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WHY DOES THE DISTRICT NEED TRANSIT IMPROVEMENTS?
The District of Columbia is adding population and jobs rapidly, and is projected to con-
tinue growing over the next 25 years.  Because of this growth, more people will be 
commuting to work in the city and making more trips within the city.  The number of total 
internal trips—that is, one-way journeys using one mode of transportation in the Dis-
trict—is expected to increase 32 percent by 2030.  In addition, many Metrobus routes 
and Metrorail lines are currently at or above capacity, and congestion on two Metrorail 
lines is expected to become “unmanageable” by 2013.  It is clear that the District faces a 
significant transportation challenge in the future.

Adding to and improving the District’s transit network is one way of enhancing mobility 
for DC residents, particularly those not now served by Metrorail.  With the right mix of 
new transit services, travel times for DC residents will improve, and the District can also 
use the transportation investments to attract new development and strengthen commu-
nities within the city.

PURPOSE OF THE DCAA STUDY
With the transportation challenges of the future in mind, the District Department of 
Transportation (DDOT) and the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (WMA-
TA) conducted a study called the District of Columbia Transit Improvements Alternatives 
Analysis (DCAA), commonly known as DC’s Transit Future.  The primary goal of the 
study was to recommend a new, efficient, high-qualityh surface-transit network that can 
bridge the gaps between the existing Metrobus and Metrorail systems and provide con-
nections to important destinations within the city.  The study evaluated transportation al-
ternatives for many corridors in the District and recommends a series of transit improve-
ments that would take place gradually over the next 25 years.  The study also identified 
implementation strategies and costs, and developed a financial plan.

This brochure summarizes the DCAA study.  In it you will find a description of the 
project’s goals and criteria, screening process, technologies and vehicles reviewed, 
recommendations, timeline for implementation, costs, and benefits.  In the back of the 
brochure is a self-addressed comment card so you can provide WMATA and DDOT with 
your opinions on the study results.

 Bus Rapid TransitStreetcar  Rapid Bus
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PREVIOUS STUDIES
The DCAA is not the first study to look at long-term transit improvements for the District.  
It builds upon several earlier reports, including the District Department of Public Works’ 
(DPW) 1997 Transportation Vision, Strategy, and Action Plan, which identified several 
District corridors that would benefit from increased transit investment.  WMATA’s District 
of Columbia Transit Development Study (2001) followed up that plan by selecting transit 
alternatives to advance into project development.

More recently, potential transportation solutions have been coordinated with DC land use 
and redevelopment initiatives.  The District expects all transportation plans and projects 
to support community development initiatives such as those in the District’s Comprehen-
sive Plan and the Strategic Neighborhood Action Plans (SNAPs), which are submitted by 
Advisory Neighborhood Commissions (ANCs) each year.  The District of Columbia Office 
of Planning and DDOT also coordinate their activities to maximize the effectiveness of any 
recommended transportation and land use investments.  One example of this intertwin-
ing of land use and transportation policy is the Great Streets initiative, which promotes the 
development of neighborhoods along 30 District corridors.

At the outset, the DCAA sought to merge the recommendations from previous planning ef-
forts and expand the criteria used to select the corridors for transit investment.  However, 
through a series of public involvement efforts, District residents identified additional mo-
bility and community needs.  Based on those public comments, the District and WMATA 
considered a wider range of future transit improvements and began coordinating their 
objectives to benefit the District’s transportation system as a whole.

GENERAL PROCESS
The process for this study is called an “alternatives analysis.”  What this means is that the 
project team used a set criteria to evaluate potential options relating to corridors, vehicles, 
methods for powering vehicles, and other factors.  Throughout the process, the study 
team solicited input from the communities that would use and be affected by the proposed 
new transit system.  The result is a transit system plan that WMATA and DDOT can use to 
phase in the recommended improvements over a 25-year period.
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GOALS AND OBJECTIVES
The project team developed the study’s goals and objectives with the help of District 
citizens, ANCs, neighborhood associations, Main Street Associations, and other groups 
at a series of public meetings.  Participants at the meetings commented on both District 
transportation and the project, and the project team used the comments to identify gaps 
between the existing transportation system and community needs.  The goals and objec-
tives that provided the framework for the study are outlined below:

Goal 1: Improve access and mobility for District residents and businesses – 
Objectives: Increase connections between neighborhoods and activity centers and 
improve access to regional centers.

Goal 2: Encourage community and economic development – Objectives: Support the 
city’s initiatives for community development and enhance development benefits.

Goal 3: Enhance system performance – Objectives: Increase the capacity of the transit 
network and improve transit efficiency and cost-effectiveness.

Goal 4: Promote environmental quality – Objectives: Limit adverse impacts and sup-
port environmental benefits.

CRITERIA FOR EVALUATING THE PROPOSED TRANSIT SYSTEM
For each of the project goals and objectives, the project team developed criteria for evalu-
ating the “performance” of each corridor; that is, which corridors would be best served by 
which kind of transit improvement.  The criteria for testing the appropriateness of each 
technology in each corridor are as follows:

Goal 1:  Improve access and mobility: 
 •  Transit Travel Time − Evaluates the average change in travel time to local and   
   regional activity centers using rail or bus.  
 •  Accessibility − Evaluates how well the proposed transit corridors serve activity,   
   population, and employment centers.
 •  Ridership − Estimates the total daily transit boardings and daily boardings per   
   route-mile in the new system.

Goal 2:  Encourage community and economic development:  
 •  Support of City Initiatives − Evaluates the integration of proposed improvements   
   with the goals and objectives of economic revitalization initiatives within the city.  
 •  Zoning/Land Use/Development − Evaluates the zoning potential of under-utilized or   
   vacant land.
 •  Community Support − Evaluates the level of interest and support for, or opposition   
   to, the proposed improvements by area residents and businesses. 

 Goal 3:  Enhance system performance:  
 •  Travel Time Savings − Evaluates the effect of the proposed improvements on travel   
   time between select origin and destination (O/D) pairs.
 •  Person Through-Put − Evaluates the effect of proposed improvements on the 
   number of people who can be moved through the corridor.
 •  Cost Savings − Evaluates the savings of funds required to implement an alternative   
   that would be provided by coordinating with other infrastructure projects.

Goal 4:  Promote environmental quality:
 •  Community Fit − Evaluates the physical compatibility of proposed vehicles, 
   alignments, and stops with neighborhood character and facilities.
 •  Environmental Impact − Estimates the number of environmental resources along a   
   corridor that could be affected by the proposed improvements.
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SCREENING PROCESS
The project team considered many options when it came to corridors, vehicles, propulsion 
means, and other factors.  During this analytical process, the team screened out the alter-
natives that were deemed unsuitable for the District’s new transit system.  This screening 
process had three parts: Screen 1 looked at transit modes; Screen 2 identified the best 
corridors for future premium transit services, and Screen 3 identified the appropriate mix 
of transit services for the corridors.

Screen 1: Modes

The project team initially studied seven types of transit in the DCAA: Heavy Rail, Light Rail 
Transit, Streetcars, Monorail, Lightweight Diesel Multiple Unit (DMU), Automated Guided 
Transit (AGT), and Bus Rapid Transit (BRT).  The modes were screened against a variety 
of criteria, including community support, vehicle and stop characteristics, capacity, service, 
cost, potential environmental impacts, and other factors.  All seven of these modes were 
intriguing options, but in the end, streetcars and BRT were determined to be the most 
feasible for the District’s new transit system.  Rapid Bus, which is a hybrid of BRT and 
conventional bus modes, was added as an alternative after Screen 1.
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Screen 2: Corridors 
In Screen 2, the project team 
analyzed the proposed corridors in 
terms of their ability to provide Dis-
trict residents and businesses with 
greater access and mobility, in-
creased community and economic 
development, better transit system 
performance, and enhanced envi-
ronmental quality.

Screen 3: System 
Plan
Screen 3 went a step 
further by breaking the 
corridors into segments 
and determining which 
segments would be most 
suitable for “premium” 
BRT and streetcar 
modes.  The segments 
were then reassembled 
into a recommended 
system plan.
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TECHNOLOGIES: STREETCAR, BUS RAPID TRANSIT, AND RAPID BUS
DC’s Transit Future will bring new public transportation to parts of the District underserved 
by the existing Metrorail transit, as well as parts that are currently served but could use 
even more transit.  Along with determining which corridors will receive service, choosing 
the right kind of technology is the most important part of the process.  The DCAA study 
has recommended three transit modes—streetcars, BRT, and Rapid Bus—as being the 
most suitable for addressing the District’s future transit needs.

Streetcars
There are many types of rail systems, the most common being heavy rail, light rail, and 
streetcars.  Heavy rail systems, such as Metrorail and commuter rail lines, carry the great-
est number of people at the fastest speeds, but are also the most expensive to build.  
Because the costs of tunneling and/or obtaining rights-of-way for heavy rail can be prohibi-
tive, many cities are now turning to light rail as an alternative; it’s usually less expensive 
per mile to build than heavy rail, but has less capacity and is somewhat slower.  Light rail 
has an advantage over heavy rail in that it can run either at a separate grade from road-
ways or on streets in mixed traffic.

Streetcars are a type of light rail that are normally powered by overhead wires on ordinary 
streets fitted with rails.  Slightly smaller and slower than conventional light rail, streetcars 
typically serve as internal circulators in a city rather than as means for commuters to get to 
and from the suburbs.  Streetcar stops are usually closer together than heavy rail stations, 
but farther apart than regular bus stops, and can have a range of passenger shelter types.  
In the 1950s and ‘60s, many cities around the country abandoned their streetcar systems 
in favor of buses.  But now, streetcars are making a comeback all over the country, and 
cities such as Portland and Tampa have even worked streetcars into their urban redevel-
opment strategies.

Left: A modern streetcar vehicle in Portland.  Right: The 1920s-style TECO streetcar in Tampa.  
Streetcars have been used to spur redevelopment in cities around the country; both Portland and 
Tampa are planning to extend their systems.
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Bus Rapid Transit
In many ways, BRT vehicles are like conventional buses—they have rubber tires and 
operate on streets, either in mixed traffic or on dedicated rights-of-way.  But BRT sys-
tems have features that make them more “rapid” than the average bus service.  They 
have fewer stops, making the routes more express-like; fare collection that takes place 
at the stop rather than on the bus itself; and signal prioritization technology (transmitters 
that can change traffic signals).  In these ways, BRT combines the greater flexibility of 
buses with the increased speed of rail.  In addition, BRT vehicles often resemble light rail 
vehicles and have greater passenger capacities than conventional buses.  BRT is used 
in a growing number of cities, including Boston, Ottawa, and Pittsburgh.

Rapid Bus
Rapid Bus is similar to BRT in many ways.  Like BRT, Rapid Bus is faster than conven-
tional buses because the vehicles stop only at the busiest locations, while local buses 
tend to stop every few blocks.  Rapid Bus systems also have distinct vehicles, stops, 
and color schemes to make them instantly recognizable and easy to use, and they also 
typically feature enhanced shelters at stops, real-time passenger information, and signal 
prioritization.  Rapid Bus vehicles, however, tend to be smaller than BRT vehicles and 
tend to look more like conventional buses than the somewhat rail-like BRT vehicles.  Yet 
Rapid Bus vehicles tend to be state-of-the-art, often using alternative fuels and having 
low floors for easy boarding and alighting.  Several cities have had notable success with 
Rapid Bus, including Chicago and Los Angeles.  (Note: “Rapid Bus” is an example of a 
branded premium bus service, and the actual brand name for the District will be deter-
mined after conducting market research.)

 BRT Vehicles

Rapid Bus vehicle in Los Angeles
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All three modes share the following characteristics: large, distinctive vehicles with low 
boarding platforms; limited stop service (stops spaced 1/3 to 1/2 mile apart); signal prioriti-
zation; and stops with enhanced amenities.

RECOMMENDED TRANSIT IMPROVEMENTS, 2030
The map at right summarizes the results of all three screens in the DCAA study and recom-
mends which corridors receive which kind of transit upgrade.  (Note that the map is con-
ceptual and does not imply specific alignments.)  All corridors will start out with Rapid Bus, 
including:

•  Friendship Heights to Fort Totten
•  Friendship Heights to Downtown via Georgetown
•  American University to Brookland
•  New Carrollton to Downtown
•  National Harbor to Downtown
•  Forestville to Downtown

Other corridors will start out with Rapid Bus and later receive “premium” transit (either street-
car or BRT), including:

•  Woodley Park to Near Southeast via Adams Morgan, H Street NE, and Capitol Hill
•  Georgetown to SW Waterfront via Downtown
•  Skyland SE to Downtown via South Capitol Street
•  Silver Spring to Downtown
•  Georgetown to Downtown
•  Minnesota Avenue to Downtown
•  Anacostia between Pennsylvania Avenue SE and Bolling Air Force Base
•  Anacostia via the 11th Street Bridge to Downtown and the SW Waterfront

Typical “enhanced” stop amenities.  Left: Electronic message boards for up-to-the-
minute arrival times and other passenger information.  Center: Well-lit, well-designed 
passenger shelters.  Right: Even minor details such as posted schedules can feature 
distinct design schemes and colors to distinguish the new system as a separate, pre-
mium transit entity.
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TRAVEL TIME
The following graphics show estimated travel times and vehicle speeds with the proposed 
new surface-transit system.  The red baseline bars show existing conditions, while the 
green build bars reflect projected conditions.  In all of the corridors shown here, travel times 
and vehicle speeds would improve with the implementation of the proposed new system.
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ADVANTAGES OF DCAA-RECOMMENDED LONG-TERM TRANSIT IMPROVEMENTS
DC Mayor Anthony Williams has announced a goal of adding 100,000 new residents by 
2013.  Even if that goal is not reached, the District’s population will have grown considerably 
by 2030, and the city will face significant long-term challenges in providing transportation 
services to residents and commuters.

Throughout the DCAA study process, the project team has sought to paint a picture of what 
the District’s transit network might look like in 25 years.  Although specific alignments have 
not yet been selected, long-range plans recommend a mix of streetcar, BRT, and Rapid Bus 
improvements for important corridors in the District.  These transit upgrades are envisioned 
as the best way to address the transportation challenges ahead.  If the system were to be 
built according to the study’s recommendations, the District would expect a number of poten-
tial positive effects that add up to improved transportation and stronger communities:

 •  Better accessibility to premium transit modes for District residents

 •  Greater capacity in the District’s transit network
   (Peak-hour capacity to increase by 6,000 transit riders per hour)

 •  More connections between District neighborhoods and activity centers, including 
   Skyland, Adams Morgan, Georgetown, Capitol Hill, H Street NE, and others

 •  Enhanced mobility for District residents and an increase in transit ridership
   (Up to 25,000 new riders per weekday)

 •  Up to 27 percent less crowding on certain Metrorail lines and Metrobus routes 
   during peak hours

 •  Improved travel times between certain origins and destinations
   (Transit travel speeds, on average, to improve by 38 percent)

 •  Increased support of community development initiatives
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PHASING STRATEGY: 
TIMELINE FOR IMPLEMENTATION OF DISTRICT TRANSIT IMPROVEMENTS
Because the proposed system covers so much of the District, it cannot be built in a short 
period of time.  Rather, the transit upgrades will be phased in over the next 25 years.  This 
“phasing-in” strategy consists of five parts:

•  Immediate short-term local service improvements in all corridors 
•  Rapid Bus service in every corridor within ten years 
•  Short-term implementation of the Anacostia Streetcar Project 
•  Phased implementation of premium transit, growing outward from the Anacostia 
  Streetcar Project 
•  Full implementation of the system plan by 2030 
 
The project team has developed criteria for determining which corridors will receive pre-
mium transit (streetcar or BRT) and in what order.  The two main criteria are:

1) a corridor’s access to ridership, and

2) its potential to economically develop the community around it.

The more potential riders a corridor has, and the more likely it is to influence development, 
the higher its priority for receiving streetcar or BRT.

The project team also used three secondary criteria that determined the priority of corri-
dors in receiving premium transit: 1) the corridor’s ability to enhance connections between 
residential and commercial areas, 2) the corridor’s ability to increase connections between 
modes of transit, and 3) the extent to which the corridor avoided duplicating Metrorail ser-
vice.
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Comment Sheet

Please share your views with us on the DC’s Transit Future project and long-
term transit improvement plan for the District of Columbia.

Please cut and detach this form, fold and seal, apply a 37¢ postage stamp, 
and mail to the address on the reverse.  Thank you!



Fold

Fold

Place
Stamp
Here

DC’s Transit Future
P.O. Box 77055
Washington, DC 20013
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DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION
WASHINGTON METROPOLITAN AREA TRANSIT AUTHORITY


