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June 10, 2009

The Honorable Dow Constantine

Chair, King County Council

516 Third Avenue, Room 1200

Seattle, WA 98104

Dear Councilmember Constantine:

When the 2009 King County Budget was approved last year, a proviso was included for the King County Department of Transportation (KCDOT) Director’s Office that required $250,000 be expended to fund an expert review panel (ERP) to review the Alaskan Way Viaduct (AWV) replacement options identified in the environmental impact review process.  Specifically, Ordinance 16310: Section 5, P2 required:

…$250,000 shall be expended solely for the costs of an expert review panel to develop an independent analysis of the results of an environmental impact review process of central waterfront segment replacement options for the Alaskan Way viaduct.  This analysis shall evaluate the mobility impacts of the options and the county's ability to provide transit services assumed in each option.  Panel membership shall be limited to experts who have published in a national trade journal and have the skills to evaluate mobility impacts and transit functionality and the county's ability to provide transit services assumed in each option.  Panel members must have expertise in transit operations, commuter services/demand management or transportation and nonmotorized system planning.  The expert review panel will consist of five members recommended from a list provided by the county auditor and to be appointed by the executive and confirmed by the council, by motion.  The executive is encouraged to seek financial contributions for the panel costs from the state, the city of Seattle, and other stakeholders.


The Executive shall transmit, within 60 days after the governor recommends alternatives for the Environmental Impact Statement, a plan to provide staff support for the expert review panel and a motion approving this plan and appointing members of the panel. 

On May 12, Governor Gregoire signed House Bill 5768 into law, which identifies the final design for the Alaskan Way Viaduct replacement as a deep bore tunnel and also identifies state funding for this project.  There is an additional item related to this, referred to as a “scoping notice” for the Environmental Impact Statement which has yet to be issued by the Governor.  It is my assumption that the scoping notice, which is likely to be issued by early June, will serve as the trigger for beginning the work associated with the proviso mentioned above.  

While I am willing to direct KCDOT to convene the panel called for by the proviso if the council wishes, since the FY 2009 budget was adopted, a series of circumstances have changed prompting questions about the timing and need to convene an ERP to provide an evaluation on the mobility impacts of the replacement options.  

1. The leading AWV replacement alternative at the time the budget was drafted was the I-5/Surface/Transit hybrid scenario.

When the 2009 King County budget was adopted, the I-5/Surface/Transit hybrid scenario was one of three scenarios that were being evaluated for the final recommendation.  This alternative would have required a significant amount of transit investment, including additional capital and ongoing operating costs, as compared to the elevated and bored tunnel hybrid options that were being evaluated.  Since the Bored Tunnel hybrid was selected, transit service is anticipated to play a much smaller role in the solution, indicating less value in an analysis by a panel. 

2. The transit revenue shortfall in King County has deteriorated further since the 2009 budget was adopted.

Specifically, by 2010, the transit revenue shortfall is expected to be $100 million.  This shortfall is the result of sales tax revenues that are substantially lower than previously forecasted at the time the 2009 budget was adopted.  I am continuing to identify ways to cut costs and use reserves in an attempt to preserve as much service as possible.  Therefore, expending funds on the panel may not be the best use of those funds at this time.   
3. The Washington State Legislature and Governor Gregoire authorized the funding for a bored tunnel as the replacement for the AWV.

As mentioned previously, on May 12, Governor Gregoire signed the bill authorizing the funding for a bored tunnel to replace the AWV.  King County’s participation in the bored tunnel replacement alternative was contingent on proposed legislation that would have provided Metro with additional taxing authority for a countywide one percent motor vehicle excise tax.  As proposed, this funding could have been used to largely eliminate Metro’s budget deficit and provide additional transit service throughout the county, including enhanced transit service as part of the viaduct replacement.  However, the motor vehicle excise tax authority was not considered by the State Legislature, and in the end a much smaller amount of taxing authority for King County Metro was authorized than initially anticipated.  Full implementation of this new authority would still leave Metro with a sizeable budget shortfall.  Without significant additional funding for transit, King County is now reconsidering its level of participation in the process to develop a bored tunnel solution. 

As King County continues to face a budget crisis, and since King County’s role in the Tri-Agency process to implement the bored tunnel alternative is limited, I respectfully request that the council concur with the elimination of the proviso contained in Ordinance 2008-0584: Section 5, P2.  Furthermore, if the tasks in this proviso do not have to be fulfilled, the funding designated for the AWV ERP could be retained in the Public Transportation Fund budget to serve the public more effectively.  To this end, I’m including with this letter a proposed amendment to Ordinance 16310 that would remove this proviso and its requirements, thereby reducing the transfer by $250,000 to the KCDOT Director’s Office and retaining that amount in the Public Transportation Fund.  

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact Doug Hodson, Transportation Manager, in the Executive’s Office, at 206-263-9619.

Sincerely,

Kurt Triplett

King County Executive
Enclosures

cc:
King County Councilmembers
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