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“The Tide” in downtown Norfolk is an example of the new face of transit in Virginia.

By Kelley Coyner, Lisa Guthrie and John W. Martin

THE YEAR 1964 saw the passage of  landmark federal 
legislation that has been shaping our neighborhoods 
and cities ever since.  Congress passed the Urban Mass 

Transit Act in the early summer and soon millions of  people 
who had no other means of  transportation were given mobil-
ity.  Americans gained a dependable and affordable way to 

reach jobs, healthcare, 
educational and recre-
ational opportunities.  
Fifty years later, most 
of  us still see the transit 
industry through this 
early lens, playing the 
important “public trans-
portation” role.  But the 
definition and purpose 
of  transit is changing as 
is its role in connecting 
us to opportunities in 
our communities and 
building our regional 
and state economies.

Transit is not just 
operating and performing “like it always has,” as a 20th cen-
tury public bus service.  Take a moment to see the new face 
of  transit, who it serves today, and the game-changing role it 
will play tomorrow.  Virginians want their elected and govern-
mental leaders to get on board with the transit that Virginia 
will need in the future.  Just as our lifestyles have changed dra-
matically in the 21st century, so have our 
transportation needs.  The expansion 
of  transportation options is essential for 
Virginia to remain competitive economi-
cally by providing increased mobility for 
all Virginians.

The new face of transit
 Transit is no longer narrowly de-

fined as bus travel.  Transit includes light 
rail, commuter rail, ferry, bus, streetcar, 
trolley and vanpool services.  More and 
more, transit is viewed and is being used 
as an interdependent, connected system 
that reflects a shift away from single-
occupancy car reliance. 

On the inside, the old fare boxes and 
coin tokens are being replaced by elec-
tronic fare card payment systems. In the 
very near future, a new payment system 

“Transit serves 
Virginians across the 
state.  Transit brings 

new businesses, transit 
gets people to work 

and transit makes the 
commute on crowded 

roads better.”

 … Del. Tom Rust (R-Fairfax)

will let you use your smartphone, credit card, or even a govern-
ment ID to pay transit fares.

Onboard, you’ll find that a growing number of  transit sys-
tems offer free Wi-Fi, and live camera monitors for enhanced 
safety.  Many buses have lower, street-level floors to make access 
easier for everyone, especially the physically challenged.  Even 
seats are now more ergonomic.  Under the floor, more and more 
diesel engines have been replaced with quieter, more environ-
mentally friendly natural gas and electric propulsion systems.

On the outside, loud and boxy vehicle designs are being 
transformed into sophisticated inter-city, train-like designs and 
shapes.  Many buses also include bike racks.

The rudimentary bus stops of  the past century are evolving 
into easily visible and well-lit stops. They’re full of  informa-
tion, and increasingly complemented with real-time arrival 
information. 

Who transit serves today
All of  these physical changes are not just a consequence of  

time.  They are a product of  continuous improvements to bet-
ter serve those who are dependent on transit services for their 
mobility needs, while also aiming to attract and retain “choice 
riders,” the industry term for riders who choose transit over 
their personal automobile. 

This focus on quality has worked.  Transit is more popular 
than ever.  Last year, for example, the greatest number of  tran-
sit trips were taken in the history of  the industry.

Transit The future may    
be riding on it
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Just get on board one of  Virginia’s light rail cars, ferries, 
or buses today and look around at your fellow riders. Chances 
are you’ll see a cross-section of  people from every socioeco-
nomic background and profession.  Transit across Virginia has 
evolved into a truly mass market service. 

The role transit is playing           
across Virginia today

Transit is helping communities across Virginia in a vari-
ety of  important ways. In Williamsburg, transit serves visitors 
to Colonial Williamsburg and its workforce.  The Virginia 
Railway Express (VRE) moves commuters from Spotsylvania 
and Manassas into the nation’s capital.  VRE’s Santa and 
Firecracker trains let tourists and residents celebrate Virginia 
traditions. New service in Charlottesville connects the business 
district with the arts district.  In Richmond plans are underway 
for a state of  the art bus rapid transit 
system.  From Blacksburg to Norfolk, 
Charlottesville to Fredericksburg, stu-
dents and faculty depend on transit 
to get to school, work, or recreation.  
Across Virginia, those who cannot 
drive or do not have a car, rely on tran-
sit providers like Bay Transit on the 
Northern Neck to get to work, doctors’ 
appointments, or to see family. Rural 
transit services are providing an aver-
age of  1.6 million yearly rides to people 
who live in small towns and remote lo-
cations, offering a vital lifeline.

In Norfolk, the “Tide” light rail 
service by Hampton Roads Transit 
(HRT) has transported more than 5.2 
million passengers around this urban, 
waterfront community.  The service is 
helping to mitigate congestion in the 
immediate area while facilitating the 
effortless movement of  workers, residents, tourists and military 
personnel around Norfolk’s many downtown assets and desti-
nations.  Virginia Beach officials and business leaders, with a 

bird’s-eye view of  the Tide’s success 
in Norfolk, are now committed to 
finding a way to extend light rail or 
some version of  it all the way to the 
Virginia Beach oceanfront.

In Northern Virginia, transit 
is moving one of  America’s most 
talented and educated workforces.  
Here, more than 156 million transit 
trips are taken annually, and more 
than half  a million commuter trips 
are taken daily. What makes transit 
work so well is the frequency and de-
pendability of  service, as well as the 
transit infrastructure’s proximity to 
employers. For example, 54 percent 
of  jobs in the Washington, D.C., 
metropolitan area are within half  a 
mile of  a Metrorail station. 

The economic impact of transit today
Existing transit services across the Commonwealth add up 

to one unassailable conclusion: Transit in Virginia is making 
an impact.  We can measure this impact in a number of  ways. 

Transit is providing mobility to hundreds of  thousands of  
Virginians.  By offering access to healthcare, retail, recreation, 
employment and education, the vehicle miles traveled (VMT) 
across the state are shrinking.  In turn, this is helping reduce 
congestion in Virginia’s largest urban areas 

For example, the Virginia Railway Express (VRE) now 
operates 30 trains, 111 railcars, 16 Virginia stations, on 90 
miles of  track.  Each day, 20,000 passengers are using VRE.  
That number represents one lane of  traffic on both I-66 and 
I-95/I-395 at peak travel times.  Over the next 25 years, VRE 

is positioned to more than double its 
ridership.  Imagine what would hap-
pen if  20,000 additional cars were 
put on I-95 during the rush period?

Transit has become part of  cor-
porate business models, efficiently 
and cost-effectively connecting 
businesses to their employees and 
customers.  California-based Stone 
Brewing Company just announced 
that Richmond will be the home of  
its first East-Coast brewery and res-
taurant operation.  Stone is promis-
ing to generate 288 jobs and more 
than $1.2 million a year in new tax 
revenue.  Richmond’s location was 
cited as a reason for its selection.  The 
planned Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) 
line to the site will surely enhance ac-
cess for both workers and customers.

The hottest trend in commercial 
and residential circles is the dramatic power of  transit-oriented 
development (TOD.)  Many are familiar with the transforma-
tion of  the Rosslyn/Ballston corridor with new businesses, resi-

“We’re at a point where 
we can’t pave our way 
out of the needs of 
transportation.  We 

need to look at ways to 
effectively and efficiently 
move people and spend 

our resources.  Transit is a 
key part of the solution.”

 … Sen. John Watkins,             
(R-Chesterfield)

Transit
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dencies, entertainment, retail and a concentration of  higher 
education campuses including George Mason, Georgetown, 
George Washington and Virginia Tech.  This type of  devel-
opment is not unique to the inner jurisdictions. Communities 
from Tysons to Reston are undergoing a transformation with 
the opening of  Metro’s Silver Line.  Beyond that, Loudoun 
Station is already an economic magnet and will only grow 
stronger when Phase II of  the Silver Line is competed.  In 
Prince William, the development company SunCal is investing 
$20 million of  its own resources to help build the new Potomac 
Shores VRE station, scheduled to open in 2017. 

In addition to these three clear benefits, the American 
Public Transportation Association (APTA) developed a transit 
return on investment (ROI) model to help encourage com-

munity support and public investment in transit.  Based on 
APTA’s ROI calculus, every $1 in government spending on 
transit returns $4 in economic benefit to the local community.  
For example, the city of  Norfolk reports that more than $1 bil-
lion in new economic investment has occurred since construc-
tion and operation of  the 7.6-mile Tide light rail line.  Besting 
APTA’s ROI estimates, this is more than five dollars returned 
for every dollar invested by the city.  No matter what benefits 
you include in transit’s ROI equation, the math always points 
to one conclusion: Transit is making a huge impact on Virginia 
today. But this is only half  of  the story. The biggest impact of  
transit is yet to come.

The impact of transit                        
on Virginia’s future

In the future, transit can play a starring role in Virginia’s 
economic development efforts.

America is undergoing a seismic age shift.  Moreover, the 
emerging attitudes and preferences of  Millennials, Gen Xers 
and Baby Boomers on where they live, work and play are 
transforming the traditional economic development model.  
Forward-thinking communities are shifting their focus from 
courting large Fortune 500 companies to supporting commu-
nity-minded placemaking initiatives and homegrown business 
enterprises. 

This new economic development model is based on the 
premise that if  you build a great place where people want 
to be, companies will follow.  It’s a natural consequence of  
America’s shift from an older industrial, manufacturing-based 
economy to a more diversified economy that values creativ-
ity, entrepreneurship and innovation.  The communities that 

have embraced this new perspec-
tive – Austin, Portland, Denver 
and Asheville – are cultivating an 
advantage in regional-level eco-
nomic development appeal with 
the aid of  transit. 

Why is this important?  With 
the coming age shift, there will 
be relatively fewer young people 
available in America’s core worker 
segment – the 25-54 age range.  In 
the future, a community’s ability to 
successfully attract and retain both 
Millennials and entrepreneurial 
Baby Boomers will separate win-
ning and losing communities.

Millennials are gravitating to 
downtowns and activity centers, 
preferring a car-free, 15-minute 
community lifestyle.  Boomers, 
meanwhile, are retiring in greater 
numbers.  They’re examining 
their new lifestyle options, and 
they increasingly prefer getting 
around without having to rely 
solely on driving. 

Public demanding greater                
investment in transit

Virginia residents are smart.  Not only are they increasingly 
choosing transit over cars, they’re also making their voices 
heard: They want even more transit service. 

In Hampton Roads, demand for transit is at an all-time 
high.  When the public was asked for input to develop both 
the 2034 and the 2040 Regional Long-Range Transportation 
Plan for Hampton Roads, expanding public transportation like 
light rail, ferries and buses ranked as the number one recom-
mendation.  What’s more, 87 percent of  research participants 
agreed or strongly agreed that improving public transit should 
be a priority regional planning action, as shown in the June 
2014 Envision Hampton Roads research report released by the 
Hampton Roads Planning District Commission.

According to William Harrell, president and CEO of  

Transit
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Hampton Roads Transit, “We are hearing loud and clear from 
the public and regional leaders from across business, military, 
educational, healthcare and other sectors that they want en-
hanced transit service across Hampton Roads.” 

The GRTC Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) line through the 
heart of  Richmond to Henrico County is scheduled to open 
in 2018.  Already residents are asking why routes won’t extend 
beyond the planned 7.6 mile route.  Noted Richmond Mayor 
Dwight Jones, “This is a game changer for the City of  Rich-
mond and the region.  This really puts the face of  transit in a 
very positive light and will be great for economic development 
in the Richmond region.”

What’s ahead?
Virginia’s population is slated to grow from 8 million to 

more than 10 million by 2030.  With that growth comes signifi-
cant transportation needs, and the state’s transit industry plans 
to help meet those needs.  In addition to improving core capac-
ity and creating new connections, planned capital-funded ini-
tiatives will maximize the capacity of  the system during peak 
periods and improve the service, speed and reliability of  transit 
in priority corridors.

Yet while the promise of  expanded transit service is excit-
ing, there are some dark clouds looming on the horizon. 

Virginia’s transit industry is headed for a potentially disas-
trous capital fiscal cliff. In 2018, 60 percent of  the Virginia 
transit industry’s annual capital funding for equipment and sta-
tions is set to expire.  This will greatly diminish transit provid-
ers’ ability to maintain a state of  good repair for their current 
assets and to provide expanded transportation alternatives in 
the future.  This drop in funding will require localities to make 
up the deficit, which may result in higher fares or cuts to ser-
vice. Compounding the problem is the failure of  Congress to 
pass the Federal Marketplace Fairness Act (Internet Tax).  The 
anticipated revenue from Virginia’s 2013 transportation law 
was tied to this act, and will now be radically reduced.

Operating a 21st century transit system with antiquated equip-
ment will lose choice riders, at best.  At worst, it will slow down the 
industry’s transformation, negatively impacting Virginia’s reputa-
tion as a one of  the best places to live, work and play. 

What can you do support to 
support transit in Virginia?  

FIRST, KEEP LEARNING about how 
transit helps your community, your state 
and the country as a whole.  Share the 

Virginia transit story with others to help 
bring more people onboard.  Join one of  
the Virginia Transit Association’s regional 
transit tours scheduled for Northern Vir-
ginia, Hampton Roads or Richmond.  In 
these fun and informative briefings you’ll see 
the industry’s 21st century technology at work, hear 
empirical evidence on how transit delivers, and learn 
about all of  the exciting future plans from the transit 
leaders serving these regions.  Just call VTA at 804-
643-1166, or e-mail them at lguthrie@lmg-llc.net to 
sign up, or follow them on Twitter @vatransit, or like 

them on Facebook. 
But hurry, the future of  Virgin-

ia is riding on what you and oth-
ers learn, and on what you do to 
support and advance transit in 
your community and across the 

Commonwealth. 

The role of  public transportation has changed significantly 
over the past decade as it is increasingly being viewed as an an-
swer to the Commonwealth’s transportation issues.  Continu-
ing and even increasing investment in our state’s transit system 
will keep us moving ahead.  Most importantly, it will create 
jobs.  According to APTA, $1 billion in spending on transit 
capital supports 16,000 jobs.   
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If you want            
to know more …


