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April 22, 2009

The Honorable Dow Constantine

Chair, King County Council

Room 1200

C O U R T H O U S E

Dear Councilmember Constantine:

In July 2009, Sound Transit will open the first light rail line in King County.  This line, called Central Link, will be a new high capacity transit spine that will provide frequent, fast, and reliable service between downtown Seattle, southeast Seattle, Tukwila, and SeaTac.  The opening of Central Link represents the culmination of a $2.1 billion investment in light rail by the region that began when voters approved Sound Move, the first phase of Sound Transit’s regional transit system, and a significant new travel option for the communities it serves.  

Many riders will be able to access Central Link or reach their destination on foot from one of the thirteen Link stations along the corridor.  For many more riders, connections to and from Link will depend on a local bus trip.  Link start-up provides King County Metro Transit the opportunity to restructure local bus service not only to allow riders to take advantage of the new Link system, but to improve bus service within neighborhoods and between communities making bus travel a more attractive travel option for more trips.

I am pleased to transmit this transit service change ordinance for the King County Council’s consideration and approval.  The service changes described in this package are proposed to take place in two phases – in September 2009 and February 2010.  The majority of the actions described in this ordinance are changes designed to connect Metro bus service with new Link light rail service in southeast Seattle and southwest King County.  The ordinance also includes other changes outside of this area, including some Transit Now improvements in developing areas, and minor adjustments to routes in north and east King County described in more detail later in this letter.  

Central Link and Community Connection Changes

The startup of Central Link will allow Metro to improve transit service in southeast Seattle and southwest King County by restructuring existing bus service to connect to the new Link stations, which will become transit hubs within their communities.  The changes described in this ordinance will improve the attractiveness of transit by providing more frequent service, longer hours of operation in many areas, and new connections between areas where Metro has not provided a bus connection in the past.  The overall impacts of these changes will be to:

· provide attractive connections between bus and rail services;

· enhance neighborhood transit connections between neighborhoods and activity centers;

· improve east-west connections; 

· avoid service duplication between King County Metro Transit bus service and Sound Transit Link light rail, Sounder Commuter Rail, and ST Express bus services; and

· improve the efficiency of the overall transit system.

The changes outlined in this ordinance are consistent with Service Redeployment Guidelines approved by the King County Council Motion 10584 in October 1998, which defined priorities for use of any hours reallocated due to new Sound Transit services.

Highlights of the Link Transit Connections changes identified in the attached service change ordinance include:

· New service connecting southeast Seattle and Martin Luther King Jr. Way South to the Central Area, Capitol Hill, and Seattle Center through an extension of Route 8.  This service would replace routes 42, 42 Express, and 48 along Martin Luther King Jr. Way South.  Route 48 would be shortened to begin and end at Mount Baker Station to improve the reliability of this popular service.

· More frequent service connecting Beacon Hill to Othello Station via new trolley overhead wire that allows the extension of Route 36.  

· Routing changes to provide connections to Link stations for riders of routes 9 Express, 14, 39, 106, 107, and 128.

· Creation of a faster connection between Burien, Southcenter, and Renton through routing changes to Route 140, and implementation of a new Route 156 to provide service to the McMicken Heights neighborhood that would no longer be served by Route 140.

· Splitting of Route 174 into two segments at the Tukwila International Boulevard Station to take the first steps towards the planned 2010 implementation of the RapidRide A Line between Tukwila and Federal Way.

· Discontinuation of Route 194, which will be replaced by Link light rail and improved Sound Transit Regional Express bus service serving cities along the I-5 south corridor.

The ordinance changes related to Link light rail connections and community service enhancements include routes 7 Express, 8, 9 Express, 14, 32, 34, 36, 38, 39, 42, 42 Express, 60, 106, 107, 124 (new), 126, 128, 129 (new), 140, 154, 156 (new), 170, 174, 179, 180, 191, and 194.  The changes proposed in the attached ordinance occur in September 2009 and February 2010 to coordinate with Sound Transit Link opening of different sections of the light rail line.   

In accordance with the inter-local agreement between King County and the City of Seattle (Ordinance 15860, passed July 2, 2007) regarding operation of the South Lake Union Streetcar, King County Metro assumes seventy-five percent of the operating cost of the South Lake Union Streetcar effective the first day of the Metro service change following the start of Link light rail revenue service.  The agreement presumed that King County Metro service hours freed by the restructure of the local bus network around Link would be redeployed to South Lake Union Streetcar operation.  Seventy-five percent of the operating cost of the South Lake Union Streetcar is estimated at 16,800 annual hours of bus service.  The attached ordinance and service change package fulfills the requirement of the inter-local agreement.  

Public Outreach

The proposed changes reflect public feedback from an extensive outreach process in southeast Seattle and southwest King County that started in 2008 and included approximately eighty meetings with these communities.  Staff from the Transit Division’s Service Planning group and the Department of Transportation Community Relations worked with two community sounding boards, neighborhood organizations, and community members to solicit community interests in a revised network of transit services.  Potentially affected communities included Burien, Des Moines, Federal Way, Kent, SeaTac, Skyway-West Hill, southeast Seattle, and Tukwila.  The sounding boards worked with staff to review public comments, and provided feedback on potential service change options as they were developed.

Public outreach was conducted in two phases.  The first phase that was conducted in fall 2008 with a detailed brochure describing options for changes that was mailed to over 90,000 households.  Several community meetings were held in southeast Seattle and southwest King County to explain potential changes and hear community feedback.  Using public input and sounding board assistance, staff revised the initial set of alternatives and developed new draft service proposals.  A second brochure describing proposed bus routing changes and service levels was then mailed to over 100,000 households and businesses in affected communities in January and February 2009.  The brochure invited individuals to attend public events and comment on proposed changes.  Those interested could provide feedback in person, through postage-paid questionnaires, online, or by contacting Community Relations.  In both phases of outreach, brochures were distributed to major employers, social service agencies, community colleges, libraries, and posted on King County Metro Transit’s Web site.  Metro staff and the sounding boards worked together to review the public comments, and made changes to a number of the original service proposals in response to public concerns.

In addition to the extensive public outreach by the Department of Transportation, I understand the council has also already engaged in an outreach process.  In part, this process included advance notice and advertisement of a public hearing scheduled for the evening of April 28 hosted by a joint Physical Environment and Budget Committee meeting.  I applaud this additional outreach and hope there is continued participation from the public as the council considers the route changes in the attached proposed ordinance.

Other Changes

Beyond the restructuring of services around Central Link, several additional changes are presented in this ordinance.  For instance, continuing the improvements identified in the Rapidly Developing Areas element of Transit Now, Route 168 would be extended from Covington to the Four Corners neighborhood of Maple Valley.  This would provide new service along Kent Kangley Road east of 192nd Avenue Southeast, creating a new weekday connection between Maple Valley and the Kent Station/Transit Center.  The changes to Route 168 would add approximately 5,000 annual hours of bus service beginning in September 2009. 

Additionally, the Northgate park-and-ride lot has been sold to the City of Seattle for redevelopment as a park, requiring changes to the terminals of route 66 and 67 to the Northgate Transit Center.  Route 167 would no longer stop at freeway ramp stops at Coal Creek Parkway and Southeast Eighth Street, allowing buses to use the I-405 HOV lanes for a longer portion of the trip.  This change would allow Route 167 to provide a faster and more consistent trip between Renton and the University District.  Finally, since February 2008, Route 240 has operated a revised routing in the Renton Highlands and in downtown Renton due to the reconstruction of Duvall Avenue, which has required changes to routing and running times.  The anticipated completion of construction in summer 2009 will allow Route 240 to return to regular routing in the Renton Highlands with a terminal at the Renton Transit Center.  

For your information, there are several other service changes planned between June 2009 and February 2010 that will be made administratively.  All of the proposed service changes are consistent with the strategies of the current Strategic Plan for Public Transportation, 2007-2016.  In particular, they are consistent with Strategy S-1, to pursue efficiencies in existing services on major corridors, Strategy S-2, to improve transit on-time performance, Strategy S-3, to create new routes serving established urban and manufacturing/industrial centers and urban areas, Strategy S-6, to expand service coverage in areas of rapidly developing population growth, and Strategy S-11, to work with appropriate agencies to achieve integrated, cost-effective, and efficient operation of public transportation services.  

Budget Challenges
Metro is facing a substantial budget deficit caused by reduced sales tax revenues due to the economic downturn.  As I mentioned, the changes detailed in this ordinance primarily include reinvestment of Metro service hours freed through restructures around Link light rail and implementation of previously assumed 2009 Transit Now investments.  Metro did consider an alternative scenario that sought to save resources by reinvesting only the service hours needed to restructure the network to connect to Link light rail and fulfill the commitments of the interlocal agreement with Seattle with regard to the South Lake Union Streetcar’s operating cost.  

However, I believe the route changes proposed in this ordinance will significantly benefit the overall transit network in King County by providing new and improved connections, upgrading service on heavily used routes, and restructuring services to avoid duplication with the regional investment of Link light rail.  These changes will also help to maximize the Link ridership potential.  Ultimately, the expected benefits to the transit system and riders have led Metro to recommend the full redeployment of all existing resources and to continue with planned Transit Now investments for 2009.
Furthermore, I believe it is paramount that King County in its role as the provider of local bus service be a true partner with Sound Transit to ensure the opening of light rail in southeast Seattle and southwest King County is a tremendous success and true benefit for these communities.  These communities have had to endure years of construction impacts along with vast new development in the light rail corridor and will be an example for successful future integration of light rail and bus service in the region for years to come. 

That being said, I recognize a comprehensive plan to address budget constraints is under discussion by the Regional Transit Committee, and a broad council/executive interbranch workgroup has been established to take all of the issues under careful consideration moving toward development of the 2010 - 2011 biennial transit budget.    

If you have questions or comments about specific details in the Service Change ordinance for September 2009, please contact Kevin Desmond, General Manager, Metro Transit Division at 206-684-1619, or Victor Obeso, Manager of Service Development at 206-263-3109.

Sincerely,

Ron Sims

King County Executive
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