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ABSTRACT

This twelfth in the series of Transporiation Service Coordination Plans
(TSCP) of the Northern Virginia Transportation Commission reviews the
institutional and legislative settings within which transportation policies and
programs are planned and implemented in Northern Virginia. Scores of agencies
and organizations work to gather data, define problems and opportunities, and
craft solutions to the region's mobility needs. The TSCP also assembles
performance data for the region's public transit systems, reviews ongoing activities,
and discusses the gqualities of a good transportation system. The report concludes
with a set of issues and recommendations for action to guide NVTC and its
jurisdictions as the region shapes long-range plans for its transportation network.
Finally, appendices provide data on transportation agencies and organizations,
public transit ridership and routes, taxi services, park-and-ride lots, transit fare and
transfer policies, and ongeing studies in the region.

Money is scarce, congestion is getting worse, and existing transportation
facilities are in need of immediate repair. In the future, the picture only looks more
bleak. Between 1990 and 2020, the population of the region is expected to
increase by 43 percent, while vehicle trips in the region are predicted to increase
by 64 percent, and vehicle miles traveled daily by 74 percent. Planned
investments in road and transit networks will not keep up with the traffic. In 1980,
for example, during the evening rush hour, 26 percent of vehicle miles traveled in
the region were at free-flow speeds, and 45 percent were traveled in stop-and-go
conditions. By 2020, these figures are forecast to be 12 and 68 percent,
respectively.

Daily public transit ridership in Northern Virginia is about 232,000 on several
regional and local systems varying in size from approximately 270 peak-hour
Metrobuses in Virginia to the two trolleys that serve the Crystal City area in
Arlington. Both public agencies and private firms operate transit services. While
most encourage transfers between systems, no uniform regional transit pass yet
exists that would reduce the cost and increase the convenience of travel by public
transit.

Among the studies and new initiatives underway in the region are efforts to
implement bus and rail service in the Dulles corridor and provide high-speed rail
service to Richmond. The region is also looking at a range of improvements in the
I-66 and Beltway corridors, and is moving forward with extensions and additions to
the HOV network. In addition, the regional paratransit system, MetroAccess,
began operations in 1994, and has been expanding its schedule each year.




Recommended actions for future years include enhancements to the transit
system, increased attention to bicycle and pedestrian access to facilities, and an
effort to implement demand management techniques in the region. In upcoming
years, the area will seek to identify new sources of transportation funding and
grapple with issues of regional vs. local control over land use and transportation
decisions. By considering these issues now, Northern Virginia and the entire
region can begin to strive for consensus as to how to best move forward.
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INTRODUCTION

Often, at public meetings or in letters to editors, citizens express opinions
and ask guestions about transportation that, to them, appear to have obvious
answers. “What we need out here is light rail.” “Why don’t they run a bus through
my neighborhood? There are plenty of people.” “They should have lowered the
HOV requirement long ago.”

While the input and ideas of the people who use the system everyday is
invaluable, sometimes the questions also betray a lack of understanding of the
complexities of transportation planning. There are few easy answers. Instead,
there are competing interests, limited resources, and uncertainties about how one
change in the system will affect other travelers.

Below we discuss one issue — the provision of bus service — that has been
a contentious one in Northern Virginia, and attempt to demonstrate the multitude of
considerations that must factor into any decision made by the jurisdictions or
Metro. We trust that this Transportation Service Coordination Plan will both
encourage citizens to more actively participate in the region’s transportation
decision-making process, and provide them with tools to help them understand
and navigate through those complexities.

MNorthern Virginia Bus Service — A Case Study

When transportation questions arise in Northern Virginia, one issue that is
often debated is who should be allowed to answer them, or—more specifically—
at what level of government it is most appropriate that decisions be made. When
it comes to the provision of local bus service, this debate is often particularly
heated.

Some advocate a regional bus system that can adjust service in response
to demand, regardless of jurisdictional boundaries, tying together disparate areas
and enhancing our region's mutual interdependence. Others favor local systems,
in part because decisions regarding how those systems operate do not require
agreement by other jurisdictions. In either case, the question of the most
appropriate level at which to plan and implement those plans is one that the region
has not yet settled. Below, we discuss a few of the considerations central to this
debate.




WMATA first began providing bus service in the region in 1973 after
purchasing two private bus companies. One of the major sources of funding for
the system has been the federal government. While the availability of federal
money has made both Mefrobus and Metrorail possible, recipients of federal
funding must comply with specific procedures and requirements that often raise
costs. For example, federal |labor regulations are often credited with causing
significant increases in operating costs.

Over time the cost of providing Metrobus service increased and some
jurisdictions came to believe that local bus service could be provided at a lower
cost. Individual jurisdictions soon began providing local bus service: for
instance, Fairfax County’'s Connector service and DASH in the City of
Alexandria. Some local services supplemented Metrobus service; however, the
majority of the service changes have been to take over routes originally operated
by WMATA. Currently, Metrobus operates most interjurisdictional routes and is
the sole service provider in the District of Columbia, while the local bus services
primarily operate routes that remain within their own jurisdictions.

This situation does offer some advantages to Northern Virginia
jurisdictions. From a budgeting prospective, it is desirable to keep the cost of
bus service as low as possible, and local systems have historically been more
cost-effective. This may be attributed to a number of factors — among them that
the agencies are smaller, and the systems are not subject to federal regulations.
In addition, the local bus operations are younger, drivers receive lower wages
and have less seniority, and newer vehicles are often under warranty and require
less maintenance. Of course, as the systems age, these advantages will shrink.
Furthermore, because they do not have to be responsive to the needs of the
entire region, local bus services can more directly address the specific needs
and objectives of the jurisdictions operating them.

However, the arrangement also can be problematic. The fact that local
systems do not have to be responsive to the needs of the region may be an
advantage to the jurisdiction operating each system but it does not necessarily
best serve the interests of Northern Virginia as a whole. Multiple bus service
preducers result in a disjointed decision-making process, one that is not always
as efficient or effective as it could be. For instance, regional travel patterns do
not generally stay within jurisdictional boundaries, but often, local bus routes do.
Those bus routes operated by WMATA, which generally do cross county and city
lines, are subject to the decisions of each of the jurisdictions they pass through;
if one jurisdiction cuts back service to provide its own, the travel options of other
people along that route are reduced.

Changes made by one operator have an impact not only on passengers,
but on other transit systems. When demand for transportation increases, and
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more service is added, coordination is needed to ensure that overlapping routes
are not created. Service reductions must also be well planned.  Many routes
were designed to feed passengers to the Metrorail system, or to facilitate
transfers to other systems. Thus, reducing local bus service can impact transit
ridership on a regional scale, not only within the jurisdiction making the change.
The region saw this effect most recently when Fairfax County was forced to cut
some routes due to budget constraints.

Financial issues are often cenftral to decisions about bus service in
Northern Virginia. Two allocation formulas determine the cost of transit services
for each Northern Virginia jurisdiction. The first formula is administered by
WMATA and assigns costs for Metrobus and Metrorail service. Metrobus
variable costs are allocated to each jurisdiction based on the hours and miles of
bus service provided within that jurisdiction. Allocation of fixed costs is based on
the percentage of WMATA regional peak bus service that each jurisdiction
offered in 1975. Thus, each year, Northern Virginia and all WMATA compact
jurisdictions are charged a set percentage of the region's fixed costs, regardless
of how much bus service is provided in the Commonwealth. As a result of an
NVTC decision, Virginia's fixed costs are then suballocated to each jurisdiction
based on the percentage of Northern Virginia's variable costs that jurisdiction

pays.

The second formula, which is administered by NVTC, distributes state and
regional transit funding that has been allocated to Northern Virginia. Each
jurisdiction receives a share of the transit assistance based on a weighted
average of transit subsidies and costs. A jurisdiction providing more transit
service will have higher cost and subsidy burdens, and qualifies for a higher
percentage of the NVTC formula money to offset these costs.

Service changes can be used to illustrate the financial impacts of the two
formulas. When bus service is reduced or eliminated, the local jurisdiction
initiating the change is allocated a smaller portion of the Metrobus operating and
fixed costs, because the costs are based on a smaller number of bus miles and
bus hours. However, Northern Virginia's total hill for fixed costs does not
decrease very much (because it is based on the 1975 bus ratio), so some of
those costs are shifted to other Northern Virginia localities. This leaves
jurisdictions that maintain service levels suddenly paying more for the same
amount of service, and Northern Virginia as a whole paying a larger bill for equal
service levels. Thus, while the particular jurisdiction cutting service benefits, the
region does not. These formulas have the opposite effect when service is
increased: the jurisdiction increasing service bears a greater burden while its
neighbors benefit. Clearly, the existing formulas establish an incentive to pull
routes out of WMATA, shifting more of the fixed costs to one’s neighbors. This
incentive, regionwide, promotes inefficient decisions.
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proposed in recent years, but to date no consensus has been reached among
the jurisdictions. Any change in the formulas would mean that some
jurisdictions would fare better than others, and none of the jurisdictions is willing
to accept changes that will increase its financial burden unless corresponding
benefits are provided. To mitigate immediate concerns, NVTC has created a
fund that can be used to compensate jurisdictions for increased costs associated
with a service change by its neighbors, and the jurisdictions have agreed to
continue wusing the current NVTC formula at least unti the new
Franconia/Springfield Metro station opens in 1997. In the interim, NVTC
jurisdictions are working together to convince WMATA to revise the allocation
formula for fixed Metrobus costs,

WMATA has also been working closely with jurisdictional staff to achieve
cost reductions and has made significant progress, such as reaching a new labor
agreement with a number of its unions, However, in some instances, the
agency's options are limited. As stated above, some of WMATA's costs, such as
labor protection, are associated with federal mandates. As another example,
when service reductions result in the need to reduce the number of employees,
part-time and newer operators (the lowest paid) are the first to be laid off. As a
result, the average unit cost of labor actually increases. Other jurisdictions then
pay more for the same service because costs are assessed based on the higher
average unit costs.

Of course, none of the issues discussed above is likely to be quickly
resolved. The point is not that there should or should not be one regional bus
service, or that one agency should make decisions, or that any one version of
the formulas is correct. Rather, it is that the situation is typical of all
transportation planning, both highway and transit, in the Washington, DC
region: it is complex, it involves individuals from many jurisdictions and
many levels of government, it is linked to environmental issues, it involves
large amounts of money, and it has the power to affect a large percentage
of the people living and working in the Washington, D.C. region.

Overview of Report

The purpose of this report is to demonstrate how transportation planning
and investment decisions occur in Northern Virginia. Section Il discusses the
various contexts in which planning takes place: What are travel patterns like?
What laws affect how planning occurs? Who are the people and institutions
involved? Finally, what types of funding are available?
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Section 1l describes the many aspects of the transportation system that is
in place today, addressing in particular the performance characteristics of the
many transit systems operating in the area. Finally, Section IV includes a
discussion of how a "good" transportation system might be defined, what the
region is doing to create it, and what might be done better. Several appendices
containing agency contacts, public transit ridership data, descriptions of ongoing
studies, and related information complete the report.

BACKGROUND

History of the Planning Process

In early 1984 the Northern Virginia Transportation Commission initiated a
formal process to create a Bus Service Coordination Plan by adopting a set of goals:

. Improve transit information sharing within the region;
. Provide better coordination of bus planning and services; and
. Improve bus service benefits relative to costs.

This is the twelfth in the series of reports on NVTC's Bus Service
Coordination Process. However, since the focus of the planning process has
expanded beyond buses to include passenger rail and other High Occupancy Vehicle
(HOV) strategies as well as related highway improvements, the report has been
renamed to reflect the broader emphasis on surface transportation services.

NVTC's Transportation Service Coordination Plan is not a typical government
plan, in which routes are drawn on a map or specific equipment needs identified.
Rather, the commission's plan is part of a process through which the commission
seecks to accomplish improvements by changes in the way local and state
governments and the private sector think about, analyze and solve transportation
problems. Thus, the NVTC plan can never be "complete," the process must be
continually enhanced and revised to accomplish steady progress toward its
objectives. The annual reports that describe the process and the progress are,
therefore, more on the order of dynamic proposals rather than static blueprints. The
reports set forth strategies for coping with congestion and coaxing more productivity
from scarce transportation resources, primarily through improved coordination and
communication.
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The genesis of the commission's planning process was Virginia Senate
Resolution #20, passed in 1983, that directed NVTC and the former Virginia
Department of Highways and Transportation (now the Virginia Department of Rail
and Public Transportation --VDRPT -- and the Virginia Department of Transportation
-- VDOT) to conduct a thorough study of bus transportation in Northern Virginia. The
resulting 1983 study (Report on the Feasibility and Desirability of Locally Sponsored
Bus Service in Northern Virginia) concluded that while NVTC should not promote
decentralization of bus service within the regional network operated by the
Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority, it should take an active role by
developing a bus service management plan. That plan should examine feasible
options for planning, routing, scheduling, establishing fare structures for, operating,
marketing, and coordinating a diverse set of public transportation services in
Morthern Virginia.

It is toward those goals (expanded to include other transportation modes)
that NVTC's series of reports on its Transportation Service Coordination Plan is
focused.

Role of the Northern Virginia Transportation Commission

NVTC was created by the Virginia General Assembly in 1964, and consists
of 189 commissioners representing six Northern Virginia jurisdictions and the Virginia
Department of Rail and Public Transportation. Figure 1 shows the current
membership.

NVTC provides a transportation policy forum, and is charged with allocating
as much as $100 million in state and federal aid each year among its member
jurisdictions. The commission also appoints Virginia's two principal and two alternate
members of the Board of Directors of the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit
Authority (WMATA or Metro). WMATA operates Metrobus and Metrorail service in
the District of Cclumbia, Maryland and Northern Virginia. The commission also
appoints three members and one alternate to the Operations Board of the Virginia
Railway Express. The commuter rail system co-owned by NVTC and the Potomac
and Rappahannock Transportation Commission (PRTC), began service in mid-1992
and now provides 8,000 daily trips in the congested |-66 and 1-95 commuting
corridors of Northern Virginia.

NVTC has sponsored numerous demonstrations to improve coordination
among transportation services, such as private taxis serving Metrorail station in lieu
of more expensive bus service. As evidenced by this plan, the commission has
assumed an active role in coordinating transportation services in Northern Virginia,
and is working with local governments to maintain stable and reliable funding for
these services. NVTC also seeks to improve transit connections and assure that
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Figure 1

NVTC OFFICERS AND COMMISSIONERS

--1996--

Sharon Bulova, Chairman

Kerry J. Donley, Vice-Chairman
Robert E. Harris, Secretary-Treasurer

Ardington County

Ellen M. Bozman'
Albert C. Eisenberg
James B. Hunter

Fairfax County

Sharon Bulova®
Robert B. Dix, Jr.
Katherine K. Hanley
Gerald W. Hyland™?
Dana Kauffman®?

Loudoun County

David G. Mc\Watters

City of Alexandria

Kerry J. Donley
Lois L. Walker**

City of Fairfax

Scott Silverthorne

City of Falls Church

David F. Snyder

Department of Rail and Public Transportation

Senator Joseph V. Gartlan, Jr.

Leo J. Bevon

Virginia General Assembly

Senator Mary Margaret Whipple

Delegate L. Karen Darner
Delegate Robert E. Harris

Delegate Marian Van Landingham

Principal member of Metro Board
Alternate member of Metro Board
Principal member of VRE Board
Alternate member of VRE Board
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useful information is provided to passengers, while upgrading the performance of
transit operators. The integration and coordination of transit services is an area of
intense current interest on the part of the commission, as is leveraging public transit
assistance through cooperation with the private sector.

More information about NVTC, its statutory mandate, history and
accomplishments, as well as a detailed listing of its 1996 work program, is available
in the commission's 1996 Handbook. This document, as well as the earlier reports
on the Transportation Service Coordination Plan, are available on request to the
commission. The categories of goals enumerated in the Fiscal Year 1996 work
program are listed below:

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)

Transit service coordination

WMATA governance

Grant, contract, and trust fund management
Finance

Public information, marketing, and customer service
Policy development and legislative advocacy
Ownership and operation of public transit services
Planning and technical assistance
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PHYSICAL AND DEMOGRAPHIC CONTEXT

Commuters in the Yashington metropolitan region know that traffic
congestion is an increasingly costly and aggravating problem for the area and its
approximately four million residents. In fact, in a 1994 study conducted by the
Texas Transportation Institute, the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area was rated
second in roadway congestion behind Los Angeles, California, delay and fuel
costs attributable to the problem were estimated at $2.4 million each year.

While traditionally these congestion problems have occurred on radial
"spokes"” leading into the urban core, jobs are now moving out into the suburbs. In
1980, more than one-half of all commuting trips in the Washington region were
estimated to be suburb-to-suburb.” Some employers cluster, creating "edge cities"
such as Tysons Corner, but many are just part of the low-density development that
characterizes the suburbs of this region. Housing too is spreading outward, as
families seek cheap land, a bigger home far from the city, or -- in the case of many
two-worker households -- a location between two distant offices. These land use
patterns are the most difficult to serve by traditional transit, which in the past has
relied on a large number of people making similar trips.

The two or more-worker household is hard for traditional transit to
accommodate for other reasons as well. The greatest of these is that these
families often must squeeze errands in at the beginning and end of the work day,
such as dropping off clothes at the dry cleaner on the way to work, then stopping
by the grocery on the way home, and bringing the kids to and from day care. In
addition, at least one parent often wants to have a car available in case of an
emergency during the day — when transit service might not be convenient or
operating.

Thus, trips today are often longer, occur from suburb to suburb, and involve
multiple stops along the way., All of these factors contribute to the region's
congestion, not only on major highways, but on many of the region's arterial and
local roads as well.

As part of a regional traffic monitoring effort, the Metropolitan Washington
Council of Governments conducts a triennial Core Cordon Count, in which it

'National Capital Region Transportation Planning Board Long-Range
Transportation Plan for the National Capital Region. (September 21, 1994).
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enumerates how many cars and people cross an imaginary cordon line around the
metropolitan core during the peak morning period (see Figure 2). Results of the
1993 count, the most recent conducted, confirm that region-wide (including
Maryland, the District of Columbia and Virginia) the number of automobiles
entering the core was higher than three years ago; average auto occupancies had
dropped; and the percentage of travelers crossing the line using transit had
decreased slightly.

In Northern Virginia, the picture was slightly brighter. In this sub-region, the
number of travelers using transit to cross the cordon line increased by 16 percent.
Furthermore, the percentage of riders on transit as opposed to private
automobiles increased by five percent. While the number of cars entering the
region increased by six percent, in Northern Virginia, it decreased by six percent.”
Clearly, Northern Virginia's efforts to increase transit service levels and ridership
have produced results.

A similar count of vehicles crossing the Beltway shows what may be an
even stronger relationship to transit availabilty. Between 1992 and 1995, the
number of automobiles crossing the Beltway in Northern Virginia increased by
seven percent, while it decreased by cne percent in Maryland. However, this
increase in Virginia varied greatly by corridor, increasing by 43 percent in the
Dulles corridor; and by 9 percent in the 1-66 corridor, remaining flat along 1-95, and
decreasing by four percent along Route One. The 1-95 corridor, while it has
experienced growth during the past three years, also provides many transit
options; the Dulles corridor, on the other hand, does not. *

A look at the more distant future indicates that conditions are not likely to
improve. In 1994, regional planners expected the population of the region to
increase by 41 percent between 1880 and 2020. In Northern Virginia, however, it
was forecast to increase by 57 percent, with the outer suburbs experiencing the
greatest growth rate. At the same time, vehicle trips in the region were predicted
to increase by 64 percent, from 12.6 million to 20.6 million per day, and vehicle
miles traveled daily were expected to increase by 73 percent, from 96 to 167
millien vehicles miles.

Since these numbers were generated, based on observed and currently
planned development, planners have concluded that even a larger portion of that
growth will occur in the outer jurisdictions than was originally expected. For

*National Capital Region Transportation Planning Board, 1993 Metro Core
Cordon of Vehicular and Passenger Volumes. Washington, DC: May, 1994,

* National Capital Region Transportation Planning Board, 1995 Beltway Cordon
County of Count Vehicular and Passenger Volumes, Washington, D.C.: April, 1996.
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