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SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2021-0004 would accept Metro’s 2020 System Evaluation report.

SUMMARY

Each year, King County Metro Transit prepares a System Evaluation[footnoteRef:1] report to assess the status of fixed-route, Dial-A-Ride Transit (DART), water taxi, and flexible services, and to identify investment needs based on the King County Metro Service Guidelines.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Ordinance 17143, as amended by Ordinance 17597 ]  [2:  Ordinance 18301] 


Typically, the System Evaluation is based on data from March through June. However, due to the significant decline in ridership and the transit service reductions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the 2020 System Evaluation is based on data from September 2019 through mid-March 2020, providing data about the transit system just prior to the major impacts of the pandemic, during a time when Metro was operating approximately 4.2 million annual hours of bus and DART service.[footnoteRef:3] Based on that data, the report finds a needed investment of 438,000 annual service hours: [3:  Metro began implementing emergency transit service reductions on March 23, 2020, with additional rounds of emergency service reductions on April 6 and April 18, reducing weekday transit trips by 27 percent. Metro began restoring some reduced service in June and made another round of adjustments in September, which brought service levels to approximately 85 percent of pre-COVID-19 service levels. Service and ridership information during the pandemic can be found on Metro’s Rider Dashboard.] 


· 2,750 hours to relieve crowding (Priority 1)
· 18,250 hours to improve reliability (Priority 2)
· 417,000 hours in service growth on major transit corridors (Priority 3)

Although the System Evaluation is due on October 31[footnoteRef:4] each year, the 2020 report was transmitted in mid-December, under the extension the King County Council granted for reports, studies, and other work products to allow agencies to prioritize responding to the pandemic.[footnoteRef:5] The System Evaluation is a dual referral to the Regional Transit Committee (RTC), which passed the legislation on January 20, 2021, and then to the Mobility & Environment Committee. 
 [4:  Ordinance 17597]  [5:  Motion 15620] 


BACKGROUND

Transmittal of the System Evaluation responds to Ordinance 17143,[footnoteRef:6] which approved the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation 2011-2021 and the King County Metro Service Guidelines. Section Five of that ordinance requires transmittal of an annual Service Guidelines (aka System Evaluation) report and a motion to accept it. The deadline for report transmittal is October 31.[footnoteRef:7] The 2020 report was transmitted in mid-December, however, under the extension granted for reports, studies, and other work products to allow agencies to prioritize responding to the COVID-19 pandemic.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Ordinance 17143 was repealed and replaced by Ordinance 18301.]  [7:  Ordinance 17143 Section 5 had set a March deadline for the annual Service Guidelines (aka System Evaluation) report. Ordinance 17597 amended that requirement to change the due date to October 31.]  [8:  Motion 15620] 


The System Evaluation is required to include:

· The corridors analyzed to determine the Metro All-Day and Peak Network with a summary of resulting scores and assigned service levels as determined by the King County Metro Service Guidelines;

· The results of the analysis, including a list of over-served and under-served transit corridors and the estimated number of service hours, as either an increase or decrease, necessary to meet each underserved corridor’s needs;

· The performance of transit services by route and any change in the King County Metro Service Guidelines thresholds since the previous reporting period, using the performance measures identified in the Strategic Plan and the Service Guidelines;

· A list of transit service changes made to route and corridors of the network since the last reporting period;

· Network and rider connectivity associated with transit services delivered by other providers; and 

· A list of potential changes, if any, to the Strategic Plan and Service Guidelines to better meet their policy intent.

The System Evaluation report includes information about fixed-route, Dial-A-Ride Transit (DART), water taxi,[footnoteRef:9] and flexible services.[footnoteRef:10] It is intended to be a “snapshot of the health of the Metro Transit system”[footnoteRef:11] and is based on the Service Guidelines’[footnoteRef:12] criteria and processes for analyzing and planning changes to the transit system. The 2020 System Evaluation report, as transmitted, includes: [9:  Ordinance 18413 included a requirement that passenger ferry services be integrated with and subject to the methodology of the Service Guidelines. In response, the Marine Division’s water taxi services were included in the System Evaluation report. The portions of Ordinance 18413 related to the Marine Division were repealed with the passage of Ordinance 18777, which created the Metro Transit Department and moved the Marine Division into Metro. Thus, although the water taxi-specific provisions of Ordinance 18413 are no longer in force, the Marine Division’s status as a part of Metro means that water taxi services continue to be analyzed as part of the System Evaluation.]  [10:  Motion 13736]  [11:  Proposed Motion 2021-0004, Attachment A, p. 3]  [12:  Ordinance 18301] 


· Bus service evaluation;
· Flexible services evaluation;
· Metro Connects[footnoteRef:13] progress report; and [13:  Ordinance 18449] 

· Potential changes to the Service Guidelines and Strategic Plan for Public Transportation.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Metro is planning to transmit proposed updates to its policy documents (Strategic Plan for Public Transportation, Service Guidelines, Metro Connects) during 2021, following the process outlined in Motion 15618, which also approved the Mobility Framework Recommendations Summary.] 


The 2020 System Evaluation also discusses integration with Sound Transit and includes appendices with information on:

A. Methodologies and Process Descriptions
B. King County Low-Income and Minority Census Tracts
C. Route Productivity Data
D. Changes to Route Productivity Thresholds
E. Peak Route Analysis
F. Route-level Reliability
G. Route-level Ridership
H. Service Changes and Corridor Changes
I. Corridor Analysis
J. Investment Needs

Bus service evaluation. Bus service is evaluated in the System Evaluation using the Service Guidelines’ four priorities for additions or reductions to transit service, as well as the peak analysis that is completed for peak-only service:

· Priority 1: Passenger loads (Reduce Crowding)
Crowding happens when a vehicle’s average maximum load is more than the threshold for the vehicle type or when the average passenger load is more than the number of seats for 20 or more minutes. Trips must be crowded consistently for several months to be identified for investment.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  See 2020 System Evaluation (2021-0004, Attachment A) Appendix A for Methodologies and Process Descriptions.] 


The 2020 System Evaluation identifies a needed investment of 2,750 annual service hours on six routes to reduce crowding. This follows the investment of 6,900 service hours during 2018 and 2019 on five routes.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  See 2020 System Evaluation (2021-0004, Attachment A) Appendix J (p. 58) for Investment Needs and Appendix H (p. 47) for Service Changes and Corridor Changes.] 


The System Evaluation notes that the issue of crowding was complicated during 2020 (after the timeframe covered by the System Evaluation) by the imposition of pandemic-related social distancing measures that limited the number of passengers allowed per coach.[footnoteRef:17] As part of Metro’s pandemic recovery, the System Evaluation states that Metro will monitor trends in workplace reopening to anticipate when and where to expect ridership growth and the potential for crowding. [17:  Metro’s pandemic Rider Dashboard measures crowded trips under the social distancing measures.] 


· Priority 2: Schedule reliability (Improve Reliability)
Reliability is measured as the extent to which buses arrive on time.[footnoteRef:18] Routes on which buses arrive late more than 20 percent of the time all day, or more than 35 percent of the time during the afternoon peak, are candidates for investment. The System Evaluation notes that investment can come in the form of added service hours (by adding running time to existing schedules) or through capital investments made with jurisdictional partners to improve speed and reliability.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  On time is defined as up to 1.5 minutes before the scheduled time and up to 5.5 minutes after the scheduled time (See 2020 System Evaluation (2021-0004, Attachment A) Appendix A).]  [19:  See 2020 System Evaluation (2021-0004, Attachment A) Appendix A for Methodologies and Process Descriptions.] 


The 2020 System Evaluation identifies a needed investment of 18,250 annual service hours on 61 routes to improve reliability. This follows the investment of 2,800 service hours during 2019.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  See 2020 System Evaluation (2021-0004, Attachment A) Appendix J (p. 58) for Investment Needs and Appendix H (p. 47) for Service Changes and Corridor Changes.] 


The System Evaluation notes that schedule reliability improved during 2020 (after the timeframe covered by the System Evaluation) due to the significant reduction in travel and traffic congestion caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, though in some cases led to the opposite reliability problem, that of buses arriving earlier than the posted schedule. The System Evaluation also notes that increasing reliance on single occupancy vehicle travel during pandemic recovery could increase traffic congestion and have negative impacts on schedule reliability in the coming months and years.

· Priority 3: All-Day and Peak-Only Network (Service Growth)
The Service Guidelines, as currently adopted, summarize the criteria Metro uses to set target service levels along corridors to develop an all-day and peak-only network: corridor productivity (50 percent); social equity indicators (25 percent); and geographic value (25 percent), with investment order prioritized based on the scores for geographic value, productivity, and equity in that order. Target service levels are adjusted for ridership loads, service span, and the need for additional peak-hour service. The needed investment is defined as the gap between the target service level and the amount of service currently provided on that corridor. 

The 2020 System Evaluation identifies a needed investment of 417,000 annual service hours on 55 corridors to meet target service levels. This follows the investment of 9,800 service hours since the 2019 System Evaluation.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  See 2020 System Evaluation (2021-0004, Attachment A) Appendix I for Corridor Analysis, Appendix J (p. 58) for Investment Needs, and Appendix H (p. 47) for Service Changes and Corridor Changes.] 


The System Evaluation notes that the service hours invested in September 2020 through the Renton, Kent, Auburn Area Mobility Project (RKAAMP) were made to address Priority 3 needs. 

· Priority 4: Route Productivity
Productivity is defined by the level of demand for transit service. Appendix C of the 2020 System Evaluation provides route-by-route productivity data, identifying the top and bottom 25 percent of routes. The top 25 percent are eligible for investment and the bottom 25 percent are eligible for reduction when the budget requires service reductions. Appendix D identifies changes to route productivity thresholds by service type during the covered timeframe.

The System Evaluation notes that suburban routes remained generally flat during the timeframe evaluated, though there were indications of strengthening productivity during the off-peak hours, and that urban routes saw small decreases in productivity at peak times but a strengthening in productivity during off-peak times.

· Peak Analysis
Peak-only routes, those that run only during the morning and afternoon peak periods on weekdays, receive an additional level of analysis that compares the peak route to the local alternative (if one exists). This additional analysis is completed to determine whether the existence of the peak-only route justifies the added cost in additional fleet and deadheading[footnoteRef:22] time. The peak analysis requires peak-only routes to meet at least one of the following criteria: travel time, or whether the peak-only route is 20 percent faster than the local alternative; and ridership, or whether the peak-only route has 90 percent of the local alternative’s ridership during the peak hours. [22:  Deadheading is when buses travel without passengers from the base to the first bus stop and from the last bus stop back to the base. Peak-only routes spend a higher-than-average amount of time deadheading.] 


The System Evaluation states that 51 of the 64 peak-only routes analyzed met at least one of the criteria; nine routes did not meet either.[footnoteRef:23] Appendix E contains the results of the peak analysis.  [23:  The remaining four routes were not analyzed because they each serve as the only route on a corridor during at least one time period.] 


Flexible services evaluation. Metro’s flexible services (formerly Community Connections) program includes Community Ride, Community Shuttle, Community Van, and feeder-to-fixed route services (such as Via). One feature of flexible services is that Metro can design pilot projects in specific geographic areas to complement existing bus service and test emerging technologies or new service models. 

Table 3 (p. 16) of the System Evaluation summarizes average daily ridership and cost per boarding for 24 flexible services that were in operation during the time period evaluated. Average daily ridership ranged from six to 416, with cost per boarding ranging from $4.20 to $71.50.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  For comparison, as noted in the Metro Connects Progress Report section of the System Evaluation (p. 19), average cost per boarding for Metro bus and DART service was $5.22 in 2019.] 


The System Evaluation notes that many flexible services were suspended during portions of 2020 as part of pandemic service reductions (after the timeframe covered in the report). The report notes that Metro has plans to restore some flexible services and launch additional pilots, but that budget challenges may limit service restoration and expansion of flexible services during 2021 and 2022.  

Metro Connects Progress Report. The Metro Connects long-range plan, which was adopted in early 2017, states that Metro’s the annual System Evaluation report will report on progress toward the Metro Connects vision.[footnoteRef:25] The Metro Connects progress report measures progress on:  [25:  Ordinance 18449, Attachment A, page 80] 


· Transit access, defined as walkable access to frequent transit service: in 2019, 52 percent of households were within one-half mile of frequent service (2040 goal 73 percent), compared with 49 percent of minority households (goal 77 percent) and 54 percent of low-income households (goal 87 percent).

· Transit use, defined as use of the transit system, including during peak travel times: in 2019, daily boardings across all modes[footnoteRef:26] was 507,000 (2040 goal 1.026 million), with percentage of commute trips taken on transit at 14.6 percent (goal 23 percent). [26:  Bus, DART, light rail, flexible services, and paratransit] 


· Transit efficiency, defined as the productivity and cost-efficiency of the Metro system: in 2019, cost per boarding for bus and DART service was $5.22 (2040 goal $3.95) and boardings per hour were 28.5 (goal 36.7).

Potential changes to the Service Guidelines and Strategic Plan for Public Transportation. The System Evaluation notes that following a Council request,[footnoteRef:27] Metro developed a Mobility Framework during 2019 that included recommendations and guiding principles that prioritized equity and sustainability, addressed new advances in mobility technologies, and guided Metro to invest where needs are greatest.[footnoteRef:28] Metro is currently following a process set by motion[footnoteRef:29] to update its adopted policy documents, the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation, King County Metro Service Guidelines, and Metro Connects long-range plan. Metro staff has indicated a plan to transmit these proposed policy updates in mid-2021. [27:  Motion 15253]  [28:  The Mobility Framework Recommendations Summary was adopted through Motion 15618.]  [29:  Motion 15618] 


Integration with Sound Transit. The System Evaluation discusses integration with Sound Transit, noting that Metro will propose a service restructure for September 2021, the North Link Connections Mobility Project, in conjunction with Sound Transit’s extension of Link light rail to Northgate. The report lists corridors in which Sound Transit is the primary provider of high-capacity transit service and notes that, as Link light rail continues to expand, the number of corridors for which Sound Transit is the primary high-capacity transit provider will increase. The report states that Metro will restructure its services as needed to integrate with Sound Transit services.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  A proviso included in the adopted 2021-2022 County budget (Ordinance 19210, Section 113, Proviso P7) requires Metro to provide a letter to the RTC and County Council by March 1, 2021, on its plans to address major service restructures, as well as post-COVID service restoration, in its proposed policy updates. ] 


ANALYSIS

Policy implications for post-pandemic service restoration. The 2020 System Evaluation covers the time period from September 2019 to mid-March 2020, just before the major impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic.[footnoteRef:31] As such, it provides something of a pre-pandemic baseline, describing a transit system and level of ridership that is very different from the reduced service that has been operating during the pandemic.  [31:  Metro implemented its first emergency service reductions on March 23, 2020. Ridership in March 2020 dropped 45.5 percent (or 202,847 average weekday boardings) from March 2019. By April 2020, ridership had dropped 73.8 percent (or 333,795 average weekday boardings) from April 2019.] 


Metro has never before implemented temporary service reductions of the magnitude or duration as it has in response to the pandemic, and, as a result, King County does not have adopted policies in place to guide how and when service restoration will occur, nor how future System Evaluations (specifically, the 2021 and 2022 reports) that cover time periods in which some level of COVID-era reductions may be in place, will be used to determine future investment or reduction priorities.

To address this issue, the County’s adopted 2021-2022 budget includes a proviso requirement[footnoteRef:32] that Metro send a letter to the RTC and Council by March 1, 2021, describing how its proposed policy updates will address the issue of service restoration,[footnoteRef:33] and to provide a briefing. This briefing will give Councilmembers the opportunity to provide guidance to Metro staff about how service restoration issues should be addressed, either through updates to Metro’s adopted policy documents or through other administrative or legislative means. [32:  Ordinance 19210, Section 113, Proviso P7]  [33:  The proviso also requests that the letter cover the issue of major service restructures given the number of restructures planned for the next several years as Link light rail expansion continues.] 


Budget implications for post-pandemic service restoration. In past years, Metro’s adopted budget has been sufficient to address most if not all of the Priority 1 (Crowding) and Priority 2 (Reliability) investment needs, as well as some portion of the Priority 3 (System Growth) needs. This will not be the case for the investment needs identified in the 2020 System Evaluation.

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, Metro's adopted 2021-2022 budget will spend $483 million more than anticipated revenues. The Metro budget will draw down Metro’s undesignated fund balance to make up the gap between revenues and expenditures. 

This use of fund balance will allow Metro to continue restoring transit service that was temporarily reduced or suspended, with the expectation that the system could return roughly to pre-COVID levels by September 2021, if ridership demand largely returns by that time, with no additional proposed changes to transit service levels in 2022. If ridership recovers more slowly, transit service hours would be restored on a more extended timeline. Table 1 shows the breakdown of transit service hours planned reductions and restoration by funding source.

Table 1. 2021-2022 Transit Service Planned Reductions and Restoration[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Based on 2021-2022 adopted budget, Ordinance 19210] 

	Funding Agency
	Baseline hours
	Fall 2020 change
	Spring 2021
change
	Fall 2021 change
	2022 change
	Total change
	2022 Total Hours

	Metro
	3,915,000
	(416,300)
	56,000
	328,500
	0
	(31,800)
	3,883,200

	Seattle*
	365,000
	(175,000)
	(80,000)
	(110,000)
	0
	(365,000)
	0

	Sound Transit
	310,000
	(25,000)
	0
	0
	0
	(25,000)
	285,000

	All Service
	4,590,000
	(616,300)
	(24,000)
	218,500
	0
	(421,800)
	4,168,200


*The Seattle reductions will not need to be fully implemented due to the passage of the Seattle Transportation Benefit District levy renewal in November 2020. Instead, Metro anticipates that approximately 170,000 Seattle-funded annual transit hours would be restored to the system in 2021-2022, pending negotiation of a contract for service between Seattle and King County.

Metro’s use of fund balance will allow the agency to restore and maintain service levels to the extent possible during 2021 and 2022 but will leave Metro vulnerable to a financial “cliff” in 2025, which could necessitate service reductions of up to 500,000 annual service hours, or 13 percent of the system, depending on the speed of the economic recovery and whether additional regional transit funding can be identified. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The COVID relief legislation passed by Congress in December 2020 does include additional funding for transit agencies. Metro staff anticipate that approximately $565 million will be allocated to the Puget Sound region for distribution by the Puget Sound Regional Council. If the distribution process is the same as that used for the federal relief funds during spring 2020, that could result in an allocation of approximately $260 million for Metro. However, as of this writing, the Puget Sound Regional Council is evaluating potential changes to the evaluation process. As a result, the amount Metro might receive, the timeframe and process for distribution, and Metro’s proposed uses of the funding are all still undetermined.

The immediate budget limitations and the longer-term challenges Metro faces will have implications for service restoration, as well as potential future service additions or reductions.  

Proposed Motion 2021-0004 would accept the King County Metro Transit 2019 System Evaluation. This legislation has been designated a non-mandatory dual referral to the Regional Transit Committee (RTC), which took action to pass the legislation on January 20, and then to the County Council.

INVITED

· Katie Chalmers, Service Planning Supervisor, Metro Transit Department

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2021-0004 and its attachment
2. Transmittal Letter
3. Summary of System Evaluation Findings
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