
 

 
 
 
February 12, 2020 

 
Ms. Jennifer Ellison  
Board Corporate Secretary 
Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (WMATA) 
600 Fifth Street, NW 
Washington, D.C. 20001 

 
Re: Comments on the Proposed Fiscal Year 2021 WMATA Budget (Docket B20-01 and 
B20-02) 
 
Dear Ms. Ellison:  
 
On behalf of the Northern Virginia Transportation Commission (NVTC), I write to 
convey comments and concerns regarding the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit 
Authority’s (WMATA’s) proposed FY2021 budget as part of its public comment period. 
Overall, NVTC supports the operating budget’s aim to increase ridership, improve 
service, and enhance the customer experience within the mandated 3% subsidy 
growth cap. However, we are concerned that the proposed budget does not strike 
the appropriate balance of fare increases, Metrobus service cuts and new initiatives 
to drive ridership.  
 
Proposed FY2021 Operating Budget  
 
NVTC appreciates WMATA’s commitment to implement additional customer-focused 
improvements in the FY2021 budget while remaining within the legislatively 
mandated 3% operating growth cap. While we appreciate WMATA’s efforts to keep 
jurisdictional operating subsidies affordable, the combination of proposed fare 
increases and service reductions balances the budget on the backs of long-distance 
riders and Metrobus riders. We urge WMATA to take a more incremental approach 
to service initiatives it wishes to fund in such a constrained fiscal environment. Given 
the magnitude of the proposed changes to fares, rail and bus service, we encourage 
WMATA to engage thoroughly with its Board, jurisdictional staff and other 
stakeholders to ensure these proposals are sufficiently scrutinized for their impacts 
to ridership, revenue, and local budgets. 
  
Fare Increases and Fare Policy 

The proposed budget would increase the base rail fare by 10-cents to $2.35 and the 
maximum fare by $1.00 to $7.00. We are concerned that the proposed Metrorail fare 
increase places a disproportionate burden on long-distance Metrorail riders. We are 
pleased to see that WMATA’s pass products will not see a fare increase and 
recommend that  WMATA integrate local  providers into pass products,  increase the 
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availability and usage of pass products (especially the unlimited monthly pass) and improve integration with 
SmartBenefits. In addition, we are supportive of efforts to increase the speed of Metrobus, but we remain 
concerned about the equity impacts of the proposal to implement a surcharge for cash payments or cash 
loading of SmarTrip on Metrobus. 
 
Metrobus Service Cuts 

 
The proposed Metrobus service changes cut heavily into Northern Virginia, where Metrobus already has a 
disproportionately lower level of service given the expansive service provided by local transit systems. We 
encourage WMATA to minimize the decrease in regional Metrobus service, ensure that route changes 
reflect public comment, and work directly with local jurisdictions to determine reductions in non-regional 
Metrobus service using a clear rationale that is consistent with a set of mutually understood principles for 
reducing service. Fundamentally, this budget proposal asks our jurisdictions to fund a larger operating 
subsidy while receiving less service. We do not view annual cuts in Metrobus service as a sustainable solution 
for WMATA to meet the legislatively mandated 3% cap.   

 
Considering the aforementioned fiscal constraints and budget trade-offs, we are compelled to note the 
increasing impact that fare evasion has on WMATA’s operating budget. The estimated $40 million in annual 
revenue losses due to fare evasion could fund the proposed Metrobus service reductions in Virginia, D.C., 
and Maryland.   

 
New Service and Ridership Initiatives 

We are pleased to see WMATA advance its preventive maintenance program and find efficiencies to reduce 
the maintenance window, where practicable. We look forward to hearing the Washington Metrorail Safety 
Commission’s (WSMC) review of the general manager’s proposal for additional Metrorail service hours and 
the impact on the preventive maintenance program. Additional late-night Metrorail service can only be 
delivered if it is does not impede the preventative maintenance program and is justified by ridership data. 
Upon resolution of the aforementioned concerns and additional vetting by the WMATA Board regarding the 
fiscal cost and ridership benefits, we recommend that WMATA make any service-hour changes permanent 
and resolve the late-night service issue.  

 
While increasing the transfer discount for Metrobus from 50-cents to $2 would provide a significant benefit 
to riders and increase ridership, it is a costly new initiative that favors jurisdictions that do not have extensive 
local transit systems. To avoid confusion with riders, our local jurisdictions have indicated a desire to avoid 
extremely disparate transfer policies. A transfer discount currently exists; however, increasing it four-fold in 
one year would introduce a shock to local transit operating budgets. We encourage WMATA to consider 
implementing incremental changes to the transfer discount to minimize the fiscal impact to our jurisdictions 
and to work closely with local transit providers and funding jurisdictions to ensure all parties understand the 
fiscal impact of this proposed change to fare policy. Additionally, NVTC proposes that WMATA monitor bus-
to-rail connections with incremental changes to the transfer discount and provide quarterly updates to the 
WMATA Board to ensure that the changes are growing ridership. 

 
In its 2019 Report on the Performance and Condition of WMATA, NVTC recommended WMATA deploy eight-
car trains in a phased approach to lines with the most demand during peak hours to achieve operating 



Page 3 
NVTC Comments on WMATA Proposed FY21 Budget 
 
 
efficiencies and grow ridership in a cost-effective manner in the short-term. We are pleased to see that 
WMATA has included running all eight-car trains in the public hearing docket as a way to increase system 
ridership and address crowding. We look forward to the completion of Silver Line Phase 2 with full service 
to the Ashburn station, which will benefit riders systemwide by connecting Dulles International Airport to 
the region, and the completion of Dulles Railyard that will expand WMATA’s capacity to run more eight-car 
trains. 
 
Proposed FY2021 Capital Budget  

 
NVTC supports the priorities of the FY2021 Capital Budget and FY2021-2026 Capital Improvement Program 
(CIP) to deliver capital investments that focus on safety, system preservation, and a state of good repair. In 
FY2019, WMATA invested a record $1.525 billion in capital funding to address significant state of good repair 
needs. While necessarily disruptive, we note the success the recent Platform Improvement Project work on 
the Blue and Yellow Lines which has replaced or rehabilitated six Metrorail station platforms and allowed 
WMATA to complete other capital work. We also strongly support WMATA’s recent direction to improve 
transparency and accountability to its funding partners by committing to provide a capital program strategy 
that outlines the vision and goals for capital investments, a 10-year capital plan that outlines major projects, 
and a six-year capital improvement plan and one-year capital budget that provides project level detail. 

  
While WMATA has made significant improvements in capital project planning and delivery, there are a few 
areas of the capital budget and CIP we wish to emphasize. Given the recent decline in Metrobus fleet 
reliability, we encourage WMATA to ensure that it is devoting adequate capital funds to bus replacement 
and maintenance. Our jurisdictions have also been concerned for some time about regional fragmentation 
in fare payment technology and mobile applications. We are relieved to hear that WMATA has completed a 
significant milestone in the development of a mobile app. This has the potential to enhance the user 
experience and provide a platform to buy and communicate pass products. We urge WMATA to accelerate 
its efforts in the development of a mobile app and next generation fare payment technology, ensure that 
they are adequately funded in the CIP, and to continue engaging regional stakeholders. 

 
NVTC and its jurisdictions are invested in WMATA’s success. We look forward to working with WMATA and 
other funding jurisdictions to find the right balance of revenue, service and new initiatives in the FY2021 
operating budget. 

 
         Sincerely, 
    
     
 
         Katie Cristol 

NVTC Chair 
 

 


