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Washington, D.C. – Rarely is a major metropolitan area so ideally suited for public transportation.   As the center of our federal government, Washington is a centralized congregation of office buildings, hotels, and entertainment venues.  Over a million people work within sight of the U.S. Capitol building.  Residential areas spread out evenly in all directions making the Virginia and Maryland suburbs near here (and some no longer so near) bedroom communities intractably linked to the federal experience.  Yet public transportation here continues to be a financial basket case.

The Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (commonly called METRO) operates a fleet of busses and subway trains servicing much of the area.  These parts of the system generally operate on time with frequent service during the morning and evening commuter hours.  There are express lanes on the freeways for the METRO busses which make the typical commute to be within minutes of that achieved by driving one’s car.  In spite of such apparently fertile turf, METRO annually loses nearly $200 million, which must be subsidized reluctantly by the surrounding governments.
Many people I talk to simply do not like public transportation.  The concept of riding a bus is totally foreign to many Americans.  They would rather endure the costs and perils of driving their own cars daily than step one foot on the subway or a bus.  This attitude probably stems from a variety of reasons, but the independence of being able to start from home exactly when one wants rather than waiting 10 minutes for the next bus is very compelling to many people.  As it turns out around here, those commuters who do wait those 10 minutes for the bus, often still arrive at their destination sooner that those who drive because the freeways are jammed while the busses move freely on the high speed (HOV) lanes.

Other potential METRO customers have found that car pooling is a less expensive option and is often more convenient.  Because those bus lanes are also available to vehicles with more than 4 passengers (the number varies from 2 to 4), there is a real growth industry in van and car pools.  Also, in our neighborhood, many drivers by themselves stop to give commuters waiting at bus stops a free ride into the city so that they can have 4 people in their car to be eligible to use those bus lanes.  There are now thousands of commuters (such as myself) who now count on being picked up each day for this variant of “the free ride.”  Although I call it “white collar hitchhiking,” the lines of commuters waiting to be picked up is now called a “slug line.”
Meanwhile, METRO continues to try to attract enough customers to pay the freight.  Don’t count on any breakthrough in the foreseeable future.  The slugs are winning.

I thought you might like to know.
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