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Yes Vote on Transportation
Will Best Serve Virginians

By John G. Milliken

n  November  5,  voters  in  Northern
Virginia  will  have  a  unique  oppor
tunity  to  do  something  about  the

region's increasingly serious traffic problems.
When  they  go  to  their  polling  places  on
Election  Day,  one  of  their  choices  will  be
whether to levy an additional half-cent sales
tax  to  fund  improvements  in  the  region's
transportation infrastructure. This is unusual
because Virginia  is  one of  only  four  states
that  still  controls  all  roads  from  the  state
capital. Approval of the referendum will pro
vide  funding  to  a  newly  created  Northern
Virginia  Transportation  Authority  to  actu
ally  carry  out  the  new  transportation  pro
gram in the fastest growing, most populous
part of the state.

The referendum was authorized by the
General Assembly in the spring of 2002. For
several years legislative efforts in support of a
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referendum  had  failed.  The  proposal  now
before the voters was approved because of
strong support from Gov. Mark Warner who
made the issue one of the key elements in his
2001 campaign. It was supported by virtually
all  of  the Northern Virginia  legislative dele
gation  and  championed  by  Delegate  Jack
Rollison  (R-Prince  William).  In  Northern
Virginia it was pushed by a broad coalition of
business, civic and local elected leaders from
across the region. When passed by the voters
in  November,  the  additional  half-cent  sales
tax will produce an estimated $140 million a
year that will be used to support bonds to pay
for  24  specific  transit  and  highway  invest
ments  totaling  15  billion  across  Northern
Virginia.  These  projects  had  earlier  been
identified by local governments and were part
of the 2020 Transportation Plan adopted by
the region.

WELDON  COOPER
CENTER FOR PUBLIC SERVICE

University of Virginia



Northern  Virginia  Transportation  Projects
The anticipated revenue realized from a half-cent
increase in the sales tax will fund specific road, bridge
and public transit improvements. The list, and the bond
amounts authorized, follows.
Dulles corridor transit (locality share)

$350,000,000
1-66 improvements and rail extension (1-495 to Route 15)

$300,000,000
I-95/I-395 improvements and transit improvements

$250,000,000
Route 1 transit improvements (Arlington and Alexandria)

$75,000,000
Route 1 improvements (Fairfax and Prince William)

$150,000,000
Route 28 improvements (Loudoun and Fairfax)

$50,000,000
Route 28 improvements (Prince William)

$50,000,000
I-495 improvements and transit improvements

$200,000,000
Fairfax County Parkway

$125,000,000

Tri-County/Loudoun County Parkway
$100,000,000

VRE new railcar purchase
$100,000,000

Eisenhower valley highway and transit improvements
$25,000,000

Route 234 bypass/Route 659 relocated
$50,000,000

Metrorail infrastructure replacement program
$250,000,000

Gallows Road/Route 29 improvements
$25,000,000

Secondary system improvements
(including unpaved roads)

$150,000,000
Urban system improvements

$100,000,000
Route 7 improvements (Fairfax/Falls Church)

$80,000,000
Route 7 improvements (Loudoun)

$100,000,000

Regional transit capital
$75,000,000

Alexandria transit capital and facilities
$25,000,000

Route 50/Columbia Pike improvements
$25,000,000

Columbia Pike/Route 7 transit improvements
$75,000,000

Rail safety improvements (Manassas grade separations)
$20,000,000

Total  $2,750,000,000

One of  the most important  features of  the
legislation that authorized the referendum is the
grant of authority for control of the funds to the
Northern  Virginia  Transportation  Authority.
The NVTA, established in  the 2002 Session of
the General Assembly, is composed exclusively
of  Northern  Virginians:  the  Mayors  and Chairs
of  Boards  of  Supervisors  in  each  of  the  nine
jurisdictions  covered  by  the  referendum;  three
members  of  the  Northern  Virginia  General
Assembly  delegation  and  Northern  Virginia  cit
izens  appointed  by  the  Governor.  For  the  first
time, Northern Virginians actually will be able to
direct  the  future  of  transportation  projects  in
their own backyards.

The law is clear that all of the funds raised
by the additional half-cent sales tax will be used
exclusively  to  improve  transportation  in
Northern  Virginia.  Those  funds  cannot  be
diverted for other purposes or to other areas of
the state. The law also prohibits the state from
reducing the amount of transportation funds that
Northern  Virginia  would  otherwise  qualify  to
receive from existing sources. So there can be no
"off-setting," which means that the sales tax pro
ceeds  will  be  additional  monies  available
to  address  congestion  and  gridlock  in  North
ern  Virginia.

Jammed highways every day
No one in Northern Virginia, least of all the

advocates of a higher sales tax, believes for a
moment  that  the  projects  to  be  paid  for  with
sales tax revenue will forever end congestion and
gridlock.  But,  investments  in  transportation
infrastructure over the past 30 years have failed
to  keep  pace  with  the  growth  of  the  region,
which now encompasses several million people,
one  million  of  whom reside  in  Fairfax  County.
And  most  people  who  confront  jammed  high
ways every day — during weekdays to and from
work and on weekends when traveling for pleas
ure, recreation, children's activities or shopping
— realize that if steps are not taken, and taken

soon, Northern Virginia's problems will  reach a
point  at  which  they  cannot  be  fixed.  Doing
nothing will only result in a worse problem. Wise
investment in targeted solutions will pay a bene
fit in the longer term. So the time to act is now.

Congestion  and  gridlock  affect  everyone's
quality of life. They leave parents with less time
at home with their families each day - missing
soccer games, school plays and family dinners.
Most families are sadly familiar with these con
sequences because they have become an all too
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regular part of our daily routine. Another impact
that people do not routinely consider is the effect
on the delivery of emergency services. There is
no way of getting around the fact that congestion
impedes the responses of fire, EMS and police
agencies in emergencies, putting families at risk.
This  consideration  is  so  important  that,  at  a
recent news conference, fire department and res
cue  squad  executives  from  Alexandria,
Arlington, Fairfax and Prince William, as well as
the  statewide  organizations  representing  fire
chiefs, professional firefighters and paramedics,
and volunteer fire departments added their sup
port for the measure.

Funding for mass transit
While much of the debate over the proposal

has been about highways, much of the money
will be earmarked for transit. More than 40 per
cent of the funds for the designated projects will
be for transit and the new Authority has estab
lished a principle that at least 50 percent of all
funds  raised  will  be  used  for  transit  and  High
Occupancy Vehicle (HOV) projects.

For  the  closer-in  suburbs  of  Arlington,
Alexandria and parts of Fairfax, as well as for the
heavily traveled interstate corridors, these transit
expenditures  are  essential  to  mobility  in  the
region.  In  the last  20 years,  Tysons Corner  in
Fairfax County has become the new downtown,
home to 100,000 jobs.  Transportation into and
out of Tysons will not work unless transit is a sig
nificant part of the solution. It is for that reason
that the largest single allocation of funds in the
referendum is for the extension of  Metrorail  to
Tysons and west to Dulles International  Airport
and Loudoun County.

In  the  heavily  traveled  I-95/I-395  corridor,
funding  will  be  available  to  nearly  double  the
current capacity of the Virginia Railway Express,
carrying  commuters  from  Prince  William
County to jobs at the Pentagon, in Crystal City
or  in  the District  of  Columbia.  Additional  funds
will allow the expansion of the park-and-ride lots
and the addition of a third HOV lane to improve
the already hugely successful bus, car and van
pool program in that corridor.

As long as Northern Virginia is prosperous
and provides a  high quality  of  life  for  its  resi
dents, it will continue to attract more people and
they  will  demand  high-quality  services,  includ
ing a transportation system that makes it possi
ble to move about without the constant delays
that  congestion  creates.  We  value  personal
mobility, a clean environment and a high quality

of  life  that  economic  stability  and  progress
make possible.

Finally,  everyone recognizes the significant
change in the economic character of our region
over the last decade. There is but one regional
economy and today all our communities are con
nected and share common interests. No longer is
there an Arlington economy, a Fairfax economy,
a Loudoun economy or a Prince William econ
omy  that  stands  insulated  from  the  others.
Solving  our  regional  transportation  crisis  will
make  it  possible  for  Northern  Virginia  to  con
tinue attracting people, creating good jobs, and
providing  better  schools.  The  newly  created
Northern  Virginia  Transportation  Authority,
made  up  of  Northern  Virginia  elected  officials
and citizens, will use these new funds to imple
ment  our  Northern  Virginia  adopted  regional
transportation plan.

Some  contend  that  Northern  Virginia  has
been  sending  more  in  transportation  taxes  to
Richmond  than  it  receives  in  return.  That  is
simply wrong. For the last decade the Northern
Virginia  region  has  received  a  higher  percent
age  of  the  state's  transportation  construction
dollars  than  either  its  proportion  of  the  popu
lation  or  its  proportion  of  the  transportation
dollars paid in. For the last decade other parts
of the state have been paying to help meet our

Doing  nothing
will only result

in a worse

problem
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transportation construction needs. The issue is
not whether we are getting our fair share. We
are. It  is whether the total amount available is
enough to do the job. It is not.

The budget crisis is real
These are difficult budget times in the state.

Governor Warner's unenviable task of trimming
state expenditures to deal with a $5 billion deficit
underscores the financial  problem that Virginia
faces,  not  just  today  but  for  the  foreseeable
future. That suggests very strongly that money to
address Northern Virginia's transportation crisis
is not  likely to come from state funds anytime
soon. So the arguments I often hear that voters
should  reject  the  sales  tax  hike  in  Northern

Virginia and instead demand that the state share
more of  its  money with us ignore the reality  of
the crisis we face. The money simply is not there.
We have no choice but to take the matter into
our own hands.

For all these reasons, on behalf of Citizens
for Better Transportation, a coalition of citizens,
business leaders, educators and elected officials
from both political parties, I believe that the vote
that  best  serves  the  needs  and  interests  of
Northern  Virginians  is  the  vote  "YES"  on  the
transportation referendum November 5th.

ABOUT  THE  AUTHOR:  Mr.  Milliken,  the
chairman  of  Citizens  for  Better  Transportation,
formely served as a member of the Arlington County
Board of Supervisors and was state Secretary of
Transportation, 1990-1994.
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