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SUBJECT: Waterborne Transit Policy
SUMMARY:  This item has been scheduled for committee discussion in order to provide members with the background and current status information necessary to formulate a policy recommendation on further King County involvement in waterborne transit. 

BACKGROUND:  The Transit Division began summer Elliott Bay Water Taxi service in 1997 and has continued its operation ever since, with a one-year interruption and a one-year experiment with year-round service.  Passenger-only ferry service from Vashon Island to downtown Seattle is currently part of the Washington State Ferry System but the legislature has taken several actions in recent years to either effect a transfer of that responsibility to King County or find another alternative to continued operation by the Washington State Ferry System.  
Passenger-Only Ferry Service

The Washington State Ferry System’s (WSF) most recent involvement with passenger-only ferries began in 1986 with service between Bremerton and Seattle followed by Vashon to Seattle service in 1990.  Revenue losses stemming from the 1999 passage of Initiative 695 and ridership erosion from fare increases and increased travel time due to speed restrictions through Rich Passage created a funding shortfall which prompted the ferry system to eliminate weekend service on both passenger-only routes in 2000.  In 2003 the Legislature eliminated the Bremerton service while continuing to fund the Vashon service through June 2005. 

While deciding to maintain the Vashon-Seattle passenger service for at least two more years, the Legislature also began taking steps to remove the State from the passenger ferry business.  The 2003 Legislature authorized any county with a population of over one million and a boundary on Puget Sound to create a ferry district in all or a portion of the county, including the area within the corporate limits of any city, for the purpose of providing passenger-only ferry service.  The district could be formed by ordinance by the county’s legislative body which would then, in an independent capacity, become the governing body of the ferry district.  The ferry district would have the authority to levy a property tax of up to seventy-five cents per thousand dollars of assessed value.
In 2005, the Legislature funded the Vashon passenger service an additional two years and created a Passenger-Only Task Force to “study the most reliable and cost-effective means of providing passenger-only ferry service” and “examine issues related to, but not limited to, the long-term viability of different providers, cost to ferry passengers, the state subsidies required by each provider and the availability of federal funding for the different service providers.”  

The 2006 Legislature took further action on passenger-only ferry service, adopting the following provisons:
· The Department of Transportation is required to maintain Vashon – Seattle passenger service until the Legislature approves a county ferry district’s assumption of that route.
· Counties and transit agencies proposing ferry districts to operate Vashon – Seattle service or Kingston – Seattle service must submit a business plan to the Governor and the Legislature by November 1, 2006 and receive approval from the Governor.

· The Washington Office of Financial management shall contract to develop a back-up plan for Vashon – Seattle passenger service.

· The State’s passenger ferry account is revised to allow funds to be used for operating or capital grants

· The Department of Transportation is required to appraise the Snohomish and Chinook passenger ferries and sell them after approval of a business plan for Vashon – Seattle passenger service with the proceeds to be deposited in the passenger ferry account.

· A grant program is to be established for ferry systems providing passenger-only service. 
Ferry District
In response to the Legislature’s requirement of a business plan for passenger-only ferry service, Executive staff is developing a plan for submittal by the November 1st deadline. This action would not commit King County to forming a ferry district and assuming responsibility for the Vashon – Seattle passenger service, but by complying with the direction of the Legislature that option will be kept open. 
If a King County ferry district is ultimately proposed, the ordinance to accomplish that would establish the district’s boundaries but would not set the property tax levy amount. The district would be formed by adoption of the ordinance, after which the Council sitting as the ferry district board would set policy, including the tax level. 
The question of forming a ferry district would be outside the mandate of the Regional Transit Committee which has the King County Charter mandate to “develop, review and recommend countywide policies and plans related to the transportation services formerly provided by the municipality of metropolitan Seattle” (METRO).  If a ferry district is created, it may choose to contract with King County Metro Transit for operation of ferry service, as Sound Transit has with light-rail operation, but that would presumably have no financial or operational impact upon other Metro Transit business. 
Elliott Bay Water Taxi
Summer service between West Seattle and downtown Seattle has been operated in various configurations as a demonstration project since 1997.  As demonstration service, the approximately $500,000 annual cost has been paid from the Public Transportation Fund without being subject to the policy for subarea allocation of new transit service.
Beginning in 2004, the Council and the RTC began a process intended to lead to adoption of a policy framework to guide the County’s involvement in waterborne transit service such as the Elliott Bay Water Taxi.  The Council added the following proviso to the 2004 Transit Budget:

The executive shall submit a work program for the development of a waterborne transit element of the Six-Year Transit Development Plan.  The work program shall include coordination with the Gates Foundation-funded work of the Discovery Institute on waterborne transportation.  The work program shall produce an analysis and recommendation on King County Metro Transit’s role in waterborne transit and shall be transmitted with the executive-proposed 2004 update to the Six-Year Plan.

In the 2004 Update of the Six-Year Transit Development Plan, the RTC added the following direction:

Strategy S-14
Carry out a work program to determine the conditions when King County investment in waterborne transit may be appropriate and determine under what conditions and circumstances King County could choose to participate in the provision of passenger ferry service. 

Coordinate the work program with appropriate stakeholders and others currently working on waterborne transportation issues.
At the August 2005 meeting of the Regional Transit Committee, the Transit Division presented its Waterborne Transit Policy Study which covered the following areas:

· policy considerations

· stakeholder consultation

· regional and industry experience

· operating, financing and partnership options

· sample routes

· costs and effectiveness of the sample routes
Despite the direction in the 2004 budget proviso that the Council shall receive a recommendation on King County Metro Transit’s role in waterborne transit, the Waterborne Transit Policy Study ended with a brief “Next Steps” section which included the following suggestion:
“Use information in this study to make policy decisions in relation to the three key questions: deciding whether or not to participate, and if so under what circumstances; under what funding approaches and under what operating approach(es).  Decisions can be made system-wide, or on a route-by-route basis.” 
Regional Passenger-Only Ferry Study 
In June of this year the Puget Sound Regional Council initiated a study of options for expanding passenger ferry service across Puget Sound.  This study, which will “provide the technical basis to strengthen Destination 2030 policies, programs, projects and criteria,” lists nine tasks in its draft scope:

· Project Organization, Management and Coordination

· Synthesis of Existing Information

· Summary of Issues and Trends

· Policy Analysis and Regional Roles
· Market Analysis and Demand Forecasts

· Regional Passenger-Only Ferry Travel Demand Modeling

· Operations and Financial Assessment

· Proposed Regional Passenger-Only Ferry Strategy

· Ferry System Integration with Regional Transportation Network
NEXT STEPS

Beginning with the 2004 budget proviso and a related Six-Year Plan strategy, the RTC and the Council have been laying the groundwork for waterborne transit policies to guide future county involvement.  Parallel activity at the state level, which at times added uncertainty to the county’s situation, appears headed toward resolution with the November 1st deadline for submittal to the Governor of a ferry district business plan. Waterborne transit policy was added to the RTC’s 2006 Work Program with the goal of concluding this multi-year process with the committee forwarding policy recommendations to the Council.  The range of possible next steps for the RTC at this point include:

1. Allow matters to proceed on their present course toward a possible resolution:

· November 1st submittal to the Governor of a proposed ferry district business plan 

· mid-November Council budget decision on continued Public Transportation Fund support of the Elliott Bay Water Taxi for the 2007 summer season

· Council decision by mid-2007 on forming a ferry district that would begin operation in 2008 and assume responsibility for the Elliott Bay Water Taxi

2. In a letter to the Council Chair, state the RTC’s acceptance of 2007 funding for the Elliott Bay Water Taxi with the understanding that responsibility for the service will either be transferred to a ferry district or, if there is no ferry district, the source of ongoing funding and other waterborne transit policy questions will be addressed by RTC and Council policy action prior to adoption of the 2008 Transit Budget.
3. Develop and forward waterborne transit policy recommendations which, if approved by the Council prior to its November adoption of the budget, will guide the decision on 2007 Elliott Bay Water Taxi service.
ATTACHMENTS:
1. Letter from Dick Burkhart, Chair, King County Transit Advisory Committee, dated January 10, 2006

2. Waterborne Transit Report:  Executive Summary, August 2005
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Kevin Desmond, General Manager, Transit Division

Mike Beck, Contract Administrator, Transit Division 
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