and without the assistance of any employer
or government agency. The catalyst for the
VVPA was the opening of the I-395 HOV
lanes. Since the late 1970's the VVPA has
worked behind the scenes supporting the
creation of vanpools, ridesharing offices,
insurance programs, park-and-ride lots, and
HOV lanes. The VVPA offers maintenance,
safety, operational, and matching services
for its members through newsletters and
periodic meetings.

Vanpools and HOV Lanes

Lew W. Pratsch

The nearly 500 vanpools on the I-395
HOV lanes -- about 10% of the commuters
in the corridor -- represents the best market
penetration of vanpools in the nation. In
addition, approximately 18% of all central
business district (CBD) bound work trips
from Prince William County, which is
served by both the I-95 and I-66 HOV lanes,
utilize vanpools.

President
Virginia Vanpool Association

I would like to make a few points
concerning driver owned and operated
vanpools.
First, operators receive no
subsidy or significant financial assistance
from their employers or local government,
yet fares are some of the lowest among the
various commute modes. Second, even
when drivers change jobs or leave the area,
another driver usually emerges from the
vanpool network. Thus, vanpools often
continue to operate over relatively long
periods of time. Third, the emergence of
the part-time vanpool entrepreneur is a key
component in the success of the Northern
Virginia vanpool market. Some of the
individuals own up to 40 vans. Last, to
maximize carpool and vanpool expansion,
states should consider fully deregulating all
commuter driven vehicles carrying up to 15
people as Congress did in 1978.

I think vanpools and HOV lanes
represent two of the most important options
available to reduce commuter traffic
congestion, air pollution, and energy
consumption in the 1990's. HOV lanes,
carpools, and vanpools serve an infinite
number of origins and destinations and
provide a cost effective and energy efficient
commute option. Combining HOV systems
with a "leveling of the playing field" related
to commuter parking fees represents an
affordable and quick-to-implement approach
to reducing traffic congestion within the next
five years.
I would like you give you a little
background on the Virginia Vanpool
Association (VVPA), which is the largest
association of independent vanpool owners
and operators in the nation. It was started
before there were many ridesharing offices

I feel that permitting carpools and
vanpools to make a profit, rather than
simply share expenses, is a major key to
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reducing traffic congestion. Surveys, such
as those conducted by the Department of
Energy in 1979 and 1980, have indicated
that individuals would be much more
interested in carpooling and vanpooling if
they could make money from organizing and
operating the pool.

In 1989, the Metropolitan
Washington Council of Governments
conducted a survey of vanpool drivers in the
Washington metro area.
This survey
indicated that nearly 60 % of the metro area
vanpool drivers identified the need for more
HOV lanes as their primary concern. Other
issues raised included parking, msurance,
costs, and maintaining riders.

There are a number of actions that
could be taken to encourage vanpooling.
These include low cost aids for vanpool
formation such as, 100% financing from
banks and credit unions, reasonably priced
and readily available insurance, and start-up
assistance. When a driver buys a van, there
exists a level of commitment to vanpooling
not found with third party vanpooling or
employer-sponsored vanpools.
Other
vanpool aids that should be considered
include additional park-and-ride lots, dropoff and pick-up areas at employment
centers, readily available access to parking
garages, which requires minimum height
clearance, and access to parking when a
vanpool forms.

Thus, it appears that the HOV lanes
have had a significant impact on the use of
vanpools.
Without the HOV lanes,
vanpooling on I-395 would never have
grown from 70 vanpools in 1978 to nearly
500 by 1981, where they have stabilized.
I would like to suggest a number of
ideas for expanding the use of HOV
facilities. First, interim HOV lanes could
be added quickly and at a relatively low cost
to many facilities by using shoulders.
Second, it may be appropriate to require the
use of HOV lanes after a facility reaches 6
to 8 lanes or to require that the last lanes
added be HOV lanes. Further, ensuring that
the HOV lanes will maintain a relatively
free flow condition, through changing the
occupancy requirement when necessary, and
providing adequate enforcement, is
important. Last, using HOV facilities to
assist with incident management should be
provided.

A 1986 survey of vanpool riders and
drivers, conducted by VVPA, showed a high
level of satisfaction among riders. It also
identified the importance of HOV lanes to
the success of vanpools. Highlights from
the survey included the following:
•
•
•
•

•

40 % were former single occupant
auto users, 42 % were former
carpoolers, and the balance used
transit

94 % considered vanpools more
convenient than their previous mode
99 % of vanpoolers intend to continue
vanpooling
59% said HOV lanes were a major
factor in deciding to vanpool
49 % found the door-to-door travel
time faster than their prior mode,
while 24 % found vanpooling slower
58 % said vanpool fares were less
than their previous mode, while 15 %
noted that vanpool fares were more
expensive

I think one of the main obstacles to
reducing commuter traffic congestion, air
pollution, and energy consumption is the
free or low cost parking that is provided in
many areas. I think that to "level the
playing field" on free parking, Congress
should either tax employers providing free
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parking where the market value exceeds $50
per month or allow the employer to provide
a tax free transportation allowance for all
employees equal to or less than the market
value of parking. The objective in either
case would be to charge market rates for
parking.
This provision would allow
commuters to decide if it is in their best
interest to pay market rates for parking and
drive alone or to carpool, vanpool, or ride
transit.
Several studies have indicated that
drive-alone commuting would be reduced by
20 % or more if drivers had to pay their own
parking.
A recent report summarizing
existing studies on the relationship between
free parking and commuting identified that
free parking greatly increases solo driving
and many solo drivers shift to carpools,
vanpools, and transit when they must pay
for parking. The case studies reviewed
indicated that eliminating parking subsidies
has a dramatic effect on the commute mode
split. Four examples from the Los Angeles
area and one from Ottawa identified higher
vehicle occupancy rates and a decrease in
driving alone when employees were
responsible for paying for parking.
I think the expanded use of HOV
lanes is a critical component to solving
many of the existing traffic problems.
However, to achieve the maximum reduction
in traffic congestion, air pollution, and
energy consumption, HOV lanes must be
complemented by changes in policies
relating to paid parking, deregulation of
carpools and vanpools, and zoning changes.
I think genuine transportation systems
management, including HOV lane systems,
is a key to reducing commuter traffic
congestion within the next few years and
providing for our Nation's future growth.
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