
Equity in Transit: Equity in Transit: 

20242024
ROUTESROUTESROUTES
TOTOTO
RECOVERYRECOVERYRECOVERY



II

Amanda Timm Amanda Timm
Consulting

Jordan Thomas Twin River Capital
Elizabeth Love Jacob & Terese Hershey

Foundation
Adrienne Mangual The Artemis Fund
Richard Petty Independent Living

Research Utilization,
TIRR Memorial Hermann

Janis Scott Houston’s “Bus Lady”
James Llamas TEI Planning + Design
Aaron Cano REI Cooperative Action

Fund
Catharina “Dd” Budiharto Cyber Point Advisory

Aja Edwards-Smith Ernst & Young
Diego Degenhart Asakura Robinson

Thank you to our Community Action
Network!

LINK HOUSTON
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that advocates for a robust and equitable
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opportunity. We envision a world in which everyone in
Houston can easily access not only jobs but also
educational experiences, medical appointments,
grocery stores, greenspace, and other important
destinations, regardless of their income or mode of
transportation.To make that vision a reality, we support
transformative and inclusive policies, systems,
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people to opportunity by transit, walking, rolling (i.e., for
people with disabilities affecting mobility), and biking.
We move ideas into action through community
engagement, research, and shaping public policy.
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Anonymous Bus Rider Quotes

Use of Terms

The report contains many anonymous quotes to
emphasize the opinions and experiences of bus
riders. The personal quotes originate from
survey interviews of bus riders at Kashmere
Transit Center, Magnolia Transit Center, and
Hiram Clarke Transit Center.

This report avoids the use of technical
terminology as much as possible. Figures and
tables enhance concise narrative. Direct
questions to LINK Houston: linkhouston.org
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Disclaimer
LINK Houston is responsible for the facts and
accuracy of Equity in Transit: 2024. The contents
rely on current information; sources are cited.
Hyperlinks connect readers to key sources,
including the Equity in Transit Reports from
2018, 2020, 2021, and 2022.

Thank you to each and every bus rider. Most of
you accepted the invitation to share your
experience and opinions. We hope the report
spurs and supports pursuing the bus service
improvements you seek.
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https://linkhouston.org/reports-briefings/equity-in-transit-2020/
https://linkhouston.org/reports-briefings/equity-in-transit-2021/
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Public transit plays an essential role in connecting
thousands of Houstonians to work, school, healthcare, and
many other opportunities. Equity in Transit: 2024 combines
data analysis and riders’ experiences collected through the
2024 Houston Bus Riders Survey. The report explores how
transit has, and should connect people to opportunity in
Houston, with a particular focus on service recovery of the
Metropolitan Transit Authority of Harris County (METRO)
following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. The
study also updates the Transportation Equity Demand Index
(TEDI), which demonstrates continued need for equitable
improvements and investments in public transit in the
Houston region. Based on the data analysis and riders’
feedback, LINK Houston provides recommendations to
METRO to improve its services and better serve the riding
public. 

While METRO ridership fell 61% between February and April
2020, it has since increased steadily at an average of 24%
per year. Weekly ridership in February 2024 is 86% of weekly
ridership in February 2020 – the second highest recovery
among the top 20 metro areas – with local bus ridership at
95% of that pre-COVID level. Yet, many riders continue
waiting longer for the bus than in 2019. We compared
service levels for all METRO routes between October 2019
and October 2023 and found that many routes are running
less frequently at key times of day – making wait times
longer and trips harder to plan. Maximum wait times have
increased the most on many Green routes (METRO’s least
frequent services) at rush hour, and on many formerly Red
routes (METRO’s most frequent services) on weekends.
Most routes with reduced service are within high demand
areas for affordable transportation as demonstrated by the
TEDI.

LINK Houston and volunteers surveyed 299 people about
their experience using METRO, 90% of whom were current
riders. The most common concern was frequency – 38% of
those surveyed want shorter wait times for the bus. Many
riders specifically mentioned wait times at weekday rush
hour and on weekends are longer than before the pandemic.
Many riders also mentioned the need for shorter wait times
when making connections between multiple routes. Of
those surveyed who reported riding less often, 52% cited
frequency as a factor. Other common concerns include
reliability (22% of responses), safety (16%), and issues with
stops and sidewalks (15%).

Executive Summary

Recommendations
Based on rider feedback and analysis of current
service levels, running more frequent service is
METRO’s best opportunity to increase ridership and
better serve populations in TEDI high demand areas.
The top priority recommendation is for METRO to re-
affirm their commitment to increase service by 25%
above pre-pandemic levels, as outlined in the
METRONext Moving Forward Plan. METRO should
develop a plan on how that service will be allocated,
focusing first on frequency at peak hours and on
weekends in TEDI high demand areas, and engage
riders and the broader public beyond the required
notice materials for public hearings. Other
recommendations include:

Ensure all on-time performance data is publicly
available.
Take a comprehensive approach towards rider
safety.
Work with partners to improve stops, sidewalks,
and crosswalks.
Accelerate the voter-approved METRONext Moving
Forward Plan, focusing first on TEDI high-demand
areas.
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https://www.ridemetro.org/about/metronext/moving-forward-plan
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Introduction
Houstonians of all walks of life ride transit, but several
populations ride transit in greater numbers, including
people of color, low-income people, people with
disabilities, and people without access to a personal
vehicle. These communities face unique challenges and
depend on public transportation as a lifeline for their daily
commute and essential needs.

Why is Transit Important?
Robust transit service is critical for Houston’s
communities, economy, and environment. 

1. Accessibility: Public transportation provides access
employment, education, healthcare, and grocery stores for
individuals who may not own a personal vehicle. It
ensures that people can reach their destinations reliably
and affordably.

“METRO takes me to the doctor, pharmacy, and
store.”

2. Affordability: Owning and maintaining a personal
vehicle can be expensive, especially for low-income
individuals. According to a New York Times’ AAA analysis,
people in the U.S. spent over $12,000 on car ownership
last year. Public transportation offers a more affordable
alternative, allowing individuals and families to save on
transportation costs and allocate their resources to other
needs.

“Just $1.25, and I can move!”

What is Equity in Transit?
Equity in transit is fair and just distribution of benefits and
burdens of transit services and infrastructure across
communities. Some level of demand for equitable mobility
exists everywhere. Transit advances equity and climate justice
when it exists in high demand for equity locations and
provides a quality travel option.

3. Mobility: Public transportation improves mobility for
individuals who may not be able to drive due to age, disability,
or other reasons. It ensures that everyone, regardless of their
physical abilities, can travel independently and participate in
daily activities.

"I don't have to wait on anybody to get anywhere.”

4. Environmental Benefits: Public transportation plays a
crucial role in reducing emissions and promoting
sustainability. By encouraging people to use public transit
instead of personal vehicles, it helps decrease traffic
congestion and carbon footprint, leading to improved air
quality and a healthier environment for everyone.

“Gets me out of my car – less pollution.”

5. Social Equity: Public transportation provides affordable and
economical travel options to everyone, helping to reduce
disparities in access to opportunities.

“We can all ride together.”

https://www.apta.com/wp-content/uploads/Resources/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/APTA-Who-Rides-Public-Transportation-2017.pdf
https://www.bts.gov/travel-patterns-with-disabilities
https://www.bts.gov/travel-patterns-with-disabilities
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/22/your-money/car-ownership-costs-increase.html
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Transportation Equity Demand Index 2024
LINK Houston measures demand for equitable mobility with the Transportation
Equity Demand Index (TEDI). Composed of 15 indicators, covers aspects of both
personal and community equity. LINK Houston created the index in 2018 to
identify locations for more equitable transit investments by measuring
fundamental demographic demand, likely higher-transit use, and human- and
built-environment feasibility (i.e., people density, jobs density, and walkable street
network).

LINK Houston updates the TEDI each year using the same methodology as before
but utilizing the most current data sources. The TEDI shows where people most
seek affordable transportation options offering safe, efficient, and dignified
access to and from Houston’s opportunities. This year, five high demand areas
were identified.

The high demand areas include inordinately higher local rates of:
Poverty (23% of households versus 11% in all other areas)
Households with no vehicle (12% of households versus 4% in all other areas)
People using primarily transit to access work (5% of employed people versus
1% in all other areas)

In 2024, 82% of residents inside high demand areas were people of color (Central
East: 87%; Far East: 93%; Greenspoint: 96%; Northwest: 82%; Southwest: 84%)
whereas 67% of all other parts of METRO’s service are people of color. 
The appendix contains more information about TEDI methodology.

The 2024 high demand areas cover
222 square miles and are home to

1.2 million people.
The areas are:

Central East (East Inner Loop,
North, Northeast, and Southeast
Houston)
Far East (Northshore, East
Harris County)
Greenspoint
Northwest (Fairbanks, Inwood,
Langwood)
Southwest (Gulfton,
Sharpstown, Alief, and
surrounding neighborhoods)

Figure 1, 2024 TEDI Relative Demand and High Demand Areas
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Four years later: METRO
in 2024
Like all major transit systems, METRO service and ridership
was significantly disrupted at the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic. In April 2020, the first month after Harris County
issued a “Stay Home, Work Safe” order, ridership fell 61%
from February 2020 levels. Service levels – the number of
trips and frequency of routes – were also reduced as the
METRO workforce was disrupted. 
Since then, ridership has increased steadily across all
METRO services. Frequency and service levels, however,
remain below pre-COVID levels on many routes. LINK
Houston took a deeper dive on both ridership and service
to understand the current state of public transit in Houston.

Ridership Recovery: Overall
Over the past four years, METRO ridership has been increasing steadily at an average of 24% per year.
Compared to average weekly ridership in February 2020, ridership in February 2021 was 46%, ridership in
February 2022 was 59%, ridership in February 2023 was 73%, and ridership in February 2024 was 86% (as
shown in Figure 2). Among the country’s 20 most populous metropolitan statistical areas, transit ridership in
Houston is the second most recovered compared to pre-pandemic levels.

Local bus ridership recovery is especially strong – weekly ridership in February 2024 is 95% of February 2020
levels. For the same period of comparison, METRORail and METRORapid ridership is 75% recovered, while
Park & Ride service is 50% recovered.

Figure 2, METRO ridership June 2019 to Present

https://www.axios.com/2023/12/14/public-trasnportation-transit-america-recovery-pandemic-covid
https://www.axios.com/2023/12/14/public-trasnportation-transit-america-recovery-pandemic-covid
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What services does METRO run?
METRO operates multiple types of transit
services:

METRORail and METRORapid, including:
Red Line
Green Line
Purple Line
Silver Line

Local Bus, including:
Red (most frequent) – every 15 minutes
or less, at least 15 hours per day
Blue (medium frequent) – every 30
minutes or less
Green (least frequent) – every 60
minutes or less

METROLift
Curb2Curb
Park & Ride

Service Recovery: Change in Maximum Wait Times
While ridership is trending upwards, service levels have not fully recovered. LINK Houston compared
headways (the time between buses) on all METRO routes between October 2019 and October 2023 and found
that many routes are running less frequently at key times. 

We quantified the difference in frequency levels as “Change in Maximum Wait Times.” Equivalent to the
headway, maximum wait time is the length of time a rider would have to wait, based on the schedule, if they
just missed a bus. We have chosen the “maximum wait time” framing to emphasize something every rider
knows and feels: no matter how well you know the schedule or plan your trip, there is always a chance your
day will be impacted by an unplanned wait. How short or long that wait might be depends primarily on the
scheduled frequency and represents the convenience – or penalty – one experiences by choosing to ride
transit.

Equity in Transit: 2024 focuses primarily on the local bus network.
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Weekday Rush Hour
The time of day with the most routes running less frequently is on weekdays during rush hour (see figures 3
and 4). We found that on weekdays at 7 a.m., maximum wait times on 31 route segments have increased by
five minutes or more. Of those 31 routes, 23 run within one or more of three TEDI high demand areas: Central
East, Southwest, and Northwest. 

These morning service levels largely mirror those in the evening.

Riders of 11 routes are experiencing
maximum wait times 30 minutes
longer, including eight within TEDI
high demand areas. These are all
Green routes, METRO’s least
frequent routes, that previously
benefitted from service every 30
minutes at peak hours. Now, riders
who previously had half-hourly
departures to choose from during
busy times must time their lives
around a bus that comes once an
hour. This can mean having to arrive
at work or an appointment 70
minutes early to avoid the chance of
being late.

Eight route segments have shorter
maximum wait times at weekday
rush hour, including the 6
Jensen/Greens, which serves the
Greenspoint TEDI high demand
area, and the 47 Hillcroft, which was
recommended for improvement by
the Equity in Transit: 2022 report.
Maximum wait times in the Far East
TEDI high demand area have not
increased. The appendix contains
information on wait time changes
for all METRO routes.

*During the comparison period, route 3 Langley/Little York was extended to
replace portions of route 79 Irvington, which was shortened.

Figure 3, Change in Maximum Wait Times 
for select routes on Weekdays at 7 a.m.

“The 98 needs more than one
bus. I missed the first one,

now I need to wait an hour.”
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Figure 4, Change in Maximum Wait Times between October 2019 and October 2023 for Weekdays at 7 a.m
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Weekends
Wait times have also increased throughout the day on weekends (see figures 5 and 6). We found that on
Saturdays at 12 p.m., maximum wait times on 10 route segments have increased by five minutes or more, of
which nine routes are located in TEDI high demand areas. Seven of these were previously Red routes, on
which riders enjoyed service every 15 minutes or less. 

Eight route segments have shorter maximum wait times on weekends, including the 88 Sagemont, which
has been upgraded from Green to Blue and serves a far corner of the Central East TEDI high demand area.
Weekend service is largely consistent for both Saturday and Sunday, with few peak hour increases.

*Half of trips on route 56
Airline/Montrose now run only
between Greenspoint Transit
Center (TC) and Northline TC.
This shorter version of the
route only meets the standard
for Red routes in the
southbound (SB) direction;
going northbound from
Northline TC, riders have to
wait up to 21 minutes, an
increase of 7 minutes from
2019.

Figure 5, Change in Maximum Wait Times 
for select routes on Saturdays at 12 p.m.

“Some routes don't come as
often, especially on weekends,
making it harder to plan trips

with connections.” 
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Figure 6, Change in Maximum Wait Times between October 2019 and October 2023 for Saturdays at 12 p.m.
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What is the Frequent
Network?

In 2015, METRO overhauled its local bus
network, shifting away from direct trips to
Downtown to focus on a grid that would
cover a broader share of the region. The
crux of this new system is the Frequent
Network, containing METRO’s Red local bus
routes. Red routes run often enough that
riders aren’t tethered to a schedule: every
15 minutes for most of the day, seven days
a week. The Frequent Network is intended
to serve as the backbone of the METRO
system, enabling riders to access key
destinations with quick transfers. METRO’s
New Bus Network has been a model for
other agencies wanting to expand the reach
of transit in their cities.

Frequent Network
The Frequent Network is also less robust than
before the onset of the pandemic. From its
creation through March 2020, the Frequent
Network included 20 bus routes (including
combined segments, such as the 51/52
between Downtown and Kashmere Transit
Center) plus the three light rail lines (see figure
7). Today, only 14 bus routes and the Red line
run frequently enough to meet the standards
(see figure 8). Of the 6 bus routes and 2 light
rail lines no longer part of the Frequent
Network, all run through TEDI high demand
areas. 

The shrinking of the Frequent Network
dramatically diminishes the utility of the bus
network in large swaths of the service area.
Where a cook who lives in Near Northside and
works at a restaurant along Shepherd Drive
used to have a frequent network trip with one
quick connection from the 26 Long
Point/Cavalcade to the 27 Shepherd, they now
contend with two 30-minute routes on
weekends, meaning up to an hour of wait time
on a bad day. Instead of the everywhere-to-
everywhere freedom of mobility offered by a
frequent grid, riders now experience the
downsides of both the new and old systems: a
network that relies on connections but lacks
the frequency to make them convenient.

“Multiple errands is very hard with a bus
system that requires lots of waiting.”



10

Figure 7, Map of Frequent Network in February 2020

Figure 8, Map of Frequent Network in February 2024
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Other Times: Weekday Midday and Weekday Late Evening
LINK Houston also compared service levels between 2019 and 2023 for weekday midday and weekday late
evening periods. On weekdays at 12 p.m., 12 routes segments are running more frequently, while 8 are running
less frequently. On weekdays at 9 p.m., 26 route segments are running more frequently, including 10 routes
that did not have late evening service in 2019; 4 routes or portions of routes are running less frequently.
Expanded service during non-traditional work hours was another recommendation of Equity in Transit: 2022.



Ridership Recovery: High Demand Areas
LINK Houston compared ridership at the Super Neighborhood level between October 2019 and October 2023.
We found that ridership is recovering unevenly across the METRO service area. 
On weekdays, ridership recovery is strongest in Houston neighborhoods to the Northwest, West and
Southwest, and certain Southeast neighborhoods like Sunnyside and Southpark. Ridership recovery is weakest
in Downtown and in neighborhoods containing a Park & Ride lot like Addicks or Kingwood – likely due to
relatively low ridership on those commuter routes. Weekend ridership recovery is more robust, with a majority
of neighborhoods at or above 80% of their pre-COVID ridership and many neighborhoods above 100%.
However, many neighborhoods where ridership recovery has lagged are within TEDI high demand areas,
specifically to the Northeast and Southeast. Many of these neighborhoods have also seen reductions in overall
service, as described in the previous section. The high TEDI score of these neighborhoods suggests latent
demand that could be unlocked by increased service.

Figure 9, Change in weekday ridership by Super Neighborhood, October 2019 vs. October 2023
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Figure 10, Change in weekend ridership by Super Neighborhood, October 2019 vs. October 2023
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Houston Bus Rider Survey
Since 2021, Equity in Transit has included a survey
component developed and refined with help from a
community research team of transit riders,
neighborhood leaders, and other volunteers.
Feedback from previous community research
teams has taught us to ask open-ended questions
about riders’ experiences: current riders were
asked what they like about METRO and what they
would like to be better, and former riders were
asked why they stopped riding, and both former
and non-riders were asked what would help them
choose METRO in the future. We also collected
basic information about how often they ride, along
with optional demographic questions.

What are Riders Saying?
To understand Houstonians’ perspective on METRO’s current service, LINK Houston conducted the 2024
Houston Bus Rider Survey. The 2024 Houston Bus Rider Survey is adapted from previous editions to learn
more about changing rider habits since the onset of the pandemic. 

We added two new questions:
Compared to before the pandemic (2019), are you using
METRO more often, about the same, or less often?
Do you work from home? 

https://linkhouston.org/reports-briefings/equity-in-transit-2021/


Who We Surveyed
LINK Houston’s analysis shows that compared to 2019, wait times have increased the most on Green routes
during rush hour and on Blue routes on weekends that previously ran frequently enough to meet the service
standard for Red routes. We chose to target the survey towards riders from a sample of these routes, three of
which run within TEDI high demand areas. 

26 Long Point / Cavalcade (+15 minutes on weekends) 
50 Broadway (+3 minutes on weekdays, +15 minutes on weekends) 
80 MLK / Lockwood (+5-10 minutes on weekdays and weekends) 
98 Briargate (+30 at weekday rush hour) 

These are intended to serve as a representative sample of the many routes with reduced service at key times.

To find riders of these routes, we interviewed people at three transit centers (TC) served by these routes:
Kashmere TC (served by routes 26 and 80), the Magnolia TC (served by route 50), and the Hiram Clarke TC
(served by route 98). We also sent an online survey to civic clubs and neighborhoods served by those routes.

Figure 11, Survey Canvassing Locations and Bus Routes Selected for Research Focus
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Who took the survey?
209 people were interviewed in person, 90 people took the
survey online.
Of current riders, people reported riding the following
routes:

26 Long Point / Cavalcade: 28 riders
50 Broadway: 50 riders
80 MLK / Lockwood: 35 riders
98 Briargate: 15 riders
Other routes: 173 riders
METROLift: 11 riders
METRORail or METRORapid: 120 riders

Of current riders:
49% ride METRO 6-7 times per week
37% ride 2-5 times per week
14% ride 1 day per week or less

Of current riders: 
41% are riding more often than before the pandemic
49% are riding about the same as before the pandemic
10% are riding less often than before the pandemic

Of all people surveyed:
58% never work from home, always travel to work
16% work from home a few days a week
6% work from home almost every day
20% were retired or not currently working
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Of riders who provided demographic information:
5% of people were under 18; 33% were age 18 to 34; 52% were 35 to 64, and 10% were 65+
83% took the survey in English, 17% took the survey in Spanish
11% of those surveyed reported having a disability
81% were people of color: 39% Black, 39% Latino/a, 2% Asian, 1% two or more race/ethnicities, <1%
American Indian or Alaska Native, and <1% Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.
57% of people were male, 42% were female, and <1% were nonbinary or another gender.

Current METRO Riders

Former METRO Riders

No METRO experience

89%

7%
4%

# of Curent Riders

0 50 100 150 200

26 Long Point/Calvacade

50 Broadway

80 MLK/ Lockwood

98 Briargate

Other Routes

METROLift

METRORail or METRORapid

28

50

35

15

173

11

120



How can METRO improve? Riders share their thoughts.
Participants shared a broad range of thoughts, desires, and concerns regarding their personal experiences
with METRO.

Make wait times shorter
(38% of responses)
The most common request from survey
participants was to increase frequency
on bus routes. Of 299 people surveyed,
115 (38%) mentioned increased
frequency or shorter wait times as an
improvement METRO should make.
Current riders explained that shorter wait
times speed up the overall trip and allow
greater flexibility in trip planning. Many
riders also pointed out how their routes
are running less frequently today than
before the pandemic, often specifically
mentioning wait times at weekday rush
hour and on weekends. Of those
surveyed who reported riding less often,
52% cited frequency as a factor.

Make transfers between routes shorter and
easier (5%)
Many riders use two or more routes to make a trip, and riders
making connections were well represented in our survey. Many
riders noted how transfers could make or break their day –
recounting experiences of being late for work, for school, for
doctor’s appointments, or for picking up their kids after missing
connections. Some riders we canvassed in person were waiting
to be picked up by a friend or family member after missing a
connection to an hourly route. Many riders recognized the
importance of frequency in making connections – shorter wait
times mean shorter transfers. Riders who transferred from Red
routes to Green routes noted their trip hinged on the less
frequent service.

"The 98 runs every hour or longer. It would be better if it was more frequent."
“The 26 is supposed to run every 15 but doesn't come that often.”
“The 50 was more frequent before [COVID-19 Pandemic] .”
“METRO's frequent routes are super useful. Routes running under 15 minutes allow me to
get where I need to go easily, even with a transfer.”
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"Missing a connection by one minute costs me 37 dollars.”
“The 98 comes every hour, should be every 30 minutes, it makes life difficult. I have to time
my trip on the 54 perfectly."



Make wait times more consistent and
accurate (22%)
Survey results also show that riders seek more reliable
service. Many people noted that buses simply do not
show up, while others pointed out that real-time
information is inaccurate. 

Make transit safer and more
comfortable (17%)
Many riders reported feeling unsafe waiting for the bus
or on buses themselves. Riders appreciated existing
safety measures but want METRO to do more.

18

"It’s frustrating when the 50 doesn't come.”
“The routes generally make sense, but it's
hard to count on regularly spaced arrivals.”
“I use the "Transit" app, which helps ensure I
get to my bus on time. But it doesn't work
when the bus's GPS is off.”
“[the sign says] 47 minutes, but that's not
always accurate”
“I am lucky enough to be able to splurge for
ride share when my bus is 15+ minutes late,
but I shouldn't have to do that to get to work!”

“[The service] works well, but sometimes there
are people behaving badly.”
"I have walked 20 minutes to not have to wait
for the bus alone for a long time in the transit
center."
“I like the cameras and added safety
measures.”
“More lighting, safety for women.”

How can METRO improve? Riders share their thoughts.



Make it easier to access transit (15%)
Many riders shared concerns about lack of safe and
accessible sidewalks to reach bus stops, as well as a
lack of shade while waiting on the bus.

Bring high-quality service to more
communities (16%)
Riders recognize the value of METRO’s high-quality
services – many specifically mentioned the light rail,
the METRORapid Silver Line, and frequent Red routes
as the kinds of service they’d like to see in their
communities.
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Keep transit affordable (7%)
Some riders noted that METRO’s $1.25 fare for local
bus is very affordable, and one of the things they like
about current service. Only four riders (1.3% of
responses) suggested eliminating fares.

“A lot of streets in the city and outskirts don't
have sidewalks.”
“Better shelters and sidewalks for rainy days.”
“More bike lanes and pedestrian friendly
infrastructure to address first/last mile
problem. Increased tree canopy cover for
shade.”

“I want my route to run later like the 2 or 82”
“My route needs more frequency like the 54”
“More trains, more bus lanes so they don't get stuck in traffic.”
“Expanding the light rail or adding more lines like the silver one would cut the travel time.
Currently it takes me over an hour to travel the distance in car would take 20 mins.”
“Light rail to hobby will be good for the new generation.”

How can METRO improve? Riders share their thoughts.

"$1.25 there and back, can't beat that!" 



Recommendations
Since 2018, each edition of Equity in Transit has provided consistent recommendations of how METRO and
partner agencies can make transit in Houston more equitable and higher quality: to improve frequency,
reliability, span of service, accessibility, stops & stations, network coverage, customer service & safety. These
remain the fundamentals of good transit and continue to be areas where METRO and partner agencies should
focus.
To make progress towards these improvements, LINK Houston recommends the following specific actions.
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Re-affirm METRO’s commitment to increase service 
by 25% above pre-pandemic levels.
✔ Frequency (#1 Priority)  ✔ Span of Service  ✔ Network Coverage
Based on rider feedback and analysis of current service levels, running more frequent service is METRO’s best
opportunity to increase ridership and better serve populations in TEDI high demand areas. METRO has been
intermittently increasing service on a route-by-route basis through its three annual service changes as more
bus operators and fleet vehicles become available. LINK Houston calls on METRO to go beyond this process
by re-affirming its existing commitment to increase local bus service by 25%.
The METRONext Moving Forward plan, approved by voters in 2019 with 68% of the vote, includes a 25%
increase in local bus service. METRO should re-affirm that target, develop a public-facing plan for where that
service will be allocated, and take steps to ensure the necessary buses, operators, and other resources are
available. METRO should focus first on frequency at peak hours and on weekends – while METRO should not
necessarily restore its services exactly as they were four years ago, wait times during these periods have
increased the most, and they represent the best opportunities for increased ridership. Beyond a route-by-route
analysis, METRO should ensure a robust network of Red routes is available in TEDI high demand areas.
METRO should also engage riders and the broader public beyond the notice materials currently required for
service changes. Developing a plan to increase service by 25% will require a longer lead time than the typical
30 day process for proposing and adopting service changes. METRO should propose various scenarios for
expanding service and solicit public feedback on them. When service changes are proposed, METRO should
describe them in plain language, such as reduced or increased wait times, and the rationale for proposing
them, through a wider range of communication methods. 

Prioritizing frequency is a proven strategy to increase ridership in Houston. After METRO switched to the New
Bus Network in 2015 – which created a network of 22 routes running every 15 minutes, along with an overall
increase in service – ridership increased: 6.5% in 2016, another 1.9% in 2017, and on average 2.1% per year
through 2019. This defied national trends – during the same period, transit ridership fell nationally by 8%.



Ensure all on-time performance data is publicly available.
✔ Reliability
To rely on transit, riders must be able to trust that the bus will come on schedule. On time performance is the cornerstone of
that trust. However, delays happen, and most riders rely not only on the posted schedule but on real-time arrival information –
across a range of different mobile applications, and increasingly on digital signage at stops and transit centers. Despite
progress to improve the interface of METRO’s own applications, real-time information is still not consistently accurate. Bus
trips do not always show up in mobile apps, leading to the frustrating “ghost bus” phenomenon. Digital signs sometimes count
down to zero, and then briefly to negative numbers, with no bus arriving. 
METRO should redouble its efforts to ensure consistent, accurate real-time arrival information. Just as METRO has an on-time
performance goal (75% for bus service) that is regularly evaluated and reported to the board, METRO should also establish a
performance goal for buses being accurately tracked – and take regular steps to improve it. METRO should publish aggregate
on-time performance metrics in each monthly ridership report.
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Riders want to feel safe during all phases of their trips: while walking or rolling to transit, while waiting at stops and transit
centers, and while on buses and trains. This will require a broad range of solutions. Riders requested many different
improvements: additional patrols, better lighting, and more cameras. Riders also recognized heightened risk in areas with low
foot traffic, such as transit centers at night, speaking to the benefit of increasing ridership to facilitate safer environments. 

Take a comprehensive approach towards rider safety.
✔ Customer Service & Safety

What are other agencies doing?
In 2020, the board of directors for the Los Angeles
County Metropolitan Transportation Authority
asked the agency to re-invision transit safety in
partnership with community leaders. With their
input, LA Metro created the Metro Ambassador
Pilot program, deploying an added workforce that
collaborates with other departments to maintain
public safety and help make the system feel safer
for riders. Metro ambassadors supplement
traditional law enforcement officers and provide a
dual public safety and customer service function.
They provide directions, answer questions,
connect riders to resources, and serve as a
welcoming and visible presence that can deter
unwanted behavior. After positive feedback,
including 63% of riders who said ambassadors
make them feel safer, LA Metro voted to make the
program permanent in October 2023. 

METRO should take a comprehensive approach – across
all internal departments and with partner agencies – to
improve rider safety. Other agencies have adopted
safety programs that METRO should consider: “transit
ambassadors” who provide both customer service and a
visible safety presence; “Crime Prevention Through
Environmental Design” which incorporates natural
surveillance mechanisms into stops and transit centers;
and “Request-a-Stop” which allows riders to get dropped
off anywhere along the route during late night hours.
These ideas, along with the testimonials in this report,
are a good starting point – but engaging directly with
riders and the broader public is essential to ensuring
these programs are implemented equitably. 

https://www.metro.net/riding/ambassadors/
https://www.metro.net/riding/ambassadors/


Work with partners to improve stops, sidewalks, and
crosswalks.
✔ Accessibility  ✔ Stops & Stations
Nearly all trips on transit begin with a walk or roll to a stop, and all riders deserve a safe and comfortable
experience getting to and waiting for transit. Many riders we spoke to appreciate the progress METRO is
making on improving sidewalks and curb ramps at its stops. Still, the scale of this problem goes beyond
METRO’s 9,000 stops alone. Riders walk and roll longer distances and must cross high-speed thoroughfares to
access transit. 
METRO should continue its work to make all stops universally accessible and add shelters in priority locations,
but other public agencies need to do their part as well. All agencies that make street improvements – including
the City of Houston, Harris County, the Texas Department of Transportation, Tax Increment Reinvestment
Zones, and Management Districts – should prioritize accessible sidewalks and safe crosswalks near transit
stops. Even private development has a role to play – as new offices, apartment complexes, and institutions
improve the right-of-way around their properties, they should work to incorporate bus shelters and safe
walking paths in their projects. 
Recent updates to the City of Houston’s Infrastructure Design Manual (IDM) include many higher standards for
people accessing transit. The City and METRO should work together to enforce these standards and build
more projects that meet them in areas with high demand for transit equity.
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What is the IDM?
The City of Houston's Infrastructure
Design Manual (IDM) describes
how streets in Houston should be
built. It contains standard designs
and rules for sidewalks,
crosswalks, bus stops, and other
crucial transportation
infrastructure. Last year, the IDM
was updated to require safe
crossings of streets every 500-720
feet in all new construction
projects. It also contains new street
designs that are friendlier towards
people walking, rolling, and
accessing transit.



Accelerate the voter-approved METRONext Moving Forward
Plan.
✔ Frequency  ✔ Reliability   ✔ Span of Service  ✔ Accessibility  
✔ Stops & Stations    ✔ Network Coverage  ✔ Customer Service & Safety
Riders recognize the value of METRO’s high-quality services – many specifically mentioned the light rail, the
METRORapid Silver Line, and frequent Red routes like the 2 Bellaire and 82 Westheimer as the kinds of service they
would like to see in their communities. At the same time that METRO improves its local bus service, METRO should
also work to expand these high-quality services by accelerating the METRONext Moving Forward plan. Many projects
currently in development, such as the University Corridor, Gulfton Corridor, and Inner Katy Corridor METRORapid lines,
would significantly improve the frequency, speed, and reliability of trips to and from TEDI high demand areas. METRO
should prioritize TEDI high demand areas in future projects such as BOOST and Regional Express.
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Conclusion
Public transit helps support life in Houston for riders and non-riders alike. For the Houstonians that make over
200,000 trips each weekday, it’s a lifeline to work, school, healthcare, and other opportunities. Even those who
don’t ride rely on METRO to bring their employees, students, family, and friends to and from their daily duties.
While the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted transit service and ridership in Houston,
ridership is steadily increasing, especially on the local bus network which has almost fully recovered its pre-
pandemic levels. Still, many riders are waiting longer for the bus today than in 2019. Most routes with reduced
service levels run within areas of high demand for affordable transportation as demonstrated by the 2024
Transportation Equity Demand Index.

Riders we spoke with are clear: run more frequent service. 38% of responses to the 2024 Houston Bus Rider
Survey mentioned increasing frequency and reducing wait times as an improvement they would like METRO to
make. Of those surveyed who reported riding less often, 52% cited frequency as a factor. Equity in Transit:
2024 calls on METRO to heed the call for more frequent service by re-affirming its existing commitment to
increase service by 25% above pre-pandemic levels, as outlined in the METRONext Moving Forward Plan
approved by voters in 2019.

Additional recommendations, based on survey results and data analysis, include:
Ensure all on-time performance data is publicly available.
Take a comprehensive approach towards rider safety.
Work with partners to improve stops, sidewalks, and crosswalks.
Accelerate the voter-approved METRONext Moving Forward Plan, focusing first on TEDI high demand
areas.

LINK Houston stands ready to serve as a partner and resource to all who seek to improve transportation in our
region. To get involved, visit LINKHouston.org.
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https://linkhouston.org/get-involved/


Appendix
TEDI 2024 Documentation
The Transportation Equity Demand Index—TEDI—identifies the areas of highest demand for equitably
improving affordable transportation relative to all other parts of the METRO service area. The primary
statistical method was to transform each block group’s values for 15 indicators into a percentile rank between
1 and 100 and then find the average of all 15 indicators. The result is a rank order of each block group in
comparison to all other block groups. Higher values mean higher relative priority and feasibility for equitable
transportation. Table 1 provides details on each of the 15 TEDI indicators. Figure  depicts the methodology of
overlaying 15 indicators. Figure , on the next page, depicts the relative distribution of each indicator.
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Figure 12, TEDI Indicator Details

Figure 13, Illustration of Methodology
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Figure 14, TEDI Individual Indicators



Figure 15 illustrates TEDI results by block group. The darker areas are locations where affordable
transportation (i.e., transit, walking, rolling, and biking) is in high demand in Houston.
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Figure 15, TEDI 2024, Houston METRO Service Area



LINK Houston conducted further analysis to identify the highest-demand areas of the region. ArcGIS Pro
software tools were used, specifically the Optimized Hot Spot Analysis tool (which iterates Getis-Ord Gi* and
Moran’s I statistics) to identify statistically significant concentrations of demand.
Figure 16 illustrates the results of the spatial statistics. The “High TEDI Demand 99% Confidence” areas are
the priority list of high demand areas for equitable and affordable transportation, whether that be
transportation infrastructure (sidewalks, crosswalks, bikeways, and transit stops/stations) or transportation
services (i.e., public transit operations).
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Figure 16, TEDI 2024, Statistically Concentrated “High TEDI Demand 99% Confidence Areas”
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Figure 17, TEDI 2024, Summary of Indicators by High Demand Area
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Service Comparison Documentation
LINK Houston compared typical headways (the time between scheduled departures) on all local bus routes
between October 2019 and October 2023 at four schedule times: Weekdays at 7am, Weekdays at 12pm,
Weekdays at 9pm, and Saturdays at 12pm. Comparisons for all routes at those times are shown in the tables
below:

Figure 19, Comparison of Headways for Routes 32-59

Note 1: Route 3 Langley / Little York was extended during the comparison period.

Note 2: Route 433 Silver Line replaced Route 33 Post Oak for this segment during the comparison period.
Note 3: Route 20 Canal / Memorial replaced Route 33 Post Oak for this segment during the comparison period.
Note 4: Route 36 Kempwood replaced Route 29 Cullen / Hirsch for this segment during the comparison period.
Note 5: Route 56 Airline / Montrose runs every 15 minutes southbound from Greenspoint TC, and up to every 21 minutes northbound from Northline TC.

Figure 18, Comparison of Headways for Routes 3-30
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Figure 20, Comparison of Headways for Routes 60-85

Figure 21, Comparison of Headways for Routes 86-402
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2024 Bus Rider Survey Materials

Figure 22, Survey Training Reference
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Figure 23, Survey Form – English
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Figure 24, Survey Form – Spanish


