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SUBJECT: Jones Bridge Road — Purple Line Busway Alternatives Analysis
Worksession

STAFF RECOMMENDATION

Staff recommends that the Planning Board endorse and transmit to the County
Council the results of the attached report, “Jones Bridge Road — Purple Line
Alternatives Analysis,” and the following recommendation:

If a future decision is made to place a busway instead of a light rail line in
the Purple Line corridor, the results of this preliminary study indicate that it is
clearly preferable to place a high-quality busway on the Georgetown Branch
right-of-way rather than on Jones Bridge Road. Because there are significant
concerns about placing a busway on Jones Bridge Road, the Planning Board
recommends that this alternative not proceed to further study in detail by the
Maryland Department of Transportation (MDOT).

Based upon the public testimony on this issue, staff recommends adding some
new text to the report. The new text is shown in Exhibit A.

BRIEF BACKGROUND

The Planning Board held a public hearing on June 26, 2003, regarding the report,
“Jones Bridge Road — Purple Line Busway Alternatives Analysis.” Exhibit B provides a



summary of the testimony from people who spoke at the hearing as well as those who
subsequently sent letters until the public hearing record closed on July 1. Exhibit C is a
compilation of the actual written testimony. Copies of the report and Exhibit C are in the
Planning Board’s packets only.

Having reviewed the testimony, staff has provided a response for each major
issue raised, as shown in Exhibit B and in the “DISCUSSION” section of this
memorandum. Based on this testimony, staff has concluded that some new text is
warranted in the report.

Subsequent to the Board's worksession, the next step would be to transmit the
Board’s recommendations to the County Council for its consideration. The Council’s
Transportation and Environment Committee will be discussing the Board’s
recommendations on July 15.

DISCUSSION

During the review period, several overarching comments were presented that
deserve specific detailed discussion. These include suggestions such as trying to fit a
busway within the current Jones Bridge Road right-of-way, concerns about the Capital
Crescent Trail being disturbed by a future busway, and an explanation of how the
analysis accounted for the Riviera Condominium building adjacent to the Georgetown
Branch right-of-way.

Suggestions by Delegate Hurson, Henry Kay, and Others

Several people, including Delegate John Hurson and Henry Kay (speaking on
behalf of MDOT Secretary Flanagan) suggested that cross sections other than those
staff studied would be less costly and could be accomplished within the current
constrained right-of-way on Jones Bridge Road. For example, Delegate Hurson
suggested that by using the current sidewalk width, planting strip, and roadway
pavement, a single peak-direction bus lane could be created, thus causing some of
those streetscape elements to be replaced or eliminated. Under his suggestion, buses
in the off-peak direction would run in mixed traffic. Henry Kay, meanwhile, suggested
that dedicated bus lanes may not be necessary for at least some segments of the
corridor. Staff does not agree with such approaches because they run counter to the
high-quality Purple Line concept. Unfortunately, they cause the busway to be self-
limiting, ridership to be reduced, and cost-effectiveness to be unacceptably low.

One major point of apparent disagreement is how effective the busway must be
to attract potential bus riders, especially new riders. Planning staff is working with
forecasts that show that over 20,000 daily bus riders would use “bus rapid transit” (BRT)
between Silver Spring and Bethesda. This ridership demand would require a large
number of buses, short headways, dedicated bus lanes, grade-separations, and special
bus terminals. Compromising the BRT approach by having, for example, peak-direction
buses run in a single dedicated bus lane and off-peak-direction buses run in mixed



traffic and/or having queue jumpers for buses at some major intersections rather than
providing grade-separations for buses, would cause longer travel times, much lower
ridership levels, and a route that would not function as a high-quality service. As noted
in the staff's report, delays of four minutes would lower ridership about 25 percent and
hardly any new riders would be attracted to the bus service. The more time it takes for
the trip, including the times to wait and to transfer, the fewer riders would choose the
busway. That is why staff has consistently found that only a true BRT approach on
Jones Bridge Road, using a dedicated bi-directional two-lane busway, would attract
transit ridership comparable to busway or light rail on the Georgetown Branch right-of-
way.

Delegate Hurson also questioned the routing of express buses on the busway in
the Georgetown Branch right-of-way as they would enter and leave the Bethesda CBD.
Staff assumed the routing that uses Pearl Street and other local streets into and out of
the existing bus terminal at the Bethesda Metrorail station, as recommended in MTA's
1996 Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS). Our staff made no effort to justify or
modify the routing, since this routing came directly from the State’s previous study of a
busway on the Georgetown Branch alignment. Our assumption is that the State’s DEIS
found that the existing infrastructure (the bus terminal at the Bethesda Metrorail station
and surrounding access roads) would accommodate the additional vehicles generated
by this busway alternative. Our bus ridership forecasts accounted for buses running
slower on local streets for this short section of the route.

The following additional comments relate to specific suggestions by Delegate
Hurson and others:

o The suggestion of implementing a one-lane, one-directional busway assumes
not only that there is a large imbalance in the direction of travel demand, but
‘also that there is a satisfactory way for buses in the off-peak direction to
return in mixed traffic to the starting point for additional trips. The bus
operating costs, and to some extent capital costs, for a busway on Jones
Bridge Road are very much determined by how many round-trips a bus can
make within the key peak demand times. The more runs there are, using the
same drivers and vehicles, the more efficient the system would be. Putting
buses in the “off-peak” direction in the mixed traffic lanes will subject them to
delays and slower running speeds, requiring more vehicles to provide the
same service levels. Also, the ratio of passenger demand by direction is
approximately 2:1, meaning that, if buses are running every three minutes in
the peak direction, they will be needed at least every six minutes in the off-
peak direction. In staff's view, a priority bus lane of some sort would be
needed to keep this many buses on schedule.

Staff has also identified several operational problems with a one-lane center
busway. If "bollard-separated” from the general purpose lanes, the one-lane
one-direction busway concept would not significantly reduce the required
cross-section width since three separate travel "pipes" would be created,



each requiring sufficient width to maneuver around during recurring or non-
recurring incidents. If each pipe needs to be at least 16-feet wide, the total 48-
foot width is only eight feet less than the cross section staff proposed for the
two-lane, bi-directional, undivided center busway. Also, the one-lane busway
concept has the same operational problems as the two-lane undivided center
busway in worsening safety and community accessibility. For example, a car
waiting to turn left across the center bus lane, or a breakdown, would slow or
even halt the bus movement in a situation where travel times and speeds are
“critical to cost containment. Staff studied the potential of two-lane, bi-
directional busways because of the need to have reliable and fast bus
service, with travel relatively unimpeded in both directions between the two
ends of the route.

-~ Implementing a one-lane center busway lessens none of the concerns about
a Jones Bridge Road busway changing the nature of the street or reducing
the access to adjacent homes. Autos turning left into driveways will still need
to cross a bus lane containing high-speed, articulated buses on short
headways, and residents will not have any median for refuge as they cross
the street. The eastern end of Jones Bridge Road, a residential street with an
elementary school, would still become a major transit corridor for all-day bus
travel. The “off-peak” direction buses would run even closer to the homes on
either side of the road for at least one-half of the day in comparison to the
staff-suggested center busway, since the buses in the off-peak direction
would be in the outside lane next to the homes.

Concerning the suggestion that narrower medians be used in the busway
cross sections, staff agrees that in many places a six-foot median planting
strip would be feasible and acceptable for the center busway with medians.
The 15-foot medians were shown to identify the maximum needed where left
turns will be allowed and left-turn lanes are carved out of the median.
Medians less than six-feet wide could be considered as well, with the
narrowest being the removal of medians altogether as shown in the staff
report’s 78-foot-wide, undivided busway cross section.

Using substandard widths for sidewalks, planting areas and medians was not
proposed by staff and is strongly opposed. We feel that, in a situation where a
major new transportation facility is being included in a neighborhood where
none has been before, every effort must be made to provide sufficient basic
streetscape elements appropriate for a residential community. This is the
approach taken with every project proposed by the County and State, and the
Board has consistently supported using such basic standards whenever
physically feasible. Improving pedestrian and bicyclist accessibility and safety
is @ Montgomery County priority. Staff's suggested cross sections reflect that
priority and related design standards and practices.



e Delegate Hurson asked whether a Georgetown Branch busway alternative
that uses Pearl Street and other local streets at the western end of the
alignment would require a master plan amendment. Master plans and sector
plans adopted in the early 1990s generally specified light-rail in the
Georgetown Branch right-of-way, so one could argue that any new busway
alternative might require a master plan amendment. Staff's view is that a
rubber-tire transit service that performs like light-rail (i.e., a true BRT system)
would satisfy the intent of those early 1990s master plans, but that queue
jumpers would not. We recognize, however, that it's ultimately the County
Council's decision as to whether or not an amendment would be needed.

e With regard to questions about the report's cost estimates for the busway
projects, staff concurs that the term "mobilization/real estate" in Table 2 is
confusing. The discussion on "soft costs" in the third bullet on page 22 refers
to the mobilization/real estate line item in Table 2 and indicates that
mobilization costs for the Jones Bridge Road busway were not double-
counted but rather are pro-rata costs that increase as construction costs
increase.

e Delegate Hurson asked why the Jones Bridge Road busway needs an
underpass at Connecticut Avenue, whereas the Georgetown Branch busway
needs an overpass at that intersection. The overpass for the Georgetown
Branch busway is based on the MTA’'s 1996 DEIS and work performed in
2002 for the supplemental DEIS. An overpass works in part because
consideration need not be given in the Georgetown Branch busway alignment
to the operations of a signalized intersection below the structure. Unlike the
Connecticut Avenue intersection at Jones Bridge Road, the Connecticut
Avenue intersection at the Georgetown Branch right-of-way would not have to
-accommodate at-grade vehicular traffic crossings. Staff estimates that an
overpass rather than an underpass at the intersection of the Jones Bridge
Road busway and Connecticut Avenue could reduce the capital costs by
approximately $8 million, however, a structural design with piers in the center
of the signalized intersection would need to be acceptable to the State
Highway Administration. Also, an overpass would cause significant impacts
on the adjacent community.

Capital Crescent Trail

Substantial testimony addressed the popularity and value of the Capital Crescent
Trail and suggested that introducing a transitway to the Georgetown Branch right-of-way
would compromise the experience that trail users have come to expect. Staff concurs
that the trail experience would be significantly affected by an at-grade transitway in the
same right-of-way.

Staff did not include substantive discussion of the Capital Crescent Trail planning
and implementation in its report, as it believed that the prior planning -and design efforts



to accommodate both the transitway and trail had been well documented. However, in
response to the critique that the Capital Crescent Trail implementation was not
adequately described in the report, we note that the County's planning and
implementation efforts for the Capital Crescent Trail have consistently included a co-
located transitway. A transitway in the Georgetown Branch right-of-way has been
incorporated into local and regional adopted plans and included in local, state, and
federally funded environmental impact studies for more than two decades:

e 1976 Bethesda CBD Sector Plan (County Council)

1986 Georgetown Branch Master Plan Amendment (County Council)
1988 Study of the Appropriateness and Applicability of Light Rail Transit in
Maryland (MDOT)

1989 Georgetown Branch Corridor Study (MCDOT)

1990 Georgetown Branch Master Plan (County Council)

1990 Bethesda-Chevy Chase Master Plan (County Council)

1993 Silver Spring CBD Sector Plan (County Council)

1994 Bethesda CBD Sector Plan (County Council)

1995 Constrained Long Range Plan (MWCOG)

1996 Georgetown Branch Transitway/Trail MIS / DEIS (MDOT)

2000 Silver Spring CBD Sector Plan (County Council)

2000 North and West Silver Spring Master Plan (County Council)

Portions of the trail east of Bethesda have been implemented since 1997, ahead
of the transitway, due in part to the grass-roots support such as the Capital Crescent
Trail Coalition. The County has supported the staged trail implementation to maximize
use and, therefore, the return on investment of the transitway/trail right-of-way. At each
stage, however, the County has applied the qualifying term “interim” to the trail to
indicate that the trail will change when the master plan vision that led to trail
implementation is fully realized.

Staff finds that the preponderance of the planning and design evidence supports
the position that the same corridor can accommodate both the one million annual trail
users estimated by trail supporters and the six million annual transit users forecast by
staff. -

Riviera Condominiums

The attached staff report has a corrected map #9 in Exhibit 2 that identifies the
Riviera Condominiums building. No other related changes were necessary beyond
changing the name of the building on the map. The staff report analysis had taken into
account households at this location. Additional detailed fieldwork and analysis of the
Riviera Condominiums after the public hearing confirmed the report’s estimate that
there are a total of 80 households, including those at the Riviera, within 50 feet of the
Georgetown Branch right-of-way. For high-rise residential buildings, vertical distance is
also factored into the count of households affected. The lower levels of the Riviera
Condominiums building nearest the proposed transitway are parking levels, with most of



the residential units more than 50 feet away from the Georgetown Branch right-of-way.
This building was also studied in the MTA analysis, “Purple Line: Bethesda to Silver
Spring Segment Georgetown Branch Light Rail/Trail Conceptual Plans: December
2002,” which includes an illustrative cross section of the light rail line relative to the
building.

AH:ct

Enclosures



EXHIBIT A

Staff recommends inserting the following new section after the “Environmental
Impacts” section of the original staff report: :

STAFF RESPONSES TO PUBLIC HEARING COMMENTS

The Planning Board held a public hearing on June 26, 2003 regarding this report.
Exhibit 5 provides a summary of the major points from testimony of people who spoke
at the hearing as well as of those who subsequently sent letters until the public hearing
record closed on July 1.

During and after the public hearing on the staff report, several overarching
comments were presented that deserve specific detailed discussion. These include
suggestions, such as trying to fit a busway within the current Jones Bridge Road right-
of-way, and concerns about the Capital Crescent Trail being disturbed by a future
busway.

Suggestions by Delegate Hurson, Henry Kay, and Others

Several people, including Delegate John Hurson and Henry Kay (speaking on
behalf of MDOT Secretary Flanagan) suggested that cross sections other than those
staff studied would be less costly and could be accomplished within the current
constrained right-of-way on Jones Bridge Road. For example, Delegate Hurson
suggested that by using the current sidewalk width, planting strip, and roadway
pavement, a single peak-direction bus lane could be created, thus causing some of
those streetscape elements to be replaced or eliminated. Under his suggestion, buses
in the off-peak direction would run in mixed traffic. Henry Kay, meanwhile, suggested
that dedicated bus lanes may not be necessary for at least some segments of the
corridor. Staff does not agree with such approaches because they run counter to the
high-quality Purple Line concept. Unfortunately, they cause the busway to be self-
limiting, ridership to be reduced, and cost-effectiveness to be unacceptably low.

One major point of apparent disagreement is how effective the busway must be
to attract potential bus riders, especially new riders. Planning staff is working with
forecasts that show that over 20,000 daily bus riders would use “bus rapid transit” (BRT)
between Silver Spring and Bethesda. This ridership demand would require a large
number of buses, short headways, dedicated bus lanes, grade-separations, and special
bus terminals. Compromising the BRT approach by having, for example, peak-direction
buses run in a single dedicated bus lane and off-peak-direction buses run in mixed
traffic and/or having queue jumpers for buses at some major intersections rather than
providing grade-separations for buses, would cause longer travel times, much lower
ridership levels, and a route that would not function as a high-quality service. As noted
in the staff’s report, delays of four minutes would lower ridership about 25 percent and
hardly any new riders would be attracted to the bus service. The more time it takes for



the trip, including the times to wait and to transfer, the fewer riders would choose the
busway. That is why staff has consistently found that only a true BRT approach on
Jones Bridge Road, using a dedicated bi-directional two-lane busway, would attract
transit ridership comparable to busway or light rail on the Georgetown Branch right-of-
way.

Delegate Hurson also questioned the routing of express buses on the busway in
the Georgetown Branch right-of-way as they would enter and leave the Bethesda CBD.
Staff assumed the routing that uses Pearl Street and other local streets into and out of
the existing bus terminal at the Bethesda Metrorail station, as recommended in MTA’s
1996 Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS). Our staff made no effort to justify or
modify the routing, since this routing came directly from the State’s previous study of a
busway on the Georgetown Branch alignment. Our assumption is that the State’s DEIS
found that the existing infrastructure (the bus terminal at the Bethesda Metrorail station
and surrounding access roads) would accommodate the additional vehicles generated
by this busway alternative. Our bus ridership forecasts accounted for buses running
slower on local streets for this short section of the route.

The following additional comments relate to specific suggestions by Delegate
Hurson and others:

e The suggestion of implementing a one-lane, one-directional busway assumes
not only that there is a large imbalance in the direction of travel demand, but
also that there is a satisfactory way for buses in the off-peak direction to
return in mixed traffic to the starting point for additional trips. The bus
operating costs, and to some extent capital costs, for a busway on Jones
Bridge Road are very much determined by how many round-trips a bus can
make within the key peak demand times. The more runs there are, using the
‘same drivers and vehicles, the more efficient the system would be. Putting
buses in the “off-peak” direction in the mixed traffic lanes will subject them to
delays and slower running speeds, requiring more vehicles to provide the
same service levels. Also, the ratio of passenger demand by direction is
approximately 2:1, meaning that, if buses are running every three minutes in
the peak direction, they will be needed at least every six minutes in the off-
peak direction. In staff's view, a priority bus lane of some sort would be
needed to keep this many buses on schedule.

Staff has also identified several operational problems with a one-lane center
busway. If "bollard-separated" from the general purpose lanes, the one-lane
one-direction busway concept would not significantly reduce the required
cross-section width since three separate travel "pipes" would be created,
each requiring sufficient width to maneuver around during recurring or non-
recurring incidents. If each pipe needs to be at least 16-feet wide, the total 48-
foot width is only eight feet less than the cross section staff proposed for the
two-lane, bi-directional, undivided center busway. Also, the one-lane busway
concept has the same operational problems as the two-lane undivided center



busway in worsening safety and community accessibility. For example, a car
waiting to turn left across the center bus lane, or a breakdown, would slow or
even halt the bus movement in a situation where travel times and speeds are
critical to cost containment. Staff studied the potential of two-lane, bi-
directional busways because of the need to have reliable and fast bus
service, with travel relatively unimpeded in both directions between the two
ends of the route.

" Implementing a one-lane center busway lessens none of the concerns about
a Jones Bridge Road busway changing the nature of the street or reducing
the access to adjacent homes. Autos turning left into driveways will still need
to cross a bus lane containing high-speed, articulated buses on short
headways, and residents will not have any median for refuge as they cross
~ the street. The eastern end of Jones Bridge Road, a residential street with an
elementary school, would still become a major transit corridor for all-day bus
travel. The “off-peak” direction buses would run even closer to the homes on
either side of the road for at least one-half of the day in comparison to the
staff-suggested center busway, since the buses in the off-peak direction
would be in the outside lane next to the homes.

Concerning the suggestion that narrower medians be used in the busway
cross sections, staff agrees that in many places a six-foot median planting
strip would be feasible and acceptable for the center busway with medians.
The 15-foot medians were shown to identify the maximum needed where left
turns will be allowed and left-turn lanes are carved out of the median.
Medians less than six-feet wide could be considered as well, with the
narrowest being the removal of medians altogether as shown in the staff
report’s 78-foot-wide, undivided busway cross section.

Using substandard widths for sidewalks, planting areas and medians was not
proposed by staff and is strongly opposed. We feel that, in a situation where a
major new transportation facility is being included in a neighborhood where
none has been before, every effort must be made to provide sufficient basic
streetscape elements appropriate for a residential community. This is the
approach taken with every project proposed by the County and State, and the
Board has consistently supported using such basic standards whenever
physically feasible. Improving pedestrian and bicyclist accessibility and safety
is @ Montgomery County priority. Staff's suggested cross sections reflect that
priority and related design standards and practices.

Delegate Hurson asked whether a Georgetown Branch busway alternative
that uses Pearl Street and other local streets at the western end of the -
alignment would require a master plan amendment. Master plans and sector
plans adopted in the early 1990s generally specified light-rail in the
Georgetown Branch right-of-way, so one could argue that any new busway
alternative might require a master plan amendment. Staff's view is that a



rubber-tire transit service that performs like light-rail (i.e., a true BRT system)
would satisfy the intent of those early 1990s master plans, but that queue
jumpers would not. We recognize, however, that it's ultimately the County
Council's decision as to whether or not an amendment would be needed.

e With regard to questions about the report’s cost estimates for the busway
projects, staff concurs that the term "mobilization/real estate" in Table 2 is
confusing. The discussion on "soft costs" in the third bullet on page 22 refers
to the mobilization/real estate line item in Table 2 and indicates that
mobilization costs for the Jones Bridge Road busway were not double-
counted but rather are pro-rata costs that increase as construction costs
increase.

e Delegate Hurson asked why the Jones Bridge Road busway needs an
underpass at Connecticut Avenue, whereas the Georgetown Branch busway
needs an overpass at that intersection. The overpass for the Georgetown
Branch busway is based on the MTA’s 1996 DEIS and work performed in
2002 for the supplemental DEIS. An overpass works in part because
consideration need not be given in the Georgetown Branch busway alignment
to the operations of a signalized intersection below the structure. Unlike the
Connecticut Avenue intersection at Jones Bridge Road, the Connecticut
Avenue intersection at the Georgetown Branch right-of-way would not have to
accommodate at-grade vehicular traffic crossings. Staff estimates that an
overpass rather than an underpass at the intersection of the Jones Bridge
Road busway and Connecticut Avenue could reduce the capital costs by
approximately $8 million, however, a structural design with piers in the center
of the signalized intersection would need to be acceptable to the State
Highway Administration. Also, an overpass would cause significant impacts
on the adjacent community.

Capital Crescent Trail

Substantial testimony addressed the popularity and value of the Capital Crescent
Trail and suggested that introducing a transitway to the Georgetown Branch right-of-way
would compromise the experience that trail users have come to expect. Staff concurs
that the trail experience would be significantly affected by an at-grade transitway in the
same right-of-way.

Staff did not include substantive discussion of the Capital Crescent Trail planning
and implementation in its report, as it believed that the prior planning and design efforts
to accommodate both the transitway and trail had been well documented. However, in
response to the critique that the Capital Crescent Trail implementation was not
adequately described in the report, we note that the County’s planning and
implementation efforts for the Capital Crescent Trail have consistently included a co-
located transitway. A transitway in the Georgetown Branch right-of-way has been



incorporated into local and regional adopted plans and included in local, state, and
federally funded environmental impact studies for more than two decades:

1976 Bethesda CBD Sector Plan (County Council)
¢ 1986 Georgetown Branch Master Plan Amendment (County Council)
1988 Study of the Appropriateness and Applicability of Light Rail Transit in
Maryland (MDOT)
1989 Georgetown Branch Corridor Study (MCDOT)
1990 Georgetown Branch Master Plan (County Council)
1990 Bethesda-Chevy Chase Master Plan (County Council)
1993 Silver Spring CBD Sector Plan (County Council)
1994 Bethesda CBD Sector Plan (County Council)
1995 Constrained Long Range Plan (MWCOG)
1996 Georgetown Branch Transitway/Trail MIS / DEIS (MDOT)
2000 Silver Spring CBD Sector Plan (County Council)
2000 North and West Silver Spring Master Plan (County Council)

Portions of the trail east of Bethesda have been implemented since 1997, ahead
of the transitway, due in part to the grass-roots support such as the Capital Crescent
Trail Coalition. The County has supported the staged trail implementation to maximize
use and, therefore, the return on investment of the transitway/trail right-of-way. At each
stage, however, the County has applied the qualifying term “interim” to the trail to
indicate that the trail will change when the master plan vision that led to trail
implementation is fully realized.

Staff finds that the preponderance of the planning and design evidence supports
the position that the same corridor can accommodate both the one million annual trail
users estimated by trail supporters and the six million annual transit users forecast by
staff. '
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