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SUBJECT

Briefing on Report 2013-RPT0090, Data, and Lessons Learned from Elimination of the Ride Free Area and Start-up of RapidRide C and D Lines.
SUMMARY

Today’s briefing is an overview of Report 2013-RPT0090, which evaluates the September 2012 elimination of the Ride Free Area in Downtown Seattle and the startup of the RapidRide C and D Lines.
SUPPORT OF THE STRATEGIC CLIMATE ACTION PLAN 

This Report deals with transit policies that are highlighted as Priority Actions in the Strategic Climate Action Plan (“SCAP”).  These relate to an objective and associated strategies in the Transportation and Land Use Goal Area of the SCAP:

Objective S.1.1: Provide and increase transportation choices

Strategy A: Provide and expand public transit service

Strategy B: Improve the reliability and efficiency of transit
Two Priority Actions in the SCAP are relevant:

Revise transit service to be more productive and attractive. Consistent with the Regional Transit Task Force recommendations and the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation, Metro will place high priority on transit service to employment and residential centers while also ensuring social equity and geographic value.  In September 2012, Metro made major service revisions guided by its new strategic plan, and future changes to bus routes and schedules will also be aligned with this plan to make the transit system more productive and effective and to attract more riders.

Implement RapidRide.  Metro launched the third and fourth of six planned RapidRide bus rapid transit lines in 2012. The final two RapidRide lines will begin operation in 2013: downtown Seattle to the King-Snohomish line and Renton to Burien.
  RapidRide is designed to provide frequent, convenient service between major regional destinations as a way of improving the reliability and efficiency of transit service.

BACKGROUND
Ordinance 17476, Section 116, P5 directs Metro Transit to prepare a report on the difficulties associated with the September 2012 service change, including: 
A) The quantified projected and actual changes to ridership, cash and pass farebox collections, on-time performance and productivity;

B) The quantified projected and actual changes in passenger wait and travel times;

C) Specific corrective actions … taken to mitigate the impacts of the changes; and 

D) Identified lessons learned relative to transit speed, reliability and customer experience, and how the lessons learned are informing potential future service changes.

The Council has received the Report (2013-RPT0090), available at:

http://mkcclegisearch.kingcounty.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=1451998&GUID=4E1A6712-4DD9-44AB-9E66-B2456AA10994&Options=ID|&Search=

SEPTEMBER 2012 SERVICE CHANGE

Key elements of this large service change:
1) Closure of the Ride Free Area (“RFA”), resulting in “pay-on-entry” boarding at all times throughout King County.  Bus routes were adjusted in Downtown Seattle including pulling some bus routes out of the Downtown Seattle Transit Tunnel so slower boarding would not shut the Tunnel down in peak periods; 

2) Start-up of the RapidRide C and D Lines connecting West Seattle, Downtown Seattle, and Ballard; 

3) Revision of 93 bus routes (46 major, 29 minor, 18 deletions);

4) Reinvestment of service hours from lower-performing bus routes to higher-performing routes.
Items #1 and #4 implemented Council policy direction in Ordinance 17169, approving the temporary Congestion Reduction Charge.

KEY OUTCOMES IDENTIFIED IN THE REPORT
· The end of the Ride Free Area generally proceeded as expected, but some of the routing changes made to keep buses moving smoothly through Downtown Seattle resulted in unforeseen problems for which the Transit Division took corrective actions soon after the service change. 

Corrective actions responding to congestion and overcrowding include:  several northbound bus routes were moved from Olive Way to Pike Street; the Route 218 eastbound stop at Eastgate Park-and-Ride was eliminated; and trips were added to RapidRide lines and some other routes.

· Changes in travel time, farebox recovery, and ridership resulting from the end of the Ride Free Area are about the same as projected or better.

Travel Time – The Report states that buses are moving more quickly than expected through Downtown Seattle, citing a median travel time increase of one minute or less, suggesting that median passenger wait times have increased by 30 seconds or less. However, data on pages 19-21 and Appendix C (pages 36-41) suggests the impact differs from route to route.  Appendix C compares “before” and “after” median travel times in the afternoon peak for 16 Metro and Sound Transit routes.  The median total travel time was the same or shorter than before, except for routes moved from the Tunnel to surface streets (Routes 212, 301) and the Route 358.  By the 6:00 pm hour additional routes experience delays (Routes 7, 255, 312).

Appendix B (pages 34-35) indicates that travel times within the Tunnel are longer for a larger percentage of the afternoon peak buses.  Note that afternoon outbound bus trips may take longer going through downtown as passengers pay on boarding, but save time when passengers deboard at the end of their trips.

Revenue - Based on preliminary revenue data, the Transit Division estimates it will gain $2.2 million in new revenue in the first 12 months after the elimination of the Ride Free Area.  The gain may increase to $3.6 million annually in the future, after Passport and U-PASS pricing adjusts. 
Ridership - Ridership loss in the former RFA is matching projections—an estimated 1.8 million fewer boardings annually, or 6,100 fewer average weekday boardings (96,200 actual average weekday boardings compared to an estimated 102,300 if the Ride Free Area had not ended).  Because multiple changes occurred simultaneously, it is not easy to determine the specific reasons for ridership changes.
· The beginning of RapidRide C and D line service was problematic and required a number of corrective actions immediately after the service change and in the months following.  Despite these challenges, ridership on both lines has exceeded projections. 
Stations and technology features were not all fully completed and optimally working when service started.  Interlining of the two lines
 contributed to reliability problems, especially during peak periods. During the startup period uneven bus headways and passenger overloads occurred.  Overcrowding was particularly severe on the C Line during peak periods.

The Report states that the Transit Division "quickly took corrective action after the launch and continued working for several months to resolve issues. … [W]e added service to the C and D lines and to alternative routes, deployed standby buses as needed, and adjusted running time and schedules.  We worked to complete unfinished stations and get all real-time bus arrival signs, ORCA readers and transit signal priority systems working. We actively solicited and listened to customer complaints and suggestions, and informed customers about what we were doing in response. Many of the issues were resolved or improved by the end of the year, and we continue to monitor service, listen to customer feedback, and make adjustments.”

In January-March 2013, C Line ridership had increased 44 percent above the 2011 baseline ridership, approaching the 5-year growth target of 50 percent. D Line ridership was 12 percent above its 2012 baseline ridership, on track to meet the 5-year target.   

RapidRide bus on-time performance is measured by the buses arriving as frequently as they are supposed to (“headway adherence” with a target rate of 80 percent).  In January 2013, inbound C and D Line trips (to downtown) met the headway adherence targets 89 percent and 88 percent of the time respectively; outbound trips (to West Seattle and Ballard) were at 76 percent and 74 percent respectively.

· Based on a rider survey in spring 2013, overall rider satisfaction levels for the 
C and D lines and restructured routes are mixed. 
In January-March 2013, a majority of riders were satisfied with the C Line (67 percent) and the D Line (73 percent); however, satisfaction ratings were lower than those given by riders on predecessor routes.  Riders were less satisfied with being able to get a seat on the bus and had related safety concerns.  They were also less satisfied with the lack of seating while waiting and convenience of a bus stop to home/start of trip.

Appendix D (pages 42-47) has Rider Survey highlights for the C and D Lines and six other routes.

· Systemwide ridership during the fall service period (9/29/12-2/15/12) was down slightly from the spring service period due to the expected loss of ridership in the Ride Free Area.  However, preliminary systemwide ridership in March and April of 2013 is up 2 to 3 percent above 2012. This apparent increase in ridership is larger than would be expected based on growth in employment, lower average gas prices, and the closure of the Ride Free Area. 

Lessons learned

The Report lists these “lessons learned”:

· Analyze potential impacts of significant changes in service and take actions to mitigate expected problems, as the Transit Division did with modifications to minimize travel-time increases expected in Downtown Seattle following the start of pay-on-entry. 

· Create a contingency service-hour reserve for major service changes to make it possible to quickly address unexpected schedule and overload problems. 

· Closely monitor service and listen to customer feedback immediately after a major service change to identify problems and implement solutions. 

· Launch future RapidRide lines only after supporting infrastructure is in place and after construction by others that would disrupt service has been completed (where possible). 

· Continue pursuing strategies to speed boarding in Downtown Seattle through off-board fare payment, including installation of off-board ORCA fare readers at RapidRide stops and installation of ticket vending machines downtown. 

· Continue to employ new communication tools that enable targeted communication and engagement with customers, supplementing traditional customer communication channels. 

· Keep the size of service changes manageable for both the Transit Division and riders, as the extensive September 2012 revisions was extremely challenging for the Division to plan and deliver, and were difficult for many customers to understand and adapt to. 

· Be mindful that while transit system productivity can be increased by reallocating existing service hours with no new investment, this approach also has negative consequences: some riders will find revised service to be less convenient or will lose service entirely.

· Continue to monitor and adjust service, as it typically takes months for riders to adjust to service changes and for the Transit Division to have reliable data about customer satisfaction, ridership, and other performance measures. 

In response to the lessons learned:  (1) the Transit Division has delayed start-up of the RapidRide E and F Lines so the infrastructure will be ready and to avoid local construction; and (2) the September 2013 service change continues the adjustment of I-90 bus routes to match service and demand (including Routes 210, 211, 212, 214, 215, 216, 218).

It will be very difficult to keep the size of future service changes manageable if large reductions (600,000 hours or 17 percent of the system) are implemented in 2014-2015.  If no new, sustainable revenue source is implemented, the likely outcome is four successive service changes that present difficult challenges for the Transit Division and its customers. 
ATTACHMENTS

1. Report 2013-RPT0090
2. Transit Division Powerpoint

� Partly in response to the lessons learned from the September 2012 service change, the startup of RapidRide E, downtown Seattle-Shoreline, has been delayed until February 2014; the startup of RapidRide F, connecting Burien and Renton via SeaTac and Tukwila, has been delayed until June 2014.


�A northbound C Line bus turns into a D Line bus in Downtown Seattle and continues north, and a southbound D Line bus continues past Downtown Seattle as a C Line bus.
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