
THE CASE FOR THE NEW BRITAIN – HARTFORD BUSWAY 

THE PROJECT  

The New Britain - Hartford Busway is a 9.4-mile Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) project with 11 
stations that will connect downtown New Britain and downtown Hartford via a straight, direct, and 
exclusive facility for buses operating outside the flow of regular traffic.   

SETTING 

The corridor is anchored by the city of Hartford to the northeast and the city of New Britain 10 
miles to the southwest.   Located between the cities are the older densely settled suburban towns of West 
Hartford and Newington.  Newer and lower density suburban development has expanded well beyond 
New Britain and reaches 20-25 miles west and southwest of Hartford.   

Westfarms Mall

Route 41 

Interstate-84 is the central spine of the Hartford West corridor.  The freeway links the suburbs 
west and southwest of Hartford to downtown Hartford and is the primary route for suburban residents 
commuting to work in Hartford.  I-84 has no lanes reserved for high-occupancy vehicles and none are 
planned.  The arterial street network between New Britain and Hartford is an irregular grid system that 
has many discontinuities and no continuous arterials between the two downtowns.  

Three express bus routes (Bristol Express, Cheshire-Southington Express, and Corbins/Farm 
Springs Express) serve suburban residents commuting to jobs in downtown Hartford.  All operate via I-84 
in mixed traffic.  All other transit service in the corridor is provided by local bus routes operating on 
arterial streets.  The bus systems in both Hartford and New Britain focus almost entirely on radial travel 
to their respective downtowns.  Only one route – the No.41 (New Britain – Hartford) – serves both 
downtowns.  The only other connection in the corridor between the two systems occurs at a transfer point 
located at Westfarms Mall, which is a regional shopping center.  The No.37/No.39 (New Britain Ave), 
No.60/No.62/No.64/No.66 (Farmington Ave), No.31/No.33 (Park St), and No.69 (Newington) routes are 
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the principal local bus services in the Hartford part of the corridor, while the S (Stanley St), O (Oak St), 
and F (Farmington Ave) routes are the principal local routes serving the New Britain part of the corridor.  

CURRENT CONDITIONS IN THE CORRIDOR 

Hartford remains the largest employment center in the area due to its role as the center of state 
government and its large insurance, financial, and corporate services base.  About 115,000, or 19 percent, 
of the jobs in the metropolitan area are located in Hartford, and about 60,000 of them are in downtown.  
Hartford is also home to 120,000 residents, about a third of whom live in households that have no 
automobile.  New Britain is a smaller urban center with a population of 71,000 and an employment base 
of 25,000 jobs, 8,000 of which are located in downtown.  Like Hartford, New Britain has a large number 
of transit dependent households: 16% of New Britain households have no automobile available.   

The 115,000 jobs in Hartford attract a large daily flow of commuters into the city.  About 27,000 
of those workers commute from the Hartford West corridor, many on heavily congested I-84.  The 20,700 
car-less households living in the cities of Hartford and New Britain form a large transit market that 
depends on the bus system for basic mobility.  While many trips from these households are to jobs in 
downtown Hartford, a significant reverse-commute flow also exists.  Many Hartford residents ride the bus 
to downtown Hartford and transfer to outbound routes to reach activity centers in the corridor such as 
Asylum Hill, Parkville, Elmwood, Westfarms Mall, and the University of Connecticut (UConn) Health 
Center.  In the morning, for example, about 35 percent of the passengers on the No.39 route (New Britain 
Avenue) are outbound from downtown to destinations such as Hartford Hospital, Elmwood center, and 
Westfarms Mall. 

I-84 is the region’s most congested freeway.  Daily traffic volumes range between 80,000 in the 
outer suburbs to 170,000 in Hartford.  Average peak period speeds on the 6.5-mile stretch east of Route 9 
are 45-50 mph, but drop to 25-35 mph in Hartford.  A typical 10-mile commute to or from downtown 
during peak periods takes 20-25 minutes. 

The Bristol and Corbins express bus routes on I-84 each provide 6-7 buses per hour in the peak 
periods – an average of one bus every 10 minutes on each route.  The headway on the Cheshire express is 
slightly longer (30 minutes).  The express buses have travel times of 15-20 minutes on the 6.5-mile 
segment between Route 9 and their destinations in downtown Hartford, an average operating speed of 20-
25 mph that reflects the heavy congestion on I-84 between Route 9 and downtown.1  Together, the three 
routes carry 700 daily passenger trips, nearly all riders commuting to jobs in downtown Hartford. 

In the Hartford part of the corridor, the local bus system provides frequent service and good 
coverage within the city and some of the inner-ring suburbs.  The service to the inner-ring suburbs allows 
the local buses to serve part of the suburb-city commute market as well as the transit dependent market.  
The principal local bus routes in the Hartford part of the corridor currently carry a total of about 15,000 
daily trips with about 35% of these trips traveling to or from downtown Hartford. 

Service in the New Britain division is more limited than the Hartford division. Geographic 
coverage is good, but frequency of service is generally limited to one bus an hour on each route.  The 
New Britain routes in the corridor carry a total of about 1000 daily trips.  The primary destinations are 
Westfarms Mall, Central Connecticut State University, the UConn Health Center, and downtown New 
Britain.  

Transit service between New Britain and Hartford is slow and limited.  The trip can be made by 
transfers between interconnecting local routes at a major regional shopping center (Westfarms Mall), or 
by travel on the No. 41 route.  The No. 41 route does not require a transfer, but it is circuitous and slow, 
requiring 42 minutes to travel the 11.5 mile route.  The slow operating speed reflects the circuitous 
                                                           
1 Bus speeds and times are based on route schedules that allow for unreliability of travel on I-84 during peak 
periods. 



arterial road connections between the two cities that cause indirect bus routings, along with slow 
operating speeds on many of the roads used by the buses.   

ANTICIPATED CONDITIONS IN 2030 

Over the next 25 years, the Hartford metropolitan area is expected to experience low to moderate 
increases in population (14%) and employment (27%).  While much of the growth is expected to occur in 
suburban areas, two trends will reinforce the role of Hartford and New Britain as important transit 
markets.  First, Hartford’s employment base is expected to increase at the same rate as the region as a 
whole; so it will remain the primary employment center in the region.  Second, Hartford and New Britain 
are expected to retain their large population of transit dependent households.   

Given the moderate growth in population and employment, growth in highway travel in the 
region is projected to be about 25 percent compared to today.  Traffic on I-84 is projected to grow about 
20 percent.  With only operational improvements and no capacity improvements planned for the corridor, 
congestion will continue to increase between New Britain and Hartford. 

Overall transit ridership in the metropolitan area is projected to grow by 18 percent from 45,000 
daily trips today to 53,100 daily trips in 2030, reflecting continued growth in suburban population and 
Hartford employment.  Within the corridor, ridership on the express services is expected to increase by 28 
percent, from 700 to 900 daily boardings, while local services grow by 17 percent from 15,000 to 17,500 
daily boardings.  Transit-dependent households will remain a large part of the transit market, making an 
expected 15,900 daily trips – some 29% of all transit rides in the metropolitan area.  Bus speeds will 
deteriorate, however, as traffic congestion increases and buses continue to run in mixed traffic.   

PURPOSE 

The primary purpose of the New Britain – Hartford busway project is to provide more direct, 
faster, and more reliable transit service in the region’s most congested corridor.  The two largest travel 
markets that will benefit from the project are suburban residents commuting to jobs in Hartford and transit 
dependents living in Hartford and New Britain.  The project is also intended to support economic growth 
in downtown Hartford, provide opportunities for small-scale development around transit stations in the 
corridor, and tap into other smaller travel markets for discretionary or “choice” riders. 

MERITS OF THE PROJECT 

Project merit is rooted in the project’s ability to improve transit service at a reasonable cost, not 
only compared to existing services but also compared to a lower cost alternative 

The Low-Cost Alternative.  

The low-cost or baseline alternative includes: (1) increasing the frequency of service for existing 
commuter express and local routes, and (2) increasing the speed of local service by providing a new semi-
express bus route between New Britain and Hartford.  The semi-express route starts in downtown New 
Britain where all nine local routes converge.  It then operates express via Route 9 to the Westfarms Mall.  
Between the Mall and downtown Hartford it operates as local service via New Britain Avenue and 
includes a stop at Hartford Hospital.  This shaves 6 minutes off the 42-minute travel time of the No. 41 
route.  The semi-express route is projected to carry 1,500 riders per day.  This new service, combined 
with frequency improvements on existing buses, would attract 1,700 new transit trips per day.  The low-
cost option has two disadvantages, however.  First, the routing for on-street services will always be 
somewhat indirect due to the alignment and discontinuities of the arterial street grid.  Second, the on-
street services, including the new semi-express service, are still subject to congestion in the corridor. 

September 2009  3 
 



The Proposed Project.   

The proposed busway is a new 9.4 mile bus-only facility with 11 stations designed such that 
express buses will be able to pass local buses stopped at stations.  The busway utilizes a rail right-of way 
with a very straight and direct alignment between New Britain and downtown Hartford.  The busway will 
include features that help to improve the quality of service for busway riders:  safe and convenient 
stations, uniquely branded buses and stations, and easily understood routes and schedules. The service 
plan for the project consolidates several routes on the busway, which will have the effect of greatly 
increasing frequency of service between the downtowns and to some intermediate and off-route locations. 

Ridership.  The busway is expected to carry about 16,300 riders per weekday and attract 4,900 
more transit trips per day from automobiles compared to the low-cost alternative.  The busway will be 
effective at serving the traditional flow of passengers traveling inbound or toward the CBD as well as a 
significant reverse flow.  Based upon the model’s directional split in the morning peak period, about 64 
percent of the ridership will be traveling inbound to destinations along the busway.  The other 35 percent 
will be traveling in the reverse or outbound direction.   

Cost and Cost-Effectiveness.  The busway is projected to cost about $572,690,000 in year-of-
expenditure dollars to construct and require a subsidy of about $8,700,000 annually in current year dollars 
to operate.  With an annualized total project cost of about $39,400,000 and annual user benefits of 
1,430,800 hours, the cost-effectiveness ratio is $24.54 per hour of time savings.  This places the project in 
the medium range of cost-effectiveness and qualifies it for New Starts funding. 

Services.  Busway services will include four types:  a new all-stop busway shuttle, re-routed 
express buses, re-routed local buses, and feeder service.  A new busway-only route (New Britain – 
Hartford Shuttle) will run end to end on the facility and stops at every station.  The corridor’s express 
routes move to the busway, stopping at the first busway station in New Britain and then running non-stop 
for the final nine miles of their trips to downtown Hartford.    Three local routes will be partially re-routed 
to operate over some portion of the busway.  The Bristol-New Britain route will be extended from its 
current downtown New Britain terminus to Hartford via the busway.  This new Bristol-Hartford route will 
supplement the all-stop shuttle.  Two other local routes (Q-route and Stanley route) that serve major 
regional activity centers off the busway will be routed onto the busway in Elmwood and then to Hartford.  
Several new feeder routes will supplement the many existing local routes that intersect with the busway 
and carry riders to and from the stations. 

Transportation Benefits.  The largest benefits of the busway will come from its bus-only nature.  
Local buses that are rerouted onto the busway will be free of the traffic, intersections, traffic signals, and 
discontinuities of the local street grid.  The No. 41 route exemplifies the benefits: No. 41 route buses 
currently require 42 minutes for travel on streets between New Britain and downtown Harford.  The semi-
express version of the No. 41 route in the low-cost alternative reduces this time to 36 minutes.  The 
busway shortens the length of the route by nearly two miles and reduces the travel time to only 24 
minutes.  In addition, the three express routes each save five minutes on the busway compared to their 
current routings on I-84.  The re-routing also allows express riders to exit the bus at the downtown New 
Britain station to access jobs in downtown or to transfer to non-express busway buses at New Britain 
station to reach jobs near stations between New Britain and Hartford that were not previously accessible 
on the express system. 

Additional benefits will result from more frequent service compared to local bus routes today and 
in the low-cost alternative.  As an individual route, the No. 41 route offers relatively infrequent service 
with a bus every 30 minutes or so.  In contrast, the New Britain-Hartford Shuttle will be one of several 
routes operating on the busway.  Since a rider can use any of these services to travel from downtown to 
downtown, the effective service frequency will be a bus every 3 to 5 minutes, reducing average waiting 
times significantly.  At the downtown New Britain station, the effective frequency of express service to 
downtown Hartford will be a bus every 5 minutes or less during the peak period.   
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The busway will save new and existing transit riders some 4,840 hours of travel time per day.  
These savings are well distributed throughout the corridor: 47 percent of these time savings accrue to 
suburban residents, 30 percent to Hartford residents, and 23 percent to New Britain residents.  The same 
broad distribution of benefits is evident by level of car ownership.  Households without cars receive 33 
percent of the travel time savings, households with only one car receive 27 percent, and multi-car 
households receive 40 percent.   

Economic Development Benefits.  Because the busway improves access to Hartford’s CBD, it will 
help the region realize its goal of strengthening the economic and cultural core of the region.  By 
providing direct, fast, and reliable transit service to the region’s primary employment center, it will allow 
major employers near downtown stations to maintain good access to suburban labor markets.  Improved 
transit access to Hartford is a critical aspect of the region’s plan of development as well as its 
transportation plan.  Because no new capacity is planned for the freeways leading into Hartford, regional 
plans propose to maintain Hartford’s role as the primary employment center by developing a rapid transit 
network centered on Hartford.  The busway is the first and most important part of that network since it 
serves the most congested corridor.  Since it is using an existing rail corridor, the busway will also pass 
through an older industrial area that is prime for redevelopment.  Busway stations will provide nodes to 
focus redevelopment in older centers such as downtown New Britain, Elmwood, and Parkville.  The 
potential for transit-oriented development (TOD) in the corridor was recognized by the state legislature, 
and the busway station areas were identified in recent legislation as a target for new state TOD funding. 

UNCERTAINTIES 

Forecasts of future outcomes, both costs and ridership, have inherent uncertainties.  While work 
to develop these forecasts has included efforts to identify and minimize possible sources of error, various 
uncertainties inevitably remain in the forecasts. 

Ridership Uncertainties.  Uncertainties in the forecasts of ridership and transportation benefits 
include the predicted pace of growth in jobs in downtown Hartford, the difficulties in predicting project-
specific ridership, and the ability of the ridership forecasting procedures to understand rider response to a 
new transit mode. 

The employment forecast for 2030 anticipates a 27 percent growth in jobs in downtown Hartford 
– the principal destination of work trips that would use busway transit services.  This growth rate is the 
same growth in jobs forecast for the entire metropolitan area, and both rates are similar to or slightly 
lower than rates in the 1970s and 1980s.  However, the region’s economy suffered a 12 percent job loss in 
the early 1990s and Hartford suffered a 19 percent job loss.  While, job growth resumed in the late 1990s, 
it is uncertain if the Hartford rate will attain the moderate levels of growth experienced in the prior two 
decades.  Consequently, the uncertainty in the forecast of commuter ridership to downtown Hartford is 
modest.   

The forecast of bus ridership depends both on the accurate prediction of overall transit ridership 
in the corridor and an accurate estimate of the fraction of that ridership that will be attracted to the 
busway.  In the New Britain – Hartford corridor, uncertainty in overall transit ridership is minimized by 
the existence of already well-developed transit markets and the very modest growth in population and 
employment within the corridor.  Indeed, overall ridership in the corridor is projected to grow by only 17 
percent absent the introduction of the busway.  Further, the forecasting procedures predict that only a 
modest share – 35 percent – of overall corridor ridership will be attracted to the busway, reflecting the 
continued presence of local bus routes serving other parts of the corridor.  Consequently, uncertainty in 
the bus ridership forecast appears to be low.   

The introduction of a new transit mode is often a difficult forecasting task for ridership 
forecasting procedures.  These procedures are developed with data on existing transit services and their 
ridership patterns.  The busway alternative is different from current services in the corridor in several 
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significant ways that are not represented in the forecasting procedures, including: the reliability of transit 
service, the presence of passenger stations, the visibility of transit stations and uniquely branded busway 
buses, and the availability of high frequency transit service over a large part of the span of service – 
including mid-days, evenings and weekends.  Because all of these characteristics are better for the 
busway than for local bus service, their absence in the forecasting procedures poses some risk that the 
positive impact of the busway on transit ridership may be understated.  This effect serves to offset some 
of the risks that the busway ridership forecast might be too high.  

Construction Cost Uncertainties.        

The sponsor, the Connecticut Department of Transportation (Department), has spent considerable 
time and effort compiling a detailed construction cost estimate using the best information and resources 
available, and minimizing the perceived risk associated with the Busway by packaging the construction 
projects into smaller, more easily managed, projects.  Over the last several years commodity pricing for 
construction materials has experienced extreme volatility.  This is a national and international trend 
influenced by factors well beyond the control of the Department.  The tightening credit markets have 
resulted in increased cost of capital for some construction companies.  The Department has attempted to 
address these concerns on other major capital projects through risk sharing contract specifications and by 
allowing for future escalation and contingency amounts in the construction cost estimate.  However, it is 
impossible to predict if these assumptions will be adequate when the project is built. Therefore, 
construction cost uncertainty is still a moderate risk, even with the protections the Department has built 
in. 

Scope Uncertainties 

The project has undergone periodic scope reviews and, given the cost controls being used, scope 
upgrades will only be permitted if they have positive impact on ridership or user benefits.  Any changes to 
the scope of the service plan are very easy to implement and are not capital-intensive.  Therefore, scope 
uncertainty is deemed to be low. 

Track Record Uncertainties 

The Department has recently instituted improvements to its project management assignments to 
this project.  Further, the Department is implementing a significant overhaul of its overall project 
management organization to improve project delivery for major capital projects.  Based upon these recent 
and pending changes, track record uncertainty is deemed to be low.   

SUMMARY 

The New Britain – Hartford Busway creates a faster and more reliable transit alternative in the 
region’s most congested corridor.  It greatly improves service for the two largest transit markets:  
suburban residents commuting to Hartford and transit dependent residents of Hartford and New Britain.  
The busway achieves this due to the direct routing and uncongested travel offered by the bus-only facility.  
Lower cost alternatives that must operate on freeways and local streets in mixed traffic simply cannot 
match the directness of routing, and speed and reliability of travel afforded by the busway.  The busway 
provides a high level of user benefit relative to the cost of the project resulting in a medium cost-
effectiveness ratio of $24.54.  It also offers an opportunity to reinforce and redevelop older urban centers 
like downtown Hartford and downtown New Britain.  The risks and uncertainties are manageable and the 
involved parties in the project have the capabilities to adapt to any changes.  For these reasons, it is, and 
will remain, the region’s highest priority transportation project. 


