
Target Audience:  The people living, working, visiting, or recreat-
ing in the Vista, Five Points, and Main Street, aka the greater 
Columbia, SC Downtown.

Strategy Objective: At a unique moment of convergence, a 
renewed transit system with a brand new fleet was able to 
connect three distinct districts of the greater downtown, an 
urban triptych that, too, had stormed back to relevance over the 
last five years but struggled with parking limitations and 
geographic isolation from one another.  The objective was to 
create a stand-alone service that would be a marketing cam-
paign for the rest of the system, a system-within-a-system 
focused on the greater downtown with low barriers to entry 
(short trips, high frequency, differentiated vehicles, free) and a 
fun vibe supported by retro signage and clear marketing collateral.  If we can get South Carolinians to ride the Soda 
Cap Connector, we can get them to ride the rest of The COMET.

Situation Challenge: The last 100 years had not gone particularly well.  A transit system founded in 1892 on street-
car catenary had been powered and owned by the utility for over a century.  From 1929 to 2002 the power compa-
ny had been compelled to operate transit against its financial interests, a circumstance that did not produce a 
high-quality service.  The public opinion of the agency was poor even by the standards of medium-sized southern 
towns.  A transportation sales tax—the first dedicated funding in the agency’s history—in 2012 brought needed 
funds, a rebranding, additional service, a pristine fleet, and resurgent ridership from our long-term customers, but 
few new riders.  The COMET needed a way to make transit easy, approachable, and even essential to make up for 
decades of lost time.

Results Impact: The service launched very recently (September 1, 2017) and ridership is steadily growing (with only 
two months of data).  The community support is the real story.  The COMET is taking offices, hotel managers, 
museum staff and anyone else near the Cap on ride-alongs to show them how to ride so they can tell customers.  
The Convention and Visitors Bureau put all of The COMET’s schedules in its welcome center for the first time.  
Members of the business community who had for so long shunned the transit system showed up en masse at the 
public hearing to voice their support for the service and found elected officials there too.  The COMET is delivering 
a long-needed service and those in-the-know are responding.

Why Submit: Columbia—abbreviated Cola—over time became known as Soda City. The Soda Cap Connector is The 
COMET’s foothold downtown.  This service would not have happened five years ago: The COMET was running 
ancient buses made by a school bus manufacturer and in the midst of a 45% service cut; the tallest building down-
town was empty and many store fronts were boarded up, the Vista had not yet boomed, and gangs, not growth, 
captured headlines in the Five Points.  Today all four of these entities are unrecognizable from just a half decade 
ago.  There is a tremendous pride in the revitalization of the greater downtown area and the outpouring of media 
coverage, social media interest, and the willingness to get out and ride the Soda Cap Connector show the communi-
ty is ready to ride like it’s 1892.



PRESSER

https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_f-
bid=811662809014152&id=176826982497741

We held a press conference on the day the service launched 
between the Congaree River and the Edventure Children’s 
Museum featuring speakers from the Vista, Five Points, City 
Center Partnership, and the Chair of County Council Joyce 
Dickerson (photos above).

The Soda Cap Singers (below) entertained the crowd with a 
rendition of “We’ll take you there.”  Five Points... We’ll take 
you there.  Vista... We’ll take you there. (Go to link to view)

The event concluded with our first ride-along with commu-
nity leaders, board members, and interested folks (right).



SIGNAGE

The Soda Cap Connector is not a 
route but a system-within-a-sys-
tem focused on the area around 
the State House, or capitol, hence 
the “Cap,” (below) which were 
silkscreened and shaped by the 
American Metal Sign Co., of 
Kenton, Ohio.

The star in the logo is 
modeled on the stars on the 
South Carolina State House 
where six cannon balls 
struck during the Civil War.  
The bottle cap shape and 
pink-and-teal colors are 
retro throwbacks.

DESIGN

IMPLEMENTATION

“Columbia” has long been 
shortened to “Cola” and more 
recently to “Soda City,” as with 
the super-popular Soda City 
Market every Saturday on Main 
Street (below).

CONCEPT

The centerpiece of the 
marketing platform is the 
sign: three-dimensional, 
on-brand, and cute.



VEHICLES

Five brand-new, 35-foot New Flyer vehicles—including one spare—are wrapped to be 
instantly recognizable from the rest of the brightly colored fleet.  Two of our regular 
fixed-route buses are shown below to the left, background.



MEDIA

All the major media 
outlets from print, web, 
and television covered 
the Soda Cap Connector 
including an artful 
layout from The State 
Newspaper (left).



SOCIAL



COLLATERAL

Cling-frees (top left) were distributed to hotels, restaurants, 
bars, museums—any place that is “Just Steps From a Stop.”  
Rack cards (top right) were also handed out to explain the 
service, and schedules (bottom right) have extra information 
like larger maps and time points.  Wristbands were part of a 
campaign of free promos like drinks or other menu items 
given out by restaurants near the new routes.



RIDE-ALONGS

Quite possibly the best marketing tool we have available is 
one-on-one interactions with the public. The COMET staff 
contacted dozens of offices, hotels, museums, agencies, 
even the State House to take staff on a trip on the Soda Cap 
Connector (a ride-along with state representatives is sched-
uled for January when the house is in session).  Scheduling 
and taking Ride-Alongs is time consuming, but getting 
people to ride who have never been on a bus before is 
essential to the new service’s success.  Clockwise from top 
left: The Convention and Visitors Bureau, The Junior 
League, Columbia Music Festival Association, Columbia 
Muesum of Art.  At left, we arranged for the Bon Bons from 
The Nutcracker to take a ride, too.


