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Dear Friends and Supporters,

Long before I came on board with VRE, I rode the train to work every day as a relaxing alternative

to carpooling. Back then, with only 50 people on a train car instead of today’s 150, you could easily

park your car, walk to the platform, and board a train that was not full. 

Fast-forward to 2005: VRE remains a vastly preferable alternative to driving. From day one, our

mission has been to make commuting easier and the region’s quality of life better. By effectively

removing one lane of rush-hour traffic every day from I-95 and I-66 between Northern Virginia

and Washington, DC, VRE alleviates horrendous traffic congestion, improves air quality and

reduces noxious emissions. 

Growing Pains

While it’s a privilege to be part of such an integral link in the region’s public transportation system,

it’s also a tremendous challenge as more commuters come to depend on VRE every working 

day. Like all the other transit agencies in the region, we’re struggling to find more money to

accommodate our ridership with funding that’s limited and slow in coming. 

With an average annual ridership increase of 12.4 percent over the past five years, support and

investment in VRE are more essential than ever. Operating costs, which fund our day-to-day 

activities, continue to rise with every passing year. Between 2006 and 2010, annual under-

funding of our capital program will increase tenfold. Only with additional investment in railcars,

locomotives, parking and platforms can VRE keep pace with a passenger growth rate now four

times the national average for commuter rail systems. Strapped for money as we are, we remain

committed to staying focused on what has always been our number-one priority: delivering the

best possible service. 

As VRE celebrated its 25 millionth

rider last June, I looked back 

on my nine years working for

the nation’s fastest-growing

commuter rail system and saw

nine straight years of amazing

expansion and success. The

tremendous support of our riders

and communities has enabled

VRE to surpass all expectations.

In fact, their loyalty has made us

the 10th largest commuter 

railroad in the United States.

Dale Zehner
Chief Executive Officer

Virginia Railway Express
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Commitment to Passenger Growth

VRE started out in 1992 with 16 trains and 1,800 riders per day. Every step of the way, we have welcomed new riders with open arms to keep

them coming back. In turn, the commuting public has supported us with a double-digit surge in ridership that now amounts to 32 trains and

a midweek average of 15,400 riders per day, rapidly approaching our capacity of 16,400. 

With annual daily ridership demand projected to reach 21,000 by 2009, we have been examining various long and short-term solutions for

meeting the steady surge. Clearly, the record growth of Northern and Central Virginia’s suburban communities indicates strong public support

for expansion of commuter rail service, and for VRE as a vital transportation option. Until the needed funds are acquired, the challenge is to

maintain the highest possible level of customer satisfaction. Although our overall approval rating last year remained high at 70 percent, riders

indicated it declined due to our capacity situation.

With support from state and federal legislators as well as jurisdictional staff, VRE can obtain the needed capital funds—a critical investment in the

region’s future—to fully accommodate the needs of our loyal riders and take more people off highways that are becoming more congested every

day. However, without more funding, service cannot move beyond what we have today.

Improving Our Capital 

Although VRE’s capital improvement needs are immense, currently $191 million for short-term needs, throughout 2004 we took 

numerous steps to upgrade our daily operations. We implemented $43 million in construction projects to improve CSX tracks between

Washington and Richmond, broke ground to expand Quantico Bridge for two-way rail traffic, started renovating Quantico Station, began

extending the platform at Manassas Park Station, and added nearly 620 new parking spaces at the Manassas, Burke Centre, Woodbridge and

Rippon stations.

In addition, we upgraded and expanded our fleet by adding another 30 refurbished bi-level gallery cars, purchased for $1 apiece, through the

sale of 33 retired single-level railcars for $15 million; and by soliciting bids on 11 new bi-level cab cars with an option to buy 50 more 

railcars. As a result, we were able to provide 1,584 additional peak-train seats for our riders.
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Looking to the future, we requested $100 million in Federal funding for 50 new high-capacity railcars, which would add 7,000 to 9,000 seats

to the fleet and allow us to lengthen trains and increase service. Further, we approached the state for help. As a result, the Governor pledged

to match any monies VRE receives in the TEA-3 Reauthorization. Funding would go towards railcars, locomotives, platforms or parking.

Commitment to Safety and Security

In today’s era of heightened awareness, VRE is more committed than ever to maximizing the safety of its commuter trains. Last year we added

random searches by canine teams to other security programs already in place. This innovative, efficient approach allows us to conduct 

security checks while the trains are en route to their destinations without delaying service, thereby adding an extra layer of screening to the

commuting process.

We also unveiled a proactive customer safety education campaign, CAST (Commuter Awareness for Safe Travel) which has proven to be 

highly popular. The CAST initiative instructs riders what to look out for, how to be prepared, and what protocols to use when reporting 

suspicious activities or unattended packages. A five-tiered program, CAST emphasizes how to be safe, be smart, be informed, be aware, and

be prepared. With CAST, riders have become the “eyes and ears” for VRE.

Together we can give VRE the support it so urgently needs to remain a convenient, pleasant transportation mode of choice for thousands of

commuters, and, not too far down the road, thousands more.

With best regards,

Dale Zehner

Chief Executive Officer



2004 Year inReview
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The past year was among the most productive, and challenging, in the railway’s brief yet amazing 12-year history. Even as VRE continued 

growing at an unprecedented rate, we maintained the highest possible level of customer service. While meeting this challenge, we launched

a widely popular Commuter Safety Program known as CAST, celebrated our 25 millionth rider, and sought candid feedback through an 

on-line forum and an extensive Customer Opinion Survey. We also launched a Rail Time System to keep riders updated anywhere, anytime.

On the capital side, we undertook major expansions of platforms and parking at several of our most heavily used stations, sold off old equipment

and invested in new equipment. VRE’s continued growth and advances reaffirm its vital contribution to the region’s quality of life, and the

need for continued support and investment. Following are highlights from 2004.

Dale Zehner Named VRE’s New CEO

A seasoned veteran of commuter rail operations and particularly the needs of VRE with nearly ten years of experience at the railway, Dale

Zehner was appointed CEO on June 1, 2004, after serving for nine months as Acting Chief Operating Officer. Credited with playing a key role

in growing ridership by more than 100 percent since his arrival in 1995 and positioning VRE as one of the fastest-growing commuter railroads

in the nation, Dale served as Manager of Budget and Finance before being promoted to Director of Planning, Customer Service, Marketing

and Public Relations. 

Commuter Safety Program Launched

In today’s era of heightened awareness, VRE is more committed than ever to maximizing the safety of its commuter trains. We unveiled 

a proactive customer safety education campaign, CAST (Commuter Awareness for Safe Travel), which instructs riders what to look out for,

how to be prepared, and what protocols to use when reporting suspicious activities or unattended packages. The five-tiered program 

emphasizes how to be safe, be smart, be informed, be aware, and be prepared. With CAST in place, riders have become the “eyes and

ears” for VRE.

Canine Security Checks 

We added random searches by canine teams to other VRE security programs already in place. This innovative, efficient approach allows us to

conduct security checks while the trains are en route to their destinations without delaying service, thereby adding an extra layer of screening

protection to the commuting process.
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New Heart Safety Equipment

In 2000, VRE became the nation’s first commuter rail to put

AEDs onboard all trains, and last year the program received a

complete recharge. In 2004, we implemented a new Automatic

External Defibrillator (AED) program for heart attack victims. At

a substantial cost savings to VRE and our riders, we purchased

brand-new life-saving devices rather than lease them. 

25 Millionth Rider Celebrated

On June 3, 2004, VRE commemorated this milestone with a

fun-filled ceremony at the Old Town Alexandria station that 

featured Virginia Governor Mark Warner, United States Senator

John Warner, and Congressmen Jim Moran and Tom Davis. As

VRE’s first Fortune 500 corporate event sponsor, Starbucks

Coffee provided sampler brews to everyone in attendance along

with 10,000 free coffee coupons that were placed on every VRE

seat that morning. Because of the loyalty of all who made VRE

the success that it is, no individual was chosen as the “official

25 millionth rider.” Instead, a lottery with 30 prizes donated by

local and regional businesses gave all riders an equal chance for

recognition and rewards. 

Quantico Bridge Expansion Breaks Ground

Designed to alleviate one of the biggest bottlenecks on the Fredericksburg line by allowing VRE to run two more daily round-trip trains, this

project will provide a second track to an additional bridge over Quantico Creek that began construction last year. A task force comprised of

officials from Virginia and VRE explored 89 possible solutions, ultimately deciding on a twin span bridge that could handle two tracks but that

would initially be built with one. 
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The 1986 single-track bridge will remain, with the second bridge providing another track to 

eliminate the bottleneck. Once the second track is added to the newer bridge, making a total of

three tracks, expansion of the entire Richmond-to-Washington, DC track system will be possible.

In addition, the improved infrastructure will be able to handle high-speed rail, a long-term goal of

the state. Before the new bridge is finished, VRE will be allowed to begin adding trains as other

related projects reach completion.

Quantico Station Renovation

Big changes are coming to one of VRE’s oldest facilities, whose historic elements are being 

carefully preserved. Early in 2004, the station first underwent a brief hazardous material remediation

period, during which time materials such as lead paint and asbestos, commonly used when the

station was built, were safely removed. With this process complete, the way was cleared to begin

an entire renovation that involved repairing or replacing virtually every part of the facility. Featuring

a new roof, a vendor area and an ADA-accessible restroom, Quantico Station’s brand new look

was completed in April 2005. 

Parking Expansion & Station Improvements

VRE added a total of 620 new parking spaces at

some of our most heavily used stations. We opened

a leased lot at Rippon in February 2004 that added

320 spaces and more than doubled capacity; cut

the ribbon at a new surface lot at Woodbridge in

July providing 150 more spaces (an increase of 30

percent); commenced an expansion at Burke

Centre in July that resulted in 60 additional

spaces (an increase of 9 percent); and added 80

leased spaces to the ABC lot at Manassas Station

in November (an increase of 21 percent). 

Existing Conditions:
Parking Expansion

To alleviate standing-room-

only conditions on trains and

full parking lots due to the

near-capacity levels at which

we operated in 2004, VRE

worked closely with local 

jurisdictions to provide more

parking at four of the most

heavily traveled stations 

last year: Burke Centre,

Woodbridge, Rippon and

Manassas. Unfortunately,

potential ridership growth,

which could double by 

2025, currently outpaces 

the rate at which new 

parking can be added. 



To accommodate increasing demand, we also initiated construction of parking decks at Burke Centre (1,400 spaces, to open in 2008) and

Manassas (320 spaces, to open by fall of 2006). At the same time, VRE worked with Fairfax County to initiate the EZ Bus, a subscription bus

service designed to alleviate parking pressure on the Burke Centre parking lot. The EZ Bus program is successful, with approximately 100

people using the service every day. VRE also collaborated with Prince William County on acquiring additional land for parking at Broad Run

to construct two separate surface lots with approximately 200 new spaces beginning in early 2005.
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Thirty-Three Retired Railcars
Sold to Connecticut
Department of Transportation

To help VRE reach its goal of attaining an all bi-level fleet

and maximizing ridership capacity, ConnDOT purchased

33 retired VRE single-level cars in “as-is” condition for more

than $15 million, and was responsible for transporting

each vehicle from Washington, DC to New Haven,

where the cars were unveiled in October. In addition, the

sale provided funding for the acquisition of critical 

mid-day train storage in the metro DC area, essential for

providing storage for VRE’s future fleet. 

In turn, last year VRE successfully purchased 35 refurbished

bi-level Gallery cars for one dollar apiece. The additional cars

bring more seats and a unique seating arrangement, with

two-by-two seating on the lower level and single “gallery” balcony-type seating on the top. In

November, VRE sent out a request for proposals (RFP) to purchase 11 bi-level cab cars to go into

service in 2006, with an option for 50 more coaches that could help achieve an orderly transition

from the older bi-level cars to a more modern bi-level fleet. 

Rail Time Train Locator System Launched

If you have an Internet connection, either on a WiFi laptop or a desktop at work or home,

you’ll know exactly where your train is thanks to VRE’s new, easy-to-use Rail Time train 

locator system, which was rolled out during the summer of 2004. The result of customer feedback

about our previous “Train Brain” system, which showed where trains were located but with

minimal information, the upgraded and improved system offers real-time location information

about all VRE trains.

Existing Conditions:
Capital Improvements

Although 2004 was an active

year for capital improvement

projects, such as renovating

Quantico Station, expanding

the Quantico Bridge for two-

way rail traffic, extending 

the platform at the Manassas

Park Station, and a $43 million

construction project to

improve CSX tracks between

Washington and Richmond,

these efforts are barely 

keeping pace with a ridership

growth rate that reached 

12.4 percent last year, as it 

has averaged for the 

past five years.



Today’s Plan for Tomorrow



A Remarkable Track Record

Over the past twelve years, VRE made public investment a huge success, 

driving it to become the tenth-largest commuter railroad in the United

States, and the fastest growing of its kind. Careful steps were taken to

build an organization that prides itself in innovative leadership, integrity

and world-class customer service with continued support from loyal riders.

Through sound business practices, proven experience and demonstrated

reliability, VRE has flourished. The railroad now carries twice as many riders

as it did in 1999, and has a growth rate four times the national average. 

In 2004, VRE maintained its incredible momentum while still providing

dependable commuter rail service. Total ridership has increased by an 

average of 12.4 percent annually for the past five years. In 2004, our 

average daily ridership was 14,491, approaching our mid-week average of

15,400. On-time performance system-wide was 86.8 percent, with 82.2

percent on the Fredericksburg Line and 91.3 percent on the Manassas

Line. During 2005, VRE’s ridership will reach our current maximum

capacity of 16,400 riders per day, which means more riders than available

seats. By 2009, daily ridership demand is projected to reach 21,000.

Keeping Up with Ridership Growth

Despite these positive performance statistics, we are seeing the effects of the rapid increase in ridership on our Operations. The VRE system

has achieved a relative balance in terms of capacity and utilization that is very efficient but leaves little room to accommodate the tremendous

expansion of Northern Virginia suburbs. 

Due to overcrowding, our passenger growth rate is slowing as we approach system capacity. The crowding is not only affecting growth but 

customer satisfaction as well. Approval ratings last year remained high, 70 percent overall satisfaction rate, but in certain areas, they are dropping

below previous levels. Without additional investment in railcars, locomotives, train storage, parking and platforms, VRE cannot 

continue providing a quality commuter rail option to the citizens of Virginia.

25

5,000

10,000

15,000

20,000

‘94 ‘95 ‘96 ‘97 ‘98 ‘99 ‘00 ‘01 ‘02 ‘03 ‘04

D
A

IL
Y

 T
R

IP
S

HISTORICAL VRE RIDERSHIP TREND

VRE now carries twice as many riders as it did in 1999. For the past five years, 
VRE’s growth in passenger rides has averaged 12.4 percent and shows no sign of
slowing down.
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A Strategic Plan of Action

In order to address potential future growth, we completed Phase II of a 

Long-Range Strategic Plan last year. The plan identifies the projected ridership

demand through 2025, and the capital and operating expenses necessary 

to meet the demand. It also examined potential network extensions, their

impacts on ridership, and the costs of such expansions. The Strategic Plan 

will provide technical support to make important policy decisions in the

upcoming years. 

Although VRE made many improvements over the past year, we remain

stretched to the limits of our capacity. In order to meet even the 

minimum estimates of demand, the Strategic Plan calls for a capital

investment of approximately $39.6 to $51.7 million annually through

2010, up from the current capital program of $25 million per year. Even

at this level of investment, which will support the existing network, VRE

will struggle to meet the demand for commuter rail service in the I-66

and I-95/395 corridors.

Railcar Update

VRE needs $100 million for high-capacity railcars to accommodate 6,000 to

7,000 additional passenger trips per day, along with expanded mid-day 

storage for our trains. Although recent ridership increases have put our existing capacity to the test, last year VRE successfully purchased 35

double-decker Gallery cars for $1 apiece and sold 33 of our original single-level Mafersa railcars for $15 million. This initiative enabled us to

issue an RFP for 11 new bi-level cab cars with an option for an additional 50 bi-level cars, which should help in the short-term. If all goes as

planned, and VRE receives the necessary funding for the procurement of 61 new cars, the oldest 15 Gallery cars will be retired as the first order

of new coaches is received between 2007–2009. 
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Source: MWCOG Round 6.2 Projections.

Ridership demands on VRE will be affected by continued suburban 
residential development along with population growth in the suburban
and exurban communities VRE serves as the region’s total employment is
projected to increase 41 percent by 2025.
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Existing Conditons:
Multi-Faceted 

Parking Needs
Eighty-two percent of our 

riders drive alone and park,

versus 54 percent for Metro

and 72 percent for MARC.

Whereas these other 

large commuter rails offer 

alternative modes of access 

to their largely uniform 

stations, with VRE one 

solution does not fit all 

stations. Continued capital

funding will provide VRE 

with the variety of flexible

options we require to most

efficiently accommodate our

ever-expanding ridership.

A second order of approximately 60 additional bi-level coaches in the 2014–2016 period will be

needed to support projected ridership growth and enable the remaining Gallery cars to be retired.

Standardizing and modernizing the fleet will enable VRE to achieve long-term maintenance cost

savings, improve the availability of the coach fleet for revenue service, and thereby keep spare fleet

requirements to a minimum.

As part of the recommended capital investment, the Strategic Plan calls for 80 to 110 additional

bi-level coaches by 2025. New, cleaner, high-powered locomotives, additional midday storage,

and maintenance facilities at the outlying yards will also be necessary before any of this increased

service can be provided. 



28

Locomotives

In addition to railcars, VRE is undergoing a program to overhaul the locomotive head-end power units as well as the major overhaul of several

locomotives. These overhauls are a short-term fix to help improve the reliability of our trains. As a longer-term measure, we are exploring 

the possibility of purchasing 18 new Tier II locomotives so that we can operate longer trains and reduce locomotive emissions. We will need 

$41 million to accomplish this acquisition.

Parking

Nine of our 13 parking lots were at or above capacity in 2004. Last year, we undertook several projects to alleviate the parking constraint 

on our system. It will cost $30 million to provide additional spaces at virtually all of our stations, and another $20 million to extend 

station platforms.

• A leased lot was opened at Rippon in February 2004, and the ribbon was cut on a new surface lot at Woodbridge in the summer of 2004. 

• Projects were also initiated at Burke Centre and Manassas to construct parking decks to accommodate increasing demand. 

• VRE worked with Fairfax County to initiate the EZ Bus, a subscription bus service designed to alleviate parking pressure on the Burke Centre 

parking lot. The program has been successful, with approximately 100 people using the service every day. 

Even with these steps, system-wide parking demand still exceeds supply. Therefore, we are exploring additional options for improving parking

and access to our stations. In addition, the Strategic Plan calls for 7,000 to 9,000 additional parking spaces system-wide by 2010.

A Critical Investment in the Region 

The focus of the VRE Operations Board and management continues to be providing safe, reliable commuter rail service to the citizens of

Northern Virginia. With the Washington, DC metropolitan area designated as an ozone non-attainment area, public transit will play an 

increasingly vital role in addressing the area’s need to improve air quality and reduce congestion. VRE currently takes the equivalent of one full

lane of traffic off of both I-95 and I-66 each rush hour. Without continued capital investment, VRE will not be able to continue offering the

high-quality, cost-effective service that we have provided commuters for the past 12 years.



29

Existing Conditons:
Short-Term 

Capital Funding
Our Strategic Plan calls for 

a capital investment of 

approximately $39.6 to $51.7

million annually through 2010,

up from the current capital

program of $25 million per

year. Even at this level of

investment, which will support

the existing network, VRE will

struggle to meet the demand

for commuter rail service in

the I-66 and I-95/395 corridors.

Needs for Tomorrow

$100 Million

2007-2009

2014-2016

By 2025

$30 Million

$20 Million

High Capacity Railcars

61 New Bi-Level Cars

60 Additional Bi-Level Coaches

80 to 110 Additional Bi-Level Coaches

Additional Parking Spaces

Station Platform Extensions




