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The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) and Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) have identified I-495 

NEXT as a priority project with the specific goals of reducing congestion, providing additional travel choices, and 

improving travel reliability in an area that is one of the most congested travel areas in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan 

region. As noted in FHWA’s The Importance of Purpose and Need in Environmental Documents (September 1990), the larger 

transportation planning process—including regional, sub-area, and corridor planning—can serve as the primary source of 

information for establishing purpose and need for individual projects. Purpose and need for a project are intended to be 

comprehensive but specific. The purpose and need must be well defined so it can then be used to determine which 

alternatives are “reasonable, prudent, and practicable” (see https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/legislation/nepa/

guidance_purpose_need.aspx). A letter from the Council on Environmental Governments in May 2003 emphasizes that the 

lead federal agency (in this case FHWA) “has the authority for and responsibility to define the ‘purpose and need’ for purposes 

of NEPA analysis.” (see https://ceq.doe.gov/docs/ceq-regulations-and-guidance/CEQ-DOT_PurposeNeed_May-2013.pdf). 

FHWA’s guidance notes “While it is entirely appropriate for other agencies to comment on the purpose and need statement, 

both during early coordination and in response to the draft environmental impact document, other agencies cannot require 

FHWA...to alter the purpose and need statement.” (See https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/legislation/nepa/

memo_purpose_need.aspx.) 

Although the project purposes do not specifically include reducing greenhouse gases (GHG) and increasing transit options, the 

I-495 NEXT project would also result in benefits to both of these resources. See response 3 for more information on GHG 

emissions and response 4 for more information on proposed transit improvements.  

VDOT, in coordination with FHWA, local governments, and stakeholders identified an alternative that would meet the project 

purpose and needs: reduce congestion, provide new travel choices, and improve travel reliability along I-495. The build 

alternative described in Section 2.2.2 of the Environmental Assessment (EA) was identified as the only reasonable alternative 

to advance based on the Purpose and Need for the study. For this alternative, VDOT considered a range of design options at 

several interchanges to meet the needs at those locations. The I-495 NEXT Environmental Assessment (EA) identified one 

build alternative in detail which is acceptable under FHWA’s Technical Advisory T 6640.8A Guidance for Preparing and 

Processing Environmental and Section 4(f) Documents (FHWA, 1987). These decisions were presented to state and federal 

permitting agencies through project-specific agency meetings and coordination as the study developed. Under Technical 

Advisory T6640.8A, it states that “An EA does not need to evaluate in detail all reasonable alternatives for the project and may 

be prepared for one or more build alternatives.” The single build alternative leaves ample flexibility for different designs to be 

considered when the project advances to permitting and more detailed phases of design following an FHWA NEPA decision. 
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The 2018 conditions evaluated in the study are representative of typical conditions in the corridor. The current 

traffic conditions associated with COVID-19 are anticipated to be temporary, as compared with the ultimate 

design year used to design the project, which is required to be a minimum of 20 years out. Moreover, the analysis of 

future conditions is based on 2025 and 2045 models. Daily traffic volumes across Northern Virginia have recovered on 

average to approximately 80% of pre-COVID-19 volumes, and VDOT traffic data for segments of I-495 shows that daily 

traffic volumes have recovered to nearly 90% of pre-COVID-19 volumes. Traffic volumes are anticipated to return to pre-

COVID-19 levels by the time the project is constructed and operational. In order to understand the potential impacts of 

reduced traffic demand on the network and the proposed project, VDOT has conducted a sensitivity analysis of impacts 

to traffic forecast volumes and traffic operations under a conservative scenario where impacts of COVID-19 were long-

lasting into the future horizon years, with reductions in traffic volumes. 

 

There are currently no explicit federal requirements pertaining to transportation project-related greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions, although a qualitative GHG assessment was completed in 2019 to help support an informed 

decision. In the absence of federal requirements, VDOT is currently evaluating options to address GHG emissions and 

climate change impacts in environmental documents. Virginia’s participation in the Transportation and Climate Initiative 

may also result in future GHG emission reductions.  

 

Although regional vehicle miles traveled (VMT) is anticipated to increase between 2018 and 2045 (consistent with 

national and local trends over the past several decades), VMT is expected to be lower in the 2045 Build scenario 

compared to the 2045 No Build scenario, due to fewer circuitous cut-through trips avoiding the Capital Beltway, as 

observed today. A major factor in mitigating potential increases in VMT between 2018 and 2045 is EPA’s GHG emission 

standards, implemented in concert with national fuel economy standards. The Energy Information Administration (EIA) 

estimated that fuel economy will improve by 65% between 2018 and 2050 for all light-duty vehicles. This improvement in 

vehicle emissions rates is more than sufficient to offset the increase in VMT over this period. Thus, the project area 

would see a net reduction in GHG emissions under the 2045 Build Alternative compared to the 2045 No Build Alternative 

or the 2018 existing conditions. The recent rollback of some light-duty vehicle fuel economy standards may reduce the 

EIA’s projections of future fuel economy benefits, but improvements in GHG emission rates are still planned for light, 

medium, and heavy-duty vehicles in the coming years. Therefore, the recent rollback is not reasonably expected to 

change the conclusions of the qualitative GHG analysis in the I-495 Air Quality Technical Report. The impacts of the 

recent rollback  would not be able to be adequately quantified until the EPA releases a MOVES model update that 

incorporates the new light-duty vehicle GHG emission rates.  
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The Build Alternative described in Section 2.2.2 of the EA would result in a transit enhancement. Express Lanes 

provide a dedicated running way for buses (which is shared with HOV-3+ vehicles and toll paying vehicles). Buses 

and HOV-3+ vehicles do not have to pay to use of the facility. Through the use of dynamic tolls, the operator can manage 

traffic flows to allow buses to travel at higher desired speeds and to provide better travel time reliability for transit trips. 

With the provision of the dedicated running way, transit operators are able to run transit routes that provide a travel 

time advantage to potential passengers. This is a condition similar to the operation that may be provided with the 

implementation of a Bus Rapid Transit facility. The provision of fast and reliable transit service serves as an incentive for 

drivers to shift to transit rather than use their automobiles. 

As indicated in the November 30, 2020 letter from Secretary Valentine to the Chairman of the Fairfax County Board of 

Supervisors, the Commonwealth of Virginia is committed to provide dedicated, ongoing support for transit services along 

the corridor as part of the I-495 NEXT project. This commitment ensures that the I-495 NEXT project, together with the 

existing I495 Express Lanes, provide multimodal solutions to move more people through the corridor. 

Under a separate but parallel study that is being coordinated with VDOT, the Virginia Department of Rail and Public 

Transportation (DRPT) is conducting its I-495 American Legion Bridge Transit and TDM Study in coordination with the 

Maryland Department of Transportation's Maryland Transit Administration (MTA). The recommendations resulting from 

this separate study are aimed to work in concert with Virginia's proposed northern extension of the I-495 Express Lanes 

and Maryland's separately proposed managed lanes program for the American Legion Bridge, I-495, and I-270. More 

details on this study and recent updates may be found on the project website:  

http://drpt.virginia.gov/transit/major-initiatives/i-495american-legion-bridge-transit-and-tdm-study/ 
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Travel benefits to the region include additional interstate capacity, the provision of a facility to enhance transit 

service, new travel choices, decreased travel time during peak periods, and reduced length of rush hours. For drivers 

using the American Legion Memorial Bridge (ALMB), this project would add capacity, improve the existing bottleneck, 

provide new travel choices, reduce congestion on the existing lanes, and improve travel time reliability across the bridge. 

For drivers using the George Washington Memorial Parkway (GWMP), this project would add capacity, improve the existing 

bottleneck at the on-ramps for the I-495 interchange, and reduce the weaving needed to access the GWMP from I-495. For 

drivers using local and neighborhood roads, this project would reduce cut-through traffic by rerouting vehicles to I-495, and 

reduce delay and congestion at intersections along adjacent local roads.  

 

The I-495 NEXT EA identified one build alternative which is acceptable under FHWA’s Technical Advisory T 6640.8A. The I-

495 NEXT Build Alternative was identified as the only reasonable alternative to advance based on the Purpose and Need for 

the study. The single build alternative leaves ample flexibility for different designs to be considered when the project 

advances to permitting and more detailed phases of design following an FHWA NEPA decision. The I-495 NEXT project has 

independent utility since it would provide a usable facility and be a reasonable expenditure of funds even if no additional 

transportation improvements in the area are made, including to the ALMB. Reference response 1 for more detail on the 

alternative process.  

 

The  proposed action would encourage carpooling and improve transit on I-495. Reference response 4 for more detail on 

the transit benefits.   
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