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	Note: the following staff report was presented at the May 19, 2004 meeting of the Regional Transit Committee in conjunction with an ACCESS program overview provided by Transit Division staff. Time did not allow for completion of that briefing, so staff will return today to do so.


SUBJECT: ACCESS Paratransit Program 

SUMMARY: In response to requests from several RTC members, an ACCESS Program overview and update was added to the committee’s 2004 work program.  Transit Division staff will brief the committee on the ACCESS Program’s basic functions and finances as well as several new initiatives.
BACKGROUND: The 1990 Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requires public transportation systems to provide alternative paratransit service for people who are unable to ride regular buses due to disabilities.  The areas and times of day covered by this federal mandate are linked to the amount of fixed-route all-day bus service provided by the transit agency. Areas with peak-period bus service only are not required to be served by paratransit. Metro Transit’s paratransit service predated the ADA passage and, in many respects, exceeded ADA minimum requirements. 
In 1999 ridership forecasts and cost growth projections led the executive to propose and the council to adopt policies designed to slow program growth by targeting ACCESS service delivery to those most in need.  While the scope of the program was reduced, it continues to exceed ADA minimums. As a result of the policy changes, ACCESS demand did register a decline of two percent in 2001 but ridership has begun to grow again (Attachment 1).  Baseline demand is expected to continue to increase in 2003 with increases each year through 2013. Re-certification of current riders to verify their ADA eligibility began in 2001 along with implementation of a new eligibility process. In 2003 Accessible Services continued to re-certify ADA-eligible riders and began to enforce conditional eligibility for riders who are determined to need paratransit only under certain conditions (e.g. darkness, snow).
PROGRAM ELEMENTS

ACCESS Transportation Service Operators and Paratransit Call Center  The County’s paratransit service, which operates on an advanced reservation basis, is delivered through a coordinated system of three contracted service operators and one contracted paratransit call center operator. The call center operates in the Exchange Building in downtown Seattle.  

The service operators are responsible for:

· establishing one or more operating bases;
· hiring and training drivers and dispatchers;

· caring for and maintaining the County’s fleet of paratransit vans, and 
· providing and supervising the ACCESS trips scheduled by the call center.   
The call center contractor is responsible for screening, scheduling and dispatching rides requested by eligible riders, and serving as the central point of contact for comments, complaints and commendations.

King County Metro Community Partnership Services  The passage of Ordinance 13441 in 1999 authorized Accessible Services to enter into agreements with public or private entities and municipalities whose participation enhances the County’s transportation and transportation-related human and community services goals and objectives. The programs include: 
· addVANtage Program The County currently has agreements with 13 non-profit organizations to provide vehicles and maintenance in exchange for the agencies’ operation and provision of transportation to persons who might otherwise use ACCESS Transportation services thus reducing demand for more expensive ACCESS rides. 
· Volunteer Transportation Agreements In 1999, a consulting and services agreement was entered into to support Group Health Cooperative in continuing its volunteer transportation program for drivers using their own vehicles.  
· Special Use VanPools (SUVs) The program fully subsidizes vanpools that include customers registered for ACCESS Transportation.  Two agencies currently participate in the program: the South King County Activity Center (SKCAC Industries) operates three vanpools, and The Community Psychiatric Clinic operates one vanpool.  
· Coordinated Transportation Programs King County (ACCESS) and WA State Dept. of Social and Health Services (DSHS) Medical Assistance Administration (MAA) coordinate the delivery of some common transportation services to eligible riders in King County to achieve operating efficiencies and cost savings.  
· Support Agreements – The Transit Division provides financial support to agencies such as the Crisis Clinic of King County.  Financial support allowed the Crisis Clinic to update its database with current transportation-related information and enhance staff training to serve people with disabilities. 

Taxi scrip This user-side subsidy program is for low-income seniors and people with disabilities who have registered for the OPTIONS program. The County reimburses taxi providers the full face value of the scrip they accept from riders.  Users pay 50% of the cost of each trip, and use their choice of nine taxi companies (up to 12 in 2004) that agree to accept scrip.  The average cost of a trip on taxi scrip ($6.87 in 2002) was about 23% of the cost of a paratransit trip.  The scrip program reduces demand for the paratransit program.

Bus Travel Training The County contracts with one company to train seniors and people with disabilities to ride the regular bus.  Training is provided one-on-one or in groups, depending on the needs and functional abilities of the individuals.  Experience has shown that individuals trained to use the fixed route enjoy independence and freedom and results in long-term reduction in demand for paratransit service.  Most people trained do not submit applications for ADA paratransit eligibility.

Eligibility and Appeals Contractor  People whose eligibility for ADA paratransit cannot be determined from their applications (about 35 percent) are given an in-person functional evaluation by a contractor, currently Harborview Hospital.  In addition, applicants found to be ineligible or conditionally eligible by County staff have the right to appeal.  The County contractor administers a final administrative appeal.   

RECENT INITIATIVES
Mobile Data Terminals (MDTs)
The RTC has previously been briefed on the Mobile Data Terminal Project. Now that the system is operational, Transit staff will describe results to-date. The following write-up is from the Executive-Proposed 2004 Transit CIP:

This project will provide hardware and software integration to automate the transmission and collection of paratransit data though Windows CE-based mobile data terminals, odometer readers and global positioning-based automatic vehicle location (AVL) equipment in each ACCESS vehicle.  The system will allow real-time data collection, reduce voice radio traffic, minimize dispatch and data entry staff requirements.
The MDTs will receive data from and transmit to the Trapeze scheduling/dispatch system. Trapeze will recalculate schedules as each scheduled event is performed and as AVL transmissions are received, using actual trip times and vehicle locations.  Freeing dispatchers from the time required to “perform” rides will let them proactively manage service, thus improving productivity and reducing operating costs. 
The system is expected to greatly enhance customer service as well, since call center staff will be able to accurately estimate vehicle arrival times when riders inquire about their ride.  Additionally, when fully implemented, the automated data transmission and automatic vehicle location functionality will allow the ACCESS interactive voice response system to dial out to notify riders that their van is a few minutes away.  This will enable implementation of curb-to-curb service for most riders, which is expected to further enhance productivity. 
Accessible Taxis
With the average cost of a trip in an ACCESS van above $30, it is often suggested that trips should be diverted to the local taxi fleet. A new CIP project this year will explore the potential of that approach by providing wheelchair accessible low-floor minivans to local for-hire taxicab operators in Seattle and King County. The project will be funded by the Washington State Department of Transportation Special needs Grant and will begin implementation by the end of 2004.
ATTACHMENTS:
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