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Metropolitan King County Council
Transportation, Economy and Environment Committee



STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	5
	Name:
	Mary Bourguignon

	Proposed No.:
	2021-0133
	Date:
	February 15, 2022



SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2021-0133 would acknowledge receipt of a North Link Connections Mobility Project Redeployment report, prepared in response to a budget proviso.

SUMMARY

The proposed 2021-2022 biennial budget included an assumed reduction of 47,000 Metro-funded transit service hours in Northeast Seattle. These service hours, which represented service on the portion of Route #41 that would be duplicated by the extension of Link light rail to Northgate, were proposed to be reserved and eventually redeployed to other areas of the county following updates to Metro’s Service Guidelines.

The Council approved the budget ordinance but added a proviso[footnoteRef:1] requiring Metro to report in more detail on its plans for the service hours to be redeployed, the consistency of this proposal with adopted policy, and the equity impacts of the soon-to-be-proposed North Link Connections Mobility Project service restructure.  [1:  Ordinance 19210, Section 113, Proviso P6] 


Proposed Motion 2021-0133 provides Metro’s response as of April 1, 2021, the due date for the proviso report. It describes the proposed North Link Connections Mobility Project service restructure, including the proposal to redeploy 46,875 service hours, as well as the equity needs in Northeast Seattle that would be addressed through the proposed service restructure. 

Since that time, the Council has approved the North Link Connections Mobility Project service restructure in Northeast Seattle,[footnoteRef:2] which was implemented on October 2, 2021, and which effectuated a restructure of Metro service in coordination with the extension of Link light rail to Northgate. In addition, the Regional Transit Committee and Council have approved updates to Metro’s adopted policies,[footnoteRef:3] including updated Service Guidelines that allow the redeployment of duplicated Metro service during a restructure. [2:  Ordinance 19280]  [3:  Ordinance 19367] 


As transmitted, the report complies with the requirements of the proviso.


BACKGROUND 

The proposed 2021-2022 biennial budget was prepared and transmitted to the Council during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, during a time of significant impacts on Metro’s operations and uncertainty about the future. 

The budget was also transmitted prior to decisions on several major transit-related policy proposals that would have implications for how transit service would be deployed over the course of the biennium: 

· Seattle funding measure: The decision by Seattle voters in November 2020 whether to renew a transportation funding measure that had been funding service on 55 Metro routes. 

· North Link restructure: The restructure of Metro service in Northeast Seattle to coordinate with the planned opening of Sound Transit’s Link light rail extension to Northgate in Fall 2021.

· Metro policies update: The planned updates to Metro’s three adopted policy documents in 2021 (Strategic Plan for Public Transportation, Service Guidelines, and Metro Connects long-range plan), which were expected to make changes to the criteria for adding, reducing, or restructuring transit service.

Pandemic impacts on Metro’s service. In response to declining ridership and to ensure safe operating conditions for its employees, Metro began implementing emergency transit service reductions[footnoteRef:4] in March 2020. By Fall 2020, as the Council deliberated on the proposed 2021-2022 biennial budget, Metro was operating approximately 85 percent of its pre-COVID service level and carrying approximately 30 percent of its pre-COVID passenger load.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  KCC 28.94.020.B.2.a. states that “if, in the opinion of the director, an emergency exists that requires any change to established routes, schedules or classes of service, the director may implement such a change for such a period as may be necessary in the director's judgment or until such a time as the council shall establish by ordinance otherwise.”]  [5:  Metro’s Rider Dashboard tracks pandemic-era performance.] 


The proposed 2021-2022 biennial budget,[footnoteRef:6] as transmitted, projected that, as a result of reduced ridership, fares, and sales taxes during the pandemic, Metro's revenues would be $349 million lower than expected.[footnoteRef:7] The Executive proposed to draw down Metro's undesignated fund balance to make up the gap between revenues and expenditures, meaning that no major cuts to service were proposed for the biennium but there was the possibility of significant service cuts (approximately 13 percent of the system) beginning in 2025 if the situation did not improve.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Ordinance 19210]  [7:  Metro had received $243 million in CARES Act funds in April 2020 to help the agency respond to increased costs and reduced revenues associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, but Metro staff stated at the time that this amount was only enough to cover 2020 costs and would be fully expended prior to the start of the 2021-2022 biennium.]  [8:  During 2021, thanks to an uptick in sales tax and additional federal aid, Metro’s financial situation began to improve. This improved situation was reflected in the mid-biennial supplemental ordinance (Ordinance 19364), even as uncertainty remained about long-term ridership and fare recovery.] 


Seattle-funded transit service hours. In November 2014, Seattle voters approved a six-year transportation funding measure comprised of a 0.1 percent sales tax and a $60 vehicle license fee. In March 2020, prior to the onset of the pandemic, Seattle was using funds from this ballot measure to purchase 358,851 hours of Metro service on 55 routes. By September 2020, following COVID-19 service reductions, Seattle was purchasing 183,941 Metro service hours on 35 routes.

Because Seattle’s funding measure expired at the end of 2020, the originally proposed 2021-2022 budget made the conservative assumption that it would not be renewed. Therefore, Seattle-funded Metro service hours were not included in the proposed budget, including approximately 123,000 service hours in Northeast Seattle that had been funded by Seattle and other partners.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  In November 2020, Seattle voters renewed the transit funding measure by approving a 0.15 percent sales tax increase that expires March 31, 2027. The new funding measure is smaller than the previous one and includes a larger set of funding priorities. Service funded by the City of Seattle is governed by an agreement approved by the Seattle City Council and King County Council (Ordinance 19240)] 


2021-2022 budget proposal for Northeast Seattle service restructure. The 2021-2022 biennial budget was transmitted to the Council a year before the expected opening of Sound Transit’s Link light rail extension to Northgate. During Fall 2020, as the Council was deliberating on the proposed biennial budget, Metro was in the process of developing a proposal (called the North Link Connections Mobility Project) to restructure Metro service around the new light rail stations. This service restructure proposal, which would require Council approval,[footnoteRef:10] was planned to be transmitted to the Council in March 2021 for implementation in Fall 2021 to coordinate with the opening of the new Link service. [10:  KCC 28.94.020] 


As part of the proposed 2021-2022 budget, Metro indicated that its upcoming North Link Connections Mobility Project service restructure proposal would likely include a reduction of approximately 170,000 annual transit service hours in the Northeast Seattle project area: 123,000 hours that had been funded by Seattle and other partners and were assumed to be cut unless Seattle voters renewed their transit funding measure; and 47,000 service hours that represented service on the portion of Metro’s Route #41 that would be duplicated by the extension of Link light rail to Northgate. 

Planned update to Metro’s adopted policies. Metro’s service is guided by three adopted policy documents, the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation, which outlines Metro’s goals, strategies, and performance measures; the Service Guidelines, which provide criteria for the day-to-day operation of the transit system, including policies for developing, modifying, and evaluating transit service; and Metro Connects, Metro’s long-range plan.

In 2018, the Council asked Metro to develop a Mobility Framework[footnoteRef:11] focusing on equity and sustainability to guide the update of its policy documents. In Fall 2020, during the Council’s deliberations on the proposed budget, the Council had approved the Mobility Framework and a process to update the policy documents,[footnoteRef:12] and Metro was engaged in working with an Equity Cabinet, jurisdictional and agency partners, community members, and the Regional Transit Committee and Council to develop the updates.  [11:  Motion 15252]  [12:  Motion 15618] 


One potential policy change to the Service Guidelines that was being discussed during Fall 2020 would allow Metro service that would be duplicated by other modes of transit to be redeployed to other areas of the county during a service restructure, something the Service Guidelines in effect at that time[footnoteRef:13] did not address.  [13:  Ordinance 18301, Attachment B] 


2021-2022 proviso requirement. In response to the proposed redeployment of 47,000 Metro-funded transit service hours from Northeast Seattle as part of the upcoming North Link Connections Mobility Project, and because of the uncertainty about the pandemic, the future of Seattle-funded service, and potential proposed changes to the Service Guidelines, the Council included a proviso in the 2021-2022 biennial budget ordinance requiring Metro to transmit a North Link Mobility Connections Redeployment Report: 

	P6 PROVIDED FURTHER THAT:[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Ordinance 19210, Section 113, Proviso P6] 


	Of this appropriation, $5,400,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive transmits a North Link connections mobility project redeployment report and a motion that should acknowledge receipt of the report and a motion acknowledging receipt of the report is passed by the council.  The motion should reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance number, ordinance section and proviso number in both the title and body of the motion.  The report shall:

	A.  Identify any King County-funded transit service hours in the North Link connections mobility project service area ("the project area") that are proposed to be reduced or redeployed to other areas of King County by the North Link connections mobility project service change proposal;

	B.  Describe the proposed timeline and process for King County council approval for any proposed reduction of service hours or redeployment of transit service hours from the project area to other areas of King County, as well as how any proposed redeployment of service hours would be consistent with adopted policy, specifically the King County Metro Service Guidelines adopted through Ordinance 18301, or as amended hereafter, and the METRO CONNECTS long-range plan adopted through Ordinance 18449, or as amended hereafter; and

	C.  Analyze the equity impact of the proposed North Link connections mobility project service change and describe how equity impact would be analyzed for any future proposed redeployment of transit service hours on priority populations as identified in the mobility framework recommendations summary that was adopted through Motion 15618, which include people of color, households with low incomes, foreign-born households or individuals with disabilities.

	The executive shall electronically file the North Link connections mobility project redeployment report and the motion required by this proviso by April 1, 2021, or with the North Link connections mobility project service change ordinance if that ordinance is transmitted before April 1, 2021, with the clerk of the council, who shall retain an electronic copy and provide an electronic copy to all councilmembers, the council chief of staff and the lead staff for the mobility and environment committee, or its successor.

ANALYSIS

Proposed Motion 2021-0133 would acknowledge receipt of a North Link Connections Mobility Project Redeployment report, prepared in response to a budget proviso.[footnoteRef:15] The report reaffirms Metro’s plan to redeploy approximately 47,000 Metro-funded service hours from Northeast Seattle as part of the North Link Connections Mobility Project service restructure and hold those service hours in reserve to be redeployed post-pandemic following the Service Guideline’s criteria for service investments. [15:  Ordinance 19210, Section 113, Proviso P6] 


The report describes Metro’s history of restructuring its service to coordinate with Sound Transit Link light rail during each expansion of the light rail system and summarizes the Council’s role in approving proposed service restructures.

The report describes the process Metro used to develop the proposed North Link Connections Mobility Project service restructure and summarizes the proposal, which the Executive had transmitted to the Council for review at the same time the proviso response was transmitted. 

The report describes the 46,875 Metro-funded service hours proposed to be reduced in Northeast Seattle as having “minimal impact on current and future transit customers” because of the replacement of that portion of Route #41 with Link light rail. It makes the case that redeploying these service hours to meet greater equity needs elsewhere would be consistent with King County’s Equity and Social Justice policies.

The report then describes the equity impact of the proposed North Link Connections Mobility Project, identifying the themes that emerged from the community engagement process and summarizing the transit and travel time impacts on the equity priority areas that had been identified within the project area.

The report includes an Equity Impact Review that was developed as part of the community engagement process for the North Link Connections Mobility Project service restructure.

Since the transmittal of the proviso response in Spring 2021, the Council passed three pieces of legislation that resolved several major transit policy issues and finalized the North Link Connections Mobility Project service restructure:

· Agreement with Seattle. Following approval by Seattle voters in November 2020 of a renewed, though smaller, transit funding measure, the Council approved an agreement with the City of Seattle to set the terms for Seattle’s purchase of Metro service under the new funding measure.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Ordinance 19240] 


· North Link Connections Mobility Project. The Council approved the North Link Connections Mobility Project service restructure,[footnoteRef:17] which included the proposed reduction of 47,000 annual Metro-funded service hours in Northeast Seattle,[footnoteRef:18] as well as a reduction of 114,000 service hours that had previously been funded by Seattle and other partners. Following its approval by the Council, the service restructure was implemented on October 2, 2021, the day the North Link light rail extension opened to passengers. [17:  Ordinance 19280]  [18:  Those hours are being held in reserve to be redeployed elsewhere post-pandemic following the criteria for service investments in the Service Guidelines (Ordinance 19367).] 


· Updated Metro policy documents. The Regional Transit Committee and Council approved updates to Metro’s three adopted policy documents (the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation, Service Guidelines, and Metro Connects long-range plan).[footnoteRef:19] The updated Service Guidelines include criteria for making service investments that prioritize equity and include guidance that Metro service duplicated by another transit service can be redeployed elsewhere in the county during a service restructure. [19:  Ordinance 19367] 


With the passage of these three pieces of legislation, the issues raised in the proposed 2021-2022 biennial budget and discussed in Metro’s proviso response have been resolved. As transmitted, the report complies with the requirements of the proviso. Future redeployment of the 47,000 service hours would be proposed following the requirements in the adopted Service Guidelines[footnoteRef:20] and would require Council approval.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Ordinance 19367, Attachment B]  [21:  KCC 28.94.020] 


ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2021-0133
2. Transmittal Letter
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