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The information is provided in response to questions raised by Board Members Vihstadt and 
Garvey in a memo dated June 18, 2014 regarding Streetcar operating costs and ridership.  
 
Operating costs  
1. a. List each light rail and streetcar system which was surveyed. 

For the Columbia Pike analysis, the consultant team analyzed seventeen light rail and 
streetcar systems and then selected the three systems that are most comparable for 
calculating Operations and Maintenance cost estimates for the Columbia Pike Streetcar.   The 
information was drawn from the National Transit Database (NTD).  
 

The analysis is included in the Columbia Pike Transit Initiative Alternative Analysis – 
Environmental Assessment Volume II - Chapter 15.0 Operations and Maintenance Cost 
Estimates (page 15-3 and 15-4).    This report is on the County website.   
 
The three selected comparable systems were as follows:  

Philadelphia - surface streetcar 
New Orleans Canal Street - streetcar line 
San Francisco MUNI - surface streetcar 

 
b.   Explain why each of these light rail and streetcar system was surveyed rather 
than others which were not surveyed.  
 
The three systems used in the analysis were ‘street running’ systems and are more applicable 
to the Columbia Pike experience.     Other systems that were not used are large light rail 
systems that operate longer routes, with service primarily operating in their own right of way 
(not mixed traffic).   
 
c.  Please provide hard copies of all forms and worksheets on which the survey results 
were compiled. 
 
The National Transit Database data is available on line:  www.ntdprogram.gov.   
 Surveys of the transit properties used in the analysis are included in the database.   
 
d.   List all options legally available to Arlington to fund these operating costs, 
together with the pros and cons of each option listed.  

  
The options available to the County to fund operating costs include: 
 

 Farebox revenues 
 State operating aid 
 Commercial & industrial real estate tax dedicated to transportation enhancements 
 HB 2313 local revenues (the “30%”) dedicated to transportation enhancements 
 Tax increment financing 
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 General Fund budget 
 

The pros and cons of each depend in large part on the legal restrictions of each funding 
source.  For example, the dedicated commercial real estate tax and new 30% funds can 
only be utilized for new transportation projects, including both capital and operating 
costs; other sources, such as General Fund, have more flexibility.  In addition, the 
sufficiency of each potential funding source is a variable, e.g., farebox revenues for any 
transit system are rarely sufficient to cover all operating costs.   
 

 
2. Rather than using the methodology to estimate Columbia Pike streetcar operating 

costs described on page E-33 of the latest CIP, why doesn’t the latest CIP estimate 
those operating costs by using the ridership estimates in the latest ROI study and the 
estimated cost of carrying that number of riders?  

 
The Proposed CIP did not revise the service plan for the streetcar service to address the 
ridership projections that were updated earlier this year.  A review of the capacity of the 
streetcar vehicles was undertaken to confirm the ability of the service to accommodate the 
higher ridership.   Based upon this assessment, streetcar vehicles with higher capacity are 
being recommended – in the range of 155 passengers.    The operating cost for these vehicles 
would be similar to the smaller capacity vehicles studied in the AA/EA. 

 
The operating plan and operating costs remained unchanged from the 2012 AA/EA Study 
except for the revised dates for the revenue service start up. The Proposed FY2015-FY2024 
CIP adjusted the operating costs to reflect a later operating year, with additional inflation 
factored into the cost; it also adjusted the costs to reflect the estimated share to be funded by 
Arlington County.    When the operating plan for the streetcar is refined later in the engineering 
process, the operating costs will be updated.   

 
 
3. a.   Is the current service plan identical to the service plan contained in the Alternative 

Analysis?  If not, please describe what changed since the Alternative Analysis. 
 

The service plan is the same service plan outlined in the Columbia Pike AA/EA.   The only 
change is the size of the streetcar vehicles – vehicles with a capacity of 155 passengers are 
now recommended, compared to 110 passenger capacity in the AA/EA.  Higher capacity 
vehicles are recommended to accommodate the higher ridership.  
 
b. Please explain why the total operating costs for FY22 as contained in the CIP is 
nearly double the estimated operating costs for 2030 as contained in the Alternative 
Analysis.  Please be specific (ie provide details on any costs that have been added 
since the Alternative Analysis, an explanation as to why those costs were added, etc).  
 
Operating costs for FY22 in the Proposed CIP are not double the operating costs for 2030 as 
contained in the AA/EA.   
 
The AA/EA presents operating costs in several ways (see table 4.2-3). Local operating 
subsidy for transit service in the corridor is $4.5 million per year net of bus service that would 
have been provided absent the streetcar project, and net of passenger fares, state operating 
support and federal fixed guideway modernization (Section 5309) grant funds.    The costs 
are for the project – Arlington and Fairfax County for 2030.     
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The Proposed CIP uses the same base revenue hours and cost per revenue hour as the 
AA/EA to calculate operating costs.  The costs are inflated using 4% per year and then 
revised to exclude the estimated cost of Fairfax County’s share.    The Proposed CIP 
presents the net operating cost, similar to the AA/EA, which excludes passenger fares and 
state operating support.  The passenger fare calculation for the Proposed CIP was more 
conservative – a 28% farebox recovery rate was used.   Also, unlike the AA/EA, the 
Proposed CIP did not include federal fixed guideway modernization funding as a funding 
source for the operating expenses.  Eligibility for this funding was restricted to fixed 
guideway systems that have been in operation for seven years.    
 
 
c. If the Alternative Analysis failed to account for any operating costs, please 
provide detailed information on what operating cost items were omitted from the 
Alternative Analysis and explain why such omissions were made.  
 
The AA/EA attempted to estimate the full operating costs for corridor streetcar and bus 
service.   

 
4. Please explain the methodology for fare collection/revenue assumptions including 

fare levels by rider type (i.e senior, student, regular, etc.) and time of day, impact of 
off-vehicle fare collection in ensuring that all riders pay required fare, actions 
expected to ensure that all riders pay, and fare escalation assumptions.  

 
Passenger revenue assumptions in the Columbia Pike AA/EA used the same average fare as 
the bus alternative - $ 1.22/passenger.  This figure was based upon The WMATA FY2012 
Budget Book, with adjustments for inflation.  (AA/EA Volume I Chapter 4).   A detailed fare 
analysis (by rider type, time of day, etc.) has not been conducted; this will be a future effort 
when operating plans are finalized as part of the engineering work.  The off-vehicle fare 
collection system would require inspections to check that riders have paid.   

 
 
RIDERSHIP  
5. The County has asserted that Columbia Pike needs a capacity of 35,000 daily transit 

riders in the year 2035.  How was that estimate calculated?  Please be specific and 
provide documents, studies, and/or supporting material that shows transit demand 
on Columbia Pike of 35,000 riders in 2035.  

 
The Columbia Pike Streetcar Ridership Forecasting Summary Report (May 2014) describes 
the process for updating the Columbia Pike Streetcar ridership estimates, and coordination 
between the Columbia Pike and Crystal City streetcar projects.   The Summary report notes 
that 38,700 passengers would be carried on the Columbia Pike corridor (bus and streetcar) in 
2035 with no connection to the Crystal City Streetcar and 42,800 passengers would be carried 
on the Columbia Pike corridor (bus and streetcar) in 2035 if there was a connection to the 
Crystal City Streetcar.  Please refer to the full report and appendices, posted to the program 
website at: http://sites.arlingtonva.us/streetcar/ridership/ 
 

6. The 2012 AA found that the streetcar build alternative combined streetcars and buses 
would carry 30,500 daily riders in 2030 on Columbia Pike.  The 2014 ROI study, 
however, states that the streetcar build alternative (combined streetcars and buses) 
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would carry only 22,500 daily riders in 2035 on Columbia Pike (see Figure 4 of the ROI 
study). 

 
a.  Why does the ROI study provide a ridership estimate that is 26% less than the 

estimate in the Alternative Analysis?  What changed in the two year period 
between the Alternative Analysis and the ROI study?  

 
The reference to 22,500 riders in 2035 in Figure 4 of the ROI Study is referring to ridership 
being carried on the streetcar and does not include the corridor bus ridership.  The 30,500 
daily ridership number in the AA referred to bus and streetcar ridership. 

 
The updated ridership projections performed this year use the latest Metropolitan 
Washington Council of Governments (MWCOG) land use forecasts- Round 8.2; the 
forecasts are based upon the 2010 Census and on updates to local plans.  

 
 
b. If a daily capacity of 35,000 is required, does the ridership estimate in the ROI study 

suggest that the streetcar build alternative is inadequate to meet the capacity needs 
of Columbia Pike?  If not, please be specific (i.e. please explain how an estimated 
daily ridership of 22,500 in 2035 will be sufficient, given the claim that a capacity of 
35,000 daily riders is required.  

 
The reference to 38,700 riders being carried on the Columbia Pike corridor in 2035 
includes bus and streetcar riders (May 2014 Ridership Report).    The ROI does not 
suggest that the streetcar build alternative is inadequate to meet the capacity needs. 
Figure 23 on page 49 of the ROI study shows that “in two decades the Columbia Pike 
transit network (including the new transit investment as well as local buses) is projected 
to be overcapacity under the enhanced bus alternative, but not overcapacity under the 
streetcar alternative.” 
 

7. a. How did the County Manager calculate the new ridership estimates for Columbia 
Pike and Crystal City?  Please provide any and all reports, studies, or other documents 
that support the County Manager’s estimate.  

 
The Columbia Pike Streetcar Ridership Forecasting Summary Report (May 2014) 
describes the process for updating the Columbia Pike Streetcar ridership.  The Crystal 
City Streetcar Travel Forecasting Results Report (June 2014) describes the process for 
estimating the Crystal City Streetcar ridership. 
Appendix G in the Columbia Pike Streetcar Ridership Forecasting Summary Report 
reports the combined forecasts for the two streetcar projects, showing bus and streetcar 
ridership. These reports are available on the County website:   
http://sites.arlingtonva.us/streetcar/ridership/ 
 

b. Please explain why the County Manager’s estimate of 59,800 total daily transit 
trips for Columbia Pike and Crystal City is more than double the 26,300 estimate 
released earlier this year in the ROI study.  Please be specific including providing 
detailed ridership estimates by route and service for both the estimate contained in 
the ROI Study and the County Manager’s estimate.  
 
The 59,800 total daily transit trips is referencing the ridership on the two corridors - Crystal 
City and Columbia Pike for both the bus service and streetcar.  The ROI study reported 
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ridership estimates for the Columbia Pike corridor.  The 26,300 figure is for streetcar only and 
only on the Columbia Pike line, assuming a connection to the Crystal City streetcar.  The 
59,800 figure also includes passengers riding the Crystal City line and all bus passengers in 
the two corridors. 
 
 
c. Please explain why the County Manager’s estimate for 37,100 daily streetcar 
transit trips for Columbia Pike and Crystal City is roughly 11,000 riders greater than 
the 26,300 total estimated ridership for Columbia Pike (streetcar and bus) and Crystal 
City contained in the ROI Study. Please be specific.     

 
As shown in Appendix G of the Columbia Pike Streetcar Ridership Forecasting Summary 
Report, the 37,100 total daily transit trips is referencing total streetcar ridership on the two 
corridors; 26,300 is the estimated streetcar ridership for the Columbia Pike corridor only, 
with a connection to Crystal City.  
 
 

 


