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Blue Water Area Transit 

Blue Water Area Transit’s long standing commitment to the 
environment coupled with significantly extended service 
hours has it driving towards its 23 millionth rider  

Written by: Jonny Williamson 
Produced by: Ken Dion 

With 95 percent of its buses 
now fuelled by compressed 
natural gas (CNG) and the funding 
approved for a new intermodal 
downtown transfer center, the road 
ahead certainly looks promising for 
one of Michigan’s leading public 
transportation providers. 

Principally serving the City of 
Port Huron and the nearby Fort 
Gratiot Township, Blue Water 
Area Transit’s service area covers 
more than 100 square miles and 
is just the latest evolution in the 
City’s almost 150-year-old public 
transportation history.

“Public transportation started 
in Port Huron in 1866 with a horse 
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drawn trolley operated by Thomas 
Edison’s older brother, William 
Pitt,” explains General Manager, 
Jim Wilson. “Blue Water Area 
Transit came into being during the 
mid-1970s and has provided an 
uninterrupted open-door service 
ever since.”

Its seven regularly scheduled 
bus routes and county-wide 
non-profit agency transportation 
services are manned by 85 modern 
CNG buses and two older diesel 
models.  The Blue Water Area 
Transit system offers a crucial 
means of transport for many of its 
regular passengers.   

Booming Ridership
Managing to secure both a 
federal and state grant allowed 
the company to greatly extend its 
operating  hours, prolonging the 
end of service cut-off from 6:00pm 
to 11:00pm on Mondays through 
Thursdays and to 3:00am Fridays 
through Sundays. 

“Ever since we extended our 
hours in 2007, our ridership has 
grown dramatically,” says Wilson. 
“It also meant we could take on 
additional drivers to man the extra 

shifts created, taking our total to 70.”
In addition to its regular 

routes, the transport provider 
has partnered with 11 non-profit 
agencies to set up its ‘Coordination 
and Consolidation of Non-Profit 
Transportation’ initiative in St. 
Clair County. All the agencies 
were previously responsible for 
transporting their own clients; 
whereas through the initiative, Blue 
Water Area Transit oversees the 
operation to not only make it more 
efficient but to also enable other 
people to make use of the service. 

“So far we have managed 
to fully consolidate most of the 
transportation for Community 
Mental Health and the Community 
Action Agency and approximately 
half of the transportation for the 
YMCA,” Wilson says. “Additionally, 
for much of the rest we are heavily 
involved in subsidizing and 
coordinating.”

Downtown Transfer Center
With ridership almost doubling over 
the last five years, though beneficial 
to the company in many respects, 
it highlighted how badly some of its 
facilities needed to be modernized 

We really 
came into  
being during 
the mid-1970s 
and have been 
providing an 
uninterrupted 
open-door 
service ever 
since

— Jim Wilson, General 
 Manager, Blue Water Area Transit

Blue Water Area Transit 
Steps on the Gas

4 5



Blue Water Area Transit 
Steps on the Gas

and improved; none more so than 
the current downtown transfer 
center in Port Huron. 

“Our current site is under-
developed and not adequate for 
our passengers needs,” says 
Wilson. “We have managed to 
secure almost $10 million to totally 
transform our new site to make 
it more pedestrian and bicycle 
friendly, add amenities such as 
restrooms and an information 
center, as well as increase security 
for the entire center.”

There is also a northend transfer 
point in Fort Gratiot Township 

and a south end transfer point, 
on the border of Port Huron and 
Marysville.  Wilson would like to 
see similarly improvements at 
these sites in the future as well as 
a number of new bus shelters on 
many routes, 20 of which have been 
constructed over the last 24 months. 

“We also recently installed 
a new bus washer at our 
maintenance and storage depot 
on Lapeer Avenue, which recycles 
the water used,” Wilson adds. “We 
wash all of our buses inside and out 
every day, and after three months of 
use our water bill is now 70 percent 
lower, which is a tremendous saving 
for us.” 
 

Sustainability 
During the 1990s, a number of 
opportunities became available for 
bus replacement funding in regards 
to alternative fuels; opportunities 
Blue Water Area Transit didn’t 
ignore, according to Wilson. 

“The lower emission 
advantages associated with CNG 
complemented the environmental 
image inherent with public 
transportation, which forms a key 
part of our ongoing marketing 
strategy. There are also cost 
savings, with CNG roughly a third 
of the cost of diesel. However, 

We have  
managed to  
secure almost  
$10 million to  
totally transform 
the (downtown  
transfer center)
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the savings were realized much 
later.  At the time in the 90’s, the 
difference was negligible.”

Continuing to drive sustainability 
forward, the company is hoping to 
maintain its successful relationship 
with specialty bus manufacturer, 
ARBOC. Based in neighboring 
Indiana, ARBOC is developing 
a CNG-electric hybrid vehicle, a 
prospect in which Blue Water Area 
Transit is very interested.

“A diesel-electric hybrid 
wouldn’t offer either an emission 
or cost reduction compared to 
our current fleet,” Wilson says. 
“However, a CNG-electric hybrid 
would offer a range of benefits 
and we’re very excited about the 
possibility of becoming ARBOC’s 
first customer for the vehicle.”  

Clear Driving
The future holds a host of growth 
opportunities for Blue Water Area 
Transit, with the downtown transfer 
center scheduled to be completed 
by mid-2014 and serving as 
inspiration for further investment 
in the area, the scope of the 
‘Coordination and Consolidation’ 
initiative being broadened and even 
the chance of offering the ‘dial-a-
ride’ service for the whole county. 

“We are really staying open 
to new ways of increasing our 

ridership further,” concludes 
Wilson. “We have had to add 
larger buses on some of our 
routes because the previous sizes 
couldn’t accommodate all of the 
demand; something we are happy 
to do and wish to do more of in 
the future.”

With the price of gas 
continuing to escalate and people 
becoming ever more conscious of 
their vehicles’ harmful emissions, 
Blue Water Area Transit’s 
affordable and convenient services 
are even more attractive, both now 
and for the future. 
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