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Metropolitan King County Council
Transportation, Economy & Environment Committee

STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	8
	Name:
	Mary Bourguignon

	Proposed No.:
	2024-0074
	Date:
	March 19, 2024



SUBJECT

[bookmark: _Hlk152064296]Proposed Motion 2024-0074 would acknowledge receipt of a Vanpool Program Update Report, required under a budget proviso. 

SUMMARY

Metro operates a Vanpool Program as an alternative mobility service for individuals who don’t have convenient transit service between home and work. Use of the Vanpool Program declined following the onset of the pandemic as many people worked from home or commuted less frequently.

In response to the decline in the number of Vanpool groups during the pandemic, the 2023-2024 budget[footnoteRef:1] appropriated funding to support Vanpool marketing, education, and awareness efforts. In addition, the Council included a proviso[footnoteRef:2] asking Metro to prepare a Vanpool Program Update Report, to be transmitted by February 22, 2024. Metro’s transmitted report states that: [1:  Ordinance 19546]  [2:  Ordinance 19546, Section 114, Proviso P6] 


· The Vanpool Program had 1,649 groups in 2019, which declined to 395 in 2021, then increased to 975 in 2023 
· Metro expects Vanpool groups to increase to 1,200 by 2026
· Metro has undertaken a number of marketing and technology initiatives to accommodate the needs of local employees commuting on hybrid schedules
· As of 2023, the Vanpool Program had a total fleet inventory of 1,347 vehicles, (1,223 vehicles in the active inventory and 124 retired vehicles)
· Management of the Vanpool fleet will be affected by the adopted goal[footnoteRef:3] of transitioning to a 100% zero-emission fleet by 2030, with Metro planning to procure 120 all-electric seven-passenger minivans in 2024 [3:  KCC 18.22.010.A.3] 


The transmitted report appears to comply with the proviso requirements.


BACKGROUND 

King County Metro Vanpool Program. Metro operates a commuter Vanpool Program as an alternative mobility service for individuals who don’t have convenient transit service between home and work. Vanpools range in size, with three or more members required to start a Vanpool group.[footnoteRef:4] Each group has a volunteer driver plus a bookkeeper to track mileage, ridership, and fares. Fares are based on mileage, number of riders, and size of van.[footnoteRef:5] Vans are kept at the driver’s house and riders usually meet at a Park & Ride lot, with each group determining their own route, parking, and operating rules. [4:  In response to the pandemic, Metro reduced the minimum vanpool group size from five to three.]  [5:  Overview of Metro Vanpool Program (link) ] 


Metro sets fares for the program (which are often subsidized by employers) to recover 100% of direct costs and at least 25% of indirect and administrative costs, as is required by the King County Code.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  KCC 4A.700.130] 


Pandemic-era changes. The Vanpool Program had 1,649 Vanpool groups operating in 2019 prior to the pandemic. Membership fell to 395 groups in 2021, then grew to 600 groups operating in 2022. During Fall 2022, as part of the Council’s deliberations on the 2023-2024 budget, Metro projected there would be 750 to 1,000 Vanpool groups in operation by the end of 2024.

In 2022, Metro reported[footnoteRef:7] that commuter van fare revenue was $5.7 million, up 40% from 2021, but continuing to fall short of the minimum needed ($8.3 million) to cover program costs as required in the Code.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  2023 Rate of Fare Report (2023-RPT0101)]  [8:  KCC 4A.700.130] 


Budget actions. In response to the decline in the number of Vanpool groups during the pandemic, the 2023-2024 budget[footnoteRef:9] appropriated funding to support marketing, education, and awareness efforts focused on rebuilding ridership, focusing on priority populations.[footnoteRef:10] Metro indicated that it planned to pilot mobility rideshare solutions for specific transportation challenges resulting from changing commute patterns and new markets, emphasizing support for priority populations not well-served by fixed-route bus service.  [9:  Ordinance 19546]  [10:  Metro’s adopted policy documents define priority populations as people who have low or no income; are Black, Indigenous, or other people of color; are immigrants or refugees; have disabilities; or are linguistically diverse (Ordinance 19367)] 


In addition, the Council included a proviso[footnoteRef:11] asking Metro to prepare a Vanpool Program Update Report, to be transmitted by February 22, 2024. [11:  Ordinance 19546, Section 114, Proviso P6] 




	P6 PROVIDED FURTHER THAT:

	Of this appropriation, $100,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive transmits a vanpool program update report and a motion that should acknowledge receipt of the report, and a motion acknowledging receipt of the report is passed by the council.  The motion should reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance number, ordinance section and proviso number in both the title and body of the motion.

	The report shall include, but not be limited to, the following:

	A.  The number of active vanpool groups;

	B.  The total number of vanpool vehicles owned by the Metro transit department, specifying the number of vehicles being used for vanpool groups or other public transportation uses and the number of vehicles that are not in service; and

	C.  A description of the Metro transit department's plans for the vanpool program, including, but not limited to:
	  1.  The number of vanpool groups that were active in 2023, as well as estimates of the number of vanpool groups that will be active at the end of 2024, 2025 and 2026; 
	  2.  Estimates of the number of vehicles the vanpool program will acquire in 2024, 2025 and 2026; 
	  3.  The proposed strategy and timeline to convert the vanpool program to zero emission vehicles; and
	  4.  Any proposed changes to the design, structure or staffing of the vanpool program to respond to changing ridership patterns.

	The executive should electronically file the report and motion required by this proviso no later than February 22, 2024, with the clerk of the council, who shall retain an electronic copy and provide an electronic copy to all councilmembers, the council chief of staff and the lead staff for the transportation, economy and environment committee or its successor.

ANALYSIS

Vanpool Program Update Report. The transmitted report, which is Attachment A to Proposed Motion 2024-0074, addresses the required issues in the proviso.

	A.  The number of active Vanpool groups.

The report states that as of the end of 2023 the Vanpool Program had 5,451 participants in 975 active Vanpool groups. This represented 59% of Vanpool groups, 50% of program participants, and 33% of annual boardings from the 2019 pre-pandemic totals. 

Table 1 shows Vanpool participation since 2019.



Table 1. Active Vanpool Groups, Participants and Boardings by Year

	
	Year
	Groups
	Participants
	Boardings

	
	
	Active Count
	% 2019
	Active Count
	% 2019
	Active Count
	% 2019

	
	2019
	1,649
	N/A
	10,724
	N/A
	3,336,425
	N/A

	
	2020
	395
	24%
	2,309
	22%
	994,750
	30%

	
	2021
	485
	29%
	2,559
	24%
	509,346
	15%

	
	2022
	602
	42%
	3,457
	32%
	689,207
	21%

	
	2023
	975
	59%
	5,451
	50%
	1,110,103
	33%



	B.  The total number of Vanpool vehicles owned by Metro, including the number of vehicles being used for Vanpool groups or other public transportation uses, and the number of vehicles that are not in service.

The report states that the Vanpool program operates a fleet of five-, seven-, 12-, and 15-passenger vehicles, which have an eight-year life cycle. These vehicles are used for:

· Active Vanpool groups
· Loaners to active Vanpool groups when their van is out of service
· Newly formed Vanpool groups

The report states that, as of the end of 2023, the Vanpool Program had a fleet of 1,347 vehicles that included 1,223 active and 124 retired vehicles. Table 2 shows the fleet inventory by year.

Table 2. Vanpool Fleet Inventory by Year

	
	Active Fleet*
	
	

	Year
	In Operation**
	Available for Service
	Service Loaner
	Active Inventory
	Retired/
Surplus
	Total Inventory

	2019
	1564
	161
	109
	1834
	343
	2,177

	2020
	356
	1128
	110
	1594
	299
	1,893

	2021
	461
	678
	93
	1232
	294
	1,526

	2022
	703
	305
	81
	1089
	302
	1,391

	2023
	943
	206
	74
	1223
	124
	1,347

	*Active Fleet life cycle is eight years.  
	
	
	

	** In Operation excludes 32 Vanshare groups operating in 2023 supported with retired vans. 



Metro retires Vanpool vehicles at their end of their life cycle. The report states that lower-mileage retired Vanpool vehicles are repurposed for other rideshare uses, including Vanshare,[footnoteRef:12] Job Access Reverse Commute,[footnoteRef:13] Community Van,[footnoteRef:14] and the Council’s van grant program.[footnoteRef:15] Higher-mileage retired Vanpool vehicles are sold,[footnoteRef:16] with proceeds used to support the Vanpool Program’s cost recovery requirements.[footnoteRef:17]  [12:  Vanshares are available for commuters who need to share the ride to or from another public transit mode such as a park-and-ride, train station or transit hub. Given the two services are substantially the same as it relates to the context of this report, the report states that it refers to them collectively as ‘vanpool,’ unless otherwise noted.]  [13:  The Job Access Reverse Commute Program partners with social service organizations, local jurisdictions, and employers to assist with transportation for low-income people, specifically for job training and placement programs.]  [14:  The Community Van Program (link) is being piloted in several communities. It offers a van for pre-scheduled trips as a driver or passenger.]  [15:  Each year, the Council grants retired vanpool vans to non-profit organizations and local governments to meet the mobility needs of seniors, youth, low-income people, and people with disabilities (KCC 4.56.100.E). The program has granted more than 775 retired vans since it began in the 1990s.]  [16:  KCC 4.56.195]  [17:  KCC 4A.700.130 requires that the vanpool program must cover 100% of direct costs and 25% of indirect costs.] 


The report notes that because of the post-pandemic growth in Vanpool groups and to prepare for transition to a zero-emission rideshare fleet by 2030,[footnoteRef:18] Metro plans to retain and use Vanpool vehicles beyond the normal retirement age to ensure it has sufficient vehicles available for its Vanpool groups.  [18:  KCC 18.22.010.A.3 sets the goal that the rideshare fleet will be 100% zero-emission by 2030.] 


	C.  A description of Metro’s plans for the Vanpool Program, including, but not limited to:
	  1.  The number of Vanpool groups that were active in 2023, as well as estimates of the number of Vanpool groups that will be active at the end of 2024, 2025 and 2026. 

The report states that there were 975 Vanpool groups at the end of 2023, and that Metro anticipates slow but steady growth over the next several years. The report notes that Metro is working to expand industry and community access to the Vanpool Program, including hospitality, warehouse and manufaturcing, and K-12 school transportation. Table 3 shows Metro’s actual and projected Vanpool groups through 2026.

Table 3. Vanpool Groups, 2019-2026

	Year
	2019
	2020
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024
	2025
	2026

	Vanpool Groups
	1,660
	388
	493
	735
	975
	1,104
	1,152
	1,200



	  2.  Estimates of the number of vehicles the Vanpool Program will acquire in 2024, 2025 and 2026. 

The report states that in 2023, the Vanpool Program returned 136 retired vehicles to the active fleet to meet demand, and that, beginning in 2024, all vehicles the Vanpool Program acquires will be zero-emission vehicles. 

Table 4 shows Metro’s fleet procurement estimates from 2023 through 2029.



Table 4. Vanpool Program Fleet Procurement, 2023-2029

	Year
	Replacement
	Expansion
	Total Inventory
	% ZE Fleet**

	
	
	
	
	

	2023
	0
	*136
	1,225
	1%

	2024
	0
	120
	1,345
	10%

	2025
	168
	50
	1,395
	26%

	2026
	288
	50
	1,445
	47%

	2027
	251
	50
	1,495
	65%

	2028
	285
	50
	1,545
	85%

	2029
	275
	50
	1,595
	100%

	*  Previously retired 7-pperson van returned to fleet to satisfy demand

	**All expansion vehicles purchased beginning in 2024 will be zero-emission



	  3.  The proposed strategy and timeline to convert the Vanpool Program to zero emission vehicles.

The report states that Metro intends to comply with the County’s adopted goal[footnoteRef:19] of a 100% zero-emission rideshare fleet by 2030. Beginning in 2024, Metro will purchase only zero-emission vehicles to replace retired Vanpool vehicles and to expand the fleet. As Table 4, above, shows, this is expected to bring the Vanpool fleet to 100% zero-emission by 2029.  [19:  KCC 18.22.010.A.3 sets the goal that the rideshare fleet will be 100% zero-emission by 2030.] 


The report states that Metro is working to improve access to electric vehicles and charging infrastructure, focusing on priority populations, including prioritizing zero-emission vanpool purchases to serve communities disproportinately affected by air polution; helping Vanpool participants find existing charging locations; identifying partnering opportunities with employers and jurisdictional Vanpool customers to expand Vanpool charging infrastructure; and seeking grants and other funding to expand charging infrastructure for Metro’s fleet.

	  4.  Any proposed changes to the design, structure, or staffing of the Vanpool Program to respond to changing ridership patterns.

The report states that Metro is pursuing a number of initiatives to respond to changing ridership patterns and to increase the usefulness of the Vanpool Program for potential customers. These include:

· Adding the FlexVanpool app to the State’s rideshare system[footnoteRef:20] to help participants and commuters find and reserve seats with vanpool groups.  [20:  Rideshare Online (link)] 


· Adding a fare calculator to Metro’s Vanpool website[footnoteRef:21] to make it easier for customers to understand the cost for different Vanpool group configurations. [21:  King County Metro Vanpool (link)] 


· Developing a new employer toolkit during 2024 to assist with program promotion.

· Developing new marketing tools, including a recently completed refresh of the Vanpool website[footnoteRef:22] and an anticipated refresh of the Vanpool manual later in 2024. [22:  King County Metro Vanpool (link)] 


· Implementing a new, web-based application to streamline the Vanpool application process.

· Implementing a new self-service vehicle pick-up and drop-off process for Vanpool customers.

· Streamlining the vehicle maintenance exchange process to eliminate repeated customer trips and vehicle transactions at garages.

· Developing pilots for new markets, including reduced-fare Vanpool pilots for lower-income shift, hospitality, and essential workers, and a school Vanpool pilot to support transporting K-12 students to and from school and after-school activities to help communities address school bus driver shortgages.

Next steps. Council action on the transmitted Vanpool Program Update Report (Proposed Motion 2024-0074) would acknowledge receipt of the report and release $100,000 that the budget ordinance encumbered from Metro’s budget. As noted above the transmitted report appears to satisfy the requirements in the budget proviso.

INVITED

· Brian Mannion, Deputy Director, Mobility Division, Metro
· Huoi Trieu, Zero Emissions Director, Metro Transit Department

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2024-0074 and its attachment
2. Transmittal Letter
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