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Introductions

Chairman Robert Werth welcomed everyone to the forum and asked the participants to introduce themselves.

Financial Analysis for the 2003 Constrained Long Range Transportation Plan

Arlee Reno gave the group a brief overview of the federally required financial analysis of the Constrained Long Range Plan (CLRP).  He said the analysis looked at resources that were reasonably expected to be available and compared them with projected needs.  Mr. Reno said the analysis was mostly complete, but for a few adjustments and would be used to update the 2003 CLRP.  He said the states and the District would review the financial projections and try to ensure that regional priorities such as WMATA were funded.  Mr. Reno said that $76 billion was projected to be available through 2030.  He noted that planned expenditures for public transportation had increased while expenditures for highways had stayed about the same.  Mr. Reno also said that the amount requested by WMATA for capital and operating costs had not been fully funded by the jurisdictions’ revenue projections.  He added that the same issue occurred during the 2000 analysis.

Mr. Werth asked where the financial figures came from.  Mr. Reno replied that the agencies themselves made projections of available revenues.  He noted that there were a few inconsistencies, but that everyone was held to the same assumptions for inflation and share of discretionary federal programs.  Mr. Reno stated that the funds were shown in constant 2003 dollars to be meaningful today.  

When asked about the Dulles corridor transit project, Mr. Reno stated that the funding reflected the estimated federal share for that project’s expected $3.2 billion cost.  He said the current assumption was that the federal government would pay for half of the cost.  Sharmila Samarasinghe added that the project included the extension of the Orange Line Metrorail to Tyson’s Corner and Dulles Airport.  She said the Draft EIS had been finalized and the project had been endorsed by MWAA and WMATA and other local agencies.  Mr. Werth asked if the Bus-Rapid-Transit (BRT) concept was still in discussion.  Ms. Samarasinghe said that there might be some interim BRT phases of the project.  She said that the rail would be constructed at grade in the Dulles Toll Road corridor with underground service at the airport.

Mr. Miller pointed out that the Corridor Cities Transit-way was the only new major transit project in the plan.  He described the project as light rail service along I-270 from Shady Grove to Clarksburg.  He explained that the Bi-County Transit-way was simply a new name for the proposed “Purple Line” and that it now included a study for an extension to New Carrolton.  Other new projects included the Baltimore-Washington MagLev study, a bus initiative in southern Maryland.

Mr. Werth asked about WMATA’s Infrastructure Renewal Program (IRP) request.  Mr. Miller explained that the IRP funded the replacement of existing buses, rail cars, escalators and other capital items.  He said the System Expansion Program (SEP) added more capacity for rail, buses,  parking, etc.  Mr. Miller added that these programs were not fully funded in 2000 and would likely be unfunded again.

Shared-Ride Taxi Proposal

John Lally said that his taxi company had implemented GPS dispatching four years ago and had reduced pick-up times from seven to four minutes per call.  He said this proposed service was not designed to supplant any existing type of mass transit.  Instead, he said it was addressing a market that does not get up early enough to get a parking spot at a Metro station and is reluctant to take the bus for whatever reason.  Mr. Lally estimated that this service could accommodate 15,000 trips per rush hour.  He noted that the region would not be able to accommodate the required parking expansion at Metro stations.  Mr. Lally said the system worked by having users call in the evening before to arrange for a pick-up the next morning.  He said his company was currently serving 5,000 trips per day.  The proposal to partner with WMATA would increase ridership in the late morning and early afternoon hours.  He said the technology to coordinate and dispatch was available and being used in Baltimore by Barwood Cabs.  He added that a study would be done with the Traffic Group, Inc. of Maryland.  He said the service was intended to provide an alternative means of getting from neighborhoods around Metro stations to those stations.  He said that the shared-ride service and a subsidy from Metro would help increase ridership.

Mr. Taylor asked if cabs would be marked as a part of this program.  Mr. Lally said that the cabs would be marked as “Metro Cab”.  Mr. Werth clarified that Metro Cab does not currently exist, but is proposed to be similar to the Metro Access vans used for paratransit. 

Mr. Werth asked how fares would be connected with Metro.  Mr. Lally said this would be done in the same manner as Metro Access.  Mr. Werth suggested that riders should be able to swipe a card like Metro’s SmarTrip.  Mr. Lally said that was worth consideration.

Mr. Lally acknowledged that there may be some cultural and economic conditioning that may make people reluctant to share a ride in a cab with strangers.

Transit Plans and Prospects

District of Columbia

Douglas Stallworth reported that Metrobus service had begun from the Navy Yard to Union Station and from L’Enfant Plaza to Dulles Airport and Tyson’s Corner.  He said that the Dulles route was funded regionally and noted that service to Tyson’s Corner had been reduced to rush hour only.  Mr. Stallworth mentioned a cross-town service to the new Convention Center that had not yet received a funding commitment.  He said that a shuttle service to serve the new offices for the Department of Homeland Security on Nebraska Avenue had received support and was budgeted to cost $200,000.  He said this service would be operated by Metro.  Mr. Stallworth added that four routes were still being studied for a downtown circulator bus.

Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (WMATA)

Jim Hughes said that WMATA had recently recommended a fare increase on both bus and rail from $1.10 to 1.20.  He said that parking fees were also being raised from 75¢ to $1.00.  These increases were scheduled to take effect in July.  Mr. Hughes noted that this was the first increase in eight years.  He said that Metro had also cut a number of management positions in an attempt to balance their budget. Mr. Hughes reported that Metro would not be adding much new service, but did not have to cut service to balance their budget.  He noted that the new extended weekend hours were being paid for in full by the District of Columbia.

Mr. Hughes said that WMATA was working with Arlington and Fairfax counties to restructure service on Columbia Pike.  The goal was to improve service from a five to four-minute headway during rush hour.  This was scheduled to be implemented in September.

Eric Marx asked if Metro’s current year budget gap had been filled.  Mr. Hughes replied that the $48 million gap was half covered by staff cuts and half by fare increases.

Mr. Hughes said that SmarTrip readers were being tested on some buses in Arlington.  He noted that they had experienced some software problems, but that they were working with Cubic and testing fixes at that time.  He said further implementation will take place over a four-month period and should being in late 2003.  Mr. Hughes was asked if Cubic was developing an architecture that other local systems would be able to work with.  He replied that they were working in that direction but were still resolving some issues. 

Mr. Hughes concluded his report by saying that WMATA had received authorization to move forward with procurement for a new fleet of compressed natural gas (CNG) buses.  He said this fleet would be placed at their Four-Mile Run facility, which would be retrofitted as a CNG filling station.

City of Alexandria

A representative from the City of Alexandria was unable to attend the forum.

City of Fairfax

Alex Verzosa said that the City of Fairfax had recently received 6 new buses.  He said the city had installed two new GPS systems that provided automated bus announcements and arrival notification.  Arrival information was available via phone and their website.  Mr. Verzosa said that a three-contract had been awarded to International Limousine Service, Inc.

Arlington County

Eric Smith said that Arlington County had approved its FY 2004 budget, which included five route expansions for its ART bus service.  He said that further expansion of ART in north and south Arlington would begin in December.  Mr. Smith said that their fleet had 13 buses and would grow to 24 by end of year, all CNG powered.  He added that they were looking for locations for refueling facilities in Arlington.

Mr. Smith said that the county had implemented an automated scheduling software package, named STAR for its paratransit service.  The service combined ridesharing cabs and fixed route buses.

He said that the county was planning to install GPS on all buses to provide some level of arrival notification.  He also added that an RFP might be issued in the fall for operation and maintenance of a new facility.  He advised interested parties to contact him and get on bidder list.

Mr. Smith reported that Arlington has expanded its Senior Loop fleet to three vehicles.  He said that STAR would be used to start scheduling trips to seven senior centers in Arlington.   Mr. Smith said they would start a new small program similar to Seniors-On-The-Go.

Fairfax County 

Chris Miller reported that their Seniors-On-The-Go taxicab program had been very successful.  He said they were reducing the maximum income eligibility for users.  The Fairfax Connector service was adding 18 new buses.  He also said that the Fairfax Connector fares were being increased to 75¢.  

Mr. Miller reported that Fairfax County had put out an RFP to overhaul the intelligent transportation systems program for their entire fleet.  He added that an RFP would be going out for service in Reston and Herndon in 2003.  He said they were reviewing all 26 routes in the Huntington division, which had taken over Metro routes that served the Huntington Metro station. Mr. Miller said the plan and implementation of this would take place in fall of 2003 and included refurbishing the Huntington bus facility.

Loudoun County

Chip Taylor said that Loudoun County had experienced a 41% increase in ridership over the last year.  He said that the county would acquire 25 new motor coaches by April 2004 and would then own all of their vehicles.  He added that the buses would be equipped with SmarTrip fare boxes.  Mr. Taylor said that Loudoun County Transit was moving towards a fixed route local service.  He added that Park and Ride lots were nearing capacity.  He also said they had completed their public transportation study.

Nancy Gourley talked about a new reverse commute bus service between AOL’s campus and the MCI Center in downtown Washington.  She said the service was growing rapidly.  Mr. Taylor noted a 25% fare increase in January 2003 and observed that ridership went up.  He finished by saying that the current contract with Yellow Transportation would expire in the summer of 2004.  He expected an RFP would be out in late 2003 to allow for an easy transition of service.

Montgomery County 

Nancy Kutz reported that Ride-On’s ridership had increased 5% over the last year and was now carrying 22 million passengers per year.  She said that fares would increase along with Metro fares.  

Ms. Kutz said that Montgomery County’s contract with First Transit would end in 2004.  She expected that a new RFP would be out in the fall for a new service that would start September 2004.  Ms. Kutz said the contractor would be required to provide a garage in Montgomery County.  She said that the county was continuing to run CNG buses.  She added that three new buses were on order for December.  

Ms. Kutz said that the county’s paratransit administration would be moving from its office in Wheaton to Rockville.  She also described the Same-Day Access program for certified Metro Access riders.  She said that qualified users could purchase a $50 coupon book for cab rides and that low-income persons ($20,000/year or less) were eligible for two $50 booklets.

Prince George’s County

Deanna Archey said that Prince George’s County had expanded its bus system with 13 new routes for a total of 24 local bus routes that carried 2 million riders per year.  She said that no new routes were planned for the next year.  She said they were installing automated vehicle location (AVL) systems on fixed route buses and that these would be tested and put into use in June of 2003.  She said they planned to install an AVL system on their paratransit fleet as well.

Frank Bell said that they were changing their taxi coupons from 25¢ to $1.00.  He said that in early 2004 they would begin a turn-back study for Metro service to new rail stations in Prince George’s County.  The study would look at unproductive routes and consider deleting or changing them.  Mr. Bell said the study would also look at which routes could be changed from 100% state funding to a regional funding source.  He identified the BWI Airport route as an example.  

Mr. Bell said that they had installed 64 shelters throughout the county, but noted that, with 4,000 bus stops total, many more were still needed.  He said that revenue from advertising on the shelters helped to offset most of the cost of maintenance and noted that their contractor pays for and maintains the shelters.

Maryland Transit Administration

Glenn Saffran reported that MTA’s commuter buses were making 150 trips a day into Washington.  He said that several services would be going out for bids at beginning of 2004.  He said that MTA had purchased 25 MCI over-road coaches and that 25 more were coming in October.  He said that the larger, 45 foot coaches helped with overcrowding on the southern Maryland and Annapolis routes.  

Mr. Saffran commented that Montgomery County had instituted a fare buy-down program, and that ridership had increased.  He said MTA was considering a similar program on the route between Hagerstown and Shady Grove, to bring the fare down from $4.00 to 1.00.  

He said that MTA was considering a fare increase.  He also mentioned a light rail study in southern Maryland and the need to find more parking because the existing Park and Ride lots were almost full.

Northern Virginia Transportation Commission

A representative from NVTC was unable to attend the forum.

Potomac-Rappahannock Transportation Commission

Eric Marx said that PRTC’s last contract with WMATA for bus service had just ended.  He said the commission decided to put the contract out for bid to improve service quality.  Mr. Marx said the contract was awarded to First Transit in December of 2002.  In addition to the change in contractor, PRTC created a new policy and procedures document and trained all new operators and staff.  He distributed a hand out describing the changes made to improve quality and their incentive program.  He said that the commission was able to award a contract with up to a ten-year agreement. 

Mr. Werth asked if a ten-year agreement was too long.  Mr. Marx replied that since the federal guidelines had removed a five-year cap on contracts, PRTC wanted an operator that they could have a long-term relationship with.

Mr. Marx said that they would be launching a mobile terminal GPS system to help dispatchers and operators and added that all buses would be equipped with Nextel phones and GPS systems in June 2003.

Virginia Department of Rail and Public Transit

Ms. Samarasinghe said that the department was responsible for a total of 40 transportation systems statewide and aimed to provide congestion relief, economic development, and mobility for citizens.  She highlighted some recent milestones, including the draft EIS for the Dulles BRT and Metrorail extension.  She also talked about a study on light rail in the Crystal City to Pentagon corridor and a high-speed rail corridor between DC and North Carolina.  Ms. Samarasinghe added that a feasibility study for high-speed rail between Richmond and Hampton Roads was progressing, but that findings showed that frequency of service was as important as speed.

Ms. Samarasinghe said that the department was the funding agency responsible for implementation of SmarTrip fare boxes in Northern Virginia.  She said they had launched a mobile commuter store that offered transit services.  

Tri-County Council for Southern Maryland

Howard Chang said that the Tri-County Council operated three local bus systems and two regional routes that crossed county lines.  He said the council was working to foster more linkages with MTA and to set up a shuttle service between BWI and some smaller airports.  He added that it might bid out contracts for shuttles between southern Maryland and BWI or National Airport.  Mr. Chang stated that the council was attempting to accommodate the growing demand at regional Park and Ride lots in Southern Maryland.

Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Commission

Bill Morrow stated that the commission changed its application process as he reported at the last meeting.  He said the staff time that was saved by this change was applied to enforcement.  He noted that four carriers had had their licenses revoked for operating while suspended and uninsured. 
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