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Metropolitan King County Council
Transportation, Economy, and Environment Committee

STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	10
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	Mary Bourguignon

	Proposed No.:
	2024-B0008
	Date:
	January 16, 2024




SUBJECT

Representatives from the Access Paratransit Advisory Committee (APAC) will provide a briefing on the Access Paratransit Advisory Committee 2023 Report,[footnoteRef:2] which was transmitted to the Council in August 2023. [2:  The report can be found as Attachment 1 to this staff report and as 2023-RPT0095] 


SUMMARY

The APAC’s 2023 report was transmitted to Council, as required, in August 2023. It includes committee observations and recommendations on Access performance metrics; customer survey information; areas of strength, deficiency, and priorities for improvement; and an overall assessment of Access services for the prior year.

BACKGROUND 

Access Paratransit service. Access paratransit[footnoteRef:3] is a supplementary transit service provided by Metro for people with disabilities who are unable to use regular transit services for some or all of their travel needs. Providing paratransit for people who cannot use regular, fixed-route transit is a requirement of the federal Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).  [3:  Access Transportation (link)] 


The ADA requires paratransit to be comparable to fixed-route bus or rail trips. ADA regulations include limits on pick-up and drop-off time windows and trip duration and set regulations for other aspects of the processes Access riders use to schedule and complete trips.[footnoteRef:4] The King County Code authorizes additional paratransit service that exceeds these minimum federal requirements.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Federal Transit Administration ADA Regulations (link)]  [5:  KCC 28.94.035] 


Metro’s Access program provides most rides in vans operated by contractors, with some trips provided by taxis. In late 2019 and early 2020, prior to the pandemic, Access was providing approximately 17,000 rides each month. After declining at the onset of the pandemic, to fewer than 2,000 riders a month in April 2020, ridership has gradually increased to approximately 10,000 riders a month by late summer/early fall of 2023.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Overall, all Metro services provided approximately 6.75 million rides per month during late summer/early fall of 2023, for approximately 250,000 average weekday boardings. Source: Metro Strategic Plan Dashboard (link)] 


Access Paratransit contractor. In October 2019, following a community-based process[footnoteRef:7] to incorporate service improvements into the contract for the outside provider of Access services, Metro executed a five-year contract, through October 2024, with MV Transportation, under which the new contractor hired or transitioned more than 400 employees from the previous contractor and assumed responsibility for equipment, vehicles, the call center, and agreements with subcontractors.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  The King County Auditor informed this process with recommendations released in 2017 (with follow-ups in 2020, 2021, and 2022) on Access cost, quality, and equity (link).]  [8:  In recognition of the transition to a new contracting model and to track progress in implementing service improvements, the 2019-2020 biennial budget required two oversight reports to track contractor compliance, performance metrics, areas of deficiency or improvement, potential service improvements, and potential service innovations (Motions 15683, 16215). ] 


In response to the significant decline in ridership at the start of the pandemic, Metro worked with the contractor to deploy Access vans and drivers to meet community needs.[footnoteRef:9] Metro also implemented an emergency pricing plan with the contractor in response to the pandemic’s impacts and suspended a number of the contract’s incentives and disincentives. These incentives and disincentives were to be held in abeyance until ridership returned to 70% of the levels that had been projected when the contract was negotiated in 2019. [9:  These community needs included transportation for COVID patients to medical facilities and quarantine sites (Access provided 4,474 trips between May 2020 and April 2021); delivery of food boxes and hot meals to low-income patrons after food banks and human services providers closed to in-person visits (Access delivered 6,873 food boxes and 33,544 hot meals between May 2020 and April 2021, and the Council encumbered funding to continue food delivery through the end of 2022 (Ordinance 19364, Section 86, Expenditure Restriction ER5)); transportation for unsheltered persons, essential workers, and non-Access-certified disabled people (Access provided 12,000 trips provided through June 2021, when King County entered Phase 3 of the Governor’s reopening process and the program was phased out); and transportation to vaccination sites (Access provided 1,703 vaccination trips to registered Access riders and 186 trips to non-registered riders between January and April 2021).] 


In 2023, Metro executed a two-year contract extension with MV Transportation, through October 2026. The contract extension reset the number of anticipated boardings consistent with the observed level of ridership recovery, while increasing the cost per hour the contractor could bill. It also restarted the performance indicators that had been held in abeyance during the pandemic years. When seeking appropriation authority for the new contract terms,[footnoteRef:10] the Executive stated that during the extension period Metro would examine paratransit needs and determine options for future service. [10:  The Council approved an increase of $8.1 million to the 2023-2024 biennial budget for the contract extension’s terms via Ordinance 19712.] 


Access Paratransit Advisory Committee. The Access Paratransit Advisory Committee (APAC), which was created by the Council in 2018,[footnoteRef:11] advises Metro, the Executive, and the Council on issues related to Access paratransit relative to the terms of the contract for Access paratransit service.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Ordinance 18838]  [12:  KCC 2.124.010] 


The APAC is to have at least nine members who are appointed by the Executive and confirmed by the Council to two-year terms. Membership is to consist of:

· Access paratransit riders
· Family members of Access paratransit riders
· Representatives of organizations that provide services to Access paratransit riders
· Representatives of organizations that support Access paratransit riders or potential riders who have limited English proficiency

The APAC is asked to adopt an annual work program focused around review of Access service; to provide verbal reports to the Council; and to prepare and transmit an annual report on Access paratransit service that includes information on performance metrics, customer services, areas of strength or deficiency, priorities for improvement, and an overall assessment of Access service. The APAC meets as needed to complete the work plan and address other issues. 

Access Paratransit Advisory Committee 2023 Report. The APAC’s 2023 report was transmitted to Council, as required, in August 2023.[footnoteRef:13] The report begins by noting that several committee members became frustrated with various concerns, including staff turnover at Metro, and left the committee, while three members will become term limited in 2024. In its response to the substantive issues with which it is charged, the committee’s report includes the following: [13:  The report can be found as Attachment 1 to this staff report and as 2023-RPT0095] 


· A review of and comment on Metro’s annual performance metrics and trends relative to Access. The report states that APAC members seek data about the percentage of rides booked by phone vs online and that members believe there has been incremental progress in calls handled in languages other than English. The report also notes that on-time performance has suffered due to staffing challenges and that Access services were affected by a potential labor action by drivers contracted through Solid Ground, one of MV Transportation’s subcontractors, with committee members expressing support for treating all subcontractors “fairly going forward.” The report notes that year-over-year comparisons are still not possible because of changing ridership patterns and ongoing staffing challenges. The report notes that committee members seek additional data to better understand metrics and trends, as well as options for same-day booking and information on rider recertification processes.

· A review of and comment on information from customer surveys distributed by Metro relevant to Access. The report notes that this item is pending but that members wish to continue to include questions about satisfaction with online booking, to increase data collection on languages spoken by Access riders, to include the percentage of caregivers who respond to the survey, and to provide disaggregated data for riders with intellectual and developmental disabilities and riders with limited English proficiency.

· A summary of areas of strength, deficiency, or priorities for improvement in the provision of Access paratransit services. The report summarizes recommendations from APAC that include:
· Marketing and information about Next Gen ORCA as a uniform payment option.
· Increased marketing of Access and support for students, youth, and young adults.
· A current count and analysis of accessible vehicles available to Access riders, including Metro Flex vehicles and private taxis.
· A review of service parity for Access riders with respect to service hours and areas covered, including information on transportation patterns outside urban areas.
· An upgrade to public data provided by Metro to ensure that it works well with assistive devices, is provided in more languages, and is accessible on phones and tablets.
· Involvement by APAC on continuous improvement and program optimization, including partnering on a mystery rider program.
· Increased efforts to coordinate with jurisdictions to provide better walkable and rollable access to transit, and increased transparency on Metro’s equity metrics.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Metro’s adopted Service Guidelines (Ordinance 19367) include several metrics that measure equity. A summary of these metrics can be found here.] 


· An overall assessment of Access paratransit service for the prior year. The report notes that Access provides a valuable service “when everything works right,” but that there are concerns about ride timing (pickup/dropoff too early or late, extensive travel time), staffing shortages including in customer service, and financial stress on the system.

Representatives from the APAC will share more information about the committee and its 2023 report during the briefing.

INVITED

· Brian Mannion, Deputy Director, Mobility Division, Metro Transit Department
· Dorene Cornwell, Access Paratransit Advisory Committee
· Prem Subedi, Access Paratransit Advisory Committee 
· Kristina Sawyckyj, Access Paratransit Advisory Committee

ATTACHMENTS

1. Access Paratransit Advisory Committee 2023 Report
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