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SUBJECT

A motion calling on the Executive to join the Council in establishing an interbranch working group to gain a mutual understanding of the Metro Transit System and the policy choices necessary to address the Transit Division’s financial crisis.
BACKGROUND

The following activities appear to be significant contributors in the chain of events leading to the introduction of Proposed Ordinance 2008-0218:

In July 2008, the Executive first introduced a transit financial crisis to the Council via Proposed Ordinance 2008-0377.  This proposed ordinance would have raised transit fares to address a high spike in diesel fuel costs.  This spike was only an early indicator of the true financial crisis to come.
While Council was reviewing the proposed legislation, the cost of fuel declined precipitously, mirroring the decline in spending associated with the impending global recession.  This reduced spending translated into a significant decline in sales tax revenues for Transit Division.  Sales tax is the primary revenue source for the Transit Division, accounting for approximately 70% of all operating revenues. In response to the impending revenue shortfall, in October 2008, the Executive proposed to bundle the fare increase with a transmitted 2008-2009 supplemental budget request.
During the 2008-2009 supplemental budget process, Council staff conducted a broad analysis of the Transit Division, looking at the organization through the lens of “what services are core to the Transit Division’s mission… delivering public transportation/bus service”.  This analysis was presented at a Capital Budget Panel meeting on November 6, 2008.
Ultimately, the Council adopted Ordinance 16299, the transit fare increase.  A provision of that Ordinance articulated the Council’s stated intent to work closely with the Executive and the Transit Division to identify and implement solutions to the multi-year funding crisis.  Subsequently, the Transit Division informally discussed with Council central staff how this could be accomplished.  
At a February 17, 2009 Budget and Financial Management Committee meeting, the Budget Director and the Transit Division Manager highlighted the even greater gravity of the revenue decline facing the Transit Division. 
At the March 10, 2009 Physical Environment Committee meeting, Committee Chair Hague and the Transit Division Manager discussed exploring the policy priorities for the Transit Division before it prepared its budget.  The Transit Division Manager indicated that reviewing the policy drivers of transit service delivery would serve as a good basis for understanding the challenges the Transit Division faces now and in the foreseeable future.  

Following that meeting, Committee Chair Hague and Councilmember Constantine, Chair of the King County Council, transmitted a letter to the Executive, dated March 16, 2009 (attachment 2).  This letter reiterated their interest in an interbranch working group on the transit crisis and requested Executive branch participation, with work to be completed on an accelerated timeframe.  The Executive’s response (attachment 3) expressed concerns regarding the relationship of this workgroup to the responsibilities of the Council's Budget and Fiscal Management Committee; and once those concerns were addressed, the Executive expressed his desire to work with the Council on these matters.  

On the same day as the Executive's response, the Transit Division Manager appeared before the Regional Transit Committee and reiterated the importance of the Transit Division engaging policy makers prior to the Transit Division creating Metro Transit System reduction scenarios or drafting initial budget recommendations. 
The interbranch work group is intended to explore those policy choices.  
SUMMARY

In response to the financial crisis and the need to collectively takes steps as the County, Proposed Motion 2009-0218 calls on the Executive to approve a collaborative interbranch working group.  This working group would be charged with:
1. Gaining a mutual understanding of the core transit system and the building blocks (policy choices), which collectively create the Metro Transit System

2. Developing a policy understanding of key Transit Division functions

3. Gaining a mutual understanding of the policy choices that the Transit Division will be making while preparing its draft budget submittal

4. Fulfilling the Council’s stated directives related to the 2010/2011 budget; and

5. Preparing a report summarizing the working group’s activities

ANALYSIS

This proposed motion sets the course for an interbranch policy understanding of the issues and choices the County will be facing in relationship to the transit service it will be able to provide to its customers in 2010 and going forward.  
The timeline to complete this work is very tight, in order to work in tandem with both the Transit Division Audit preliminary findings (due May 2009) and the Transit Division's budget process (initial submittals due June 2009).
The interbranch working group concept is intended to support, but not infringe upon either the Executive’s or Council’s budget process.  
ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2009-0218
2. Letter dated March 16, 2009 to Executive Sims

3. Letter dated March 18, 2009 from Executive Sims
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