Regional Travel Impacts of COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent mitigation efforts, such as social distancing
guidelines, stay home orders, and mandatory closure of businesses, has had a
dramatic effect on travel patterns in the Houston-Galveston region over the last three
months. The Houston-Galveston Area Council’s Transportation Department monitors
regional travel volumes with a platform that collects travel data from GPS capable
devices. Figure 1 illustrates the percentage of daily vehicle miles traveled (VMT) as
compared to the baseline date of March 7. Following the issuance of a federal
emergency declaration on March 13 and declaration of Texas public health disaster
on March 19, there was a sharp decline in daily VMT throughout the region.
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With the March 19 Texas public health disaster declaration came prohibition of
groups larger than 10, closure of gyms, bars, and schools, and change to takeout
only at restaurants. From this date onward, the region sustained traffic volumes
significantly lower than baseline as mitigation measures continued.
Regional travel declined 70% to nearly 90% of baseline volumes through the end of
April, when the statewide stay home order expired. Since initiating Phase I of the

reopening of Texas on May 1, there has been a steady rise in regional travel.
However, even as most businesses reopened to some capacity as Phase II began on
May 18, travel in the region was still approximately 50% lower than pre-pandemic
volumes.
As a result of decreased vehicular volumes, travel speeds throughout the region have
increased, as seen in Figure 2. Comparing the first Monday of March, - before the
region’s first case of COVID-19 - to the third Monday - after state and federal
emergency health declarations - most major freeways experienced congestion-free
speeds.
Figure 2: Freeway Speeds Before & After COVID-19
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Transit agencies in the Houston-Galveston region continued operations amid the
pandemic with numerous mitigation measures taken to reduce the spread of COVID19. Examples of such measures include temporary suspension of fare collection,
blocking seats to ensure social distancing of passengers, operator use of personal
protective equipment, and enhanced cleaning of service vehicles. The six transit
providers in the region averaged a year-over-year decline of 25% during March.
However, by April, year-over-year regional transit ridership declined by nearly 60%,
as seen in Figure 3. During the first full month of statewide stay home measures, The
Woodlands experienced the steepest decline in ridership with a 96% decrease

compared to April 2019, while Harris County was the least impacted with only a 9%
decrease.
Figure 3: Percent Decrease in Transit Ridership 2019 to 2020
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