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Employees who drive alone to work, particularly those on 
the lower spectrum of the income scale, such as recent 
college graduates or those working in lower-skilled 
positions, are at a tipping point with higher than ever 
prices at the pump.  

In a February 2022 survey by AAA, 59 percent of 
respondents planned to make changes to their driving 
habits or lifestyle once the cost of gasoline rose above 
$4 a gallon. At the end of March 2022, gas prices in the 
District of Columbia averaged $4.37 a gallon, up from 
around $2 at the beginning of the pandemic, just two  
years prior. 

Driving alone has always been costly and that’s truer 
than ever now. Other costs associated with commuting 
alone by car besides filling the tank include vehicle wear 
and tear, mileage depreciation, plus possible tolls, and 
parking costs. Auto repairs are another matter altogether. 
In addition to the aforementioned costs is the cost of 
wasted time sitting in traffic. Fortune magazine reports 
the average cost of opportunity loss (in time) during the 
commute is $500 monthly.    

Of those in the AAA survey who said they would make 
driving habit changes in response to higher gas prices, 
a majority (80 percent) said they would opt to drive less, 
with significant differences among age groups. Drivers 
between 18 and 34 years old were nearly three times as 
likely as those 35 and older to consider carpooling. A total 
of 29 percent of those 18 to 34 years old would consider 
carpooling compared to 11 percent of those 35 and older.

The AAA survey of 1,051 drivers was conducted using a 
probability-based panel designed to be representative of 
the overall U.S. household population. The panel provides 
sample coverage of approximately 97 percent of the 
population. The margin of error for the study is 3 percent 
at the 95 percent confidence level.

Employers can help employees make changes to their 
driving habits and lessen the number of cars coming to 
the worksite through the free assistance of a Commuter 
Connections Employer Services Representative. 

Your Employer Representative will design a commuter 
plan for your company based the number of employees, 
parking availability, transit availability, and location. 
Depending on your company size, your commuter 
program might include email and intranet content,   
and/or an onsite commuter event that includes transit 
operators and carpool and vanpool experts. The events, 
including pre-event promotion, commuter information 
materials and giveaways (as available), are always free. 

For more information on the AAA survey, visit  
https://newsroom.aaa.com. To find your Commuter 
Connections Employer Services Representatives, visit 
www.commuterconnections.org/employers and look      
for "Jurisdictional Employer Services Representatives."  
Or to fill out an Employer Request Form, look for  
"Request Services."

RISING GAS PRICES REACH TIPPING POINT
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Free parking for employees encourages driving to the 
workplace, while no parking availability or charging 
employees to park is a disincentive to doing so. 
Accommodations for carpool and vanpool parking at no 
cost to employees or at a sizable discount is bound to    
get more employees to share the ride and reduce parking 
demand. Organizations that make it free or inexpensive to 
park at work are in essence, subsidizing traffic congestion 
and contributing to environmentally harmful actions. 

In the Commuter Connections 2019 State of the Commute 
Survey, respondents who had to pay for parking at the 
workplace, commuted by means other than driving alone 
at higher ratios than respondents with free parking. 
In fact, there was a wide disparity, as 83 percent of 
respondents drove alone to work when their employers 
offered free parking, compared with only 37 percent  
of respondents who drove alone when not given  
free parking. 

Many employers do a great job of encouraging employees 
to carpool, vanpool, use transit, bike, or walk to work, 
which is commendable, but some do so while at the same 
time dangling the carrot of free parking. Free employee 
parking can have the effect of wiping out gains made 
toward the reduction of an employer’s carbon footprint.  

If there are compelling reasons that free parking must 
remain within the mix, consider allowing your employees 
to “cash out” the parking spot they would otherwise use. 
Determine the monetary value of one parking space    
and offer that sum to employees, in lieu of offering  
free parking. Per IRS regulations, up to $280 per month   
is tax-free. 

If free parking is offered to employees, as a counterweight, 
consider the parking cash-out approach. Companies in 
the region may offer subsidized transit and vanpool  
costs to employees through SmartBenefits and gain  
tax advantages. 

The availability of commute benefits/services is inversely 
related to the availability of free parking at the worksite. 
The State of the Commute Survey showed that less than 
half (46 percent) of respondents who said free parking 
was offered to all employees said their employers also 
offered commute benefits/services that would encourage 
or help employees use alternative modes of commuting.               
By contrast, 76 percent of respondents who said free 
parking was not available reported having access to 
commute benefits/services at work.  

Washington, DC recently enacted a new municipal parking 
cash-out law (the DC Transportation Benefits Equity Act 
of 2020), requiring employers of 20 or more, who provide 
third-party rented parking, to offer the same (or greater) 
value in cash to employees who do not take the  
parking space. 

A decades-old study of California's parking cash-out law, 
the only known study of its kind, found that employer 
usage of parking cash-out decreased driving alone to 
work by 17 percent. It also increased carpooling by 64 
percent, increased transit ridership by 50 percent, and 
increased walking and biking by 39 percent. The study 
was conducted by Donald Shoup, the originator of the 
parking cash-out concept.  

Under the new law in the District of Columbia, every 
two years employers will need to submit information to 
the District Department of Transportation showing the 
number of employees offered parking cash out and the 
number of employees participating. The first report is 
to be submitted by January 15, 2023. The law applies 
solely to employers who rent parking spaces from a third 
party. There are two additional ways to comply with the 
law. Employers can submit a Transportation Demand 
Management (TDM) plan designed to reduce the  
number of employees driving alone by 10 percent  
or more. Employers who do not wish to implement a 
parking cash-out benefit may also pay a monthly 
Clean Air Compliance Fee to the District Department of 
Transportation. The fee is $100 per month per employee 
who is receiving a free parking benefit. 

Support to implement parking cash out and other TDM 
benefits in the District of Columbia is available from 
Commuter Connections’ network partner, goDCgo at 
www.goDCgo.com/employer. For free expert employer 
assistance anywhere in the region regarding commuter 
benefits, please visit https://www.commuterconnections.
org/request-form. To view the full State of the Commute 
report, visit www.commuterconnections.org and click on 
About Us, then Publications.
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The transit industry faced low ridership on buses and  
rail cars throughout the pandemic. In December 2019  
(pre-pandemic), Prince William County’s OmniRide  
carried roughly 129,000 passengers on Express buses.   
In December 2020, during the pandemic, that figure fell  
to about 56,000. 

To boost ridership in a post-pandemic environment, some 
transit agencies are offering creative strategies to bring 
back riders. OmniRide for example, is offering free fares 
on Local and Metro Express buses, which travel to select 
Metrorail stations in Fairfax County. 

The transit agency also operates OmniRide Express, a 
commuter bus service to major employment centers 
in Northern Virginia and the District of Columbia. Many 
employers have shifted or plan to shift to a new hybrid 
model, where employees work remotely a few days a 
week and commute on the balance of weekdays. This 
practice has impacted transit ridership, as fewer overall 
trips are being taken. OmniRide is starting to rebound 
from the pandemic; however, most gains are mid-week 
trips.  This is likely due to Mondays and Fridays being the 
most popular weekdays for teleworking.

Arlington Transit (ART) returned to full bus service last 
fall. A pilot program will provide free rides to 7,200 
low-income residents within Arlington County.  ART 
buses supplement Metrobus with cross-county routes 

and neighborhood connections to Metrorail and Virginia 
Railway Express stations. 

For more information visit www.omniride.com  
and www.arlingtontransit.com.

Metro will renovate an old streetcar storage garage on 
14th Street NW, which dates back to 1906, into a modern-
day facility to recharge and maintain 150 electric buses.

It’s part of Metro's goal of a 100 percent zero-emission 
bus fleet by 2045. To start the process, Metro will test  
and evaluate 10 electric buses.

The “new” garage will preserve the historic façade and 
include retail space, streetscape improvements, and a 
community room for local meetings. The facility is being 
designed with solar panels and other environmentally-
friendly LEED certified features. 

Initially, the garage will service a mix of regular and 
electric buses until the size of the electric fleet reaches 
full growth. A phased conversion of the 1,500-vehicle 
Metrobus fleet will enable Metro and its regional partners 
to make needed investments in facilities, electric utility 
infrastructure, and workforce training to support the  
fleet transition.

The Northern Bus Garage Reconstruction Project is 
expected to take four years to complete.

For more information, visit https://www.wmata.com/
initiatives/plans/zero-emission-buses.cfm.



495 NEXT - NORTHERN EXTENSION EXPRESS LANES

Highway construction in the DC area, while unavoidable, 
can have a silver lining for carpoolers. On I-495, Express 
Lanes are being extended about 3 miles from the end of 
the existing I-495 Express Lanes to the George Washington 
Memorial Parkway interchange, near the American  
Legion Bridge. 

Traffic on I-495 routinely backs up between the American 
Legion Bridge and Tysons Corner during morning and 
afternoon peak travel periods. Unfortunately, local          
roads on either side of I-495, including residential streets, 
experience gridlock due to cut-through traffic for several 
hours each weekday.

The 495 Express Lanes Northern Extension project, dubbed 
495 NEXT, will replace existing overpasses, build a path for 
bicyclists and pedestrians, and construct new noise buffer 
walls. The project will add two new dynamically tolled 
Express Lanes in each direction, including new connections 
at the Dulles Corridor and the George Washington Memorial 
Parkway interchanges. 

The Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) recently 
issued a formal notice to proceed to Transurban, Virginia’s 
project partner and operator of the 495, 95, and 395 Express 
Lanes. Following this milestone, Governor Glenn Youngkin, 
along with Virginia Secretary of Transportation Shep Miller, 
state and local officials, and project partners, attended a 
groundbreaking ceremony on March 14 to officially kick  
off construction.

“Despite unprecedented times and a global pandemic, VDOT 
and its partners have remained focused on advancing this 
critically important public-private partnership project for the 
region and the Commonwealth,” said VDOT Commissioner 
Stephen Brich. “We are proud of the hard work and 
collaboration that made (this) milestone possible and 
look forward to getting to work on delivering these 
important improvements.”

Full construction activities could start as early as next 
summer and completion is projected for 2025. The project 
aims to achieve the following:

• Provide travel time savings of 3-4 minutes 
in the morning peak and 4-8 minutes in the 
afternoon peak.

• Cut travel times for express lanes travelers by 
up to 50 percent.

• Reduce crashes in the area (20 percent 
decrease by 2045).

• Move up to 5,400 more people per hour in 
both directions combined.

• Decrease cut throughs on Georgetown Pike by 

14 percent, resulting in a 44 percent reduction 
in intersection delays along the corridor.

• Reduce traffic in the general-purpose lanes.

• Accommodate future travel demand.

• Improve travel reliability.

• Improve safety with new acceleration and 
deceleration lanes along general-purpose 
lanes and a new shoulder in the northbound 
general-purpose lanes. The improvements 
are expected to reduce rear-end and side-
swipe collisions. 

The $660 million project is estimated to generate more than 
$880 million in economic benefits and 6,300 jobs.

VDOT’s website for the project includes maps and 
plans, FAQs, advance notice of construction plans and 
activities, and travelers can sign up for email updates. 
“Our team is committed to providing timely and accurate 
project information and reducing impacts both on and 
off the road,” said Michelle Holland, VDOT Megaprojects 
Communications Lead.

Carpools and vanpools with three or more people can travel 
free on Virginia Express Lanes at all times, with an E-ZPass® 
Flex switched to HOV ON. 

Employees looking to find carpool/vanpool partners to connect 
with can do so with the help of Commuter Connections’ free 
ridematching services. The region wide 'Pool Rewards program 
provides one-time newly participating carpoolers with up 
to $130 over a 90-day time frame, when participating in a 
trip-tracking process. A bonus $100, above the $130, is also 
available through 'Pool Rewards for carpoolers traveling along 
the I-66 corridor, outside of the Beltway.

For more information visit www.495northernextension.org,  
and for free ridematching visit  
https://tdm.commuterconnections.org/mwcog.
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U-PASS GIVES STUDENTS ACCESS TO TRANSIT 

Loudoun County Commuter Services is offering 
SmartBenefits® Plu$50, an incentive program for 
employers in Loudoun County, which provides a financial 
incentive for employees to try transit or vanpools for  
the first time.  

Employers who sign on to the program will be provided 
with free SmarTrip® cards, each pre-loaded with $50, to 
give to eligible employees for use on buses, Metrorail, or 
vanpools. Loudoun County Transit buses are equipped 
to accept Metro's SmarTrip® electronic fare collection via 
plastic card and mobile pay. 

To be eligible, employees must:

• Work for an employer in Loudoun County

• Be interested in riding buses, Metrorail, or vanpools

• Have not previously acquired a SmarTrip® card 

Federal government employees, employees already 
enrolled in SmartBenefits®, and current vanpool or transit 
commuters are not eligible for this incentive.  

Once the free $50 benefit is depleted, the employer can 
enroll in the SmartBenefits® commuter benefits program, 
provided by the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit 
Authority (WMATA). The program provides employers with 
a simple system for managing qualified transportation 
fringe benefits, which are allowed by Section 132(f) of the 
Internal Revenue Code.  Offering SmartBenefits gains tax 
advantages for both the employer and employee. 

For more information on SmartBenefits® Plu$50, 
email Loudoun County Commuter Services at LCCS@
loudoun.gov or call 703-771-5665.

LOUDOUN COUNTY EMPLOYERS GET SMARTER 

Students choose colleges, in part, on their location. Large 
metropolitan areas such as the Washington, DC region 
have so much to offer, but also tend to be expensive. 
Students on a tight budget need to get from point A to  
point B without a car, and on the cheap. Metro has a 
solution: U-Pass.  

U-Pass offers a semester of transit when a college or 
university signs on to the program and requires students 
to pay a mandatory student fee (equivalent to $1 a day) for 
a special pass that provides unlimited rail and bus rides 
during the semester. As a mandatory student fee and part 
of the cost of attendance, the fee is included in overall cost 
calculations for financial aid. 

American University, with about 10,000 full-time 
students, was the first to try U-Pass in 2016. Since then, 
dozens of schools have signed on to the program, including 
out of state universities that have satellite campuses  
in the area. 

George Washington University (GWU), with over 10,000 
full-time students, started the program with its 2022 
spring semester. Full-time GWU students pay a mandatory 
fee of $100 and GWU contributes additional funds to help 
students cover the cost. 

For more information, visit https://wmata.com/fares/
Metros-University-Pass-Program.cfm.
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Employers* who sign on 
to SmartBenefits® Plu$50 
will be provided with 
free SmarTrip® cards, 
pre-loaded with $50! See page 5

* Available to employers in Loudoun County.


