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he Alexandria Transit Company (ATC),known locally as DASH,an
acronym for Driving Alexandria Safely Home, is the city-owned,
non-profit, public bus system in Alexandria, Virginia,a city of 153,000.
DASH provides safe and reliable, fixed-route bus service within the
city and connects its passengers with Metrobus,
Metrorail, Virginia Railway Express,and all local bus
systems. It also operates the very popular King Street AT A G LA N C E

Trolley,which offers daily;free rides in the citys central [N =AY R A\ 24TAN T = S—

tourist district TRANSIT | ; s a 85 864L
“DASH was formed in 1984 by the local officials, -

here,who recognized the need for public transportation CO \ PANY

services to provide connectivity to Washington,D.Cs WHAT: A city-owned,

regional Metro system,which had opened in the late non-profit, public bus system

1970s; says ATCs CEO and General Manager,Josh Baker.
“We had 17 buses and 30 drivers, adds Marketing and
Communications Manager,Allyson Teevan. WEBSITE: www.dashbus.com

WHERE: Alexandria, Virginia
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“The organization, today, looks a lot different
than it did then,” Baker continues, ‘but our mis-
sion remains the same — we subscribe to a model
of customer safety and service as our priority.We
operate a fleet of 85 transit buses; we service
just shy of four million passengers,annually,and
we have just shy of 200 employees. Our annual
operating budget is approximately $17 million;
of that, approximately $3.5 million is composed
of fares paid by the rider. Other revenues include
charters and grants and marketing programs.
We are subsidized heavily by the locality; but our
operating ratio is pretty strong, relative to other
systems.We are known as one of the top transit
systems in the country,and have repeatedly been
recognized for our quality customer service, our
reliability,and our on-time performance”

Not content with those accolades, Baker says
that ATC,in an effort to expand and enhance its
already superior services, is currently getting to
work on a“transit vision plan,which is a rethink-
ing of how people in Alexandria move around
and how we provide services to them.He ex-
plains, “The transit industry as a whole has seen
a declining ridership base because of changes in
the way that people live their lives and the way
they move around -things such as telecommut-
ing; shared ride services,such as Uber and Lyft;
bike shares; and a more urban-centric workforce
have really changed the demands for public tran-
sit, nationwide. So,we have been engaging our
community in a number of ways to ensure that
our services meet their needs and where we do,
that’s great,and where we don't,we try to work
internally to understand how we might effective-
ly provide those services.

One way in which DASH has increased its
system’s effectiveness was when it introduced its
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“Plan Ahead...Pay it Forward” campaign,in 2014.“t was a
strategic move to try to reduce what’s called ‘dwell time’at
passenger stops-the amount of time that a bus is station-
ary,loading or unloading passengers,which affects its on-
time performance and the satisfaction of the riders, Baker
says. The company spent a year researching the situation
and found that significant dwell time was often caused
by passengers adding value to their SmarTrip cards, after
getting on the bus.

“There was a lot of downtime, where folks were add-
ing value to their card, says Teevan.“Some of our busiest
routes at peak hours were experiencing up to 15-minute
delays.We were receiving a lot of complaints from pas-
sengers and even bus operators. So,what we did was we
stopped allowing the adding of fares to SmarTrip cards on
the bus”

Teevan admits that the move was somewhat contro-

versial and ATC expected a certain amount of resistance
from riders who were used to the old system.With the
implementation of “Plan Ahead...Pay it Forward,” passen-
gers would only be able to adjust their SmarTrip accounts
at a kiosk at a Metro station or online,but no longer at a
bus’s fare box.“But, we moved forward with it and there
was no negative output, she recounts.“In fact, we received
numerous comments within a month, saying thank you’
because we were able to get folks to and from their desti-
nations on time.” “We did a massive marketing campaign
to help make sure that the public was educated and
aware, Baker adds, and the results were very positive.We
increased our on-time performance, reduced our dwell
time,and increased our customer satisfaction”

This past fall,in an attempt to offer new and innovative
ways to bring more people onto its buses, DASH part-
nered with Alexandria City Public Schools (ACPS) and cre-
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ated the “Student Ride Free” initiative.“Our strategic
partnership set up a program for all high schoolers
in Alexandria to use our services free of charge;’
Baker notes.“By showing their student |.D.,they can
ride anywhere at any time. That’s been an incredibly
successful program that we'e very proud of”

DASH?s bus fleet is composed of full-sized transit
buses with a rated useful life of 12 years.“We pride
ourselves in having a very well-maintained fleet
with high reliability]says Baker,’and we attempt
to replace buses when they reach their 12-year
mark.We anticipate that by the end of 2019,we
will have completed our most recent round of fleet
replacements in an endeavor to get all of our older
style buses that are high polluters off the road,and
reduce our carbon footprint”

Several years ago,in an earlier replacement

p= At -r e ,‘\
ki Em] |
-~ ,*ﬁ- _|

i e

round,ATC began ordering hybrid electric/diesel
transit buses.’A diesel engine paired with an electric
drivetrain,much like a hybrid car; Baker explains.
“But we have found that the technology did not
prove itself to be as efficient as we would have liked,
and it resulted in increased costs of operations and
maintenance,which have not been offset by the
minor improvement in fuel economy. So, instead, we
turmed our focus to reducing our carbon footprint by
purchasing nothing but clean, low-emitting diesels
to replace the old diesels that don't have any pollu-
tion controls.

‘And we've set ourselves a long-range plan to
move to a fully electric fleet. In fact, we recently
did a demonstration of a fully electric bus for a full
week.We ran it on our routes; we collected the data
from it to understand the feasibility of future im-

plementation of that technology. Fully electric buses are
expensive, but we have been on the forefront of trying to
implement that technology. | believe that were looking at
2021 to try and start getting electric buses in the fleet”
Baker,who came on board as CEQ in early 2017, be-
lieves that a lot of what the company has accomplished
over the last few years,and what it intends to accomplish
going forward, has been due to its corporate culture.“Peo-
ple want to work here because its a family-oriented envi-
ronment, he claims.“We see everyone as important. Were
not the highest-paying system in the region; we may not
have the greatest benefits of anybody in the region; but
what we do have is a dedicated workforce that believes
in what we do.And much of what we do internally, from
a management standpoint, in order to foster that, is
spending time with the workforce to understand what is
important to them and how we make sure management
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At Clever Devices, we develop the ITS solutions that connect your operation from
pull-out to pull-in. Our solutions help you build the most efficient transportation system
possible. We connect you with your passengers to give them the information they need

to plan their journey. Then, when something happens that is beyond your control, we
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supports them”

“We've created a culture where the employees feel that
they have a voice and that theyre heard when they have
concerns, asserts Teevan.“Management does a very good
job of mativating and appreciating employees.And theyre
dedicated to DASH.And we are customer-focused. Every-
thing we do,we do with the mindset of what is going to
improve the ridership experience”

The Alexandria Transit Company — Welcome Aboard.
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