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SUBJECT

Updating the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation 2011-2021 and King County Metro Service Guidelines.
SUMMARY
As part of the adoption of the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation 2011-2021 (“Transit Strategic Plan”) and King County Metro Service Guidelines (“Service Guidelines”), section 8 of Ordinance 17143 called for an update to the Transit Strategic Plan that is focused on the linkage between growth in communities and transit service.  This update is required to be transmitted by April 2013, and will be the subject of a mandatory referral to the Regional Transit Committee ("RTC").

To date, the Transit Division's focus has been on engagement with the cities on the technical aspects associated with an update that will be focused on growth.  This work with the cities resulted in Linking Transit and Development Preliminary Concepts Report (Attachment 1), which was transmitted to Council in October 2012.  This Report, discussed below, focuses on a variety of mechanisms and methodology changes to the Transit Strategic Plan and Service Guidelines that may or may not be applicable to achieve regional policy goals.  The Report describes options but does not make recommendations.

In November 2012 Council and Executive staff initiated an interbranch effort to support this update based on the collaborative success of the development of the Transit Strategic Plan.  This interbranch effort is focused on shaping the policy deliberation without shaping the results of the deliberation.  Early efforts with this team have resulted in the attached draft Policy Questions (Attachment 2), which have also been shared with the Sound Cities Association in advance of its transit workshop on January 16, 2013.  The next milestone in the development of the update is a proposed Regional Transit Committee workshop in February, pending approval by the RTC Chair and Vice Chair.
BACKGROUND

Transit Strategic Plan and Service Guidelines

Section 8 of Ordinance 17143, approving the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation 2011-2021 and the King County Metro Service Guidelines, specifies that the Regional Transit Committee should receive, by October 31, 2012, a preliminary results report on potential refinements to the Service Guidelines’ methodology for service additions in existing and new corridors.  This Ordinance directed that the report be produced through a collaborative process, defined by the County Executive, incorporating input from local jurisdictions.

The Preliminary Concepts Report was transmitted on October 31, 2012.  The Report describes the Working Group convened to obtain local jurisdiction input.  It reports on jurisdictions’ comments and the resulting potential concepts for modifying the Service Guidelines.  Actual changes proposed by the Transit Division would be included in the 2013 update of the Transit Strategic Plan and Service Guidelines.  That proposed update is due to be transmitted by April 30, 2013 and referred to the RTC.

Following enactment of the initial Transit Strategic Plan and Service Guidelines, the County Council has carried out a major effort to implement the new policy direction, including two large service changes (effective in June 2012 and September 2012).  These service changes provided more frequent service on many Transit Strategic Plan corridors, including the RapidRide C and D Line alignments, and addressed overcrowding and on-time performance issues consistent with Service Guidelines priorities.

The Transit Strategic Plan and Service Guidelines are intended to apply whether the transit budget is decreasing, stable, or increasing.  The Preliminary Concepts Report and the discussion about potential revisions to the Transit Strategic Plan have so far dealt with potential changes that could work most effectively with an increasing budget.

However, for the County Council, the budget reality is that future, substantial bus service reductions will be necessary absent additional funding resources.  The 2013-2014 biennium budget assumes that initial service reductions begin in 2014.  Thus, the 2013 update to the Transit Strategic Plan and Service Guidelines will take place simultaneously with initial planning for large cuts and advocacy for funding to allowing preservation and expansion of service.
Regional Transit Committee

During 2012, the RTC was briefed on the process for the developing the Preliminary Concepts Report (May 16) and heard “check-in” status reports from the Transit Division in July and September.  The RTC reviewed the Preliminary Concepts Report at a special meeting in December.  As part of its review, the RTC heard a detailed presentation on the current Service Guidelines process for evaluating the 113 corridors and establishing target service levels, and also the Service Guideline priorities for adding service.

For 2013, a major focus of the RTC work program will be the ordinance updating the Transit Strategic Plan and Service Guidelines.  In addition to a possible February workshop style discussion, the RTC’s late spring and summer meetings will most likely be centered around the discussion and action on the update ordinance.

City engagement and the transmittal of the Preliminary Concepts Report
In mid-2012, the Transit Division convened the Linking Transit and Development Working Group to provide input from city transportation planners and planning department officials from jurisdictions throughout the county.

Working Group materials are available at this web address: 

http://metro.kingcounty.gov/planning/#guidelines_update
Input from the Working Group shaped the Preliminary Concepts Report, which is summarized in the remainder of this staff report.

KEY POINTS IN THE PRELIMINARY CONCEPTS REPORT

The Preliminary Concepts Report is divided into six sections with four appendices.

Sections I, Introduction, and II, Background (pages 3-5), address the requirement for this Report and describe Metro’s initial implementation of Transit Strategic Plan priorities using the Service Guidelines.  On page 5, there is a list of examples of transit-supportive actions that local governments can adopt.
Section III, Working Group Process and Input (pages 6-9), describes the meeting topics and local jurisdiction participation in the Working Group.  On pages 8 and 9, there is a discussion of the three general themes that were identified as important to inform Guideline refinements and Metro planning generally.

Collaboration – The Report describes the concept of collaboration as applicable to many areas including short-term projects and long-range plans including service expansion required to address regional plans (Vision 2040, Transportation 2040).
Certainty – The concept of certainty is primarily viewed as a way of assisting jurisdictions in planning transit-supportive investments and advocating for transit investments, and also relates to jurisdictions’ role in ensuring recognition of service needs.
Clarity – The concept of greater clarity applies to multiple actions, including use of the existing Guidelines, potential changes to the Guidelines, the role of alternative services, and the Metro-Sound Transit relationship.
Section IV, Concepts for Refining the Guidelines (pages 10-24), is the longest section and provides a discussion of six general concepts for potential refinements to the Service Guidelines.  These are summarized on Figure 5, on page 11, and in Attachment 4 (2-page handout).  Input on the general direction of these potential changes will be most helpful to Transit staff.

As a reminder, the current Service Guidelines assign points to the transit corridors using data representing Productivity (also referred to as land use because 50% of points for housing and jobs), Social Equity (25% of points for percent of boardings in low-income census tracts or minority census tracts), and Geographic Value (25% of points for primary connection between regional growth centers-manufacturing/industrial centers or primary connection between transit activity centers).  Each of 113 transit corridors is assigned to a “service family” (very frequent, frequent, local, hourly, and peak) based on its total points.  The final assignment to a service family is made after current service on the corridor is evaluated so there will not be a reduction in service from existing levels.  A couple of key points about this evaluation process:

· It uses existing, available data.

· The Productivity points for housing and jobs are awarded by comparing each corridor to the highest-scoring corridor.  For household density within one-quarter mile of stops on a corridor, a corridor receives 10 points if it is more than 75 percent of the highest score, seven points if it is 50-75 percent of the highest score, and four points if it is 25-50 percent of the highest score.  For job density within one-quarter of a mile of stops on a corridor, a corridor receives 10 points if it is more than 50 percent of the highest score, seven points if it is 33-50 percent of the highest score, and four points if it is 16-33 percent of the highest score.  The thresholds are called “relative thresholds” because they change if the highest-scoring corridor changes.

The following potential changes do not make a fundamental alteration in the use of corridors as the basis for allocating transit service.  The Report’s potential changes could modify the calculation of Land Use and Geographic Value scores.   The Report does not discuss any proposal that would modify the Social Equity scoring process. 
1. Create more sensitivity to land-use changes (pages 12-16)

Productivity (housing density and jobs) accounts for 50 percent of a corridor’s score.  This category responds to jurisdictions’ input about the scoring, which is summarized on page 12 of the Report.  The Report discusses options of (1) creating more thresholds separated by fewer points, (2) making the thresholds static rather than relative and (3) removing freeway miles from corridors.  More detail is provided in Appendix B.
Of these three options, the possibility of making the thresholds static is particularly important because it responds to a concern of several jurisdictions about their ability to plan for future development using relative thresholds.  A table on page 13 illustrates the impact of replacing the existing relative thresholds for housing and jobs with static thresholds.  This example would increase the number of “very frequent” corridors and decrease the number of “hourly” corridors.  An important point is that static thresholds would not be subject to change as the highest-scoring corridor changes.  In other words, under the current process, a jurisdiction could theoretically increase density on a corridor but see the score drop because the highest scoring corridor increased even more.  With static thresholds, a jurisdiction would know that increased density would result in more points. 
For all three of these potential concepts, an important consideration is what kind of impact a change would have on the amount of service hours required for unmet needs.
2. Better understand the complete transit market (pages 16-18)

This concept addresses the inclusion of student populations and reviewing service-sector employment data and job location data.  The Report notes that university students could be included in employment populations with no impact on service family assignment under the current Guidelines and further analysis needed to determine the impact if Land Use thresholds are static rather than relative.  Including university students would incorporate a significant transit market that is not directly captured under the current Service Guidelines.  The Report finds that K-12 student population data would be more difficult to include and that job data is not adequate to address the other questions.

The university student change would likely be incorporated in the Land Use category; clarification of this assumption may be useful.

3. Place greater emphasis on the role of centers (pages 19-21)

The Transit Strategic Plan and Service Guidelines use the concept of centers as a basis for establishing corridors.  In additional to Regional Growth Centers and Manufacturing/Industrial Centers designated through the Puget Sound Regional Council (“PSRC”), Metro has designated Transit Activity Centers as a key building block to ensure Geographic Value an appropriate weighting in the process.  
This section of the Report discusses potential changes to the scoring of centers in the corridor analysis.  The Report notes that the Service Guidelines intentionally give the same number of points to corridors connecting Transit Activity Centers as to corridors connecting Regional Growth Centers, to address the Geographic Value aspect of the corridor analysis. Potential changes relating to scoring of center connections could therefore have impacts on the Geographic Value scoring component. 
4. Consider future development in service allocation (pages 21-22)

The current corridor analysis process uses data that reflects existing conditions to assign corridors to service families.  This section of the Report discusses possible options for modifying the scoring process to address future growth and notes that there could be impacts on efforts to meet existing unmet needs on underserved corridors.  

5. Collaborate with Sound Transit as services change over time (page 22)

From its inception as the region’s high-capacity transit agency, Sound Transit has collaborated with Metro Transit and the other local transit agencies for efficiency while implementing Link Light Rail, Sounder, and Regional Express bus service.  The Metro Service Guidelines recognize that some King County transit corridors have primary all-day service from Sound Transit.

The Report acknowledges the value of improved coordination while stressing that past coordination has been extensive and mentions some potential technical issues regarding integration of Sound Transit with Metro planning objectives. 

6. Make refinements to improve clarity of the guidelines (pages 23-24)

This potential concept addresses jurisdictions’ questions about Sound Transit service changes’ impacts on Metro service, the “overserved” corridor concept, how new centers and corridors can be added, and integration of alternative services in the planning process.  In general, the Report identifies opportunities to add clarifying language to the Transit Strategic Plan or Service Guidelines on these subjects.

Section V, Concepts for Refining Service Investment Priorities (pages 25-29) 
Currently, there are four priorities in the Guidelines for adding service.  In order of priority, they are:

1. Overcrowded routes

2. Frequently late routes

3. Underserved corridors

4. Highly productive routes

The 2011 and 2012 transit service changes addressed the first two priorities (but each change creates new overcrowded buses and schedule issues, so there is never a final resolution of these two priorities).  Several underserved corridors have seen service frequency improvements.  The fourth priority has not been addressed and, given the backlog of service hour needs on underserved corridors, is not likely to be addressed absent a very large scale augmentation of funding.

Ordinance 17143, Section 8.D calls for “a category of additional service priority, complementary to existing priorities” so that some degree of priority is given to service enhancements for regional growth centers and other centers that have transit-supportive densities, operational changes, and incentives for transit use.

Section V offers three concepts that might have the potential to better align transit service investments with local jurisdictions’ transit-supportive actions and growth.  As summarized on page 25, these are:

1. Expand partnership opportunities;
2. Improve coordination to inform service prioritization;
3. Advance long-term planning.
The first of these concepts could expand beyond the existing financial and service-and-reliability partnerships to include "transit emphasis corridors” or “transit overlay zones.”  An example of how to designate a transit emphasis corridor is on page 27.

The second concept is touched on briefly in the Report but could include more information about the annual guidelines report, identification of transit supportive corridors, and incorporating the coordination process into the Service Guidelines.  As the Report notes, the needs and preferences of individual jurisdictions would have to be balanced with the values of land use, geographic value, and social equity.

The third concept relates to the way jurisdictions’ long-term growth plans and Metro growth plans are interrelated and connected to regional growth plans.  

With respect to a new priority for adding service, the discussion is complicated by the budget uncertainty for Metro Transit, and for jurisdictions, in the short and longer term and the importance of meeting existing demand while considering future needs.  A related concern, which RTC members have stressed in prior briefings, is the importance of equitable treatment for jurisdictions that are resource-constrained, such that financial matching contributions may result in “haves” getting more and “have-nots” unable to keep up.

Section VI, Next Steps (pages 30-32)

This section lists five next steps:

1. Determine the service investments needed to attain regional growth targets;

2. Define steps for long-range corridor and network planning;

a. Define long-range planning principles based on the Transit Strategic Plan.

b. Develop concepts for a long-range service network.

c. Identify key capital improvements.

3. Seek further guidance on potential changes to the Service Guidelines for the April 2013 update of the Transit Strategic plan.

4. Improve communication about the Service Guidelines.

a. Improve understanding of how jurisdictions can use the Service Guidelines.

b. Improve communication about the Service Guidelines analyses.

5. Enhance coordination for transit-supportive development and actions.

Appendices

Appendix A provides schematic diagrams of the current and potentially changed Service Guidelines process.  Appendix B contains background on the technical evaluation of potential changes discussed in the Report.  Appendix C consists of the service redeployment documents relating to Sound Transit.

Appendix D, City Comments, includes quickly prepared responses from seven cities:  Bellevue, Federal Way, Issaquah, Kenmore, Redmond, Seattle, and Shoreline.

ATTACHMENTS:

1. Linking Transit and Development Preliminary Concepts Report

2. Policy Questions (Draft)
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