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STAFF REPORT

SUBJECT

A briefing regarding the Executive's transmitted Ride Free Area Implementation Plan.

SUMMARY
The Ride Free Implmentation Plan contain's the Transit Division's approach for reverting the Downtown Seattle area to a regular transit fare area following almost fourty years of City of Seattle subsidized fares.
The report summarizes the history, methodology and changes in the Metro Transit System since the inception of the ride free area.  The report details the Transit Division's approaches to:

1. Ensuring Smooth Operations in Downtown Seattle through changes in the operations of the Downtown Seattle Transit Tunnel, surface street improvements, and fare payment and enforcement strategies;

2. Delivering Clear Communications through a comprehensive communication plan with the help of stakeholders and partners throughout the area; and 

3. Mitigating the impacts to Low-income Riders through the existing Reduced Regiononal Fare Permit, the King County Human Serives Ticket Program, and the addition of a no fare Downtown Seattle shuttle operating an estimated nine hours a day, five days a week with service every thrity minutes.
BACKGROUND
The Ride Free Area Agreement
As an economic development and mobility enhancement, the City of Seattle contracted with King County in 1973 to provide free transit service to riders in the Downtown Seattle area.  This Agreement replaced a City-funded downtown shuttle and provided for Seattle to pay the fares of rides in this area, less any operating benefit received by the Metro Transit System.  The costs in 1973 were $64,000, which also included the costs of a reduced-fared downtown shuttle.  In 1982, the shuttle costs were separated from the Citiy's ride free area subsidy, and by 1989, costs for the ride free area subsidy had grown to approximately $150,000.  In 2010, ridership in the ride free area had grown to 8.4 million boardings and based on the most recent Agreement's payment methodology and inflationary adjustments, Seattle's subsidy had grown to approximately $400,000 per year for these boardings.

ORCA Fare Payment System

In recent years, the Puget Sound area's transit providers moved to a single electronic fare payment system, known as ORCA.  This system has streamlined fare payment through reducing the number of cash transactions, thereby reducing the costs potentially associated with delay.  As it relates to the ride free area, this means that the amount of benefit King County receives through the avoidance of fare payment in Downtown Seattle has been reduced.

Traffic Management Investments

Through investments in active traffic management practices such as intelligent signal timing, transit priority treatments on the roadway and at signals, and visual signal management in a Seattle traffic management center, traffic flows for transit have been steadily improving over the twenty-five years.  These investments have had the effect better traffic flow thereby, reducing the costs to the transit system associated with congestion and traffic delay. 

The Audit

The 2009 performance audit of the Transit System honed in on the improvements associated with the ORCA fare payment system and traffic management, as well as the need for an to update the Ride Free Area Agreement between the City and the County.  As a result of this focus, the performance audit recommended a re-evaluation of the Agreement's payment methodology, included both costs and benefits to the Metro Transit System.  Following this recommendation, the Transit Division re-analyzed the ride free area and found that the net value (lost fares minus operating savings) of the ride free area subsidy is estimated in the range of $2.2 million per year.

The Economic Crisis and Metro

Beginning in 2008, King County began actively addressing the fluctuations and downward trend in revenues associated with the global economic crisis.  This multi-year effort has involved:

· Changing how transit schedules and delivers its services;
· Utilizing excess reserves;
· Deferring planned transit investments;
· Reducing non-essential services;
· Raising fares;
· Reducing staff;
· Implementing bus trip reductions for less productive routes; 

· Asking its employees to help address the financial challenges by deferring their annual Cost of Living Adjustment to their salaries; and 

· Engaging a regional stakeholder advisory group to provide recommendations on the policy framework for the Metro Transit System, which resulted in a unanimously adopted new policy framework and transit service allocation methodology focused on productivity, social equity and geographic value.

Despite these efforts, the Metro Transit System still faced significant shortfalls in revenue.  In 2011, the County Council authorized a temporary, two-year congestion reduction charge of $20 per year on vehicle license renewals.  As part of this stop-gap measure, designed to give the State Legislature time to deliberate on long-term sustainable transit funding, the County also acted on the King County Auditor's recommendation to re-evaluate the ride free area Agreement’s payment methodology.  Due to a variety of reasons, including its own significant financial challenges, the City indicated that it is not in a position to negotiate a new ride free area agreement.  

As the County cannot legally provide a gift of this net fare subsidy to the City, the Council requested the Executive submit a plan for the conversion of the ride free area to a regular transit service area by October 2012.  The attached Ride Free Area Implementation Plan fulfills that request.
Ride Free Area Implementation Plan

Section 11 of Ordinance 17169, the Congestion Reduction Charge authorization ordinance, requests that the implementation plan at a minimum address the following seven elements:

· Outreach and coordination with Downtown Seattle human service agencies, including a description of a partner program or programs designed to help mitigate the increased cost of trips in Downtown Seattle for disadvantaged populations;

· Consideration of an increase in the number of trips or level of subsidy available through the human services ticket program;

· Outreach with Downtown businesses, including further promotion of the ORCA card system;

· Coordination with Seattle and affected transit agencies.

· A customer information plan to help riders transition to the new fare collection procedures in Downtown Seattle;

· Descriptions of any transit route and facility modifications; and

· Employee training.

The plan appears to address all of these categories but is divided into three main sections:

· Ensuring Smooth (transit and traffic) Operations in Downtown Seattle

· Deliverying Clear Communications

· Mitigating Impacts to Low-income Riders

1.
Ensuring Smooth (transit and traffic) Operations in Downtown Seattle

Downtown Seattle Transit Tunnel – following a number of tests and changes to the signal system in the tunnel the Transit Division will be making the following changes in tunnel operations:

· Coordinating how buses enter the tunnel by releasing buses that pickup passengers at the far bay before those that pickup at the near bay to reduce cueing at the entrance to the tunnel stations.  

· Authorizing buses to drop off passengers as far forward as possible, regardless of pickup location.

· Moving the near or rear bay to allow for a third bus to pull up to the tunnel stations.

· Providing additional driver training and awareness as to how and where to wait for signals in the tunnel to maximize space available for pickup and dropp off at the stations.

· Shortening the time of the security sweep of Link trains northbound at the Westlake Station. 
Surface Street Improvements – working with Seattle’s Department of Transportation to implement changes to account for a new pay on entry approach to fare collection in Downtown Seattle.  Changes include:

· Adjusting signal timing to improve turning

· Optimizing signal timing along corridors to improve bus flow and address right-turn and pedestrian conflicts.

· Looking at addressing bus volumes and operations at its highest volume locations on Third Avenue to potentially shift some riders north or south by a block or two to balance out and speed loading and unloading.

Fare Payment and Enforcement – improving operational practices to reduce delays associated with fare payment

· Increasing the use of ORCA through education and awaress while considering the installation of additional ticket vending machines.

· Setting the default fare payment on ORCA readers to one-zone for outbound bus route that cross the zone boundary but have a preponderance of one zone riders.  With a significant percentage of trips even on longer-haul routes being one-zone, setting the default at one-zone reduces the number of manual changes by the driver.  It should be noted that it is likely that some two-zone riders will pay for a one-zone trip with their ORCA card and not realize they need to ask to pay the higher tow-zone rate.  It is not unreasonable to consider that this action may lead to future County financial policy deliberations regarding peak period zone fare payment.

· Considering the use of additional staff with portable ORCA fare processors at the rear doors of high volume route to speed loading.

· Providing proof of payment in the form of a transfer to all cash-paying riders.

· Repurposing Metro Transit Police in Downtown during peak periods to focus on fare payment issues during the transition away from the ride free area.  Their focus will be on education and awareness, and then enforcement.

· Supporting the launch of RapidRide lines C and D with planned fare enforcement, as well as uniformed Metro Transit Police support.

2.
Deliverying Clear Communications

The Transit Division has established a broad communication plan to support the changes in Downtown Seattle.

The messages:

· Bus trips will no longer be free in Downtown Seattle

· Pay-on-entry throughout the Metro Transit System

· Using ORCA is the quickest way to board and transfer

· Be ready to pay before you board

· Exit through the rear, whenever possible

The Transit Division has identified a broad number of venues for communication and is enlisting the assistance of organizations, employers and partner agencies to reach the maximum number of riders and potential riders.  Additionally, the Transit Division is educating all employees on the change, and especially the operators and other front line staff, regarding the changes.

3.
Mitigating Impacts to Low-income Riders
In addition to existing programs, such as the Regional Reduced Fare Permit program for seniors and riders with a disability and the King County Human Services Ticket Program, the Transit Division, together with Seattle and representatives of human service agencies, explored a number of mitigation options to support ride free area riders of limited economic means.

Following a travel behavior study, three mitigation options were discussed with Seattle and human services stakeholders.  These included:

· Increasing the subsidy to the Human Services Ticket Program

· Providing donated vehicles to human services and housing agencies as part of the County's Community Access Transportation program, thereby providing the agencies with a means to transport their clients to specific destinations.

· Developing a Downtown Circulator, which would be a free service to all riders
While none of these options would fully replace the ride free area, human services agencies preferred a Downtown Circulator over the other options.

With King County providing the vehicles, and the City contributing approximately $400,000 per year to cover operation costs, this Downtown Circulator concept could provide:

· 30 minute service conncecting the north end of Downtown Seattle with Harborview Medical Center and locations along 1st Avenue.  

· Provide the service five days per week for nine hours per day.

City representatives have indicated that Seattle has ability to fund a two-year demonstration of this service on a Downtown Circulator at the level of $400,000 per year.  However, they have also stated that that it is the City’s position that the Downtown Circulator is not the ideal or best solution.  Seattle is promoting a regional low-income reduced fare program.  The City’s representatives recognize that to develop such a program requires ORCA transit agencies to come together with a comprehensive regional approach, which could take multiple years to develop and implement.  The Transit Division is committed to exploring this regional approach with regional stakeholders.
It should be noted that human services and housing agency stakeholders prefer seven day per week, twelve hour per day service with 15-20 minute service.  This higher level of service would require approximately $1 million per year to operate.

No further action by the County Council is required to implement any of these options.
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