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Abstract 

 

Public transportation in the United States is not known for its 
effectiveness, and this issue is often worse in small urban settings than in large 
cities. In two small settings — Greenville, South Carolina and Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina — the quality of the public transportation seems to differ widely, with 
Chapel Hill having a relatively robust bus system while Greenville’s is much less 
useful to the general public. Through an investigation of the two systems, their 
respective services, and their respective roles in their communities, I seek to 
determine why this discrepancy exists. Ultimately, the most important difference 
appears to be the presence of the University of North Carolina and a 
comparatively greater public willingness to fund transportation in Chapel Hill. 
Despite various barriers, Greenville’s buses have improved significantly and will 
likely continue to do so. These systems demonstrate the wide range of goals, 
priorities, and areas for improvement that are emblematic of public transportation 
in the United States as a whole, and they could serve as models for other small 
cities seeking to improve or begin service for their residents. 
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Introduction 

​ If you have ever found yourself in a small city in the United States without access to a 

car, you have likely noticed one of two things: either there is no public transit at all, or the transit 

that exists is difficult to use. Public transportation is not the norm in many small cities and towns 

in the United States. In fact, it is likely something of a rarity. These systems, even when they are 

in place, often leave a lot to be desired. My personal experience with and knowledge of public 

transportation in small cities is mostly informed by two places: Greenville, South Carolina’s 

Greenlink system and Chapel Hill Transit, in North Carolina.  

As much as I think highly of my hometown, I have always felt that the transit in 

Greenville has been a bit lacking. The buses are rather infrequent and not all that convenient to 

use, at least in my personal experience. I imagine that for most people in the city, except for 

those who are conveniently located near bus stops, whose destinations happen to be on the same 

bus route as their origin, and whose schedules happen to align with the sporadic arrivals of the 

buses, a car is generally a much faster way to get around, provided they have access to one.  

In contrast, the bus system in Chapel Hill, where most of my extended family lives, 

seems more expansive and easier to use. As a child, while staying with my grandparents, my 

brothers, grandfather, and I used to board one of the buses that came up his street and arrive at 

his office on the campus of the University of North Carolina in a matter of minutes. Could we 

have driven? Sure. Sometimes, we did drive. While the frequency of the Chapel Hill buses was 

better, the service near my grandparents’ house was still a little too infrequent to rely on blindly. 

​ The purpose of this paper is to investigate several questions. First, what encourages 

ridership on public transportation? Which community needs is public transit intended to meet, 

and can either of these systems successfully meet them? In other words, is either of these a 
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“good” system? And regardless of the answer to that question, is Chapel Hill Transit actually 

delivering a better public transportation service than Greenlink? Second, what are the differences 

between the systems, and how might their surrounding environments, through politics, 

demographics, and general attitude towards transit, be responsible for a difference? Third, how 

could these systems better meet the needs of their communities? 

 

By the Numbers 

​ According to most statistics that I could find, Chapel Hill Transit seems to be of much 

more use to its surrounding community than Greenlink, at least in terms of its ridership numbers. 

The following table provides some information on these systems and their surrounding areas. 

 Greenlink (Greenville, SC) Chapel Hill Transit (Chapel Hill, NC) 

Primary city population ~73,000 ~62,000  

County population ~550,000 ~150,000 

Yearly ridership ~769,700 ~3,855,400 

Revenue vehicles 33  118 

Vehicle revenue miles 1,075,212 1,994,220  
Figure 1: By the Numbers (“U.S. Census Bureau Quickfacts: Greenville City, South Carolina”, “U.S. Census Bureau 

Quickfacts: Chapel Hill Town, North Carolina”, “U.S. Census Bureau Quickfacts: Greenville County, South 
Carolina”, “U.S. Census Bureau Quickfacts: Orange County, North Carolina”, Bonina 2024, “2023 Annual Agency 

Profile - Greenville Transit Authority”, “2023 Annual Agency Profile - Town of Chapel Hill”) 
 

Both of these systems primarily serve one city: Greenville, SC for Greenlink and Chapel 

Hill, NC for Chapel Hill Transit. However, neither is limited to the city, and both have routes that 

serve surrounding towns. Despite a larger city and county population, Greenlink’s ridership is far 

below that of Chapel Hill Transit, and it only has roughly a quarter of the vehicles. Greenlink 

also operates slightly over half as many yearly miles, called vehicle revenue miles, as Chapel 
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Hill Transit. Despite this, Greenlink has around one fifth of the annual ridership, meaning that it 

carries far fewer passengers per mile driven than Chapel Hill Transit. 

 

Encouraging Ridership 

​ In order for much of a city’s population to ride transit, a system has to be able to meet a 

number of standards that facilitate its use. According to Steven Higashide (2019, 17), a public 

transportation expert, there are seven criteria that are important in determining public 

transportation use. A service must: 1) go where you want it to go, 2) run frequently enough that 

you don’t have to think about it, 3) be reasonably fast, 4) be reliable and relatively free from 

delays, 5) be near enough to your final destination that you can comfortably walk to it, 6) be 

comfortable and safe-feeling, and 7) be affordable.  

​ We are now going to play a little game, evaluating whether the two systems meet 

Higashide’s seven criteria. For each criterion a system meets, it will receive a point, or a half 

point for a criterion that is partially met. This is not a scientific evaluation—a journey through 

this rubric is pretty arbitrary—but it should help to identify a “winner” between the two and 

identify some areas for improvement. However, while this game will provide a good starting 

place for determining the quality of these systems, it will not give us the full picture. 

 

Criterion 1: Where does it go? 

In order for a system to be useful to its city, it needs to get people from where they are to 

where they want to go and back again. Greenlink has a bit of an issue with this criterion. It does 

go to many places within Greenville, as well as some places in surrounding municipalities. 

However, the system is set up in a somewhat radial pattern, with most routes beginning at the 
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downtown bus station. This means that the further out from downtown you get, the further apart 

the bus services are, leaving large swaths of the outer city and county, which bleed together to 

some extent, unserved. It does go to a number of useful areas, such as the Woodruff Road, where 

many stores are located, and the Haywood Mall. Both of these areas, as well as the downtown 

itself, are places where many people work. 

 
Figure 2: the Greenlink route map (“Fixed Route Map and Timetable”) 

 
​ As is apparent from Figure 2, the downtown and central parts of the city are served by 

large numbers of routes, but as you go out further, the coverage becomes less effective. Many of 

the areas not served are residential, meaning that while the bus may stop near your job, it may 

not go by your house. Despite this shortcoming, Greenlink earns half a point on this criterion, as 

its routes have good coverage of central and commercial areas. 
4 
 

 



 

​ Chapel Hill Transit also goes most places you would want within Chapel Hill and 

Carrboro, its western neighbor. The primary destination for most people is the University of 

North Carolina, which is served by pretty much every one of the roughly 20 routes in the 

network, making the map so dense that the downtown requires its own cutout. The map below in 

Figure 3, the most recent published to the Chapel Hill Transit website, depicts every route that 

runs on weekdays. 

 
Figure 3: the Chapel Hill Transit weekday route map (“System Map”) 
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​ The weekend route map is slightly more limited, as presumably most people do not need 

to get to the campus of the university. However, Chapel Hill Transit still operates routes that 

serve most places that people would want to go: several retail areas, various movie theaters, the 

downtown and university areas.  

 
Figure 4: the Chapel Hill Transit weekend route map (“System Map”) 
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The route map, somewhat sneakily, pretty much only includes roads that the buses run on 

but excludes many of the roads between them, which makes the coverage look great, at least on 

weekdays. The coverage is quite good, providing service to most destinations, but it leaves a few 

areas, especially those further from the UNC campus, underserved. Chapel Hill Transit still 

receives a full point for this criterion, as the system covers all but a handful of relatively far-out 

roads. 

 

​ Score: Chapel Hill Transit 1, Greenlink 0.5 

 

Criterion 2: Is it frequent? 

Greenlink cannot be awarded any points for its frequency. Its schedule is very easy to 

follow: on weekdays, one bus per hour starting at either 5:30 or 6 for 11 of its 12 routes, and 

going until either 11:30 or 12 at night (“Schedules and Routes”). The one remaining route, 

covering an area with many businesses, has two buses per hour from the beginning of the day 

until 8 at night, when it too reduces to one bus per hour. On Saturdays, all buses run once per 

hour, and they do not run at all on Sundays.  

 

Chapel Hill Transit has great frequency and service hours on some of its routes, but not 

on others. It seems to be a bit of a case-by-case basis. This seems to have been partially due to 

the pandemic (“Chapel Hill Transit Announces Service Changes”), but it also may have to do 

with the University. For instance, the U route, which serves the UNC campus and would most 

likely be the route of choice for students living on campus, has headways, which are the time 

gaps between buses, of 15 minutes on weekdays and 25 minutes on weekends (“U Route”).  
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One route, the FCX route, operates with low headways between the Friday Center, a 

conference center, and the campus. The actual headway depends on the time of day, but it mostly 

ranges between five minutes and 15 minutes (“FCX Route”). Other routes, such as the C, operate 

with 30-minute headways Monday through Friday but do not operate on weekends (“C Route”). 

Still more, such as the A, operate roughly every hour Monday through Sunday (“A Route”).  

Lastly, there are the routes that appear to have been hit by the pandemic (“Chapel Hill 

Transit Announces Service Changes”). Some of these services are in the process of returning, 

with several routes, including the aforementioned A route, having already returned to “full 

service” (“Chapel Hill Transit Announces Service Changes”). Others have not been so lucky, still 

showing timetables that are mostly crossed out. One such example is the F route, which appears 

to only run four services a day during the week at the moment, but has many others listed as 

cancelled on its schedule (“F Route”).  

 
Figure 5: the Chapel Hill Transit F Route time schedule, displaying several cancelled services (“F Route”) 
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The frequency of bus service in Chapel Hill seems to be quite variable. The services that 

are likely the most trafficked, such as those around the campus, have very frequent service and 

weekend coverage. Others have less consistent service and larger headways, and some services, 

presumably the least used or important by some metric, operate very infrequently. Half a point 

seems reasonable for Chapel Hill Transit here. 

 

Score: Chapel Hill Transit 1.5, Greenlink 0.5 

 

Criterion 3: Is it fast? 

Greenlink effectively functions as a hub and spoke model. Similar to how some airlines 

will funnel passengers from several airports to one airport, have them change planes, and then 

reach their final destination on a second flight instead of just flying them directly from their 

origin to their destination, Greenlink does the same with its buses. On one hand, this is great, as 

it means that changing buses twice is likely relatively uncommon. On the other hand, this is a 

disaster, as it means, at least for some trips, going all the way into downtown Greenville on one 

bus service and then coming back out at a slightly different angle on another (“Fixed Route Map 

and Timetable”). This could also be problematic if any buses are delayed, as passengers 

transferring will then have to wait an hour for the next service. 

Due to the hub-and-spoke nature of Greenlink’s routes, taking the bus, especially if it 

requires a transfer, is not very fast. For instance, while the bus goes to the Haywood Mall, one of 

the largest shopping locations in Greenville, actually getting there can be quite an ordeal. Butler 

Road, in Mauldin, which is a nearby town, is relatively underserved by Greenlink, but it has a 

number of residential areas. Getting from Butler Road to the mall typically takes around 10 
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minutes in a car, but riding the bus requires over 20 minutes of walking, plus a bus transfer, 

resulting in a 90-minute trip. Ultimately, this is not a very fast way to get around, so no points 

can be awarded.  

 

Chapel Hill Transit faces some similar issues to Greenlink in terms of routes converging 

in central areas before shooting people off in other directions. However, due to the often-better 

frequencies that the system offers, this is not as much of a time-drain. Additionally, judging by 

Chapel Hill Transit’s ridership, which is mostly composed of students, the main destination for 

bus riders is probably the University of North Carolina campus (“2023 Customer and Resident 

Survey”). According to a 2023 survey, only 6% of riders transferred, making this not too large of 

an issue (“2023 Customer and Resident Survey”). However, the high headways on some routes 

could stretch out the wait for those who do need to transfer, so it seems like another half a point 

is warranted in this case. 

 

Score: Chapel Hill Transit 2, Greenlink 0.5 

 

Criterion 4: Is it reliable? 

Greenlink’s reliability is somewhat questionable. Greenlink has set itself a goal of 85% of 

services running on time, which it defines as “no earlier than three minutes before the scheduled 

time stop and no later than five minutes after the scheduled time stop”, but it has only hit that 

goal in one singular month between August of 2019 and December of 2024: 88% April of 2020 

(“Greenlink Performance”), when presumably most people were at home due to the pandemic. 

Within this timeframe, Greenlink hit an abysmal 40% reliability in October of 2019, but since 
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then, it has ranged from approximately 60% to 80% (“Greenlink Performance”). This seems 

worthy of half a point. 

 

Chapel Hill Transit does not provide information on whether or not their buses arrive on 

time. According to a 2023 survey, most people were happy with the service (“2023 Customer 

and Resident Survey”), which would likely imply that it does run mostly on time, but I cannot 

award anything without knowing for sure. 

 

Score: Chapel Hill Transit 2, Greenlink 1 

 

Criterion 5: Is it safe and comfortable? 

In terms of comfortability and safety, it is somewhat difficult to judge Greenlink due to a 

lack of accessible information on crime occurring on buses or at bus stops. However, it appears 

that the system’s drivers have at times been made to feel unsafe, which could be contributing not 

only to low ridership but also to difficulties recruiting the necessary number of bus drivers 

(Fitzgerald 2024).  

Greenlink does publish information regarding its accident rate, which can be seen in 

Figure 6 below, containing data from between August 2019 and December 2024. The most 

recent information at a national level on this topic is from 2018, where the rate was 420.1 events 

per 100 million miles (“Bus Safety Data Report”). This national rate converts to about 0.42 

accidents per 100,000 miles traveled, the unit that Greenlink uses. While I could not find data on 

specific incidents for Greenlink, I think that numbers hovering around 1.2 incidents per 100,000 

vehicle revenue miles traveled signify one accident in a month, as there is nothing between this 
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number and zero. As a result, presumably whenever any accident occurred on Greenlink, it 

immediately increased that month’s accident rate to three times the national average rate. Since 

late 2021, the accident rate appears to have somewhat increased, although there are still many 

months in which no accidents occurred. The average monthly rate over all 65 months included is 

0.66 accidents per 100,000 miles (“Greenlink Performance”). This is nearly 50% higher than the 

average rate, indicating a somewhat less safe than average system. 

 
Figure 6: the Greenlink chart of Accidents per 100,000 Miles, between August 2019 and December 2024 

(“Greenlink Performance”) 
 

The design of bus stops may also be a safety and comfortability factor discouraging 

higher ridership. I often drive by two bus stops along Cleveland Street, and each time I wonder 

how people are supposed to use them. One is just a sign along the side of the road, with no 

sidewalk leading up to it. Presumably, it is meant to serve a nearby apartment complex, pictured 

in the background of the Street View screen capture below. Accessing the stop means either 

walking along the road, where cars routinely fly down the hill in excess of 40 miles per hour, or 

climbing through the ditch located just behind the stop. People living on the other side of the 

street have no option but to jaywalk, as there are no pedestrian crossings along the street.  
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Figure 7: a Google Street View image of a Greenlink bus stop on Cleveland Street (“898 Cleveland St”) 

 
Another stop, further down Cleveland Street, is at least slightly better. It has a 

full-fledged shelter, but accessing it requires either walking along the road, since this stretch does 

not have a sidewalk, crossing the road from the side that does have a pedestrian path, or 

clambering through the brush behind the shelter. 

 
Figure 8: a Google Street View image of a Greenlink bus shelter on Cleveland Street (“1392 Cleveland St”) 

 
Between bus drivers feeling unsafe, a higher-than-average accident rate, and the relative 

inaccessibility of some stops, Greenlink does not receive a point for safety and comfortability.  
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Chapel Hill Transit also lacks specific data on crime statistics, but in terms of accidents 

and injuries, it appears to be doing well. In 2024, the system won a state-wide award for having 

the lowest number of accidents per mile driven, an award which it has won in the past as well 

(Wong 2024). Somewhat strangely, the article announcing the award did not include the actual 

rate, nor did it include a source, and Chapel Hill Transit does not publish its data in the same way 

that Greenlink does. While the system does better than others in North Carolina, it is unclear how 

it compares on the national level.  

​ In terms of its stops, Chapel Hill Transit has similar types to those of Greenlink. 

However, these stops are often much more accessible. For instance, Figure 9 depicts a shelter 

along a two-lane road in Carrboro, a neighboring town served by Chapel Hill Transit. From the 

image, you can see that both sides of the street have sidewalks, and that there is a crosswalk 

somewhat near the shelter. This should make the stop easy to access.  

 
Figure 9: a Google Street View image of a Chapel Hill Transit bus shelter on North Greensboro Street, Carrboro 

(“504 N Greensboro St”) 
 

​ Not all Chapel Hill Transit stops are shelters. Several on the campus of the University of 

North Carolina are just signposts, such as the one depicted below. However, as it is on a 
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relatively busy street at the heart of the campus, both sides of its street have sidewalks. On 

smaller, more residential streets, this is not always the case. However, those streets often do not 

get much traffic, and the traffic that is there is relatively slow-moving. 

 
Figure 10: a Google Street View image of a Chapel Hill Transit bus stop on the UNC campus, Chapel Hill (“601 

Raleigh St”) 
 

Despite the lack of specific accident information, Chapel Hill Transit’s safety award and 

the apparent safety and accessibility of its bus stops mean that it will be awarded a point.​  

 

​ Score: Chapel Hill Transit 3, Greenlink 1 

 

Criterion 6: Can you walk to your destination? 

​ This issue has been sort of touched on in previous sections, but to address it head-on, it 

depends. As seen in Figure 2, Greenlink covers most of the places that people likely want as their 

destinations: retail areas and the downtown. In many cases, it is possible to walk pretty easily to 

your destination, especially in the downtown, which is relatively pedestrian friendly and has 

good sidewalk coverage. In other areas, especially where the bus routes typically follow larger 

roads, this is less the case. Many of these roads do have sidewalks, but they tend to be thin and 

exposed, with mere inches separating vehicle traffic from pedestrians. The larger issue seems to 
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be with getting to the bus in the first place. Greenlink does not cover the areas outside of central 

Greenville quite as well, meaning that while you may be able to walk to your destination, you 

may struggle to make it to a bus stop near your house. Besides the transfer taking a long time, 

this was one of the more significant issues in the Butler Road to Haywood Mall example in the Is 

it fast? section. Overall, Greenlink will receive half a point, as the city is well-designed for 

walking in some areas but less so in others. 

 

​ Chapel Hill Transit, as you saw in the previous section, often has better sidewalk access 

to its bus stops, at least where this is necessary. Downtown Chapel Hill, where UNC is, is quite 

walkable, and destinations are not very far from the multitude of bus stops located there. Like 

Greenville, a larger issue may be walking to the bus stop from your home, but the streets that I 

am familiar with in Chapel Hill, as well as those that seem to be used by several bus routes, are 

pretty walkable. Additionally, bus stops on busy roads have sidewalks, even if the sidewalks do 

not continue beyond the stop. I’ll give Chapel Hill the point. 

 

​ Score: Chapel Hill Transit 4, Greenlink 1.5 

 

Criterion 7: Is it affordable? 

Greenlink has a number of fare options, ranging from single ride tickets to unlimited, 

month-long passes. For frequent users of the bus, those who take more than about 40 trips in a 

month, the most cost-effective option is the month-long pass, which costs $50 (“Passes & 

Fares”). Considering the minimum wage in South Carolina is $7.25 per hour and presumably 

most people riding the bus are doing so out of necessity, since it frequently takes considerably 
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longer than the same trip in a car, transportation expenses for frequent riders likely stack up quite 

quickly. Greenlink does offer 50% discounts on fares to those 65 years of age and older, those 

with disabilities, veterans, and those on Medicare (“Passes & Fares”). However, this probably 

does not cover many Greenlink riders, as it excludes most working-age people. No point for 

Greenlink here. 

 

Chapel Hill Transit, on the other hand, requires much less evaluation. It has been 

completely fare-free on its fixed-route services since 2002 (“50th Anniversary”). This makes it 

affordable for everyone who may want or need to use it. Point awarded. 

 

Score: Chapel Hill Transit 5, Greenlink 1.5 

 

​ Judging by these seven criteria, Chapel Hill Transit does seem to serve its community 

better than Greenlink. However, there are many factors at play, and it is important to draw 

contextual distinctions between these two cities and systems. 

 

One Size Does Not Fit All 

While Higashide’s seven criteria for effective transit systems are intuitive, they may not 

be entirely relevant in these two settings. According to Dr. Eric A. Morris, a Clemson University 

professor of city and regional planning with whom I spoke on the matter, transportation is not 

always meant to attract the highest number of riders possible. It serves different purposes in 

differently sized cities, and it also serves two main types of riders: choice riders and dependent 

riders. Choice riders are those who have the option of taking a personal vehicle but prefer to take 
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transit for various reasons, while people who have no option but to take transportation are 

dependent riders (Eric Morris, conversation with author, January 27, 2025).  

For many large and dense cities, where parking is limited, difficult, and expensive, transit 

is often meant to take people out of their cars to relieve some of the stress on the road network, 

meaning that the focus of these systems is primarily on choice riders, who have different 

preferences than dependent riders. Choice riders would prefer fast, frequent service with 

relatively few stops and increased service around peak hours (Morris 2025). This suits them, as 

they are often working office jobs in central business districts (Morris 2025). Often, this 

preference is met with train lines. However, dependent riders would prefer greater coverage, 

meaning a greater number of stops, and service spread more evenly throughout the day, as they 

do not solely rely on transit for going to and from work. As a result, these riders are more often 

served on bus routes. 

Smaller cities are often much less dense than larger ones. This spatial difference means 

that parking and congestion in central areas is not as much of an issue, and there may not even be 

a central business district in which people congregate during the day. Smaller cities are often 

quite spread out, and therefore it is difficult to walk anywhere. As a result, transit systems in 

smaller places often cater much more to the dependent riders than the choice riders. These 

systems tend to sacrifice efficiency for coverage, meaning that they attempt to cover as much of 

the city as they can, but they often take inefficient routes, sacrificing time as well (Morris 2025). 

Given how much more compatible buses are with already-existing infrastructure and the desire 

for greater coverage, small cities typically use them instead of rail. Headways are often pretty 

high on these systems, as they are not designed to get people around quickly, but rather to 

provide “basic mobility for people who are disadvantaged” and cannot afford or operate personal 
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vehicles (Morris 2025). “If you don’t have a car, it will eventually get you to where you need to 

get,” Dr. Morris told me (Morris 2025). These systems often have funding issues that prevent 

them from easily improving the frequency of their service, although systems like Greenlink have 

worked to improve their span, now running later into the night than they used to (Morris 2025). 

Overall, Dr. Morris told me that there are two types of cities with good markets for public 

transit: “big, rich, old, dense cities [...] and college towns” (Morris 2025). This would suggest 

that the University of North Carolina is a big part of what makes Chapel Hill Transit so much 

better than Greenlink. Since Greenville is a smaller city, its transit system likely focuses on 

serving dependent riders who rely on the services to go about their daily lives. Chapel Hill, on 

the other hand, is a college town, and while it does have some routes that are likely not intended 

primarily for the university, most of its routes are related to it in some way or another. This 

would explain why some of the routes on these systems, particularly Greenlink, are so 

inefficient, and it would also explain the large headways that are present particularly in 

Greenville. While Higashide’s seven criteria are important for increasing ridership in large cities, 

helping to relieve congestion, in smaller ones, the goal is less to increase ridership and more to 

ensure that the service goes where people who cannot drive need it to go. 

 

Don’t Miss the Forest for the Trees 

​ It is impossible to look at these two bus systems as being independent of the two differing 

communities where they are located. Local factors must be at play in determining the size, 

organization, and efficiency of these systems. In this section, it will become clear that Chapel 

Hill Transit has several built-in advantages over Greenlink, especially in three particular areas: 

each system’s funding, its responsibility to its surrounding area, and its community’s preferences.  
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Funding 

One of the most important factors, if not the most important factor, in determining a 

transit system’s setup has to be its funding. A system could do everything right from a route 

planning standpoint, and it could have widespread enthusiasm among the community that it 

serves, but if it does not have the money to buy enough buses for frequent service, people will 

not ride it if they are presented with other options, especially cars. 

Chapel Hill Transit has at least one massive funding advantage over Greenlink: the 

University of North Carolina. According to UNC’s Transportation and Parking Five-Year Plan, 

covering 2023 to 2028, the university funds fare-free service to Chapel Hill Transit riders 

(“Five-Year Plan: 2023-2028”). Fare-free service likely attracts some choice riders, but beyond 

just making the service free, the university’s funding is likely responsible for much of the 

system’s relative success. According to Chapel Hill’s 2023-2024 adopted budget, Chapel Hill 

Transit received $10.4 million from UNC, its leading funder, which was coupled with other 

local, state, and federal sources to total $32.1 million (“2023-2024 Adopted Budget - Transit”). 

Greenlink, on the other hand, has a much lower budget. In the 2025 fiscal year, the 

projected budget is roughly $12.3 million (“Annual Operating Budget - Fiscal Year 2024-2025”). 

This may not sound like much compared to Chapel Hill Transit, and indeed it really is not that 

much, but compared to the Greenville of even just last year, it is a marked improvement—nearly 

a 17% increase (“Annual Operating Budget - Fiscal Year 2024-2025”). A 2017 report bemoaned 

Greenlink’s funding, which at that point was under $6 million, as being “behind on all measures” 

(“Greenlink Operations - Winter Report 2017”), so it seems that the city has actually come a long 

way in a relatively short time frame. It may still be behind Chapel Hill Transit, but its funding 

increases will almost certainly help the system to improve its service. 
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It seems plausible that the University of North Carolina’s funding of Chapel Hill Transit 

could have some pretty noticeable effects on the routes and frequencies of the services offered. 

As the party responsible for the largest chunk of the funding, providing practically an entire 

2024-Greenlink-budget’s-worth, that would only make sense. This may be the reason that routes 

like the U, which services primarily the UNC campus, have such low headways, whereas other 

routes that are likely less important to the university are served more infrequently. Still, this 

makes sense, as students are the sector of the population that forms the greatest slice of Chapel 

Hill Transit’s ridership (“2023 Customer and Resident Survey”).  

 

Responsibility to the surrounding area 

Another important factor is the importance of the transit system in the surrounding area. 

Chapel Hill Transit seems to have a smaller responsibility in regards to its surrounding area, 

basically just serving Chapel Hill and the adjacent town of Carrboro, which are conjoined to the 

extent that it is nearly impossible to tell when you have moved from one to the other. Other 

transportation companies and organizations operate routes that connect Chapel Hill to Raleigh 

and Durham, whereas Greenlink serves Greenville, where it is based, as well as the 

relatively-nearby Mauldin and Simpsonville to some extent. This means that geographically, 

Chapel Hill Transit is responsible for a more compact area than Greenlink. 

Just as Chapel Hill Transit does not operate fixed-route services to Raleigh or Durham, 

Greenlink does not operate services to places like Spartanburg or Anderson, two slightly smaller 

but still reasonably sized cities in surrounding counties that form part of the same metropolitan 

statistical area. However, instead of these routes being operated by other bus companies, services 

between Greenville, Spartanburg, and Anderson simply do not exist. This may mean that since 

21 
 

 



 

people can commute into Chapel Hill on other buses, they then rely on Chapel Hill Transit to get 

around while in Chapel Hill, but such a population of potential bus riders does not exist in the 

area in and around Greenville because in order to arrive in the city, you need to have a car 

already. 

 

Local preferences and attitudes 

Additionally, the political atmosphere and general opinion regarding public transportation 

is likely important and different in each place. Greenville County just failed to pass a penny tax 

that would fund much-needed road construction and repair (Moss 2024). That decision directly 

affects most county residents, who use their cars every day to get around, so why would these 

same residents care about funding things like sidewalks leading up to bus stops or bus shelter 

construction, which do not even affect them?  

Chapel Hill, meanwhile, seems to have a pretty positive view of public transportation. I 

was not able to find comparable data for Greenville, but many people who use public 

transportation in Chapel Hill also have a car, meaning that they are actively choosing the bus 

(“2023 Customer and Resident Survey”). Students make up a majority of Chapel Hill’s ridership 

(“2023 Customer and Resident Survey”), and since Greenville does not have a comparably-sized 

university, it likely lacks that demographic.  

 

Onwards and Upwards 

​ Now that we know a bit about these systems and their surroundings, what goals should 

they have for the future? Clearly, it is easy to say that they should increase the frequency of their 

services or open new routes or something like that. Eventually, yes, they will want to do this, but 
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I think that if they could have already done it, then they would have. The two systems seem to 

have different goals for the future, and as such, their paths should differ.  

 

Greenlink 

For the moment, what seems most important in Greenlink’s case is obtaining more 

funding, since they are already a well-run agency, according to Dr. Eric A. Morris. “Given what 

they have to work with, and given the nature of the region, they do a good job,” he told me in our 

conversation (Morris 2025). However, without funding, it will be nearly impossible to improve 

the service. Increased funding could come from a number of sources. Notably, federal funding 

seems to provide a pathway to faster improvement, although it may be difficult to obtain. In 

2018, a grant proposal that would have funded a new maintenance facility was rejected 

(Landrum 2018), but continuing to apply for similar grants could greatly help Greenville’s transit 

development.  

​ Additionally, Greenlink seems to have placed a focus on hiring, with a career fair on 

February 3rd (“Calendar - Greenlink Job Fair”). Leading up to the career fair, notices 

announcing it popped up whenever I accessed the website. Campaigns like this one, which 

encourage the public to engage with Greenlink, could be a viable solution to the staffing problem 

that the system was having as recently as 2023 (Fitzgerald 2024).  

Another important goal for Greenlink is to follow a transit development plan that was 

created in 2018. It appears that Greenlink is doing its best to follow the plan already, as one of 

the first main goals is to extend night service, which the system has done by extending its hours 

until close to midnight. 
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Figure 11: the 2018 Greenville Transit Development Plan’s service improvement goals (“Greenlink 2020-2024 

Transit Development Plan”) 
 

This development plan provides reasonable and incremental goals that the system could 

use to bring its service from where it is today to something that could be appealing to more 

people. In addition to the goals above, the plan also provides suggestions for new services, some 

of which would serve different purposes than today’s routes. For instance, the plan details several 

commuter routes that would bring people into the downtown from park-and-ride lots in 

surrounding cities, as well as others that would not go through the downtown at all but instead 

cut across different parts of the city. In all, 19 routes were recommended in the plan (“Greenlink 

2020-2024 Transit Development Plan”). According to one study, the full implementation of this 

plan could bring thousands of jobs and up to $2 billion, or an additional 3%, to the Greenville 

County economy (von Nessen 2023). 

 

Chapel Hill 

​ In the coming years, Chapel Hill Transit should have two main focuses. First, it needs to 

bring back its pre-pandemic services. As has been made clear in previous parts of this paper, it 

seems to already be attempting this, and it should continue until it has successfully restored the 

services that are crossed out on some of its routes’ schedules. The other main focus should be on 

the development of a bus rapid transit line cutting through the city north and south. 

Chapel Hill Transit has been making large strides in returning pandemic-affected services 

to normal as recently as January 6, 2025. Five lines were restored to pre-pandemic levels, 
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including one that saw 11 trips added throughout the day (“Chapel Hill Transit Announces 

Service Changes”). It also recently added a new route, the C route (“Chapel Hill Transit 

Announces Service Changes”). Seeing as rider preferences may have changed since the 

pandemic, this also seems like a reasonable solution, as some lines may not be as viable now as 

they once were, while other areas may now be much more conducive to bus service. 

Another potential upcoming improvement to the system is the North-South Bus Rapid 

Transit project. This project aims to connect the north of Chapel Hill to the southern part of the 

city by means of a roughly-eight-mile route, which would include over five miles of exclusive 

bus lanes (“North-South Bus Rapid Transit”). Like the rest of the Chapel Hill Transit routes, this 

one would also be fare-free, and it would run with headways between 7.5 minutes and 20 

minutes, depending on the time of day and the day of the week (“North-South Bus Rapid 

Transit”). The route would be along a corridor that has seen a faster return to pre-pandemic 

ridership levels than the rest of the system, and in 2023, it was projected to account for 1.3 

million annual rides on its own, increasing to nearly 2.7 million by 2045 (“North-South Bus 

Rapid Transit”). Funding for this project is a bit unclear, as it was recommended for $138 million 

in federal funding, although it has only received $32 million from federal funds, which are 

projected to make up 70% of its cost (McConnell 2025). As it stands, the project is expected to 

begin construction in 2027 and open in 2029 (McConnell 2025). If funding can be secured, this 

project would likely greatly improve connectivity between the University of North Carolina 

campus, in the south of Chapel Hill, and the northern reaches of the city. 
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Figure 12: the proposed route of the Chapel Hill North-South Bus Rapid Transit line (“North-South Bus Rapid 

Transit”) 
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Conclusion 

Initially, I had intended for this comparison to unearth some ways for Greenlink to 

improve its service in order to meet the higher quality service that I perceived Chapel Hill 

Transit as having. Overall, Chapel Hill Transit provides a more usable system, but there are 

contextual reasons for the differences in service quality that are out of Greenlink’s control. The 

University of North Carolina, with its considerable resources, is the most notable difference 

between these two systems, and there does not seem to be a realistic way for Greenlink to drum 

up the same monetary support and ridership that a university with tens of thousands of students, 

faculty, and staff can.  

Most small cities in the United States will find themselves in circumstances more similar 

to those of Greenlink than to those of Chapel Hill Transit. Bus systems in these cities, if they 

exist in the first place, should focus on covering the greatest area that they can in order to best 

serve residents who do not have access to cars, if they are not already doing so. Likewise, small 

cities without buses, if it is within their fiscal ability to do so, should attempt to create basic 

systems that could serve these residents. Ultimately, this is the most important reason to have 

public transportation in small cities, as the congestion present in larger cities, which can be 

relieved by public transit, is not an issue. 

Within the confines of the roles that Greenlink and Chapel Hill Transit play in their 

respective cities, both certainly have room to improve, and each has some things that it does 

quite well. Greenlink has very good and publicly accessible data on various service statistics, 

such as delays and ridership. They also have an easy way to suggest improvements on their 

website and a page to show the upgrades that they are currently in the process of making. 

Greenlink is also clearly attempting to recruit more staff to operate its buses, and with its 
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relatively large funding increases over the past few years, I would expect it to begin offering 

increased frequencies on more of its routes, or maybe even opening new routes at some point. 

Considering the fact that it is located in a place without much of an interest in public transit, 

Greenlink is doing quite well. Hopefully, it will be able to continue improving the quality of its 

service for those who depend on it, and perhaps as Greenville continues to grow, it could become 

a viable means to reduce the traffic that I am sure will plague the downtown before too long. 

Chapel Hill Transit, as it is today, is likely the more appealing of the two systems, as it 

operates more routes, many of which have higher frequencies than Greenlink’s, runs buses every 

day of the week, and does not charge a fare. Its focus, as it seems to be, should be on restoring its 

services to their pre-pandemic frequencies, which will greatly help its choice riders, and on the 

development of the North-South Bus Rapid Transit Project. The system may also benefit from 

focusing on areas besides the University of North Carolina. While its riders are primarily 

students, dependent riders in other areas would benefit from increased services.  

I’ll be excited to see where both of these systems are in 10 years. 
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