities located around transit stations) tend to 
affect travel activity in ways that provide large health benefits, including reduced traffic crashes 
and pollution emissions, increased physical fitness, improved mental health, improved basic 
access to medical care and healthy food and increased affordability which reduces financial stress 
to lower-income households.

While people from all walks of life benefit from improvements to community transportation the 
health implications are especially great for people living on low incomes. This reality is particularly 
significant in Cape Breton where family and child poverty are the highest in Atlantic Canada (fully 
one in three children in Cape Breton live below the poverty line). 



Investing in Community Transportation: The Time is Now

The world has changed in ways that make community transportation not only a necessary service for 

those most in need of alternative transportation but a strategic investment for the community as a 

whole with vital contributions to make to:

o Economic development

o Health 

o Education

o Community involvement

o Environmental well-being

Based on our review of the literature and community discussions, we see six ways in which a 

changing context is making investment in community transportation a vital part of our 

community’s future:

o ‘One CBRM’ – We live in a more regional community than ever before and need to be able   
 to move from one part of CBRM to another in order to get to jobs, shopping areas, and 
 important health and social services
o Aging Population – Our population is aging and as it does more and more people will be 
 in need of alternative forms of transportation
o Cost of Car Ownership – Cost of car ownership is rising making it a financial concern not 
 only for people on low incomes but for a much larger portion of the population
o Strategic Social Spending – Affordable and accessible transportation is also increasingly 
 understood as important in getting ahead of the costs of health and social services.  
 Access to transportation keeps people engaged in economic and social life, and enables 
 them to access the supports and services they need to maintain their well-being rather 
 than becoming in need of costly programs and services
o Attracting and Retaining Population – It is also increasingly important in our efforts to 
 compete for population – to attract and retain people.  Research shows that younger 
 people tend to be attracted to public transportation much more so than generation’s past 
 for both economic and social reasons.  The same goes for post-secondary students 
 whose financial circumstances increasingly make car ownership difficult or impossible. 
  And research shows that recent immigrants that we wish to attract to Cape Breton are 
 much more likely to use public transportation than other Canadians
o Climate Change – And, finally, there is a strong concern these days about climate 
 change.Many people want to contribute in ways that they can to addressing this problem 

 and utilizing public transportation is one of the important ways in which people can do so.

Overall, community transportation can no longer be seen as a marginal area of concern. 

It needs to be seen as integral to an economically and socially successful community in the 21st 

century.
10



A Path Forward

In many respects, the challenge we face for Community Transportation in CBRM involves 
breaking out of the ‘transit trap,’ a classic chicken-and-egg situation where progress is held 
back by a vicious cycle of limited service,limited ridership and limited investment.

We believe the key is a sustained and gradual process of targeted investment involving four 
key elements:

1. Public Investment: A commitment on the part of all levels of government to make
  targeted
  but significant investments in public and community transportation
2. Improved Core Service: Tangible improvements in the core public transportation
  services offered by Transit Cape Breton to make them more attractive and useful to 
 citizens.  
 Recent efforts by CBRM (monthly bus passes, bus tracking app and summer transit 
 promotion) are encouraging examples as is recent provincial government funding for 
 capital improvements.
3. New Models: Opportunities to partner with others in the community to test a variety of 
 new models that can complement and support the conventional public transportation
  system
4. New Ridership: Increased promotion and marketing in sync with gradual 
 improvements to the services available.

•Trans Cab
•Community Bus
•“Job Bus”
•U-Pass
•Seniors Ride
•Rural Service
•Car Share
•Car Pooling

•Special events 
•“Car Free Day”
•Youth Engagement
•High School 
Activity Pass
•“You Can Clear the 
Air” 

•Public Bus Pass 
•Bus App 
•Signage & Info
•Shelters & 
Depots
•Routes &    
Schedules
•Fare Structure
•Sunday Service

•CBRM
•Province
•Federal government
•Other Partners

MAKE 
TARGETED 

INVESTMENTS

STRENGTHEN 
CORE SERVICE

(TRANSIT CB)

PARTNER TO 
TEST NEW 
MODELS

ENCOURAGE 
NEW 

RIDERSHIP
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Recommendations

To develop a community transportation system that fully realizes the economic, health, social and 
environmental benefits identified earlier in this report, adequate and sustainable funding is required.  
Without significant increases in operating funds especially, CBRM’s transit system simply cannot 
expand and develop in the ways required.

In the course of our work we have come to realize that existing government initiatives are not 
providing the CBRM with the support it needs to develop a viable transit system.  For example: 

• The capital funding recently announced by the federal government is targeted to 
 communities with existing high levels of ridership, resulting in a situation where HRM is 
 receiving almost 40 times as much federal funding as CBRM, even though it has only four 
 times the population. 
• CTAP, the Province’s Community Transportation Assistance Program, is an excellent 
 initiative but CBRM, despite being one of the most financially stressed communities in 
 the province, is not eligible for support because its population density is too high!  
 (CTAP rules specify that no community with a population density exceeding 35 persons 
 per square kilometre can even apply for assistance – the population density in CBRM is 40 
 persons per square kilometre).

We appreciate that the current provincial government has allotted some funding for urban transit, 
and that CBRM has been able to access approximately $400,000 for capital upgrades per year.  
However, what we need is a level of provincial investment that would enable us to provide the level 
of service recommended by the 2011 CBRM Transit Review referenced earlier in this report.  If the 
Province could match the contribution that CBRM property taxpayers are making to our transit system 
($2.6 million), with funds being made available to assist with both capital and operating costs, it would 
mean that CBRM could develop and sustain a transit service comparable to those found in similar 
sized municipalities across Canada, as described in the 2011 Review.   

In this light, we call on our municipal and provincial governments to join their efforts to provide the 
financial supports needed to build the sort of public transportation system our community needs for 
its future development.  Specifically, we put forward the following recommendations:

 Cape Breton Regional Municipality

 1.      CBRM Council fully endorse the 2016/2017 transit budget as presented by staff during 
 budget deliberations including steps toward the development of Sunday service, 
 Dial-a-Ride service and use of Handi-Trans to address community transportation needs in 
 rural areas.
 ·           Note: In May, 2016, CBRM Council passed the full public transportation budget 
  recommended by staff ($3,289,000.00 representing a 2% increase in transit 
  funding by CBRM over the previous year - $2.6 million from property taxes and the 
  remainder from transit fares).
 2.      CBRM review its taxation structure with an eye to ensuring substantial and sustained 
 investment required for a strong community transportation system.

 Province of Nova Scotia

 3.      The Province of Nova Scotia adjust its funding support for public transportation to better 
 reflect the circumstances of urban transit systems outside of HRM, specifically CBRM and 
 Kings County.  In particular, we call for matching funds that complement the investment 
 these municipalities are making in public transportation services.
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