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Taxicab Performance in Calgary: Defining Consumer Expectations  
Debunking the Myths, Confronting the Realities  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This is the second of Voters for Taxis’ Public Education Series, presented to help inform the 
community of issues and challenges related to addressing and improving the taxi industry 
business model. 
 
Through this Series, Voters for Taxis will help translate current regulatory language and 
issues for the community and in turn, help translate its comments and observations about 
the taxi industry into consumer-focused regulatory language.  
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Abstract 
 
If you accept that it is in the public’s interest to regulate taxicabs because “there is an 
implied social commitment …to both its citizens and visitors that this vital public 
transportation service will be available, safe, and economical to use”1, then there must be 
some objective way of verifying that this commitment is being met. That purpose can best 
be achieved through the setting of standards that describe the level of service expected.  As 
part of its overall governance responsibility in a supply-limited market, it is City Council’s 
responsibility to articulate those service expectations, on behalf of the community, and 
establish the regulatory framework which will deliver on that promise. 
 
Background and Context 
 
The taxi industry is accustomed to the setting, measuring and meeting of standards as a 
regulated industry.  Virtually every jurisdiction establishes vehicle inspection standards to 
ensure road-worthiness and cleanliness of vehicles.  Driver licensing is subject to standards 
such as English proficiency, geographic knowledge, and limits on demerit points and 
criminal records.   Taxi fares in many cities are now subject to annual review based on 
increases in the Consumer Price Index.  And safety and accessibility standards are common. 
 
The most contentious area of taxi performance, however, is service availability: simply put, 
when needed, can the customer get a taxi?  Historically, public policy discussions around 
service availability have lacked hard data.  Cities are starting to realize the importance of 
data collection and analysis in the context of performance standards, and acknowledge that 
the following kind of approach is needed: 
 
 performance standard setting and communicating: some process of developing 

acceptable norms of performance and validating them with the travelling public 
 performance measurement: the actual act of measuring specific activity, gathering and 

aggregating the data to some useful level for analysis, and reaching initial conclusions; 
 performance management: holding to account those responsible for meeting agreed 

upon standards, either through regulation or other means.  
 
The Trend in Taxi Regulation  
 
To date, the question of service availability has largely been framed as an industry-based 
“utilization of cabs” consideration.  More and more, cities are establishing, as their starting 
point, consumer-first language to describe the goals of taxi legislation, and using technology 
to gather data to inform their regulatory actions.  New York City’s Taxicab Passenger 
Enhancement Project (T-PEP) is recognized as one of the leaders in this trend.  
 
In cities around the world, regulations or bylaws state that certain data will be collected, 
typically through vehicles equipped with GPS and on-board computers.  This data can be 
analyzed to understand the performance of the industry and the customer experience. 
As another source of data, 3-1-1 systems can provide valuable feedback to decision-makers.  
Historical industry resistance to providing data (once tightly guarded as confidential 

                                                 
1
 “Winnipeg Taxi Study” by Tennessee Transportation & Logistics Foundation, 2009 February 04 
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information) is subsiding as it becomes widely established and upheld in the courts that “the 
holding of a licence is a publicly endowed privilege.”2 
 
Examples 
 
Los Angeles expects its franchised service providers to meet specific performance 
requirements before the awarding of a franchise. These performance standards, reported 
monthly, include a “percentage within minutes” standard (measured in terms of percentage 
of callers responded to within a set number of minutes) such as “75% of callers to be 
picked up within 15 minutes”. 
 
Seattle has a wait time of not more than 10 minutes as the targeted goal. A computerized 
dispatch records customer wait times, reported quarterly. Seattle also collects and reports 
data on total miles, total paid trips, total fare revenue, and average operating hrs per taxi. 
 
The City of San Francisco also has a “percentage within minutes” standard such as 70% of 
the time, taxicabs arrival within 10 minutes of the service call; 80% of the time, within 15 
minutes; and 99% of the time, within 30 minutes.   
 
Australia has mandated performance standards. The New South Wales website includes 
data for Sydney not only on the typical “percentage within minutes” standard, but also 
“response rate” (measured in terms of percentage of calls responded to within a set number 
of minutes), “no cars available” against a set percentage (3% of bookings) and percentage 
of abandoned calls to total calls (standard being no more than 5%).  In Western Australia, 
the Perth fleet – all 1850 taxis - are required by law to work New Year’s Eve, with a 
surcharge of $4.95 to be added to the fare between 6:00 pm and 6:00 am. 
 
The Taxicab, Limousine and Paratransit Association (TLPA) acknowledged the lack of 
mandated standards in a recent paper:  
 
“Most taxicab ordinances (like our bylaws) do not establish standards for the delivery of 
taxicab services. Reasonable and responsible standards are beneficial to assist all parties in 
understanding the factors and costs associated with taxicab organizations meeting various 
standards"3 TLPA then goes on to suggest, as reasonable, the setting of standards for 
"response time for demand-response calls", and "response time for advance-reservation 
calls". 
 
Las Vegas, through a recent industry/regulator dialogue, concluded: 
 
“It is common practice in the Taxicab Industry: 
 for standards to be set regarding “call for service” response time. 

 to be required to report customer wait times to a Governmental entity, and 
 to view customer wait times as a performance standard.”4  

                                                 
2
 “Who Owns Taxi Licences: Exclusive Taxi Licences and Transparency”, by Frontier Centre for Public policy, 

No. 67, 2009 September. 
3
  “Taxicab company standards recommended for metropolitan areas greater than one million population”, 

Taxicab, Limousine and Paratransit Association, 2007 October 09 

4 Synopsis of the Workshop on Residential Customer Expectations held at the State of Nevada Taxicab 

Authority facility on November 11, 2009,  10:30 am – 12:30 pm. 
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History in Calgary 
 
The City of Calgary produced: “Accessible Taxis – Service Level Standards”, A Report to the 
Standing Policy Committee on Land Use, Planning and Transportation on 2006 September 
20 which stated, under Implications, General:  “Defining metrics and methodologies for 
measuring the success of the accessible taxi plates is critical to its implementation.  
Understanding of the service level expectations of each participant in the industry will 
promote equality between accessible and regular taxi service.” Further, under Social 
Implications: “In one year’s time, equivalency of service levels between accessible taxi 
service and regular taxi service will be measured.” To date, Calgary’s accessible taxi 
implementation has not been evaluated against any standards. 
 
As part of the 2002-2006 Bylaw Rewrite Process, the Facilitator’s Report on Taxi Regulations 
in 2006 October (LPT2006-101) stated that a number of issues remained following industry 
consultations, including the “Collection and Sharing of Data” for performance purposes.  In 
the end, the Council-approved bylaw did not contain the recommended performance 
standards for brokerages. 
 
The University of Calgary produced a Draft Report titled “Analysis of Demand for Taxi 
Licenses in the City of Calgary” in 2007 August in which it stated in its Summary, under 6.4 
Importance of data collection: “Various questions related to the level of service of taxi 
service offered to the public need to be answered: Is the level of service acceptable during 
peak periods? Are the outlying areas and short trips adequately served? To answer these 
questions, the City needs to collect and use suitable information on the demand and supply 
characteristics of the taxi industry in Calgary.” Despite this “call to action”, this Report’s 
recommendations have not been adopted. 
 
In the fall of 2009, two surveys, the first by Voters for Taxis that prompted the second by 
TLAC, clearly indicated dissatisfaction with current and past service delivery.  Scores of 
comments related to these surveys as well as numerous comments made to media coverage 
regarding these surveys, indicated a strong desire to have performance measured.  
 
The latest attempt at Council’s Standing Policy Committee meeting in November 2009 to 
include performance measurement in the recent taxi bylaw exercise was defeated. 
 
So what needs to happen?  Move from ñproviderò measurement to ñconsumerò 
measurement 
 
“Utilization rates” have been presented by industry as a means of stating how well the 
industry is addressing customer demand. That’s a useful measure – but it’s a business 
measure, not a consumer-based measure. Same with 3-1-1 and other complaint-based 
systems, because the absence of complaints is construed as being “good”. 
 
Just as Tim Horton’s frames its service standard based on consumer expectations (“every 
cup of coffee is less than 20 minutes old”), measurement should address wait-time 
standards for dispatched trips, hailed rides, downtown cab stands and in the suburbs.  For 
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example, should Calgarians and visitors to Calgary expect to get a taxi by walking out the 
front door of their office building and waving down a cab?  At what cost? 
 
Measurement should address consumer expectations such as those being used elsewhere, 
including “response rate” of calls to dispatch, and “no cars available” against bookings. 
Moreover, the measurement should be tracked against peak and non-peak times, areas of 
the city, for various users.  Consistent with systems thinking, this is more than just about 
creating and measuring certain activity – it’s about integrating performance measurement, 
standard setting and communication, and management. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Consistent and acceptable performance will only become “top of mind” for the many 
stakeholders when there is:  
 
 a multi stakeholder process to develop Community Response Expectations; 
 a broad and system-based approach to integrating more than just measures of activity 
 a willingness to address the multitude and diversity of performance factors (including at 

least the “Key Three” that introduce this Paper) in a spirit of cooperation, coordination 
and collaboration, in an effort to achieve “success”; and finally, 

 a broader recognition of the role consumers need and are encouraged to play in 
advancing this necessary dialogue. 

 
 
 

 
The third of Voters for Taxis’ Public Education Series will investigate how the current 
business model of brokerages, drivers and licenses drives the debate about quality and 
quantity of service in Calgary. 
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Previous Publications in this Series 
 
1. "What’s the Right Number of Cabs? Debunking the Myths, Confronting the Realities." 

2010 January 22 
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Q3. IS ALL THIS IN SYNC?

Q1. WHOSE HANDS ARE THESE?

CALGARYõS TAXI òSYSTEMó

Q2. WHOõS MEASURING PERFORMANCE?

DEMANDSUPPLY

driver?

taxi owner?

plate owner?

broker?

dispatcher?

regulator?

City?

citizen?

visitor?

group?

senior?

person  with disability?

child with special needs?

event and place? 

airport?

regional in/out?

Q4. HOW WOULD WE KNOW?
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