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July	  16,	  2012	  
	  
	  
Mrs.	  Mary	  Hughes	  Hynes,	  Chair	  and	  
Members	  of	  the	  Arlington	  County	  Board,	  
2100	  Clarendon	  Boulevard,	  Suite	  300	  
Arlington,	  Virginia	  22201	  
	  
	  
Re:	  Columbia	  Pike	  Transit	  Initiative,	  Locally	  Preferred	  Alternative	  	  
	  
Dear	  Mrs.	  Hynes	  and	  Members	  of	  the	  Board	  

The	  Arlington	  County	  Board	  will	  make	  an	  important	  decision	  regarding	  the	  locally	  
preferred	  alternative	  for	  upgraded	  transit	  on	  Columbia	  Pike	  at	  the	  end	  of	  July.	  The	  
Columbia	  Pike	  Revitalization	  Organization	  (CPRO)	  has	  been	  has	  been	  an	  integral	  part	  of	  
Pike	  revitalization	  for	  decades,	  hosting	  community-‐wide	  leadership	  meetings,	  working	  
on	  policy	  matters	  including	  the	  Columbia	  Pike	  Form	  Based	  Code	  and	  Columbia	  Pike	  
Housing	  Study,	  serving	  as	  a	  clearinghouse	  for	  information,	  and	  offering	  problem	  
solving	  for	  local	  residents	  and	  businesses.	  CPRO	  also	  manages	  a	  number	  of	  important	  
community	  events	  including	  the	  Columbia	  Blues	  Festival	  and	  the	  Columbia	  Pike	  
Farmer’s	  Market.	   

The	  Board	  of	  Directors	  of	  CPRO	  has	  been	  engaged	  on	  the	  subject	  of	  transit	  
improvements	  on	  Columbia	  Pike	  for	  several	  years,	  attending	  many	  civic	  association	  
meetings	  and	  holding	  a	  number	  of	  business	  events	  dedicated	  in	  part	  or	  in	  whole	  to	  the	  
subject	  of	  Columbia	  Pike	  transit.	  	  In	  support	  of	  its	  mission	  to	  revitalize	  the	  Pike	  while	  
balancing	  the	  needs	  of	  Pike	  neighborhoods,	  the	  voting	  membership	  of	  the	  CPRO	  Board	  
is	  composed	  half	  of	  community	  representatives	  who	  are	  residents	  selected	  from	  the	  9	  
Pike	  neighborhoods	  and	  half	  of	  business	  representatives	  from	  various	  backgrounds	  
(e.g.	  non-‐profit,	  retail,	  banking,	  and	  real	  estate)	  in	  addition	  to	  two	  at-‐large	  
representatives.	  	  CPRO	  is	  a	  carefully	  balanced	  organization	  with	  deep	  roots	  in	  the	  Pike	  
community. 

After	  several	  years	  of	  engagement	  in	  Arlington	  on	  this	  issue,	  the	  CPRO	  Board	  has	  
formally	  voted	  to	  support	  the	  streetcar	  as	  the	  locally	  preferred	  alternative	  for	  
upgrading	  transit	  on	  Columbia	  Pike.	  	  Light	  rail	  is	  what	  is	  needed	  to	  fulfill	  the	  promise	  of	  
a	  revitalized	  Columbia	  Pike.	  	  It	  is	  an	  investment	  that	  the	  Pike	  business	  community	  has	  
been	  counting	  on,	  and	  it	  is	  one	  that	  will	  be	  needed	  to	  meet	  the	  needs	  of	  current	  and	  
future	  residents	  of	  Columbia	  Pike.	  	  The	  streetcar	  is	  a	  critical	  investment	  in	  the	  future	  of	  
Columbia	  Pike	  that	  will	  attract	  and	  support	  business,	  will	  improve	  transit	  ridership	  and	  
deliver	  the	  mobility	  needed	  by	  local	  residents	  and	  businesses	  alike. 

No	  long-‐term	  investment	  decision	  on	  transit	  should	  be	  based	  on	  what	  is	  cheapest	  
in	  terms	  of	  initial	  construction.	  	  Rather,	  a	  full	  assessment	  of	  the	  pros	  and	  cons	  of	  one	  
system	  versus	  another	  should	  be	  made,	  considering	  the	  full	  economic	  impact	  and	  
operational	  costs	  of	  one	  system	  versus	  another.	  	  Light	  rail	  offers	  a	  number	  of	  benefits	  
compared	  to	  the	  articulated	  bus	  (an	  extra	  long	  bus	  with	  an	  accordion-‐like	  center	  that	  
bends	  during	  turns).	  	  Light	  rail	  can	  carry	  more	  passengers	  and	  has	  nearly	  as	  many	  seats	  
as	  a	  bus,	  and	  unlike	  articulated	  buses,	  cars	  can	  be	  attached	  to	  one	  another.	  This	  means	  
that	  fewer	  operators	  are	  needed	  to	  carry	  the	  same	  number	  of	  passengers.	  	  
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Light	  rail	  offers	  a	  smoother	  ride,	  is	  more	  reliable	  than	  buses	  and,	  with	  off-‐vehicle	  fare	  
collection,	  models	  have	  shown	  light	  rail	  saves	  7	  minutes	  per	  trip	  from	  Pentagon	  City	  to	  
Skyline	  Drive	  (a	  trip	  approximately	  3	  miles	  in	  length).	  	  These	  aspects	  of	  light	  rail	  have	  
the	  potential	  to	  reduce	  operating	  cost	  per	  passenger.	  

An	  articulated	  bus	  system	  would	  offer	  fewer	  improvements	  to	  service,	  and	  would	  
not	  attract	  the	  same	  level	  of	  ridership	  as	  a	  streetcar.	  Columbia	  Pike	  already	  has	  the	  
highest	  bus	  ridership	  in	  the	  Commonwealth	  of	  Virginia.	  	  During	  rush	  hour,	  buses	  are	  
already	  running	  every	  3	  minutes	  down	  the	  corridor.	  There	  are	  so	  many	  buses	  during	  
rush	  hour	  that	  they	  are	  bunching	  together,	  which	  interferes	  with	  the	  schedule	  and	  
results	  in	  overcrowding	  on	  some	  buses	  while	  other	  buses	  are	  underutilized.	  	  The	  fare	  
system	  for	  articulated	  buses	  would	  be	  managed	  by	  WMATA	  (Metro).	  	  Metro	  has	  
indicated	  that	  it	  is	  not	  ready	  to	  commit	  to	  off-‐vehicle	  fare	  collection,	  the	  primary	  
means	  of	  speeding	  boarding,	  and	  the	  best	  way	  to	  reduce	  transit	  times.	  	  It	  is	  time	  to	  get	  
serious	  about	  service	  upgrades,	  and	  that	  means	  light	  rail. 

	  Light	  rail	  is	  known	  to	  attract	  more	  ridership	  than	  buses.	  	  The	  Arlington	  County	  
Board	  is	  poised	  to	  vote	  on	  a	  series	  of	  housing	  proposals	  relating	  to	  residential	  areas	  
along	  Columbia	  Pike.	  	  It	  is	  expected	  that	  the	  number	  of	  residents	  living	  within	  the	  first	  
block	  from	  Columbia	  Pike	  will	  increase	  by	  tens	  of	  thousands	  if	  these	  policy	  directives	  
are	  implemented.	  	  This	  is	  part	  of	  the	  “smart	  growth”	  vision	  for	  the	  Pike.	  On	  the	  east	  
end	  of	  the	  Pike,	  greater	  foot	  traffic	  and	  demand	  for	  street	  parking	  is	  already	  
noticeable.	  In	  order	  that	  Columbia	  Pike	  continue	  to	  function	  efficiently	  as	  a	  commuter	  
corridor,	  it	  is	  in	  the	  interests	  of	  all	  Pike	  residents	  that	  whatever	  transit	  alternative	  is	  
selected	  will	  be	  attractive	  to	  riders. 

	  Light	  rail	  is	  also	  known	  to	  have	  a	  tremendously	  positive	  impact	  on	  business.	  	  The	  
business	  community	  has	  made	  clear	  that	  much	  of	  the	  current	  interest	  in	  investing	  on	  
Columbia	  Pike	  anticipates	  construction	  of	  light	  rail	  on	  the	  Pike.	  	  Businesses	  in	  the	  
corridor	  are	  struggling	  to	  attract	  customers,	  particularly	  during	  daytime	  hours,	  and	  
many	  entrepreneurs	  continue	  to	  see	  their	  business	  ventures	  fail	  on	  the	  Pike.	  To	  
support	  a	  good	  balance	  of	  different	  types	  of	  businesses	  and	  daytime	  services,	  more	  
foot	  traffic	  is	  needed,	  which	  means	  that	  the	  Pike	  also	  needs	  to	  be	  considered	  a	  viable	  
corridor	  for	  office	  space	  and	  hotels.	  	  A	  decision	  not	  to	  pursue	  light	  rail	  would	  be	  
damaging	  to	  local	  business	  and	  would	  undermine	  efforts	  to	  revitalize	  the	  Pike. 

	  Finally,	  a	  commitment	  to	  light	  rail	  is	  a	  regional	  transit	  commitment,	  not	  just	  a	  
local	  one.	  	  The	  opportunity	  for	  a	  network	  of	  light	  rail	  is	  within	  our	  grasp,	  with	  the	  
District	  of	  Columbia	  and	  Fairfax	  County	  at	  different	  stages	  of	  assessing	  and	  building	  
light	  rail	  routes	  for	  areas	  not	  served	  by	  Metrorail.	  	  This	  is	  another	  powerful	  reason	  that	  
light	  rail	  should	  be	  chosen	  as	  the	  locally	  preferred	  alternative. 

The	  Columbia	  Pike	  Revitalization	  Organization	  supports	  the	  streetcar	  as	  the	  
locally	  preferred	  alternative	  for	  transit	  upgrades	  on	  Columbia	  Pike.	  Light	  rail	  alone	  
offers	  the	  kind	  of	  long-‐term	  commitment	  to	  service	  that	  the	  community	  needs	  and	  
deserves. 
	   
Sincerely, 
	  	  
Juliet	  Hiznay 
President,	  Board	  of	  Directors 
Columbia	  Pike	  Revitalization	  Organization 
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