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Transit Strategies 
SEASONAL AND SPECIAL EVENT SERVICE 

 
Public transit, and transportation in general, are often planned to serve trips that are made day-
in and day-out.  However, some trips are made only seasonally, and others are made to and 
from special events – for example, WaterFire in Providence and the Newport Jazz Festival. 
Seasonal and special event transit services serve these types of trips, so as to: 

 Mitigate traffic and parking congestion 
 Provide transportation choices that do not require use of a car 
 Provide access for those who don’t own cars 
 Support the local economy by providing services that encourage tourism 

RIPTA Beach Bus Ad 

 

Types of Services 
Public transit can be expanded to provide service for different types of events and recreational 
needs, through a variety of modes including buses, shuttles, trains, and ferries. 

 Seasonal Destinations: At many seasonal destinations, such as Rhode Island’s 
beaches, peak season travel volumes are very high during the peak season but very low 
during the off-season. Seasonal service provides service when demand is high but not at 
other times. At other seasonal destinations, such as Newport, there is demand for transit 
year-round, but demand is much higher in the summer due to an influx of visitors, 
summer residents, and summer workers. 

 Sporting and Cultural Events: Sporting and cultural events draw large crowds that 
create traffic and parking issues. Special event service is designed to serve specific 
events that draw large numbers of attendees. The special event service can be new 
service or more frequent service on existing routes. 
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 Year-Round Tourism Services: Agencies can run shuttles or services targeted at 
tourists year-round, decreasing the need to rent cars while travelling. These shuttles are 
often circulators through urban areas, but can also serve more remote tourist 
destinations. 

RIPTA and RIDOT currently operate or sponsor three seasonal services. These include: 

 Beaches Service: RIPTA operates express buses from Woonsocket and a number of 
locations in the Providence Metro area to South County beaches on weekends and 
holidays. 

 Providence – Newport Ferry:  RIDOT sponsors seven day a week summer and early 
fall service between Providence and Newport with some trips stopping in Bristol. Extra 
trips are also run to serve WaterFire. 

 Providence/TF Green – Gillette Stadium Commuter Rail: The MBTA operates 
service from Boston, Providence, and TF Green Airport to Patriots games.  

Examples of Tourism and Special Events Services 
Massachusetts Examples 
Massachusetts provides many examples of transit for tourism and special event purposes. 
These services are either run by the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA) or 
connect to the MBTA network. Some extend beyond Massachusetts and into Rhode Island as 
well. 

CapeFLYER 

The MBTA and the Cape Cod Regional Transit Authority (CCRTA) have partnered to provide 
weekend service from Boston’s South Station to Hyannis on Cape Cod from the end of May to 
Labor Day each year. Service runs Friday, Saturday, and Sunday evenings and Saturday and 
Sunday mornings.  

MBTA Cape Flyer Service 

 
The CapeFLYER website provides information on multimodal connections to other areas of Cape 
Cod, including ferry service to Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket. Ridership on the CapeFLYER 
has increased since its inception in 2013, and annual revenues exceed operating costs. 
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Wachusett Ski Train 

In the winter, the MBTA runs weekend trains between Boston’s North Station and Wachusett 
Mountain. These trains, which operate along the Fitchburg Line, feature ski and snowboard 
racks and there is connecting shuttle service from Wachusett Station to the ski area. Service 
runs from December to early April, with one train in the morning from North Station to 
Wachusett, and one train at night from Wachusett to North Station. 

Wachusett Ski Train 

 

Patriots Service 

The MBTA offers train service to Foxboro for Patriots home games from South Station in Boston 
and Providence and TF Green in Rhode Island. Tickets are $20 round trip. The initial pilot for 
the Patriots train service was subsidized $200,000 a year by Robert Kraft, the owner of the 
Patriots and Gillette Stadium. 

Patriots Train 
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Ipswich Essex Explorer 

The Ipswich Essex Explorer is a shuttle bus service delivering riders from the Ipswich Commuter 
Rail station to tourist sites in Ipswich and Essex, which are small beach-side towns with 
historical town centers. The service runs form mid-June until the beginning of September on 
Saturdays, Sundays, July 4th, and Labor Day. The Explorer service is operated by the Cape Ann 
Transportation Authority and funded by the Town of Ipswich. 

Essex Explorer 

 

Eagle County, CO 
Eagle County, CO is home to the Vail and Beaver Creek ski resorts, and is an area where transit 
service levels vary by season. Visitor volumes are very high in the winter, relatively high in the 
summer, and very low in the shoulder seasons. To serve these differing levels of demand, ECO 
Transit, the regional provider, provides two sets of service: 

 Winter service that includes five routes that operate up to 23 hours a day 
 “Summer” service that operates outside of the peak winter season that provides service 

on four routes that operate for shorter hours. 
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Vail Transit and Avon Transit, which provide local service within the Towns of Vail and Avon, 
provide three sets of service: winter, summer, and shoulder season, with the highest levels of 
service provided in the winter, high levels of service in the summer, and much lower levels of 
service in the shoulder seasons. 

Vail Transit Buses at Vail Transit Center 

 

Trailhead Direct, King County, WA 
Since 2017, King County Metro and King County Parks have operated shuttle services from mid-
Spring to mid-Autumn, bringing people from urban park-and-rides connected to the King 
County Metro system to hiking trailheads on the weekends. The agencies have partnered with 
various city agencies and trails associations. The Seattle Department of Transportation and REI 
Co-op have provided additional funding to expand the service each year. 

There are four routes to four different trailheads, with pick-ups and drop-offs from park-and-
rides in Seattle, Bellevue, Issaquah, North Bend, Renton, and Tukwila. The shuttles are 13 to 27 
seat vehicles with racks for two or three bikes. Passengers pay the standard Metro $2.75 fare 
through an ORCA card, Transit Go Mobile ticket, or cash. 

In 2018, more than 10,000 hikers used the service, and more than 1,000 answered a post-
season survey. The survey results stated the benefits of running this service: 

 The top three reasons people took Trailhead Direct were: (1) “more environmentally 
friendly than driving,” (2) “not owning a car,” and (3) “not having to worry about finding 
parking at the trailhead” 

 More than 60% of passengers took the service more than once, and nearly 20% took it 
more than 4 times in the season 

 More riders took public transit to get to the shuttles than any other option 
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Trailhead Express Map 

 

Governor’s Ball Music Festival, New York, NY 
New York City has many special events close to or within city limit, including the yearly 
Governors Ball Music Festival on Randall’s Island. For the past few years, the Metropolitan 
Transit Authority (MTA) has run the X80 Special Event Bus to get people from 125 Street-
Lexington Avenue station to Randall’s Island. 

Columbia Gorge Express, Oregon 
In 2016, the Oregon Department of Transportation (ODOT), in partnership with TriMet, Oregon 
State Parks, the Forest Service, and other agencies, launched the Columbia Gorge Express with 
the goal to reduce traffic at tourist sites around the Columbia River, mainly Multnomah Falls. 
Since the service was so successful, with an average of 550 riders a day in 2017, ODOT 
expanded the shuttles in 2018 to be year-round and extended the route to Cascade Locks and 
Hood River.  

For the spring of 2019, three to five shuttles run in each direction each weekday, and about 6 
to 10 run each Saturday and Sunday in each direction. Service will likely ramp up for the 
summer season. Prices are $5 to $15 for round-trip fares depending on distance, with individual 
and group all day pass options available too. 

 



 

Transit Strategies | 7 

Columbia Gorge Express Information 

 

Potential Rhode Island Transit Services  
for Special Events and Tourism 
As described above, three special event and tourism services are now offered, which include 
RIPTA summertime weekend service to South County beaches, Providence – Newport ferry 
service, and commuter rail service between Providence and Gillette Stadium for Patriots games.  
 
Additional opportunities for seasonal and special event services include: 

 WaterFire: This festival, which occurs approximately once a month between May and 
November, draws large numbers of people to downtown Providence. RIPTA could serve 
WaterFire by providing more frequent service on existing routes to and from Kennedy 
Plaza on WaterFire dates. 

 PVDFest, which is a four day festival held every year in June that runs from Thursday 
to Sunday. Similar to WaterFire, PVDFest could be served with additional service on 
existing routes, especially on Saturdays and Sundays when regular service is less 
frequent. 

 The Newport Jazz Festival is a major musical festival that is held at Fort Adams in 
Newport and runs for three days spanning a weekend in August and draws around 
10,000 attendees.  This festival could be served with shuttle terminals between the ferry 
terminal and Newport Gateway Center, where connections could be made from 
Providence and local locations. 
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WaterFire 

 
 

Other events and seasonal service opportunities may be identified and could be supported 
through a budget set-aside for expanded tourism-related services, such as summer service in 
beachfront communities, service to special events attracting substantial audiences, service to 
key tourist destinations, enhanced connections from T.F. Green Airport and train stations, and 
partnerships associated with conferences, conventions and other large gatherings.  
 
Cost-sharing and coordinated marketing can help ensure the success of these partnerships. 
Policies should be developed detailing match requirements for seasonal and special events-
related partnerships, as well as guidelines for appropriately marketing these special services.  
 


