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Virginia and Maryland Get Close

By William Nicoson

Want a free express-bus excursion to Bethesda or Gaithersburg?  Like to travel in uncrowded
space?  Like to lounge in high-backed, blue plush seats?  Like to browse through free newspapers
during the ride?  Need a built-in power connection for your laptop?  Like to whiz past beltway
traffic tie-ups by veering to the shoulder?  

SmartMovers are for you.  They leave Tysons Corner every 15 minutes during commuting hours
and, during midday, to Bethesda on the hour.  Tysons to Lakeforest Mall in Gaithersburg, with a
stop on the way at Montgomery Mall, takes about 50 minutes.  The 5S Fairfax Connector buses
from Herndon and Reston to Tysons connect with SmartMovers at Park Run Drive just South of
West Park Drive. On return, catch the 5S by walking Southwest on the West side of West Park
Drive to the first bus stop beyond Greensboro Drive.

But catch a SmartMover soon.  The trip and the newspapers are free only until next year.  And,
given its other advantages, uncrowded conditions may disappear even sooner.

Urbanists have long deplored the fragmentation of government in the Washington metropolitan
area, involving two states and the capital district, all offering a similar range of services through
their own diverse laws, regulations and bureaucracies.  One remedy has been the creation of
regional agencies to coordinate services that lack respect for boundaries.  To plan and build the
area’s metrorail system, the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (WMATA) was
created in 1967 and soon expanded its mandate to include bus service.

The SmartMover debut last week was WMATA’s first experiment with interstate suburb-to-
suburb transit.  All its other bus routes and metrorail lines have been radial spokes in the
metropolitan wheel.  Any resident of a Northern Virginia community wanting transit to a
Southern Maryland community had to detour by way of downtown Washington – or brave
beltway congestion by car, which of course contributed to further congestion.  More than 200,000
vehicles daily cross the beltway bridge between the two states, and traffic volume is expected to
rise to 300,000 over the next 20 years.

Virginia and Maryland have contributed $900,000 each to WMATA’s one-year experiment with
SmartMover.  That’s your money, as they say, so you deserve your free rides this year.  In
addition, Maryland has contributed to SmartMover the privilege of using beltway shoulders to
bypass traffic congestion, and has marked its part of the beltway to advise drivers accordingly. 
Virginia has declined to permit use of shoulders, citing safety risks.  Thus the conflicts of
fragmented government persist even when a regional transit authority becomes inventive.

I’ve already taken my free ride to Lakeforest Mall in Gaithersburg.  SmartMover will be great for



 Virginia residents who work there or in Bethesda and for Maryland residents working in, or
within transfer-range from, Tysons Corner.  But, frankly, the chief advantage to Northern
Virginia shoppers in visiting Lakeforest Mall will be in reinforcing their appreciation of Tysons
Corner.  For Tysons Corner merchants, on the other hand, SmartMover may prove a bonanza by
drawing shoppers from Maryland elated by freedom from the tyranny of the automobile.

In any case, Virginia and Maryland have moved closer together through this experiment
sponsored by WMATA.  Time conquers distance.  A single regional transit line doesn’t abolish
fragmentation of government, but it’s a small start.

William Nicoson is a former publisher of Connection Newspapers.
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