
Six-Year Plan Strategy S-12:  Special Service
The Six-Year Plan includes nearly 30 strategies for transit, paratransit, rideshare services and supporting capital facilities throughout the county and establishes the policy basis on which annual operating and capital program decisions are made.  The strategies, objectives, and related transit investments identified in the plan are focused on congestion relief and improved mobility.  Congestion relief investments target congested corridors and activity centers to increase ridership and improve the operating environment for transit buses.  Mobility investments emphasize improvements in service frequency and span in areas with transit-supportive land use and higher ridership potential.

SYP Strategy S-12 specifically addresses service to special events:

Work with private and public agencies to develop strategies for using public transportation services to address congestion due to special events.  Strategies may include street use, transit priority, and other strategies under the jurisdiction of King County Metro or local governments.  By March 2003, report on these potential strategies to the Regional Transit Committee.  The strategies shall address extending tunnel operating hours for expanded special event service where current requirements for 100 percent cost recovery are met.

This report identifies strategies for maintaining and improving King County Metro bus service to special events in response to direction from the adopted Six-Year Transit Development Plan for 2002-2007 (the Six-Year Plan).  The document is the product of cooperation between Metro, affected jurisdictions, and other stakeholders.  Metro sought review of an earlier draft from approximately 40 event and jurisdiction representatives.  Many participated in a review forum or otherwise offered feedback leading to this final report.

Program Summary

Each year King County Metro provides approximately 29,000 hours of special service to about 30 annual events, 125 - 130 sporting events, and a variety of other events unique to that year’s activities.  Special service patronage at events ranges from small groups using a single small bus to over 15,000 special service riders and well over 200 coaches at very large events such as Seafair boat races and Husky football games.  Special service generated over 615,000 boardings in 2002.  Table 1, attached, summarizes 2002 special event services.  Map 1, also attached, shows Park & Rides with service to sporting events, a representative sampling of events with special service, and regular routes with significant extra service for events.

Adopted transit financial policies require recovery of 100% of the marginal operating costs of special service operations unless otherwise authorized by the Executive. Overall program size depends on demand as well as on the total number of available service hours, established each year during the budget process.   Specific activities are negotiated with individual event organizers and sponsors throughout the year.  Continuing the current program approach and policies allows for overall program growth to occur in the context of other annual budget decisions.  

Providing special service is a multifaceted effort that at times involves significant challenges.  Many large events occur on weekends or evenings.  Large events are extremely labor intensive, requiring hundreds of Metro employees and a lot of overtime. During the afternoon rush hour and on weekends with simultaneous special events, all of our articulated coaches are in use.  The logistics of coordinating employees and coaches while adhering to standard operating procedures often involve extraordinary efforts on the part of Metro staff and management.      

One of the most successful and longest running Metro special service efforts is the University of Washington Husky Football Park & Ride service.  Husky Football service features shuttles between Husky Stadium and eight Park & Ride lots throughout King County for before and after Husky home games.  It also includes extra trips and larger coaches on regular Metro routes to Husky Stadium from downtown, Capitol Hill, Ballard, Lake City, and other neighborhoods.  For each home game, the service requires about 175 coaches with operators, participation from six operating bases, and 18 field supervisors.  The University of Washington pays $68,205 per game towards the marginal operating cost of the service.  About 27,000 one-way rides take place per game. 

Special service also carries large numbers of passengers to such diverse events as the Bellevue Arts and Crafts Fair, Bumbershoot, Issaquah Salmon Days, the Northwest Flower and Garden Show, and the WOMAD festival.  The Bellevue Art Fair service is a good example of the many smaller yet highly effective services comprising the current program.  It consists of three special routes between downtown Bellevue and area Park & Ride lots:  South Bellevue, South Kirkland, and Houghton.  A total of six coaches are required to operate each of the three routes every 15 minutes.  

The Issaquah Salmon Days and County Fair operations are representative of the flexibility of the special service program.  At Issaquah Salmon Days coaches run between the event and three parking lots, two of which are leased from private owners especially for Salmon Days.  Service is frequent, with trips every 7-15 minutes throughout the event.  In addition to the 16 coaches and drivers, three or four additional personnel are required on site to ensure smooth operation.  In contrast, during the County Fair three coaches are used to provide transportation between Auburn Park & Ride and the county fairgrounds in Enumclaw.  One trip per direction about every two hours is sufficient to meet demand between Auburn and the County Fair.      

Some of the most visible special services operate to Mariner baseball and Seahawk football.  For these events, trips originate at Park & Ride lots throughout King County, and coaches are added to some regular routes that attract large event ridership and are severely impacted by event traffic and heavy passenger loads.   

Availability of the downtown Seattle transit tunnel for special event service.

The tunnel is utilized during the annual Seafair Torchlight Parade to enable regular and special service to effectively serve downtown.  While there has been interest in more intensive use of the tunnel for special event service, the cost and logistical issues of doing so would typically result in limiting its use. Special tunnel operation has implications for regular service, such as potential changes to the time that regular service transitions from tunnel to surface streets.  Customer information, tunnel staffing, and security issues would need to be identified and resolved.  

Strategy S-12 of the Six-Year Plan requires that  “The strategies shall address extending tunnel operating hours for expanded special event service where current requirements for 100 percent cost recovery are met.”  Based on Metro's 2002 costs attributable to tunnel operation, the average hourly cost of tunnel operation was approximately $1,300 per hour.   On an intermittent basis, extended tunnel operation may be more costly due to the need to extend overtime rates to tunnel personnel, in addition to the cost of special information and activities mentioned in the prior paragraph.   Additionally, with today’s heightened security concerns it would be expected that additional security costs might also be incurred.  

Funding Mechanisms

Typically, Metro and event organizers work together to identify revenue from one or more of the following three sources pay for special service.

1. Farebox revenue: The fare charged for special service varies by event and is determined during discussions between Metro and event promoters. Factors considered include the cost of the service, the percentage of that cost to be recovered from fare box revenues, projected attendance figures, demographics and the type of event being produced, among others.  Revenues are deducted from the total cost of the service and the promoter is responsible for the remainder. The Seattle Mariners and Seattle Seahawks are examples of a premium fare special service.

2. Full subsidy from event organizers: Event promoters sometimes choose to pay the entire cost of a service and offer free rides to event goers.  Events with this type of service include the Seattle Home Show, Woodinville 4th of July, and Seafair.

3. Participation by other agencies: Special service is sometimes subsidized by grants as demonstration projects. The Seattle Sonics service is an example of grant-subsidized service. The Bellevue Arts Fair shuttles are an example of service paid for by contributions from several agencies. 

Refining, Funding, and Improving Transit Service to Special Events

Communication with local jurisdictions and community groups is the first step in ensuring that transit service keeps pace with event-related ridership and traffic conditions.  Communication with jurisdictions and communities generally falls into the following categories of activities that are routinely carried out by Metro staff: 

· Participation in Seattle and Bellevue Special Events Committees, which includes review of special event permit applications.

· Representation on city neighborhood advisory committees such as the Husky Stadium Advisory Committee and the Parking & Access Review Committee.

· Consultation and coordination with local traffic engineers, police, and event organizers with a focus on measures to facilitate the flow of regular and special service coaches through event areas.

· Coordinate as needed with other public agencies including local fire and public utility departments.    

Communication results in actions being taken to alter regular service, improve the operating environment to preserve regular service while maximizing event ridership, and implement special service.  Actions can include:

· Request traffic police, parking restrictions, and other traffic control measures to facilitate and prioritize the flow of transit to and from events and through areas affected by event traffic.

· Assign larger coaches to regular service routes serving special events.

· Work with event organizers to fund, design, and implement special service.

Strategies to Improve Special Service Operations

Strategies for using public transportation services to address congestion due to special events are described below.  Participation from local jurisdictions will be essential to the success of these strategies.  

1. Continue the current program

Metro is able to meet most requests for special service within the parameters of the current program.  Special and regular service to events involves major coordination with event organizers and local jurisdictions, often occurring at the last minute and involving significant flexibility in planning and operations.  

2. Increase priority for regular service buses in traffic around major events.  

Most major event venues in King County are well served by established regular Metro routes.  Event-related auto traffic can seriously delay these regular bus routes at the same time that the routes experience heavy loads of event-goers.  Metro employees work with police, traffic engineers, and event organizers to secure or attempt to secure priority for regular-service buses before and after events. 

Under this strategy, the degree to which transit is prioritized over automobiles would be increased through a higher level of cooperation between Metro, police, traffic engineers, and event organizers.  There would be a focus on well-known problem areas such as First Avenue South near Safeco Field. Tools that would be utilized more heavily than they are today include temporary and permanent parking restrictions, rechannelization, turn restrictions, and restricting automobiles from certain lanes and street segments around the event venue.     
3. Through the local jurisdiction permitting process, require the organizers of large events to fund special service.

Currently, there is no consistent mandate for the organizers of large events to provide for special service, improved regular service, or increased priority for transit.  

In encouraging or requiring event organizers to provide special or improved regular service, Metro would work with organizers to design the service in such a way as to recover a significant portion of the cost through farebox revenue.

4. Encourage event organizers to advertise Metro regular and special service to patrons.  

Promotional materials for some special events include mention of the availability of regular and special service.  

Event organizers would be encouraged to include more detailed information.  Metro staff would offer technical support for these efforts.  In addition to better transit information in event advertising, potential tools include event and Metro web site links and special distribution of timetables and other transit information.   

5. Work with event organizers to include in special service agreements extra coaches on regular routes when needed.

Regular routes transport significant numbers of patrons to many special events.  Large numbers of event patrons often overload regular routes at the same time these routes are delayed by event-related automobile traffic.  Event organizers could assume the cost of extra coaches used to maintain service on regular routes that become overloaded and delayed as a result of special events.  

The first priority of special service agreements would be to consider the need for extra coaches to maintain regular service on routes that both carry large numbers of event patrons and become significantly delayed by event traffic.  

6. Identify additional events that might benefit from new or modified transit service

Metro and local jurisdictions regularly work to identify opportunities for improved transit to events.  

Under this strategy, Metro and jurisdiction staff would develop specific proposals for new special service, improvements to regular service, and increased priority for regular transit.  
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