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September 20, 2005 
 
 
Senator Charles Hawkins 
Chairman 
Senate Finance Subcommittee on Transportation 
Senate of Virginia 
P.O. Box 396 
Richmond, VA  23218 
 
 
Dear Senator Hawkins: 
 
We appreciate the opportunity that you extended to us in June to address the Senate Finance 
Subcommittee on Transportation and we may have a similar opportunity before the appointed 
citizens on the Statewide Transportation Analysis and Recommendation Task Force (START).  
On the occasion of the first meeting of START, we submit the following additional information 
regarding the assessment of transportation needs.  
 
Reevaluate VTRANS 2025 Estimates:  In VTRANS 2025, the Virginia Department of 
Transportation (VDOT) estimated $203 billion in needs and over $100 billion shortfall – greater 
than $5 billion per year. This unsupportable level of expenditure calls for new approaches to 
reduce the demand for transportation infrastructure.  We urge the Senate to call for a reevaluation 
of the VTRANS estimates and the adoption of a more comprehensive vision for Virginia that 
links transportation, especially freight rail, transit and interconnected local streets, with 
development patterns that reduce vehicular demand and overall infrastructure. 
 

1) Outdated Highway Modeling: In developing the VTRANS 2025 highway project 
“needs”  VDOT applied an outdated approach of relying primarily on level of service 
estimates to add as many highway lanes as would be necessary to “ improve”  level of 
service.  Such LOS improvement has been temporary in the absence of demand reduction 
strategies, land use policies and the provision of other transportation options. 

 
a. Induced Development and Traffic: The policy section of the VTRANS report 

acknowledges that new highway capacity can shift development, which in turn 
induces additional traffic on a newly expanded roadway.  Yet, the expansion plans 
do not account for this problem and could engender “needs”  and costs far beyond 
VTRANS 2025.  

 



 
            

b. Land Use and Demand Reduction: The estimates also do not incorporate 
analysis of the benefits of land use policies that can reduce transportation demand, 
despite recognition of the effect in the policy section of VTRANS. 

 
c. Double-Counting: The “unconstrained”  list of highway needs does not take into 

account planned transit investments that can provide cost savings/benefits on the 
highway side, leading to double-counting.  For example, VRE upgrades could 
save on highway expansion costs for I-95.  Moreover, with transit station 
development, transit investments can have a multiplier effect in reducing vehicle 
trips and vehicle miles traveled (VMT) by allowing many more daily trips to be 
made by walking. 

 
2) Pr ior itization Issues: VDOT’s highway estimate includes the expansion of dozens of 

roads in areas beyond the edge of metropolitan regions and outside the areas of greatest 
daily trip demand.  Not only does this place investments beyond where they are needed to 
address congestion, it will contribute to additional growth and traffic.  The project lists 
also contain many un-buildable road widenings that would severely impact historic towns 
and designated scenic byways. 

 
3) Disconnected from Public Goals: VDOT’s VTRANS spending proposal is contrary to 

the goals of the public.  VDOT polling found that the public wants to spend 32% of total 
funds on highways, but VDOT allocates nearly 70% to highways.  When asked how $10 
in transportation funds should be spent, the public proposed $3 for highways, $2 for 
transit, and $1 for pedestrian and bicycle investments. 

 
4) No Real Public I nput to Project L ists: VDOT’s VTRANS project lists never received a 

thorough review by the public.  They were not included in the focus group phase of the 
study and only presented at the final public information meetings which were poorly 
advertised and poorly attended. 

 
5) Travel Growth Estimated Far  Beyond Population Growth: VDOT’s needs estimate 

for highways is based on their projection that vehicle miles traveled (VMT) will increase 
by two to three times the rate of population growth. This projection fails to account for 
demand reduction strategies that reduce the number and length of auto trips per capita. 

 
a. FHWA Statistics I ndicate Development Dispersal Increases VMT:  Highway 

Administration statistics indicate that population growth accounts for only 13% of 
VMT growth nationally.  The other factors identified by FHWA such as the 
increase in auto trips, longer trip lengths, and shifts to single occupant vehicles 
can be traced to the dispersal of development and the separation of offices, retail, 
services and homes. 

 
b. Land Use Changes that Moderate Demand: Our presentation explains how 

geographic dispersal and separation of uses is contributing to growing traffic, 
while also showing how mixed-use, walkable communities and transit-oriented 
development can provide more transportation options and fewer and shorter auto 
trips. 



 
            
 

c. Fuel Pr ice Increases Not Fully Accounted For :  The VTRANS analysis does 
not consider the effect of rising fuel prices on reducing future vehicle miles 
traveled for both autos and truck-freight and how this would reduce highway 
capacity needs. 

 
d. Changing Demographics Not Accounted For : The analysis does not consider 

changing demographics and housing market preferences that would decrease 
driving demand.  The increase in young professionals, empty nesters, retirees and 
senior citizens is expected to increase the demand for housing in cities, towns, and 
walkable, traditional neighborhood developments.  Jim Bacon has captured many 
of these factors in his on-line column:  
http://www.baconsrebellion.com/Issues05/08-23/compute.pdf 

 
6) On the other side of the ledger, some costs could be even higher than estimated. 

 
a. Maintenance costs may be underestimated when projected at just a 4% per 

annum increase.  For example, rising costs for fuel and construction (steel, 
cement, etc) could be greater than anticipated.  VDOT’s new asset management 
system should be able to document how much maintenance may be 
underestimated. 

 
i. More Br idges and Overpasses: Projects like Springfield Interchange and 

future metro area interchange expansions will likely increase maintenance 
costs for the increased number and scale of bridges and overpasses. 

 
ii. Increased Maintenance Should be Expected: It is possible that size and 

age of the existing system does require that maintenance spending must be 
increased and that we make more effective use of our existing system. 

 
iii. Impact of Higher Standards for Roads Accepted into System: The 

report did not anticipate other possible policy changes or their impacts 
such as setting higher standards of construction and materials for the 200 
miles of road accepted by the state into the system each year. 

 
We recommend an independent audit and complete reevaluation of the VTRANS 2025 
project lists and estimates.  The VTRANS highway component is focused only on capacity 
expansion and not on tools to achieve demand reduction.  We believe new estimates should 
consider the following recommendations, which we will supplement during the next few weeks: 
 

1) Model alternate land use scenar ios to consider how vehicle miles traveled and vehicle 
trips can change, with a resulting change in the mix and cost of transportation 
infrastructure.  Adopt land use plans linked to transit, interconnected local streets, and 
mixed-use development to reduce long-term highway costs. 

2) Model the impact of other demand management programs including telecommuting, 
increased transit benefits, car sharing and HOV programs. 

 



 
            

3) Consider  the impact of changing demographics on travel demand. 
 
4) Analyze maintenance programs to ensure consistent estimates between districts and 

more fully account for long-term costs. 
 

5) Apply access management policies and funding to protect the functioning of existing 
highways and adopt better construction standards for new roads. 

 
6) Shift state pr ior ity to funding the secondary street network and local 

interconnectivity to support mixed-use, walkable development which can reduce arterial 
and highway demand and needs. 

 
7) Pr ior itize investment to areas with greatest traffic demand. 

 
8) Suppor t increased transit investment as proposed in VTRANS and consider this 

investment in the analysis of road needs to account for potential reductions in highway 
needs. 

 
Public Spending, Energy Costs, and Economic Competitiveness:  We live in a time of 
increasing demands for our federal and state tax dollars and face important needs that include 
public safety, national security, education, retirement, and health care.  In addition, most experts 
expect sustained long-term increases in energy costs which will impose higher costs on the state 
and on individuals.  We believe that this makes it more critical than ever that the Commonwealth 
consider integrated land use and transportation plans that reduce vehicle trip demand, energy 
consumption, and infrastructure costs, while enhancing our economic competitiveness. 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
(sent via email on Sep 20th) 
 
Stewart Schwartz 
Executive Director 
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