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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
The Mayor’s Streetcar Task Force was assembled in 2006 to further study an existing proposal for a modern streetcar 
system for Charlottesville.  The proposal deals with how to improve transit and urban development along West Main 
Street, the major, yet underdeveloped, link between Charlottesville’s two important centers, the downtown and the 
university.  The concept is to introduce a modern urban streetcar system [a small scale electric transit system running on 
rails within existing streets] to improve connectivity, reduce traffic, and attract quality, mixed-use development.    
 
The concept of a modern streetcar system for Charlottesville comes from the Summit on Transportation and Transit, 
sponsored by the City of Charlottesville in October 2003.  Assessing Charlottesville’s transportation problems and 
opportunities, visiting transit experts made the following suggestions: 
 

 Realize that Charlottesville’s quality of life is threatened by vehicle congestion 
 Build on the success of the Downtown Mall and UVA 
 Reinvest in West Main transit 
 In the short term, improve shuttle service between UVA and the Downtown Mall 
 In the intermediate term, pursue an urban streetcar 
 For the long term, develop regional bus rapid transit 

 
The Alliance for Community Choice in Transportation further advanced the streetcar concept in 2004-05 with an 
introductory report [Shaping Community with Transit – Okerlund Associates, 2005], site visits for Charlottesville 
stakeholders to existing streetcar systems, a community education program, and a technical preview by visiting transit 
engineer Roger Millar.  Mr. Millar’s observations included the following: 
 

 Corridor activity, not the population of a city, determines a streetcar’s viability. 
 Activity on the West Main Street corridor is great enough to make a streetcar viable. 
 Charlottesville has no fatal barriers to a streetcar system. 
  Steps including signal priority for buses and restructured bus routes can be taken immediately as steps toward a 

future streetcar system. 
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The Mayor’s Streetcar Task Force was made up of 14 key stakeholders representing a variety of government, university, 
real estate, and non-profit interests.  The Task Force held regular group meetings, as well as meetings of sub-groups 
focusing on land use, financing, and regional connectivity.  The recommendations of the Task Force are the following: 
 

Land Use 
 The streetcar route should connect the Downtown Transit Center with Barracks Road Shopping Center 
 Examine form based zoning as a way to allow greater density at streetcar stops 
 Implement a minimum density for new development along West Main Street 

Finance 
 Given the scarcity of federal funds, focus efforts on local funding sources 
 Conduct a study to determine the capital and operating costs of the proposed system 

Connectivity 
 Coordinate the streetcar study with Places29 and Regional Transit Authority studies. 

 
In summary, the Mayor’s Streetcar Task Force feels that the proposed streetcar system is an excellent opportunity to 
improve transit and accomplish the city’s stated development goals along the West Main Corridor.  While the Task Force 
can not recommend the implementation of such a system at this time, the Task Force enthusiastically recommends 
further practical study of this proposal as outlined in the attached work plan.  Two especially important elements of this 
work plan will be the cost and development analysis tasks.  Together, these tasks will determine the costs and benefits of 
a potential streetcar system.  As an immediate step, the City should hire the necessary consultants to study the 
base cost to build and operate a streetcar system as proposed in this report, and to forecast the development 
effects of the proposed streetcar.  



Streetcar Task Force - Report 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This report deals with a proposal to improve transit and urban development along West Main Street, the major, yet 
underdeveloped, link between Charlottesville’s two important centers, the downtown and the university.  The concept is 
to introduce a modern urban streetcar system [a small scale electric transit system running on rails within existing 
streets] to improve connectivity, reduce traffic, and attract quality, mixed-use development.  A resurgence of this type of 
technology is underway in America, with more than 40 cities considering or building streetcar systems.    
 
The Charlottesville Streetcar project is a direct result of recommendations received from the Summit on Transportation 
and Transit, a City of Charlottesville sponsored events in the fall of 2003.  The summit focused on developing innovative 
transit strategies for the city’s most visible and highly traveled corridors.  The summit brought top transit experts to 
Charlottesville to visit the corridors and interview appointed and elected officials about transit needs and opportunities.  
The results of their work focused on transit as a vital tool for improved economic development, job accessibility, 
neighborhood enhancement, and environmental protection.  Toward these goals, the Summit on Transportation and 
Transit made the following suggestions: 
 

 Realize that Charlottesville’s quality of life is threatened by vehicle congestion 
 Build on the success of the Downtown Mall and UVA 
 Reinvest in West Main transit 
 In the short term, improve shuttle service between UVA and the Downtown Mall 
 In the intermediate term, pursue an urban streetcar 
 For the long term, develop regional bus rapid transit 

  
While other transit types [such as BRT of Light Rail] were mentioned at the summit, the panel agreed that streetcar 
technology was the right choice for West Main because it was the correct scale for the corridor [Light Rail is too large], 
and has the ability to attract quality new development in ways that BRT does not. 
 
Following the summit’s recommendations, a group of interested citizens of the Alliance for Community Choice in 
Transportation obtained funding from a local foundation to further promote the streetcar concept.  This group’s activities 
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included:  1. The development of comprehensive educational tools to engage decision makers and citizens in the 
project.  These tools include a presentation and written report, as well as graphics and summary materials.  2. A site visit 
for local decision makers to Tacoma Washington and Portland Oregon; two cities that have successful, modern streetcar 
systems.  3. Presentations to grass roots organizations and interest groups throughout the community.  4. An initial 
streetcar report [Shaping Community with Transit – Okerlund Associates, 2005].  5. A technical preview by transit 
engineer Roger Millar to provide a conceptual plan for route location and system types for the corridor.  Mr. Millar’s 
observations included the following: 
 

 Corridor activity, not the population of a city, determines a streetcar’s viability. 
 Activity on the West Main Street corridor is great enough to make a streetcar viable. 
 Charlottesville has no fatal barriers to a streetcar system. 
  Steps including signal priority for buses and restructured bus routes can be taken immediately as steps toward a 

future streetcar system. 
 
The Mayor’s Streetcar Task Force is the next step toward implementing the streetcar concept.  The Task Force 
represents a move from conceptual planning to more specialized and technical study, and from grass roots efforts to 
engaging city leaders and decision makers at the highest level. 
  
The purpose of this report is to summarize the discussions, goals, work, and conclusions of the Mayor’s Streetcar Task 
Force.  This summary is contained in Part 1.  Part 2 of the report gives a plan of work that can be done to bring the 
project to fruition if there is desire to continue.  Appendixes to the report contain maps and graphics, give a summary of 
financing options available to streetcar systems, and list existing and planned streetcar systems throughout the U.S.     
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PART 1:  TASK FORCE SUMMARY 
 
The Mayor’s Streetcar Task Force was assembled in December 2006 to further study the concept of a modern streetcar 
system for Charlottesville.  The mission of the Taskforce was to explore this idea by inviting potential stakeholders to 
study the concept, including representatives of the city government, university, regional planning district, real estate 
community, and others.  The members of the Taskforce were the following: 

 
• Alia Anderson [Executive Director, Alliance for Community Choice in Transportation] 
• Morgan Butler [Attorney, Southern Environmental Law Center] 
• Maurice Cox [Professor of Architecture, UVa – Former Mayor of Charlottesville] 
• Bern Ewert [President, Ewert and Company] 
• Tom Gilman [Transit Specialist, Railativity Inc.] 
• Ann Mallek [Member, CHART] 
• Gary Okerlund [Principal, Okerlund Associates Urban Design] 
• Michael Osteen [Principle, Osteen Philiips Architects – Planning Commissioner] 
• Harrison Rue [Director, Thomas Jefferson Planning District Commission] 
• Carolyn Shears [Senior Vice President, CB Richard Ellis] 
• Julian Taliaferro [City Councilor – Former Charlottesville Fire Chief] 
• Wade Tremblay [General Manager, Wade Apartment – Member, Board of Architectural Review] 
• Bill Watterson [Director, Charlottesville Transit Service] 
• Rebecca White [Director, UVa Parking and Transportation] 

 
 

The Task Force met as a full group for monthly meetings beginning in December 2006, and ending in July 2007.  In 
addition, the Taskforce divided itself into three sub-groups to explore three critical areas of the streetcar concept.  These 
three subgroups were: Land Use, Finance, and Regional & Local Connectivity.  The three sub-groups held additional 
meetings among themselves apart from full Task Force meetings, as well as convening meetings with outside 
consultants or stakeholders, and conducting additional research as needed to answer questions that arose during their 
discussions.  The membership and work of these three subgroups was the following: 
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Land Use Subgroup: 

Members: Morgan Butler, Maurice Cox, Gary Okerlund, Michael Osteen, Carolyn Shears  
 
The Land Use Subgroup explored issues of streetcar routing, development patterns along the route, and ordinance 
issues that will shape this development. 
 
The initial streetcar report [2005] planned a route covering from the Downtown Transit Center, along Water and West 
Main Streets, and traveling on Emmett Street to the John Paul Jones Arena.  This Task Force group recommends 
following this general route plan, with one change.  The group recommends modifying the northernmost leg to serve the 
Barracks Road Shopping Center [exhibit 1].  The addition of the shopping center adds little to the length of the route, but 
opens up a variety of important services to transit riders.  This route could be constructed at once, or in phases as 
necessary or feasible.     
 
Task Force members met with representatives of the Barracks Road Shopping Center to explain the streetcar concept 
and gauge their interest.  The center managers were very interested in the idea, especially in light of their limited parking 
capacity and desire to appeal to university students.  While the shopping center can’t commit to any funding at this point, 
they remain very interested and should be engaged in the planning process in the future. 
 
An additional routing decision facing the streetcar is whether to build along University Avenue through the Corner 
District, or along Jefferson Park Avenue; both as a way to connect to Emmett Street.  The group looked at residential 
density along both of these options [with mapping help from the TJPDC – exhibit 2], and found much higher density near 
the northern option [through the Corner].  In addition, University Avenue has a strong core of commercial development, 
while Jefferson Park Avenue has little.  The area north of University Avenue had also seen strong growth in student 
residential development due to recent rezoning.  The advantage of a possible route along JPA is that it avoids the conflict 
of traveling under the low bridge at 14th Street, and along the narrow streets of the Corner. 
 
The Land Use Subgroup also looked at zoning as a way to accomplish the streetcar’s development goals.  The group 
produced new mapping of current zoning and its effects, finding that current zoning treats the entirety of the corridor 
equally, a situation that may not be ideal for a streetcar system.  The group considered the idea of allowing greater 



 7

density [or height] immediately adjacent to streetcar stops [about every 3 blocks] in order to encourage variety and allow 
density without sacrificing street-level light and views.  The group also considered the idea of form-based zoning [or a 
form-based zoning overlay] to accomplish these development nodes around streetcar stops.  Form-based zoning is a 
relatively new tool, used to specify development envelopes in ways that traditional zoning can’t [exhibit 3].  In addition to 
building envelope considerations, a form based code would include a framework plan to locate regional parking, public 
space, or pedestrian connections.      
 
Zoning revisions for the proposed streetcar corridor are ongoing, and were recently discussed by the Planning 
Commission and City Council.  The recent proposal would allow less height and density by-right, but increase allowable 
density by special permit.  This proposal allows greater city control over development along the corridor, and also 
presents the potential for development proffers to help build corridor improvements.  The Land Use Subgroup has 
discussed similar options, and agrees with this direction.  Proffered improvements could include streetscape upgrades, 
or contributions to transit projects such as the streetcar.  In addition to evaluating maximum allowed densities, the Land 
Use Subgroup feels that density minimums should be in place along West Main Street to ensure, rather than just allow] 
high density development.  The group recommends a minimum building height of 4 floors along this important corridor. 
 
 
Finance Subgroup: 

Members: Bern Ewert, Tom Gilman, Julian Taliaferro, Wade Tremblay, Bill Watterson 
 
The finance subgroup wanted to know what options were available to fund the capital and operating expenses of a 
streetcar system, and how some of these options would work in Charlottesville.   
 
While federal funding is available for streetcar systems, primarily through the FTA Small Starts program, there are some 
barriers to funding a system in Charlottesville in this way.  Small Starts is a competitive program, with judging criteria 
based largely on a systems ability to move large volumes of passengers and to alleviate road congestion.  This means 
that Small Starts is biased toward systems that serve a commuter function [such as BRT systems], and toward cities with 
larger populations [who have larger volumes of people to move].  While federal funding shouldn’t be ruled out at this 
early stage, Charlottesville needs to be aware that it may have a hard time competing with larger cities for federal funds. 
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The Taskforce’s finance subgroup focused on local funding sources, specifically on special assessment districts.  It is 
important to note though, that most streetcar systems have used a variety of funding sources together to fund capital 
expenses [exhibit 4].  The general idea of a special assessment district is to levy an additional tax on properties near the 
proposed streetcar line in order to fund the cost of the line.  Of course, these owners will see many benefits from a 
streetcar line running near their properties.  The assessment district allows the city to capture some of the monetary 
value of these benefits.  This Taskforce group worked with the city’s department of Neighborhood Development Services 
to study the current value of some properties along the proposed line, and to forecast how much funding could come 
from a tax increase on those parcels.  The NDS study only captured properties directly adjacent to the proposed route, 
as well as a greater spread of parcels near downtown.  In reality, an assessment district should extend to all properties 
within ¼ mile of the streetcar [the generally accepted distance that people will walk to access transit].  Such an 
assessment district should include all land uses except owner-occupied residential units.  Also keep in mind that civic, 
religious, and university properties are exempt from real estate taxes.  According to the NDS study, the properties 
selected have the potential to generate $342,175 per year in additional tax revenue with a $0.05 increase in the real 
estate tax rate, or $684,350 per year with a $0.10 increase.  This is a very significant contribution to streetcar funding, 
coming from only selected properties within the likely assessment area.  Also keep in mind that that development value 
[and thus tax revenue] will grow significantly once the streetcar is built.  This number is an annual value, which can be 
used to pay back bonds used to finance capital costs, and to fund annual operating costs.    
 
These assessment numbers are very encouraging, and a study of all assessable properties within the ¼ mile range of 
the streetcar should be commissioned to uncover the full value available from a special assessment district.  
 
 For a full list of streetcar funding opportunities, see Appendix A.   
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Regional / Local Connectivity Subgroup: 

Members: Alia Anderson, Ann Mallek, Harrison Rue, Rebecca White  
 
The regional and local connectivity subgroup focused on linking the plan for a West Main streetcar with other transit 
planning projects in the surrounding area.  While the other subgroups focused on an area within several blocks of the 
proposed route, this group turned their attention to issues and opportunities beyond this scope. 
 
Beginning with the recommendation of the previous streetcar study to serve parts of Emmett Street [Route 29], this 
group looked at the Places 29 study dealing with the remainder of the 29 north corridor.  The group attempted to link the 
two studies by meeting with representatives of the Barracks Road Shopping Center about their transit needs, and the 
possibility of joining transit systems serving West Main and the university with transit serving 29 North at their location.  
The group found the shopping center representatives very enthusiastic about transit, and interested in being involved in 
future planning.  The regional and local connectivity subgroup recommends that links continue to be made between 
these two studies [Places 29 and the streetcar effort].  While different time horizons or transit technology may be best for 
these very different areas of Charlottesville, the end goal should continue to be a complete and convenient transit 
network. 
 
The connectivity subgroup also recommends that the streetcar project seek involvement in planning efforts considering 
the formation of regional transit authority for Charlottesville and Albemarle.  While the streetcar’s proposed route is 
currently contained within the city, future extensions could serve the county.  Even in early stages, plans need to be 
made to address how an RTA would impact a streetcar project, and how a streetcar would link with regional transit 
routes to make a complete transit network for riders.       
 
The regional and local connectivity subgroup also spent time developing a statement of goals to guide the streetcar 
project, focusing on issues of connectivity, community building, and usefulness to transit riders.   These goals are the 
following: 
 

• Provide faster, more frequent, more dependable transit; connecting downtown, the university, and Route 29 North.  
This system should attract more riders to transit and connect seamlessly with other CTS, UTS, and Jaunt services. 
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• Spur investment and compact development along the West Main Street corridor, creating a dynamic, mixed-use 
environment. 

• Address access issues related to major event destinations, including; downtown Charlottesville, Scott Stadium, 
the future University Arts District, John Paul Jones Arena, and Barracks Road Shopping Center. 

• Support a more affordable lifestyle for residents in thee central development district, through a decreased need for 
car ownership. 

 
The regional and local connectivity subgroup recommends maintaining a broad outlook while focusing on this proposal 
for a streetcar system of modest length.  While only a few miles long, the streetcar must provide a backbone for many 
miles of bus routes serving other areas of the city and county, and make way for potential streetcar extensions to some 
of these areas in the future. 
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PART 2:  WORK PLAN / NEXT STEPS – CHART 
 
The following work plan outlines the tasks that must be accomplished to advance the streetcar concept toward 
implementation.  Tasks are listed roughly in the order in which they should be accomplished.  The City of Charlottesville 
should be ultimately responsible for directing the work, with consulting services necessary to many of the tasks.  Other 
contributions can be made by the University of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson Planning District Commission, and others.  
The completion of this work plan will leave Charlottesville at the point of making a finite decision to build or not to build a 
streetcar system.       
 

1. Review previous work / studies 

a. Design studies by Torti-Gallas and WRT                        

b. Okerlund Associates 2004 report 

2. Statement of vision and goals   

3. Regional efforts and connectivity      

a. Regional transit authority study 

b. Places29 

c. Sustainability and environment 

4. Route planning         

a. Evaluate barriers and opportunities 

b. Route 

c. Phasing 

d. Upgrades to existing transit (bus) 

5. Technical analysis 
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a. Street section 

6. Cost  

a. Capital 

b. Operating 

7. Development Analysis 

a. Review of existing development 

b. Urban Design Vision 

c. Buildout along planned route 

d. Parking strategy and planning 

e. Tax contribution from buildout 

8. Ridership  

a. Existing ridership on prop. Route 

b. Projected streetcar ridership 

9. Organization and ordinances       

a. Ord. changes to facilitate streetcar 

b. Oper. responsibility – CTS or new org. 
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PART 2:  WORK PLAN / NEXT STEPS - EXPLAINED 
 
1. Review previous work / studies 
 
Charlottesville has spent a great deal of time and resources studying the West Main Street corridor over the past decade.  
Streetscape and master plan studies by Torti-Gallas and Wallace, Roberts & Todd have suggested a vision for the future 
density and vitality of the area, and ways in which the streetscape of the corridor could be improved [exhibit 5].  The 
Okerlund Associates streetcar report of 2004 gives an introduction to streetcar systems as a transit mode, and how the 
streetcar can help reach land use and transportation goals.  Each of these is a piece of a total vision for West Main and 
Charlottesville in general.  The answers to many questions that continue to be heard are already contained in these 
works.   
 
2. Statement of vision and goals  
  
Charlottesville needs to develop a clear vision of what it wants West Main Street to become; a residential area serving 
downtown and the university, a commercial area serving nearby neighborhoods like Fifeville and 10th & Page, or 
potentially a mixed-use area doing both of these things.  We also need to decide if cars will continue to be a major part of 
this corridor, both as transportation, and as a land use [car service shops, etc.].  The vision should include use, building 
height, transportation modes, parking, pedestrian amenities, and design themes, with this loose picture guiding day to 
day decisions.        
  
3. Regional Efforts and Connectivity      
 
a. Regional Transit Authority study        

The Regional Transit Authority Study identifies areas of Charlottesville and Albemarle for their potential to use transit 
services.  This study ranks the areas served by the proposed streetcar as the highest demand areas in the region, 
warranting very frequent transit service.  While the streetcar would initially serve only the City of Charlottesville, it has the 
potential to expand to Albemarle County in the future, as well as to serve the land use goals of both jurisdictions.  This 
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and any future study into establishing a regional transit authority should consider a streetcar as a part of the area’s 
potential future transit system, and plan operations and administration accordingly.    
 
b. Places 29 study 

Future transit planning along the North 29 corridor should consider the possibility of a streetcar line operating along 
Emmett Street in the city, and plan appropriately to link with this system.  The current Places29 plan uses the 250 Bypass 
as its southern boundary, a very short distance from the streetcar’s proposed route serving the Barracks Road Shopping 
Center.  Both planning efforts should stay aware of the other’s progress.  The goal should be to plan for easy transitions 
from one mode to another, ensuring the best possible experience for riders, and ensuring the success of the entire 
regional transit network.  
 
c. Sustainability and Environment 

The idea of a streetcar system fits well with the goals of environmental sustainability that the Charlottesville community 
and city government have already clearly established.  A streetcar’s electric power has much greater energy efficiency 
than a comparable bus line, has no point-source pollution, and reduces demand for petroleum fuel.  More importantly 
though, a streetcar will encourage dense, mixed-use development, absorbing new residents within the city core instead 
of pushing new development outside of the city where an automobile dependent lifestyle is the only available option.     
 
4. Route Planning 
         
a. Evaluate barriers and opportunities 

Barriers to a potential streetcar system are mainly physical, including low-clearances under existing bridges [a modern 
streetcar requires 13 feet of vertical clearance], structural load when routing a streetcar on top of existing bridges, street 
width to accommodate the streetcar vehicle, and grade [the streetcar’s maximum climbing grade is 8%] 
 
Opportunities include serving a wide variety of existing uses with the streetcar [with consideration for everyday activities 
and specials events, for citizens as well as for visitors], particularly those with existing parking capacity problems.  In 
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addition, the streetcar should also serve vacant or redevelopable properties in order to take full advantage of the 
development generating effects of this mode. 
 
b. Route 

The Taskforce has based its route discussions on the initial findings of visiting consultants given as part of the Technical 
Preview portions of the earlier streetcar study [2004].  This proposed route was: departing the existing downtown transit 
center, traveling west on Water and West Main Streets to West Main’s intersection with Jefferson Park Avenue; 
continuing to the intersection of University Avenue and Emmett Street [via either University Avenue through the Corner 
District, or along Jefferson Park and north along Emmett to University] and continuing north along Emmett to the John 
Paul Jones Arena.  The Taskforce recommends this route, but thinks that the route should extend further north on 
Emmett Street to the Barracks Road Shopping center in order to make the shopping and services available there more 
accessible to the transit riding public.  See exhibit 1 for a route map.    
 
c. Phasing 

The initial technical preview recommended that the first phase of the streetcar system cover only from the downtown 
transit center to the intersection of West Main with Jefferson Park Avenue, and that the distance from WM/JPA to 
University Avenue at Emmett Street be considered phase 2, and the trip north along Emmett to John Paul Jones Arena 
would be phase 3.  As well as deciding that the route should certainly extend past the arena to the Barracks Road 
Shopping Center, the taskforce felt that serious consideration must be given to covering this entire proposed route in one 
phase.  The shopping center is a very attractive destination, has frequent parking issues, and would be a natural fit to 
connect planned and existing downtown and university residential development to the shopping and services at this 
location.  While a longer and most expensive route to install, this full distance gives a certain completeness of uses that 
would help ensure the route’s success.     
 
d. Upgrades to existing transit [bus] 

No one will deny that the process of building a streetcar system could be a long and difficult one.  However, if the intent 
is to build this system [or simply to preserve the option to build it at some point in the future], there are steps that can be 
taken to enhance existing transit toward this goal.  If a streetcar route from downtown to Barracks Road is desired, the 
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route could be implemented now, using existing transit technology [bus], to introduce the route and its usefulness to the 
public.  Additionally, if our streetcar vision is for a separate streetcar lane along West Main, the lane should be 
constructed immediately and used for existing bus routes.  This also serves to introduce the streetcar route to the public, 
and to upgrade the reliability and usefulness of transit in general by giving transit travel an advantage over the traffic 
hassles of car travel along this corridor.       
 
5. Technical analysis 
 
a. Street section 

A major streetcar design decision is whether to have the streetcar run in a lane with automobile traffic or in a reserved 
transit lane [exhibit 5].  While an in-lane design minimizes changes to the street [and thus capital cost], the streetcar may 
wait in traffic at peak times.  A separate running lane [which may also be used by buses] gives transit a competitive 
advantage over car travel, increasing the attractiveness and ridership of the streetcar and transit in general.  However, a 
separate transit lane may require street upgrades that will add to capital cost.    
 
With a route established, other technical issues can be assessed.  In one proposed route, the streetcar would pass under 
the railroad bridge at the intersection of University Avenue with 14th Street.  This bridge is very low – too low for some 
streetcar vehicles to pass under.  To make this proposed route possible, the bridge may need to be raised, or the street 
lowered, or a suitably compact streetcar vehicle located.  Either way, this will be an engineering challenge, and should 
be considered early in the planning process.  A study to assess the compatibility of this bridge with future transit along 
West Main should be conducted immediately.   
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6. Cost  
 
a. Capital 

Streetcar capital costs can vary widely because of a number of variables, including whether the line is double or single 
tracked, what utilities need to be relocated to build the line, what type of car is used, what other streetscape 
improvements are made in conjunction with the streetcar, and what physical obstacles stand in the way.  The following 
are the capital costs of some recent streetcar systems, with an average per mile cost of $17.1 million: 
 

     System    year       cost (millions)    track miles     per mile cost (millions) 

Kenosha, Wisconsin  2000  $6.2  2.0   $3.1  
Portland, Oregon  2001  $55.2  4.8   $11.5 
Tampa, Florida  2003  $48.3  2.3   $21.0 
Tacoma, Washington  2003  $80.4  1.6   $50.3 
Little Rock, Arkansas  2004  $19.6  2.5   $7.8 
Seattle, Washington  2007  $47.5  5.2   $9.1 

 
These figures include tracks, vehicles, electric substations, maintenance facilities, and all installations – everything 
necessary to build an operating line.  Kenosha’s low per mile cost comes from building primarily in the median to avoid 
utilities and paving, and using refurbished streetcars from the 1930s.  Tacoma’s high per mile cost comes from extensive 
streetscape improvements, and from intentionally over-engineering the tracks to accommodate the potential for larger 
light-rail cars in the future.  Primarily, a detailed cost estimate is based on the desired route and street section design, 
and can be made accurately once these variables are set.  The Task Force has based its discussions on the base cost of 
a streetcar system, meaning the lowest cost available to build a functioning system.  This base cost does not include any 
additional streetscape improvements.    
 
b. Operating 

Costs associated with streetcar operations as essentially the same as for bus transit operations.  Costs include operator 
pay, maintenance, administration, and fuel.  The switch from petroleum to electric power represents a costs savings over 
buses.  Labor costs, however, would be higher for streetcars, as specialized skills are necessary of operators and 
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mechanics.  Replacement vehicle parts for streetcars are also more expensive than for buses.  An operating budget 
should be estimated based on the length of the desired route, number of vehicles in service, and service frequency.      
 
7. Development Analysis 
 
a. Assessment of existing development 

A basic look at existing development along the proposed streetcar line shows the ideal development condition; dense 
downtown and university nodes that will generate ridership for the streetcar, and an underdeveloped corridor along West 
Main Street that can take advantage of the streetcar’s development effects to generate desirable new growth.  A 
tabulation summary of existing development should be done to establish a baseline from which to measure proposed 
and future development.  The study should be a count of all land uses with ¼ mile of the proposed alignment, and 
include, land area, building area, building height, numbers of residential units, square feet, types of commercial uses, 
and population or employee density.   
 
b. Urban Design Vision 

The rezoning of West Main in 2003 provides a guide for the type and scale of desired development along this corridor.  
Development on West Main should contain a variety of uses, often vertically integrated within structures, with parking 
structured or relegated behind buildings, and a vital, pedestrian-scaled streetscape along West Main.  While the existing 
zoning code provides development parameters, it has not succeeded in creating a clear, publicly supported vision for 
the area – small scale structures with abundant parking continue to operate, and new projects of this type continue to be 
built.  Even though zoning allows high density, there is still no system in place to make living, working or shopping in this 
district without the convenient use of a car possible.  A streetcar can provide this means, and encourage development to 
the limit of current zoning.  A full review of existing development will identify buildings that must be preserved for cultural 
or historic reasons, and what sites should be redeveloped.  A great deal of work along these lines has been done, but 
must be consolidated, and a vision agreed upon.    
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c. Buildout along planned route 

The current state of development along West Main Street reaches an FAR of about 0.5 [built square footage equal to half 
of land area].  The ideal building density to support a streetcar system is an FAR of 2.0 or greater [built square footage 
totaling more that twice land area].  The Taskforce’s Land Use subgroup attempted calculations of buildable density at 
key nodes along West Main, and concludes that 2.0 FAR is achievable under current zoning, even when considering that 
certain historic structures, while not dense, should not be redeveloped [exhibit 6].  Further work should model buildout 
potential along the entire proposed route, filling in between the nodes modeled by previous studies and the Taskforce.    
 
d. Parking strategy and planning 

While a streetcar can provide transportation for many visitors and residents of the future West Main district, the car will 
never be replaced entirely; parking should be provided in a way that supports and compliments the streetcar and its 
goals.  Parking should be convenient to the end-points of the streetcar line, so that the service is available to users not 
served by this and other transit systems.  However, an excess of free or inexpensive parking in the core of the streetcar’s 
service area would be detrimental to the system’s goals of traffic reduction and dense development.  Where it is 
provided, parking fees can also help to fund the operation of a streetcar line.  Centralized, shared parking will likely only 
occur under city guidance, and so, a parking strategy including central parking locations, phasing, and numbers of 
spaces required will be needed.   
 
e. Tax contribution from buildout 

A part of projecting potential development along the streetcar line will be a projection of the taxes that these 
developments will bring.  The experiences of other cities who have built streetcars show strong growth in new 
development [and thus tax revenue] along streetcar lines.  Portland saw $2.3 billion in new development within 2 blocks 
of the streetcar within 4 years of completion.  Tampa saw $1 billion in new development within 4 years of the completion 
of their own line.  When we consider the property taxes generated by this level of new development, the streetcar 
concept can actually be seen as a profitable enterprise.  A basic calculation tells us that if we quadruple development 
density [from 0.5 to 2.0 FAR], we can expect to at least quadruple tax revenue generated along the line.  In reality, there 
are many variables at play here, and a full accounting is extremely important, largely because potential streetcar funding 
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sources such as tax increment financing and special assessment districts count on this future revenue stream to pay 
back capital costs or fund operating costs.      
 
8. Ridership 
  
a. Existing ridership on proposed route 

Existing transit ridership through the West Main corridor is significant, as nearly all CTS routes use this street.  However, 
with ridership divided among many routes, ridership for the corridor itself is not apparent.  A count of existing transit 
ridership on the proposed streetcar route only should be undertaken. 
 
b. Projected streetcar ridership 

Existing transit use along the proposed route does not equate to future streetcar ridership.  Existing ridership is based on 
the existing intensity and compatibility of land uses.  Streetcars also have an attraction factor, with more people willing to 
use streetcars than traditional buses.  Reliable projections of streetcar ridership cannot be made without detailed study, 
likely by a qualified outside consultant.  Such a study will incorporate the findings of the above recommended buildout 
studies to determine how many new users may be added as residents, employees, and shoppers within the corridor.  
Such a study should be commissioned alongside and connected to discussions of streetcar routing.  Anecdotally, 
streetcar ridership is usually found to be a multiple of bus ridership along an identical route.  Tacoma sees three times 
the ridership on its streetcar line as it did on a bus route covering the same route.  This effect can be attributed to the 
quality and attractiveness of the streetcar, as well as its ability to attract transit oriented development, thus fueling its own 
success.   
 
9. Organization and Ordinances   
     
a. Ordinance changes to facilitate a streetcar 

While a streetcar is in planning stages, ordinance changes should be made [primarily to the zoning code] to ease its 
integration and ensure its success.  Zoning should allow [or be made to allow] density and mixed-use, while minimizing 
automobile access across the streetcar tracks to avoid conflicts.  Zoning should also require pedestrian amenities like 
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wide sidewalks to serve passengers entering and leaving the streetcar.  In reality, Charlottesville’s zoning code already 
allows or requires many of the things needed to build a streetcar compatible neighborhood.  The zoning code should be 
checked, and revised as necessary, to best ensure the success of the streetcar and the urban design vision for the 
corridor.  The Land Use Subgroup recommends exploring form based zoning as a way to achieve this vision.   
 
b. Operational Responsibility 

Early in the consideration of a streetcar system, a decision has to be made as to who will be responsible for its operation.  
There are two options; the streetcar can be operated by the existing city transit agency along with its existing bus 
operations, or the streetcar can be operated by a new organization created solely for this purpose.  Either way, the 
streetcar will mean new training and responsibilities for the people who administer it.  The existing transit agency may 
have advantages in its existing knowledge of scheduling, budgeting, staffing, etc. 
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APPENDIX A:   EXHIBITS 
 
 
 

Exhibit 1:   Route map with phases 
 
Exhibit 2:   TJPDC density map 
 
Exhibit 3:   Sample form based zoning 
 
Exhibit 4:   Funding pie chart – Portland 
 
Exhibit 5:   WRT streetscape sections 
 
Exhibit 6:   Buildout sketch 
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APPENDIX B:   POTENTIAL FUNDING SOURCES 
 
There are a wide variety of funding options available for transit improvements, including streetcar systems.  Some of the 
programs and funding streams listed here may used only for capital expenses, some only for operating expenses, and 
others may be used for both.  It is very important to note that few streetcar systems have been built using only one type 
of funding.  Most systems use several of these sources, all assembled together to accomplish their goals [exhibit 4]. 
 
Federal Funds 

 Small Starts [FTA Section 5309] 
Small Starts is a federal funding program authorized in 2005 to fund transit systems seeking less than $75 million in 
capital funding.  The program is competitively judged between applicant cities based on criteria including time savings to 
riders and economic considerations.  This program can be used to fund up to 80% of construction costs.   
 

 FTA Section 5339 
The Section 5339 Alternatives Analysis Program makes funds available for early project development, and to evaluate 
transportation alternatives within a corridor. 
 

 FHA 
Grants are available from the Federal Highway Administration to fund transportation plans, and for the planning, design, 
engineering, and evaluation of transportation projects.    
 

 TCSP 
Funds for project planning are available from the Transportation and Community System Preservation Program, which 
funds comprehensive projects that address the relationship between transportation and community.   
 

 FGUA 
Federal Grants for Urban Areas can be used to fund both capital and operating costs for areas with populations less than 
200,000. 
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 EDI 
Economic Development Initiative grants have been used to fund a portion of capital costs for transit projects.  Under this 
program, a variety of uses can be funded that work toward economic development in commercial, industrial, or 
residential sectors. 
 

 STP 
Surface Transportation Program funds may be used for a wide variety of transit capital projects, including vehicles and 
facilities, fringe parking, pedestrian and bicycle improvements, landscaping, historic preservation, and environmental 
mitigation.   
 
 
State Funds 

 VDRPT 
The Virginia Department of Rail and Public Transit offers grants for the planning, construction, and operation of rail and 
public mass transit projects.  Grants may be used for a variety of projects, and can cover from 50 to 95% of expenses.  
Charlottesville is categorized as one of 8 urban transit areas in Virginia by the VDRPT.   

 
 

Local Funds 

 Tax Increment Financing 
Investment in an infrastructure project such as a streetcar will raise the value of nearby properties, thus increasing tax 
revenue from these properties.  Tax Increment Financing dedicates this increase (the increment) to paying back the debt 
from implementation of the project.  This funding concept is similar to a special assessment district, but does not change 
the tax rate, only collects [and separates] additional revenue generated by improvements.  
 

 Special Assessment District 
A Special Assessment District establishes a district that will benefit from the proposed improvement project, and collects 
additional taxes from properties within the district to pay back the capital cost of the project. This funding option is similar 
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to Tax Increment Financing, but actually raises the tax rate for properties within the assessment area to generate 
additional funding. 
 

 Business Improvement District 
Within a Business Improvement District, business owners contribute money [typically a percentage of their real estate tax 
bill] to pay for projects with a common benefit to the district.  This funding mechanism is most often used for 
maintenance or advertising, but could also be used to fund transit operating costs.  
 

 Developer contribution 
There are obvious benefits to the development community with the introduction of a streetcar system, including reduced 
parking demand that means more site area can be developed.  Some developers will be willing to voluntarily contribute 
to a transit system that will benefit their projects.  In addition to voluntary contributions, proffered contributions and/or 
impact fees may be applied toward building the streetcar. 
 

 General obligation bond 
General obligation bonds are bonds issued by a local government to finance capital projects, and are repaid using a 
variety of revenue streams, including tax revenue.  Localities are rated based on the perceived safety of the bond and 
their ability to repay.  Charlottesville’s bond rating is the highest available, giving the city the ability to issue bonds on 
very favorable terms.  
 

 Parking revenue 
Several streetcar projects have used parking revenue as a funding source to pay capital costs.  Portland Oregon used 
this concept, raising parking rates and designating the additional income to fund bonds used to build the streetcar.  
Parking bonds paid for half of the total capital cost of the Portland Streetcar.  Automobile drivers will benefit from a 
streetcar, enjoying reduced traffic congestion, and visiting the vibrant, walkable neighborhoods that it serves [as well as 
creates].  The car users should have a share in paying for the system and the benefits it brings.  Charlottesville has a 
great deal of free or inexpensive downtown parking, making parking revenue funding an untapped opportunity.  
Increases in garage parking rates, and parking meters for exiting free parking, should be studied.      
 
 



 26

 Fares 
Some cities with streetcar systems, such as Tampa and Little Rock, choose to charge a fare, and others, such as 
Portland and Tacoma, do not.  While operating a free service can increase ridership and make riding more convenient, 
free streetcars give up one potential revenue stream that can be used to pay back debt on capital cost and fund 
operating costs.  Among cities that charge, typical fares are in the range of $1-$1.50, and are able to cover 25-30% of 
operating costs.  
 

 Philanthropic / foundation grants 
Grants from foundations or donors will likely not provide a large source of income for building and maintaining a 
streetcar, but many foundations are interested in this type of system for its historic, cultural, and environmental 
importance.  This type of funding may be most useful in the planning stages of transit projects, and already has been in 
this streetcar concept.  The Blue Moon Fund generously supported the early exploration of this streetcar idea as applied 
to Charlottesville 

 
 Advertising / naming rights 

Due the high visibility of streetcar transit, it is a sought after advertising opportunity.  Most streetcar systems offer 
advertising on and in streetcar vehicles and stops, and use this revenue to contribute to operating expenses.  Naming 
rights are another potential income stream, more often used for capital costs, with contributors buying the right to have 
their name or logo displayed on a specific streetcar vehicle, or the entire line.  Tampa’s streetcar system is named the 
TECO Line, with TECO Energy contributing $1 million toward construction for this privilege. 
 

 Local sales tax 
Local sales tax increases have been used to fund a variety of public projects.  The volume of revenue involved means 
that even a very minor increase can generate a large amount of revenue.  As traffic congestion has increased nationwide, 
voters have shown a willingness to fund transit projects through sales tax increases.     
 

 Other taxes 
Other taxes that may be used to raise money to fund streetcar capital or operating costs include lodging or rental car 
taxes [putting some funding responsibilities on the tourism industry, which will undoubtedly benefit from the system], or 
gas taxes, leveraging automobile use to fund a solution that will work to reduce congestion for automobile users. 
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APPENDIX C:   LIST OF U.S. STREETCAR SYSTEMS 
 

Historic Systems 
 

 San Francisco, California [cable cars] - 1873 
 New Orleans, Louisiana - 1893 

 
Recent Systems 
 

 Galveston, Texas – 1988 
 Dallas, Texas – 1989 
 Memphis, Tennessee – 1993 
 San Francisco, California [F-Line] – 1995 
 Kenosha, Wisconsin – 2000 
 Portland, Oregon – 2001 
 Tacoma, Washington – 2003 
 Tampa, Florida – 2003 
 Little Rock, Arkansas – 2004 
 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania – 2006 
 Seattle, Washington – 2007 

 
Systems in Planning [committed] 

 
 Charlotte, North Carolina 
 Chicago, Illinois 
 Corpus Christi, Texas 
 Dayton, Ohio 
 Glendale, California 
 Lowell, Massachusetts 
 Madison, Wisconsin 
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 Miami, Florida 
 Minneapolis, Minnesota 
 Sacramento, California 
 St. Louis, Missouri 
 Trenton, New Jersey  
 Tucson, Arizona 
 Washington, District of Columbia 
 Winston-Salem, North Carolina 

 
Systems in Evaluation [not committed] 

 
 Albuquerque, New Mexico 
 Arlington, Virginia 
 Austin, Texas 
 Baltimore, Maryland 
 Boise, Idaho 
 Champaign-Urbana, Illinois 
 Columbus, Ohio 
 Everett, Washington 
 Issaquah, Washington 
 Lynnwood, Washington 
 Milwaukee, Wisconsin 
 Omaha, Nebraska 
 Salt Lake City, Utah 
 Savannah, Georgia 
 Spokane, Washington 

 
 
 
 




