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SUBJECT:  An ordinance relating to establishment of a wheelchair accessible taxicab pilot demonstration project.
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 later this year. The two-year project would loan specially designed minivans to qualified taxi drivers to test the financial viability of accessible taxis in the Seattle/King County market. 
BACKGROUND:  
The committee held an initial discussion of accessible taxis at its March 8, 2005 meeting at which staff described the proposed project and the history of local accessible taxi efforts. 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. National studies have shown that many U.S. cities or counties have functioning accessible taxi programs including Portland which began its program in 1990. King County’s ADA paratransit service 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. The following description of the proposed project is reprinted from the March 8th LOT Committee meeting. A more detailed plan was transmitted with the legislation and is attached to this staff report. 
Local Taxi Industry

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 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.

Attached to this staff report is a chart showing the structure of the Seattle/King County taxi industry. At the center of the local industry are eight taxi associations which are not companies in the traditional sense but rather groups of license holders many of whom are also drivers. Individual drivers who do not own licenses, affiliate with an association and pay for use of a license, dispatch, insurance and other services. 

Drivers are required to affiliate with an association and it is not uncommon for them to switch from one to another. New associations may be formed but the City of Seattle requires that association members hold at least fifteen licenses. 

No new licenses have been issued since 1992 and the total number is capped in city and county code. For various reasons, some licenses are not renewed and revert to the city or county. These inactive licenses are included within the caps but have not been reissued. Both the city and the county are currently considering methods of distributing some or all of those inactive licenses (e.g. lottery, auction, RFP etc.) in the event that a decision is made to do so. In recent years, the rationale offered for not issuing these licenses has been a concern, difficult to document, that the local market cannot accommodate additional taxicabs without reducing the already marginal incomes of the drivers.

Design of the Pilot 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;
· 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:
· 24 hour advance reservation:
· 10-15 minute response time in Seattle
· 30 minutes elsewhere in the service area

· same-day service request:
· 45 minute response time in Seattle

· 2 hours elsewhere;
· accessible taxis will be available from 6 a.m. to 2 a.m. every day;
· accessible taxis will charge the same rates as regular taxis, 
Although the plan for the pilot project was transmitted with Proposed Ordinance 2005-0038, it would not be adopted with that legislation which addresses only changes to the taxi licensing provisions of the Code. The 2005 budget proviso called for approval of “a report and proposal for an accessible taxis demonstration program” by separate legislation.
The staff analysis presented to the committee on March 8th raised the question of whether a pilot project was needed, rather than proceeding directly to design and implementation of an ongoing accessible taxi program as was envisioned in 1999 when the Executive proposed and the Council approved the following policy language:
The executive shall initiate an effort to increase the availability of accessible vehicles in the local taxicab industry that do not charge rates greater than for non-accessible vehicles.  The goal of such an effort must be to achieve at least ten percent accessibility in the taxicabs licensed by the county by the year 2001.

(Ordinance 13441)
Among the issues raised by staff was whether an eight-vehicle pilot project could demonstrate anything regarding the demand for, and economic viability of, accessible taxis that has not already been demonstrated by longstanding programs elsewhere in the U.S.
Pilot Project Costs
If the pilot project is not implemented, a Transit Division revenue loss of 

$32,000 would be avoided and approximately $25,000 in grant funds could be 

directed toward other transit needs. Future grant funding assumed for the pilot project would likely be available for other transit purposes also. 

In the 2005 Transit CIP, $670,000 originally intended for this project was reprogrammed to cover ACCESS Program costs, with the result that eight retired Transit Division supervisor vans were substituted for the eighteen new vans that were to be purchased for the pilot project. The balance of the grant, approximately $25,000, could also be reprogrammed if a decision were made to do so soon. The grant funds must be expended by June of this year.

If the eight supervisor vans were sold rather than loaned free-of-charge to the pilot project, they would provide $32,000 more revenue to the Transit now than after an additional two years in service as accessible taxis.

Implementation of the pilot project is dependent upon receipt of $180,000 in future state grants, which is considered likely but not certain at this point. If the pilot project were abandoned, those funds would not necessarily be lost. Other Transit Divisions initiatives could qualify for the grant.
Accessible Taxi Program Considerations

If the committee wishes to consider substituting an ongoing program for the planned pilot project there are a number of choices to be made in designing such a program. These are discussed below, but perhaps the most basic consideration is the coordination with the City of Seattle as its participation would be essential for the success of an accessible taxi program. City and county staff have worked together on the pilot project and the city’s input is reflected in some of its elements. Earlier this year, the Seattle City Council approved legislation needed to permit the pilot project to proceed in the city, assuming the county’s participation. In conjunction with that action, the County Executive wrote to the Mayor requesting certain provisions be added to the city code to retain some flexibility for structuring a city/county accessible taxi program. The Executive’s letter and the Mayor’s response are attached to this staff report. 
As the following discussion suggests, accessible taxi programs around the country vary considerably between jurisdictions. A number of decisions will face the city and county, either at this time or following the pilot project, on how to structure an ongoing program.
How should King County ensure that accessible taxis are added to the local fleet?  Accessible taxi programs can either be incentive-based or mandatory. Incentives can include waiver of licensing and other regulatory fees or provision of accessible vehicles at attractive leasing rates. A mandatory program would require a certain number of accessible taxis, or a percentage of the local fleet, be attained by a certain date. The mandatory approach could be taken in increments to assess the impact and level of demand. 
Under a mandatory program, who would be required to provide accessible taxicab service?  Depending upon the desirability of issuing additional licenses, the accessibility target could be achieved either by:

· creating accessible taxi licenses from a portion of the 86 inactive licenses held by the city and county, or 

· imposing the requirement upon existing license holders, allowing a reasonable time for accessible vehicles to be acquired as existing taxicabs are replaced. 
If accessible taxi licenses are to be created, how would they be distributed? 
· As with standard taxi licenses, new accessible taxi licenses could be distributed by a bid or lottery process and allow the recipients to affiliate with the taxi association of their choice.
· Or, accessible taxi licenses could be focused upon a single association, existing or newly created for this purposes. An RFP process could be used to specify performance requirements designed to ensure reliable, high-quality customer service or, to the extent that these requirements are specific to accessible taxi service they could be added to city and county codes. 
What portion of the local taxi fleet should be accessible? An initial assessment based upon experience in comparable markets, such as Portland Oregon, would provide a starting point. Since service contracts with the local ADA paratransit provider and human service agencies may represent a significant portion of the demand, that would be considered along with other local circumstances in setting an accessibility target. Whatever target is set, it should be approached in increments, in order to gauge the impacts. 
If accessible taxi service is provided by several, or all, taxi associations, how would call-taking and dispatch be handled?  There are two dispatch services in the local market but as many as eight different taxi associations that the customer might call. In other cities, accessible taxi customers have called multiple companies for the same trip to ensure a response from one. Chicago has addressed this by requiring the creation of a separate accessible taxi dispatch service which distributes the calls among the taxi companies. 
How will program management, oversight and enforcement be accomplished?  The Transit Division would be assigned the lead for the pilot project, providing the staff and used vehicles and receiving the grant funds.  Outside of this project, the only ongoing Transit Division involvement in taxi matters is administering the county taxi scrip program and providing guaranteed ride home coverage as part of its Flex Pass program. The Transit Division has no role in regulating the taxi industry and an ongoing accessible taxi program might be more appropriate for the county and/or city offices that do. 
What measures should be taken to compensate drivers for lower-profit accessible trips? Accessible taxi trips often require additional time and effort from the driver for which he or she is not directly compensated since the taxi meter cannot be started until the passenger is in the vehicle and the meter rates are the same for all passengers. In order to avoid making these trips unattractive to drivers, a method of financial compensation may be necessary. Ways to accomplish this include:
· A surcharge applied to all trips by all taxis; 
· A self-administered compensation system within the taxi associations, or 
· A method of distributing accessible trips among all accessible taxis might partially address this since the majority of trips taken in an accessible taxicab will be standard taxi trips taken by people who do not require the accessible vehicle. 
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