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SUBJECT: Legislation to approve a plan for implementation of the Transit Radio/AVL Replacement Project
SUMMARY: The Executive-proposed 2006 Transit Budget and CIP included an appropriation of $36.4M that would allow the Transit Division to sign a contract with the Motorola Corporation to replace the transit radio and vehicle locator system. When it approved the appropriation request, the Council restricted expenditure of $35M until it had received and approved a report on the project’s governance, oversight, schedule and selected radio technology. The report was transmitted by the Executive, attached to the legislation before the committee that would remove the $35M expenditure restriction.
BACKGROUND:  Metro Transit’s voice and data communications system, including the Automatic Vehicle Locator (AVL) component, need to be replaced with newer equipment that will operate at a different radio frequency.  In addition replacing aging radio equipment, this project is proposed in response to changes in the way that the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) allocates the radio spectrum.  Under this proposal, Metro’s current analog radio system, which operates on 450 MHz channels with transmitters atop Tiger Mountain, the Columbia Center and Gold Mountain (Kitsap County), would be replaced with a digital system operating in the 700 MHz bandwidth from a greater number of lower and less powerful transmitters spread around King County.
The Executive letter of transmittal (attached) describes the history of this project which has involved extensive work with consultants to identify options for responding to changing FCC regulations. When consultant analysis and detailed system design resulted in a substantial increase in the project cost estimate, the Council required submittal of a least-cost engineering analysis and then reviewed and revised the project RFP to incorporate recommendations from that analysis. The RFP was issued in 2005 and, based upon the selection of the Motorola Corporation’s proposal, the Executive requested the $36.4 appropriation in order to negotiate and sign a contract with Motorola before its bid would expire in March 2006. By appropriating, but at the same time encumbering the $35M, the Council allowed the Executive to negotiate and sign the Motorola contract, while retaining the ability to ensure that project oversight and other matters were addressed in the report that is currently before the committee. 

The Motorola contract includes a provision that allows King County to withdraw without cause until May 16, 2006. After that date, a King County decision to terminate the contract could result in substantial monetary claims by the contractor for costs, lost overhead and profits. 

The contract expands the project to include replacement of the radio system in the County’s ACCESS ADA paratransit program. In previous Council discussions, the Transit Division characterized the ACCESS radio system as a possible addition to the project but one that initial analysis suggested would not be cost-effective. Despite that, the ACCESS radio system was added the contract after Motorola offered a price discount to include it from the outset, rather than adding it later, and allowed the County one year from contract signing in which to decide whether to remove it from the project at no cost. 

ISSUES:  
PRB Review  Proposed Ordinance 2006-0208 responds to a budget proviso designed to ensure that a management and oversight structure is in place prior to beginning this very complex project.  To aid the Council in this effort, the proviso required that the response be reviewed by the King County Project Review Board (PRB) prior to it being transmitted to the Council. The PRB’s review and recommendations are summarized in a letter from the County’s Chief Information Officer that is included at Tab 1 in Attachment A to Proposed Motion 2006-0208. Mr. Martinez concludes the letter concludes by saying “the PRB review resulted in this letter of endorsement of the final report that you will be including in your transmittal package to the County Council per the proviso requirements. Mr. Martinez will be in attendance at today’s Transportation Committee meeting to describe in more detail the PRB’s review and its plans for continued oversight of this project.
Schedule The project schedule received particular attention in the budget proviso which called for:

“an implementation plan that includes a detailed project schedule based upon a current assessment of the time required for completion, submittal and Federal Communications Commission (FCC) approval of the Northwest Region 700 MHz Plan and the subsequent process to secure FCC approval of 700 MHz bandwidth for the Transit Radio System.

As the proviso language suggests, the process for securing the new bandwidth was several major steps short of completion in October 2005 when the Council was reviewing the proposed 2006 Transit Budget and CIP. This concern added to the uncertainty of previous CIPs that showed a continual slippage of the scheduled radio project completion:
	CIP
	Scheduled Radio Project Implementation

	2003
	2005

	2004
	2nd Quarter 2007

	2005
	4th Quarter 2007

	2006
	1st Quarter 2008


The project schedule submitted as part of the 2006 budget proviso response now before the committee now estimates that conversion to the new radio system will be complete in 2009. Schedule slippage is a concern and should be closely monitored for several reasons:

Radio Interference Much of the 450 MHz bandwidth currently used by Metro Transit operators and supervisors has been sold by the FCC to other parties whose broadcasts are beginning to interfere with transit communications. Interference so far has been minor but it will likely increase, possibly to the point at which FCC action would require some curtailment of transit broadcasts. 

Aging Radio Equipment  Regardless of any FCC action to reassign bandwidth, the radios on King County Metro buses would need to be replaced because they have reached the end of their useful life and parts and replacement radios are unavailable. The FCC bandwidth action complicates the situation by triggering a shift from analog to digital radios and, since 2005, prohibiting the sale of new radios that would enable continued analog operation in the Transit Division’s current 450 MHz band. As conversion to the new radio system is pushed back and the existing radios wear out, the Transit Division faces a greater challenge in maintaining enough functional radios for its bus fleet. In addition, there will be no radios to install in any newly-purchased buses until the radio system replacement project is complete. 
Interdependent Technology Projects  Ultimately, the conversion to a new radio system is dependent upon the schedule of another major bus technology project: the On-Board Systems Project. Under development since 1999, this project will replace, expand and integrate a range of on-board electronics to provide automated:
· vehicle location;

· passenger counting;

· stop announcements;

· route destination signage, and

· vehicle monitoring.

Neither the Radio/AVL Replacement Project nor the On-Board Systems (OBS) Project can proceed to implementation without the other. The OBS Project has also experienced schedule slippage in recent years and has a greater degree of uncertainty than the radio project at this point since the Transit Division does not expect to award a contract until the fourth quarter of 2006.
To a lesser degree, the radio project is also dependent upon implementation of the Regional Fare Coordination (Smart Card) Project. A piece of the Smart Card hardware, the Driver Display Unit, must be installed on the buses prior to conversion of the bus radio system, but currently it appears that that will occur well in advance of the installation of new radios. 
Unforseen Delays  As part of the proviso response now before the committee, a consultant was engaged to evaluate “the selected vendor’s technology and its ability to meet the Transit Division’s needs.” One of the consultant’s recommendations focused on the potential for further delay:
King County Metro needs to be flexible in its project plan. Delays of 6-12 months or more are common in the industry and could occur on one or more of the projects. King County Metro should obtain the necessary agreements for contingencies in case all systems are not in place in time for joint tunnel operations. It would also be prudent for King County Metro to develop contingency plans for extending the lifetime of existing equipment.
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