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SUBJECT

During today’s briefing, Metro will share information about ridership recovery, operational capacity, and Metro’s plans for post-pandemic service restoration. 

SUMMARY

In March 2020, in response to the sudden drop in ridership at the start of the pandemic and to ensure safe operating conditions for its employees and riders, Metro began implementing emergency transit service reductions.[footnoteRef:1] Metro implemented ongoing rounds of service reduction and restoration during 2021, 2022, and 2023. [1:  KCC 28.94.020.B.2.a. ] 


In March 2023, as the emergency phase of the pandemic ended, but Metro was unable to return to pre-pandemic service levels due to staffing shortfalls and slow ridership recovery, the Council approved a Metro Service Recovery Plan,[footnoteRef:2] which affirmed that:  [2:  Ordinance 19581] 


· Service on at least 122 routes would remain reduced or fully suspended.
· Metro would work to restore County-funded service hours gradually over several biennia through a series of geographically focused mobility projects.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The mobility projects identified in the Metro Service Recovery Plan (Ordinance 19581) are: East Link, Lynnwood Link (Ordinance 19751), South Link, Stride, Madison/G Line (Ordinance 19750), Central Seattle, Queen Anne/Magnolia, North Seattle, West Seattle/Vashon Island, and other.] 


Metro is currently operating approximately 83% of pre-pandemic service for approximately 62% of pre-pandemic ridership. 

Metro has been implementing changes to its hiring and training processes to recruit and retain the employees needed to sustain and expand operations. Metro has also been monitoring ridership recovery and ridership patterns to inform future service planning. As part of this work, in September Metro will implement the first two mobility projects proposed as part of the 2023 Service Recovery Plan: Madison Street/G Line and Lynnwood Link extension transit restructures. Today’s briefing will cover ridership recovery, as well as Metro’s service restoration and service planning efforts.


BACKGROUND 

Metro’s pandemic response and pandemic-era service restructures. In response to the sudden drop in ridership at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic and to ensure safe operating conditions for its employees and riders, Metro began implementing emergency transit service reductions on March 23, 2020. These initial service reductions and suspensions,[footnoteRef:4] as well as ongoing cycles of restoration and reduction that continued for several years, were made without Council review, using the General Manager’s authority to make unilateral service changes in response to an emergency,[footnoteRef:5] and were considered part of King County’s pandemic response.[footnoteRef:6],[footnoteRef:7]  [4:  The Service Recovery Plan (Ordinance 19581) defines a service reduction as providing a lower level of service on a route and a service suspension as fully stopping all service on that route.]  [5:  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.  Such changes that the director intends to be permanent shall be reported in writing to the chair of the council.”]  [6:  On March 1, 2020, the King County Executive issued a proclamation of emergency to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. The Council affirmed the proclamation through Motion 15610. The Executive terminated the proclamation of emergency on February 6, 2023 (link).]  [7:  The Executive issued emergency directives related to transit service that covered through the Spring 2023 service change.] 


In addition to the series of emergency, pandemic-related service changes, the pandemic years also included the implementation of several Council-approved service changes and restructures, as well as service changes related to the change in Seattle’s transit funding measure. These included:

· North Eastside Mobility Project (NEMP). The NEMP service restructure was implemented in March 2020[footnoteRef:8] and made changes to routes in North and East King County. At the time, Metro stated that the intent of the restructure was to provide new connections to light rail or other frequent bus services using transfers that were as fast, or in some cases faster, than the transit patterns they replaced. [8:  Ordinance 18944] 


· Renton Kent Auburn Area Mobility Project (RKAAMP). The RKAAMP service restructure was implemented in September 2020[footnoteRef:9] and made changes to routes in South King County. Among other changes, the restructure created a new frequent route along the pathway of the proposed, future RapidRide I Line. During a time of significant emergency service reductions, the RKAAMP restructure added 17,600 annual transit service hours to South King County to improve service in a high-equity area that was experiencing continued demand for transit during the pandemic.  [9:  Ordinance 19097] 


· Seattle transit funding measure. In November 2014, Seattle voters approved a six-year transportation funding measure through which Seattle purchased bus service from Metro through a contract approved by both King County[footnoteRef:10] and the City of Seattle. In November 2020, Seattle voters renewed the funding measure, but with a smaller amount to purchase transit service from King County.[footnoteRef:11] Metro reports that, as of Fall 2023, the City of Seattle was supporting approximately 140,000 service hours on 35 bus routes using funds from the 2020 transit funding measure, compared with more than 350,000 service hours Seattle had supported with funds from the 2014 transit funding measure.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Ordinance 17978]  [11:  Ordinance 19240]  [12:  Metro Transit Department, Transit Riders Now report, February 2024 2024-B0026, p. 20 (link)] 


· North Link Connections Mobility Project. A bus service restructure focused on the extension of Link light rail to Northgate was implemented in October 2021.[footnoteRef:13] The restructure eliminated Route 41, which was replaced by the new light rail line, and truncated some North King County service at the new light rail stations.  [13:  Ordinance 19280] 


· RapidRide H Line. In March 2023, Metro launched[footnoteRef:14] the H Line, a RapidRide route that replaced the former Route 120 with service from Burien to Downtown Seattle along Delridge Way SW.  [14:  Ordinance 19422] 


Service Recovery Plan. When the emergency phase of the pandemic ended in early 2023, Metro was unable to return to pre-pandemic service levels due to ongoing fleet and staffing shortfalls and slow ridership recovery. In response, the Council approved a Service Recovery Plan[footnoteRef:15] to guide next steps. The Service Recovery Plan affirmed that service on at least 122 Metro routes would remain reduced or fully suspended (approximately 344,000 County-funded annual transit service hours) and that Metro would work to restore service gradually over several biennia through a series of geographically focused mobility projects. These mobility projects might result in proposals to restructure service rather than restore it to pre-pandemic conditions.  [15:  Ordinance 19581] 


Since that time, the Council has approved two of the proposed mobility projects, both of which are planned to be implemented in September 2024:

· Lynnwood Link Connections Mobility Project.[footnoteRef:16] In preparation for Sound Transit’s expansion of Link light rail north to North Seattle, Shoreline, Mountlake Terrace, and Lynnwood, Metro will implement a transit service restructure that will add five new bus routes, revise nine routes, and replace 11 routes in North King County. The restructure, as planned, would add approximately 25,000 annual County-funded service hours during the remainder of 2024, with bus service increasing gradually to a total of 130,000 additional annual service hours in the project area by 2027. [16:  Ordinance 19751] 


· Madison Street (G Line).[footnoteRef:17] In preparation for the opening of the RapidRide G Line, which will extend from Downtown Seattle to Madison Valley, Metro will revise eight related bus routes. The restructure will add approximately 16,000 service hours during the remainder of 2024, with a total increase of 46,000 additional service hours in the project area in 2025. [17:  Ordinance 19750] 


Work continues on the other mobility projects identified in the Service Recovery Plan:

· East Link Connections Mobility Project. In preparation for Sound Transit’s expansion of Link light rail to include 12 new light rail stations connecting Downtown Seattle, Mercer Island, Bellevue, and Redmond (2 Line),[footnoteRef:18] Metro is coordinating with Sound Transit to restructure service in Seattle and East King County.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  As of this writing, Sound Transit has opened eight stations between Bellevue and Redmond Technology Center (link), plans to open two Downtown Redmond stations in Spring 2025 (link), and tentatively plans to open the full East Link line across Lake Washington in late 2025 (link)]  [19:  East Link Connections (link)] 


· South Link Connections Mobility Project. In preparation for Sound Transit’s expansion of Link light rail to include three new stations between Angle Lake and Federal Way Transit Center (planned for 2026), Metro is coordinating with Sound Transit to restructure transit service in South King County.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  South Link Connections (link)] 


· Stride I-405 BRT Integration. In preparation for the opening of Sound Transit’s S1 bus rapid transit line along I-405 from the Burien Transit Center through the South Renton Transit Center to Bellevue, Metro will coordinate with Sound Transit on transit restructures, specifically focused on routes around the Renton Transit Center where Sound Transit will be constructing a new transit center.

· Seattle, Vashon Island Restructure and Restoration. For routes within Seattle and on Vashon Island that are not part of the other mobility projects described above, Metro proposes to pursue a new mobility project to consider service recovery options for routes that are currently reduced or suspended.

Ridership Recovery. Transit ridership fell sharply during the early months of the pandemic, reaching a low of 25% of pre-pandemic ridership in April 2020.[footnoteRef:21] Ridership then began to recover, increasing to 256,000 average weekday boardings in Spring 2024, or approximately 62% of pre-pandemic ridership (with an overall increase in ridership of 18% between 2022 and 2023).[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  King County Metro COVID-19 Response and Recovery, October 2020 (link)]  [22:  More information can be found at Metro’s Rider Dashboard (link)] 


At the same time, ridership patterns have changed as many workplaces have moved to all-remote or hybrid work. According to Metro’s 2023 System Evaluation report,[footnoteRef:23] during Spring 2023: [23:  Motion 16535] 


· AM Peak ridership was 45% of 2019 levels (compared with 36% in 2022) 
· PM Peak ridership was 54% of 2019 levels (compared with 42% in 2022)
· Mid-Day and Evening ridership was 69% of 2019 mid-day levels and 72% of evening (compared with 54% overall off-peak in 2022)
· Night ridership was 78% of 2019 levels (compared with 62% in 2022)

In general, ridership recovery has been higher during off-peak than during peak hours, and routes with the smallest ridership declines during the pandemic were generally frequent, all-day routes, routes serving South Seattle and South King County, and RapidRide routes.

In terms of ridership recovery by mode, Metro notes that, in 2023 compared with 2022:

· Bus ridership up 18%
· Dial-A-Ride-Transit (DART) ridership up 29%
· Vanpool ridership up 48%
· Community Van ridership up 14%
· Access paratransit ridership up 12%
· Link light rail ridership up 14%
· Sounder commuter rail ridership up 43%
· Seattle Streetcar ridership up 21%
· Metro Flex ridership up 30%
· Water Taxi ridership stable

In terms of fixed-route bus service, half of all boardings occur on Metro’s 20 busiest routes: Routes 2, 7, 8, 14, 36, 40, 44, 45, 60, 62, 70, 160, 372, and the A, B, C, D, E, F, and H RapidRide Lines.

Metro’s rider/non-rider survey indicates that service quality, specifically on-time performance, is the largest barrier to taking transit more often, followed by safety, availability, convenience, and cost. Riders indicate that they want quality service that is reliable, frequent, and fast; safe service, including clean and safe stops and shelters, lighting, sidewalks; and transit availability, with more service to more places.

Operational Capacity. Metro has been experiencing staffing shortfalls, particularly of bus operators and vehicle mechanics, following the pandemic. Recalls and supply chain issues have also led to fleet shortages. Metro has worked to address these issues, with changes to base operations, recruitment, and training, as well as a new collective bargaining agreement with Amalgamated Transit Union (ATU) Local 587.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Ordinance 19668] 


As of April 2024, Metro reports:[footnoteRef:25] [25:  General Manager briefing to King County Council Transportation, Economy, and Environment Committee, April 2024 (2024-B0049)] 


· Fleet availability is 973 coaches, above the target of 967 (target is 995 coaches available by August 2024)
· Mechanic workforce is 257 full-time equivalents (FTEs), just below the target of 260 FTEs (target is 281 by September 2024)
· Bus operator workforce is 2,222 FTEs, below the target of 3,000 but higher than Metro has experienced since December 2022 (Metro is addressing the shortfall in part through use of overtime, will also be promoting 200 part-time operators to full-time) 

Next steps. Metro is focused on stabilizing and growing transit service by:

· Improving the busiest routes, including expanding RapidRide and frequent routes, and making speed and reliability corridor improvements for Routes 5, 36, 40, 44, 48, 165, and 181.
· Revising service to meet current needs based on changing ridership patterns
· Integrating new light rail service into the transit system by restructuring bus service around the Lynnwood Link, East Link, and Federal Way Link extensions
· Addressing operational capacity issues to rebuild Metro’s workforce and increase service

Metro has been tracking current and emerging ridership patterns through analysis and engagement with riders, jurisdictions, community-based organizations, and other stakeholders. For the upcoming Fall 2024 service change in September, Metro will be implementing two major service restructures to correspond with the Lynnwood Link extension and the opening of the RapidRide G line. 

Overall, Metro states that it is following ridership demand to focus less on weekday peak commute service; to focus more on frequent service, as well as more service during nights and weekends; and to create new and updated connections. Metro is also seeking to coordinate with jurisdictions on right-of-way improvements to support transit reliability and land use changes to support access to transit.

INVITED

· Graydon Newman, Service Planning Supervisor, Metro Transit Department
· Erik Rundell, Transportation Planner IV, Metro Transit Department
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1. Metro presentation
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