
 

 

PRTC Funding Crisis 
Frequently Asked Questions and Answers 

As of December 2015, the combination of inadequate local funding, falling fuel tax revenue, and 
reduced federal funding resulted in an annual budget shortfall for the Potomac and Rappahannock 
Transportation Commission (PRTC) averaging $11.5 million per year over the next five years.  

With budget reductions needed to help solve the looming deficit, PRTC proposed a budget that reduces 
net Prince William County expenses, resulting in a lower projected annual deficit of $9.2 million. 

This document presents the most frequently asked questions related to this funding crisis. The questions 
and our answers fall across five broad categories:  

1. What’s this all about?  
2. What are the risks?  
3. What budget-cutting steps are being taken?  
4. Are there any additional budget cuts PRTC could make?  
5. How can transit stakeholders weigh in? 

What’s This All About? 

How big is PRTC? What transit services does PRTC provide? 

PRTC has been providing transit services for the Prince William region for nearly 25 years. PRTC’s total 
operating budget is $34 million, funding 23 routes and over 154 buses. 

PRTC primarily operates two distinctive types of bus service: long-distance commuter service (OmniRide) 
that transports area residents who work in D.C. and its neighboring areas, and a demand-responsive 
local service (OmniLink) that serves the Prince William area. 

On a typical day, PRTC serves over 12,000 riders. 

How did PRTC get into this funding crisis? 

While PRTC’s potential budget shortfall has been discussed for years, three events have now conspired 
to create an immediate funding crisis: 1) the combination of inadequate local funding, 2) falling fuel tax 
revenue, and 3) reduced federal funding.  

1. Elimination of local general fund support for transit: Prior to FY09, Prince William County 
supplemented its motor fuels tax earnings with general fund appropriations averaging $1.4 
million per year (and as high as $2.1 million per year). With authorized spending significantly 
exceeding tax revenue, the reserve fund will be fully depleted by FY17.   
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2. Drop in 2.1% motor fuels tax revenue: Fuel prices began falling in September 2014, and tax 
revenues remain far below FY14 budget projections for the FY16–FY19 period—on average, 
revenues are $5 million per year lower than projections used for the FY17 budget for the same 
four years. The significance of legislative relief in the form of a motor fuels tax floor indexed to 
February 20, 2013 (the date used for the statewide fuel tax floor implemented in July 2013), 
cannot be overstated.  

3. Reduced federal formula funds: PRTC received on average $4.2 million per year of formula 
funding under the federal transportation program (SAFETEA-LU, 2009–2012). Under the last 
program (MAP21, 2013–2015), PRTC’s annual formula funding averaged $2.7 million—an annual 
loss of $1.5 million. The just-enacted FAST Act further drops formula funding by another 
$50,000.  

What’s at Stake? 

How will this budget shortfall impact PRTC’s riders? 

PRTC provides approximately 3 million trips annually, of which about 2.7 million come from Prince 
William County. On a daily basis, over 12,000 rides are provided, over 10,500 of which are Prince William 
County residents. 

The proposed budget includes a 5% fare increase that will affect all riders on all services.  

The following is a sample of route reductions:  

• Elimination of OmniRide Capitol Hill route. 
• Elimination of 30 OmniRide trips on Fridays. 
• Elimination of OmniRide service on holidays. 
• Restructuring of western county OmniLink service, eliminating 25% of daily revenue hours. 
• Reduction of Cross County service. 
• Elimination of off-peak services on the Manassas Metro Direct route. 
• Elimination of OmniRide service to two commuter lots, totaling 300 parking spaces. 

Perhaps harder to notice will be the less visible human impacts. The vast majority (71%) of local bus 
riders (OmniLink and Cross County) use PRTC services to get to work. Half (53%) say work is their main 
purpose for using PRTC. Other significant local bus use includes: 22% for doctor-related or medical 
purposes; 22% for college or technical education purposes; and 12% for social service purposes. Over 
57% of PRTC OmniLink riders depend on PRTC’s local bus service because it is their only means of 
transportation. These “transit-dependent” riders will feel the brunt of the service cuts. 

Related to this, employers who depend on this important service segment of the workforce will feel an 
impact. Sentara Health System eloquently expressed this labor force impact point during PRTC’s 2015 
Planning Retreat. 

An indirect impact will be felt by human services agencies in the area who rely on PRTC’s transit service 
for their clients—low-income, older, and physically challenged residents. Cutbacks in PRTC’s available 
transit services can be expected to be absorbed by others. 
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How will PRTC’s transit service cuts impact our region?   

The reduction in transit service may also impact Prince William County’s long-term economic 
development appeal. The U.S. economic development model has expanded beyond recruitment 
marketing to include “placemaking” as part of a locality’s appeal in attracting and retaining a desirable 
workforce. This is especially true when it comes to Millennials, the workforce’s youngest generational 
cohort, who often prioritize place or location over employer. Based on many national studies, transit 
systems and transportation services are becoming more important components of placemaking as 
Millennials are seeking 15-minute, livable communities that are less dependent on traditional single-
occupant vehicle travel.  

This emphasis on placemaking and the growing appeal of transit were affirmed in PRTC’s 2015 Planning 
Retreat; one of the informed speakers reported that major business prospects interested in a Prince 
William County location now ask about the county’s existing and planned transit services. 

How did PRTC determine which services to cut? 

At their September 3rd, 2015 commission meeting the PRTC Board approved management’s 
recommended service analysis approach to determine which services to consider for elimination or 
reduction. This approach used basic statistics – ridership, scheduled revenue hours of service, base 
expenses and passenger fare revenue – to determine the least productive services. A more subjective 
measurement was added to capture available travel alternatives to ensure that the relative hardship 
that might be caused by a reduction in service was considered.  

Staff applied these measurements at the route and trip levels to determine where potential service 
reductions would present the best opportunity for cost savings while having the least impact on our 
riders. Management had been directed to achieve a total of $1.7 million in net cost reductions for Prince 
William County. Staff used the results of the service analysis along with the estimated savings for each 
proposed service reduction to produce a final list of strategies. 

 

What Happens if the Budget Deficit Is Not Closed? What Would PRTC Do? 

If one of the two primary budget shortfall “closing steps” solutions doesn’t go according to plan, PRTC 
will need to implement significantly greater service reductions. Because the service reductions 
contained in PRTC’s FY17 Budget were those staff considered least harmful to our riders further 
reductions would cause greater harm and would necessarily affect even the most productive services. 
Should PRTC need to realize a significant cost reduction (of say, an additional $2 million) it is likely that 
the commuter services historically provided would be reconfigured to serve Metrorail (the Metro feeder 
system) and local bus services would no longer operate. At the same time, new state-supported transit 
services would be implemented and operated as normal because they don’t rely on local funding. 

At the same time, the need for the western maintenance facility would still exist, as the current facility 
would most likely still be over capacity, and so much of the expected service expansion would occur in 
the I-66 corridor. 
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What Budget-Cutting Steps Are Being Taken? 

What steps has PRTC taken in the past to minimize the expected funding issue? 

Mindful of Prince William’s decision not to provide general funds for a portion of PRTC’s subsidy, in May 
of 2009, PRTC proactively implemented service reductions comprising approximately 5% of daily service.  
In the spring of 2014, Prince William County and PRTC staff began working to resolve PRTC’s looming 
funding gap. This cooperation led to the implementation of a series of further cost-saving service 
reductions put in place in December of 2014 and July of 2015. 

PRTC’s most recent service change (December 2015) also featured a number of routing and scheduling 
efficiencies that resulted in further savings. 

All told, reductions from 2009 to 2015 amounted to about 9% of service. Over the same period, PRTC 
increased passenger fares by a cumulative 30%. 

What’s being done right now to meet the immediate budget crisis shortfall? 

PRTC is working across three primary fronts to address the immediate funding shortfall. These include: 

1. Seeking Federal Transit Administration formula earnings definitional change: PRTC continues 
to work with other transportation organizations to bring about a definitional change within the 
FAST Act that “re-grandfathers” formula earnings for transit operations along HOV lanes 
converted to HOT (which occurred on I-95 and are anticipated to take place on I-66). $500,000 
will be restored and another $300,000 per year will not be lost.   

2. Seeking state-level action on the motor fuels tax floor: PRTC is working with other 
transportation organizations to pursue legislative relief in the form of a motor fuels tax floor 
indexed to February 20, 2013 (the date used for the statewide fuel tax floor implemented in July 
2013).   

3. Cutting PRTC service levels and increasing fares by 5%: Following the direction of the Prince 
William County Board of County Supervisors, PRTC prepared a budget that reduces net Prince 
William County expenses by approximately $4 million per year, including over $1.7 million from 
a combination of bus service cuts, fare increases, and administrative savings. Other reductions 
were the result of lower bus fuel costs, higher anticipated farebox revenue (due to the recently 
increased tax-free transit benefit), and new federal capital funds to pay for bus replacements 
and overhauls. It should be noted that the proposed VRE budget was higher than expected, 
offsetting some PRTC reductions and resulting in a projected annual deficit of $9.2 million. 

The successful completion of some or all of these action items, combined with $6 million of Prince 
William County funding, should eliminate the need for further service cuts.   
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What steps can be taken in the future to ensure this budget crisis doesn’t 
return? 

Once the near-term future of PRTC’s bus services has been decided, a lasting solution for funding all of 
Prince William County’s transit needs will be developed through a comprehensive, strategic long-term 
planning effort.  

It is envisioned that this long-term planning effort will build upon what Prince William County has said 
about transit service in various planning documents: 

• “The goal … is to create and sustain an environmentally friendly, multi-modal transportation 
system that meets the demands for intra- and inter-county trips; is integrated closely with 
existing and planned development; and provides a network of safe, efficient, and accessible 
modes of travel.” (Transportation section of the Comprehensive Plan, revised 2013) 

• “Ensure that the County’s transportation network … addresses safety (including pedestrian 
safety); minimizes conflicts with environmental and cultural resources; maximizes cost 
effectiveness; increases accessibility of all travel modes; is consistent with land use plans to 
minimize projected trip demand; [and] provides sufficient capacity to meet demand.” (PWC 
Transportation Policy, revised 2013) 

• “The County will provide a multi‐modal transportation network that supports County and 
regional connectivity.” (2013–2016 Strategic Plan, revised 2013) 

• “Bus service is accessible from all neighborhoods to business hubs, shopping centers and 
schools, reducing reliance on the yellow school bus service.” (2030 Plan, adopted 2008) 

Stakeholders want the long-term planning effort to align the area’s vision for increased high-quality 
development with the investments necessary in transportation infrastructure to realize that vision. 
Furthermore, once a level of investment has been determined, the planning process will formulate a 
plan for generating the required revenue. Most likely, this investment plan will consider a diverse mix of 
dedicating funding sources, as reliance on the motor fuels tax has shown that funding tied to a single 
source is not sustainable. 

Are There Any Additional Budget Cuts PRTC Could Make? 

PRTC offers a commuter bus and local bus service. Could one of these services 
be eliminated? Could PRTC cut some of the lowest-producing (ridership) routes 
on either service? 

Commuter services are characterized by a very large portion of time (known as deadhead) spent getting 
to, from, and between locations where buses carry passengers. This means that the cost of providing the 
service is high because operating costs are incurred regardless of whether the bus is carrying passengers 
or not. 

Flex-routes are a hybrid of fixed-route services (such as Metrobus and Fairfax Connector) and ADA, or 
Americans with Disabilities Act, paratransit services (such as Metro Access). Few transit agencies in the 
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U.S. operate the level of commuter services relative to more typical urban and suburban transit services, 
and even fewer operate OmniLink-type flex-route service. 

OmniLink saves money by blending two services into one, and the service itself is less costly because 
buses are in service to carry passengers 93% of the time they’re on the road. Because PRTC pays its 
contractor one single hourly rate, that rate is lower because OmniLink is part of the service mix.   

If local service were to be eliminated, the unit cost for remaining services would be much higher. Unlike 
commuter service, local buses pick up and drop off passengers along their routes, serving all origins and 
destinations within walking distance. Buses get more crowded as they approach major destinations and 
transfer points, but will have significant stretches during which few customers are on the bus. 

Could PRTC simply operate more efficiently as a transit provider? 

Two separate, independent audits suggest that PRTC is currently operating in an efficient manner. 

In 2010, in connection with the development of PRTC’s initial transit development plan—a prerequisite 
for state transit assistance from the Department of Rail and Public Transportation—DRPT assigned a 
transit consultant, Connetics Transportation Group, to examine PRTC relative to other systems across 
the U.S.  Connetics recognized from the start that the PRTC operation is especially unique, and their 
peer search effort bore that out. Thus stated, key Connetics findings were as follows: 

1. “Ridership productivity”: The passenger trips per capita for PRTC are slightly higher than the 
peer average. Despite the fact that PRTC has fewer revenue hours per capita than most of its 
peers, the productivity of those revenue hours was better than the peer average. 

2. Cost efficiency: PRTC was more cost efficient than the peer average on a passenger trip basis, 
but was less cost efficient per revenue hour and revenue mile. The high incidence of “deadhead 
miles,” or miles when buses travel without people aboard, impacts PRTC’s cost efficiency. 

3. O&M funds: PRTC’s FY08 operating budget was 21.7% less than the peer average. PRTC derived 
a significant share of its operating revenue from fares (28%) and local assistance (motor fuels 
tax, 39%), in line with the average of peer systems. 

4. “The supplemental peer review shows that OmniLink provides much less service per capita than 
other peer systems, but exhibits high ridership productivity measures compared to the peer 
average. OmniLink serves a larger number of passengers compared to the peer average. 
However, since the service area and population served are larger than the peer averages, this 
reduces the impact of the service provided.” 

Most recently, RSM, an international audit, tax, and consulting firm (formerly called McGladrey), 
performed a separate, independent audit of PRTC. RSM gathered and analyzed a tremendous amount of 
data and concluded that PRTC was, indeed, being operated efficiently. RSM made only the following 
recommendations: 

• “We recommend that once the CAD/AVL system is implemented that all data be cross-
referenced and compared to ensure that PRTC is receiving accurate data from the electronic 
monitoring systems.” 
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• “We recommend PRTC begin tracking all hours worked in order to assess the potential need for 
additional staffing or staff reductions.” Note: PRTC started this tracking during our analysis. 

• “We recommend that policies and procedures be put in place to in order to have the ability 
determine actual paratransit usage of the OmniLink bus system. We also recommend a study to 
determine that the hybrid paratransit demand service is still the most economical and efficient 
method of paratransit service be performed. This information should be obtained through an 
area-wide transit study to determine if all citizens in the area are being appropriately serviced 
by the bus system.” 

With regard to local systems, RSM qualified their comparisons by stating, “This process of benchmarking 
yields valuable information to leaders and decision makers. There are, however, some limitations 
inherent in the benchmarking process. There are numerous factors which make like comparisons 
challenging, because no two organizations are exactly alike.” They also wrote, “Note: Throughout this 
document, unless otherwise specified, services provided in Arlington County, City of Alexandria, Fairfax 
County and City of Fairfax do not include jurisdictional expenditures for WMATA services (Metrobus, 
Metrorail, Metro Access). Further, none of these jurisdictions provide all of their own local bus service—
each rely on Metrobus to varying degrees to supplement jurisdictionally-provided bus services.” These 
statements confirm the earlier discussion concerning peer reviews: comparing PRTC to neighboring 
service providers (with the exception of OmniRide and Loudoun County commuter services) is apples 
and oranges.  

Further, while not mentioned by RSM, jurisdictional density plays a major role in productivity 
measures—at 1,305 persons per square mile, Prince William is only half as dense as the next closest 
jurisdiction, Fairfax. The densest jurisdiction, Alexandria, has seven times the density of Prince William.  
Neighboring northern Virginia investment in public transit far exceeds Prince William’s; such investment 
is widely considered critical to foster the type of economic growth Prince William desires—the type of 
economy that generates significant business tax revenue to offset residential property taxes. 

Additionally, RSM cautioned against focusing on one single factor when determining service worth: “Due 
to the complexities in operating transit systems, there are numerous factors to take into consideration 
when doing an analysis like this. Consideration should be given collectively to the goals of the funding, 
operations, ridership, etc. Therefore, no single metric should be examined without consideration of the 
others.” This is precisely why PRTC management proposed a blended methodology (including farebox 
recovery, riders per revenue hour, and a measure of alternative transportation options) to evaluate 
services—a methodology that was adopted by the PRTC board in advance of management undertaking 
its analysis. 

Finally, RSM concluded: “Since public transit is subsidized through federal/state grants and state/local 
taxes, effectively, everyone in an area pays for transit whether or not they use it. Policies also do not 
require cars and trucks to bear the enormous social costs that they create from pollution, congestion 
and accidents.” While not specifically stated, it is universally understood that each locality distinctively 
determines what policy aims it will attempt to meet its unique needs with its public transit investment. 
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Hasn’t PRTC recently added new transit service? Could these new routes be 
eliminated? 

PRTC has added two new routes since 2009: Tysons OmniRide and Gainesville OmniRide. Tysons 
OmniRide has been fully funded by the Commonwealth of Virginia. In order to implement the 
Gainesville OmniRide route, trips were cut from existing services (Manassas OmniRide and Linton Hall 
Metro Direct). 

Have changes to PRTC’s expansion plans been considered as a cost-saving 
approach? 

PRTC will only plan bus service expansion that is funded by the Commonwealth of Virginia. That service, 
though, is substantial. Courtesy of plans for I-95 (funded) and planned I-66 Express Lanes, PRTC is 
anticipating starting five new routes and expanding service on eight existing routes by 2021. Most of 
these additional services will be in western Prince William County along the I-66 corridor, which is most 
in need of expanded commuter service. These plans have the Commonwealth paying for all anticipated 
new and expanded PRTC commuter services for roughly the next 20 years (total of 13 new routes and 
significantly expanded existing service). The soon-to-begin planning for I-395 Express Lanes promises to 
include additional services paid for by the Commonwealth. 

As important as these new and expanded services will be, the construction of the planned western 
maintenance facility is critical to their implementation. PRTC’s Transit Center maintenance facility has 
long been over capacity (plans for expansion date to 2004). The facility was built to support 100 
vehicles; bus parking was later expanded to house 128 vehicles, but the facility now supports a fleet of 
154 vehicles. It is simply not possible for PRTC to support the planned state-funded service expansions—
services that will enhance the quality of life for thousands of Prince William County residents, especially 
in the I-66 corridor—without additional maintenance capacity. However, for now, the planned western 
maintenance facility has been delayed. 

OmniLink routes appear much less productive than OmniRide. Shouldn’t we 
simply eliminate that service? 

Local bus service plays a much broader role in Prince William than commuter operations. While both 
provide access to jobs (71% of OmniLink customers use the bus to commute), local service provides the 
ability for many who have limited if any means of other transportation to access healthcare, receive 
training and education, and search for employment. 

Density is a critical determinant for transit use, and there isn’t any clearer example than to examine the 
difference in productivity between eastern and western Prince William area routes.   

Of course, density is not the only determinant; level of service, as measured by frequency, connectivity, 
and coverage, are also vital. Since local service began 20 years ago, no additional investment has been 
made in local service on the western side. Routes cover the same geographic area, and, since no buses 
have been added, there is currently over an hour between buses (when OmniLink was originally 
planned, buses operated every 30 minutes).  

As mentioned previously, the unit cost PRTC pays for service is lower because OmniLink buses are in 
service a much higher percentage of the time than commuter buses are. If each service were priced 
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separately, OmniLink’s farebox recovery percentage and other cost-based evaluative statistics would be 
significantly better and commuter service statistics would not be so strong.   

PRTC currently pays $108 per in-service (revenue) hour. If OmniLink and OmniRide were priced 
independently, the former might cost $85 per hour while the latter might cost $130. Regardless of 
whether we pay the same or different rates, the total cost would be the same, but the statistics used to 
measure the services would change dramatically. 

How Can Transit Stakeholders Weigh In? 

How can people weigh in on this issue? 

Over the years, all of PRTC’s OmniLink and OmniRide bus services have been planned and offered with 
community input. We need everyone’s input during this challenging funding crisis as we plan for fare 
increases and route reductions. Please join the conversation in three ways:  

1. Email your comments to publichearing@OmniRide.com. Comments will be shared with the 
Prince William County Board of County Supervisors.  

2. Provide feedback through PRTCtransit.org.  

3. Voice your support for public transit by contacting your local elected officials. 

Is there an official public input process? 

Yes. PRTC’s planned service reductions require a public hearing process. There are four planned 
sessions: 

 Tuesday, February 9, 2016, 1 p.m. at Manassas City Hall, Council Chambers, 9027 Center Street, 
Manassas, VA 20110  

 Wednesday, February 10, 2016, 1 p.m. at PRTC Transit Center, 14700 Potomac Mills Road, 
Woodbridge, VA 22192  

 Wednesday, February 10, 2016, 7 p.m. at PRTC Transit Center, 14700 Potomac Mills Road, 
Woodbridge, VA 22192  

 Tuesday, February 16, 2016, 7 p.m. Manassas City Hall, Council Chambers, 9027 Center Street, 
Manassas, VA 20110 

How else can PRTC stakeholders and riders weigh in?  

Loss of anticipated fuel tax revenue amounts to about $5 million per year in PRTC’s budget. Should a tax 
floor be implemented that restores the full $5 million, PRTC’s average annual budget shortfall would be 
reduced from $9.2 to $4.2 million. 

mailto:publichearing@OmniRide.com
http://www.prtctransit.org/index.html
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To this end, PRTC is now one of several organizations lobbying for a tax floor on the 2.1% motor fuels 
tax. Other organizations include the Northern Virginia Transit Association, Virginia Railway Express, the 
Virginia Transit Association, and the Hampton Roads Transportation Accountability Commission.  

PRTC stakeholders should contact their elected state representative and ask for their support on a vote 
for the tax floor on the 2.1% motor fuels tax. 


