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METROPOLITAN KING COUNTY COUNCIL

LABOR, OPERATIONS AND TECHNOLOGY COMMITTEE
(revised August 24, 2005)
AGENDA ITEMS:      5 & 6
DATE:  August 23, 2005
PROPOSED NO:  2005-0038 & 2005-0365
PREPARED BY: Arthur Thornbury      Doug Hodson          
SUBJECT:  An ordinance relating to taxicab regulation, including establishment of a wheelchair accessible taxicab demonstration project, and a related motion
SUMMARY:  Proposed Ordinance 2005-0038 would make several changes to the taxi licensing provisions of the King County Code to enable the Executive to proceed with a wheelchair accessible taxicab (WAT) pilot project that would begin in the Spring of 2006. The one-to-two-year project would loan specially modified minivans to qualified taxi drivers to test the viability of accessible taxi service in the Seattle/King County market. 

Proposed Motion 2005-0365 would give Council approval to the general design of the demonstration program. 

BACKGROUND:  In considering this proposal at two previous meetings, the committee has been briefed on the history of local accessible taxi efforts, the details of the proposed demonstration program and the alternative of moving directly to establish an ongoing accessible taxi program. 

Current Accessible Options

With the exception of three accessible vans serving Sea–Tac International Airport but not permitted to pick up customers in the City of Seattle, the local taxi industry has no accessible taxis. King County’s ADA paratransit service, ACCESS, delivers over one million trips annually but does not provide same-day service and has a limited service area, especially late at night and on weekends. Same-day travel for people in wheelchairs is available from a private company, but at a cost substantially higher than the fare for a comparable taxi trip. 

Regulatory Responsibilities
The City of Seattle and King County work cooperatively to regulate the local taxi industry.  Rates and regulations are adopted separately by the city and county but are coordinated. Drivers and taxis can be licensed for one jurisdiction or the other but many are dual-licensed. For administrative efficiency, the county licenses all drivers while the city licenses and inspects all taxicabs.

No new taxicab licenses have been issued since 1992 and the total number is capped in city and county code. Taxicab licenses that become inactive for a period of time revert to the issuing jurisdiction and both the city and the county are currently considering methods of distributing some or all of those inactive licenses.
Design of the Accessible Taxi Demonstration Project
The primary elements of the project are:

· eight free, temporary, non-transferable taxi licenses will be provided to the group of drivers who collectively apply and are selected for the pilot project;

· eight used low-floor mini-vans will be loaned to the drivers by the Transit Division to a group of experienced taxi drivers;

· accessible taxis may be used for contracted agency service, providing higher levels of service for higher rates, as long as persons arranging their own trips, “private-pay individuals,” are not turned away and response time for those trips meet the goals set for the project;

· King County Metro will direct some of the overflow from its ACCESS paratransit service to the accessible taxis;

· accessible taxis will also operate as regular taxis consistent with the program’s priority for users of wheelchairs and other mobility devices;

· response time goals vary depending upon location and advance notice:

· accessible taxis will be available from 6 a.m. to 2 a.m. every day, and

· accessible taxis will charge the same rates as regular taxis.

A more detailed description of the proposed demonstration project can be found in the attachment to Proposed Motion 2005 – 0365 which responds to a 2005 budget proviso: 
Provided that, of this appropriation, $500,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive has submitted and the council has approved by motion a report and proposal for an accessible taxis demonstration program.

Regulatory Changes Unrelated to Accessible Taxicabs

In addition to the accessible taxi elements, this ordinance makes technical as well as substantive, changes to other County taxicab regulations:

· the financial rating of licensee’s insurance carrier is specified (lines 167-170)
· certain provisions of licensee’s insurance coverage are prohibited (174-176)
· the minimum dollar amounts of insurance coverage are increased (181-182)

· oral exams are required of for-hire license applicants (286-288 & 298-299)

· driver use of cell phones is prohibited when passengers are present (352)
· denial of service is authorized if a passenger refuses to provide a specific destination upon entering a taxicab (410)
· the total number of taxi licenses is specified (428)
· new deadline is set for transmittal of a license-apportioning methodology (440)
Ordinance Amendments
In response to concerns expressed by committee members, taxi industry representatives and the public at previous meetings as  well as regulatory changes already enacted by the City of Seattle, staff from the Records, Elections and Licensing Services Division have suggested several changes to the proposed demonstration program. To implement these changes, staff have drafted amendments (attached) for committee consideration:
Amendment 1: City of Seattle Involvement
This amendment would remove a reference to the City of Seattle’s Consumer Affairs Division as a partner in the demonstration program. Executive staff describe this as an efficiency matter since King County will be taking the lead in the project, providing the loaned vans and processing the grant funding for the program. Seattle’s formal involvement will be limited to provision of eight dual-licenses permitting the accessible taxis to drop and pick-up riders in the city, but executive staff anticipate that city staff will assist them in administering and evaluating the program. 
Amendment 2: Allocation of Inactive Taxicab Licenses
This would amend a provision of the code unrelated to the accessible taxi program. As noted earlier, 59 taxicab licenses have reverted to the County over the years. The inactive licenses could be reissued and the King County Code currently has a provision requiring the Executive to submit a proposed methodology for doing so. Though the 1994 deadline for that submittal has passed, no distribution methodology has been adopted. Amendment 2 would change the deadline to March 1, 2006. Transmittal and adoption of a new methodology would not unavoidably set in motion a distribution process for those inactive licenses as a separate determination would need to be made regarding the need for additional taxicabs operating in King County. 
Amendment 3: License Renewal Schedule
To correspond with changes already made by the City of Seattle, this amendment would move the annual expiration date for taxicab and for-hire licenses from August 31st to June 30th.
Amendment 4: Title Amendment
As noted earlier, Proposed Ordinance 2005-0038 makes regulatory changes unrelated to accessible taxicabs. The original title did not reflect this. This amendment would add the phrase, “relating to the regulation of taxicab and for-hire vehicle businesses and drivers” to address this issue. A reference to the Code section amended by Amendment 3 would also be added. 
Motion: Project Description
In previous discussions committee members asked whether a demonstration project limited to eight minivans was sufficient to test the viability of accessible taxi service. A representative of a taxi drivers’ group raised the same issue and also spoke in opposition to the requirement that the driver group selected for the demonstration must affiliate with an existing taxi association. 

The proposal description attached to Proposed Motion 2005-0365 has been revised by Executive staff to drop the affiliation requirement and to permit the driver group to provide its own accessible vans to supplement the eight county-owned vans in the demonstration program. Since the City of Seattle will supply only eight temporary dual-licenses for the demonstration project, the additional accessible taxicabs supplied by the driver group will not be permitted to pick up passengers in the city. In Seattle, these accessible taxis will be able only drop off riders picked up elsewhere.

Motion: Amendment
Amendment 4: Demonstration Program Performance Measures
At the conclusion of the program, after one or two years, a report will be issued and King County, and the City of Seattle, will be faced with a decision regarding the future of accessible taxi service. In order to ensure that the program is monitored in a way that will provide a basis for that decision, a set of performance measures should be established at the outset and baselines measured. This amendment would require the Executive to provide those performance measures to the Council prior to the Spring 2006 official start of the program.
Taxi Scrip
Subsidized taxi travel is available for some people with low incomes. King County sells taxi scrip at one-half the face value to eligible persons who may purchase as much as $60 worth of scrip per month. In anticipation that the use of taxi scrip will increase with the availability of accessible taxis, the 2005 Transit Budget includes an additional $50,000 of grant funding for the subsidy of scrip sold by King County. Between $400,000 and $550,000 has been appropriated annually for this program since 1995 but in no year has the appropriation been fully expended. In 2004 $388,000 of the $402,000 appropriation was actually expended.
To qualify for taxi scrip a person’s income must be at-or-below 70 percent of the median income in the State of Washington, and the person must be 65 years of age or older, or have a disability as determined in several ways. 
When taxi rates were increased in February of this year, the Council heard testimony regarding the impact of the higher rates on taxi scrip users who, like all taxi customers, would be paying more for the same trip. In a July 20th presentation to the Regional Transit Committee, the Accessible Services Advisory Committee recommended “an increase in the taxi scrip allotment to make whole riders who otherwise would receive less service with the taxi fare increase.”  
Transit staff estimate that, in order to insulate taxi scrip users from the effects of the higher taxi fares, King County would need to increase the current 50 percent subsidy to 64 percent, which would cost and additional $118,000 in 2006. However, that cost estimate may understate the actual demand for deeply discounted scrip once wheelchair accessible vans begin showing up on the streets. Before increasing the subsidy level, the Council may wish to consider alternative uses of these resources. The availability of accessible taxis may present an opportunity to divert trips from the ACCESS program which delivers service at an average cost to the County of more that $30 per trip. Rather that putting more resources into the taxi scrip with a deeper subsidy, the County may have a greater impact by providing scrip to ACCESS program participants who might not now qualify for scrip.
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