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SUMMARY: The committee will be briefed on, and discuss, two reports presented annually in response to direction in Six-Year Transit Development Plan Strategy M-3:
Strategy M-3  Regularly monitor and report bus service performance and ridership systemwide and at the route level to identify services that may require modification, expansion or termination based on their performance.  By April 1, 2003, develop and recommend to the RTC a new process for reviewing and reporting performance against a peer group, using the National Transit Database’s standard measures of performance in effectiveness, efficiency, cost-effectiveness and the four-part structure recommended by the 1999 Transit Management Audit.  Develop progress targets for these measures.

ROUTE PERFORMANCE REPORT
Beginning in 1996, the RTC has worked with the Transit Division, first to develop service evaluation guidelines and then to review the annual Route Performance Report wherein each route in the system is measured against those guidelines.  The report is submitted annually and distributed to RTC members as an informational item.  While it is not subject to Council approval, the report has been placed on today’s committee agenda to:

· highlight its value as a tool to monitor the success of individual routes,

· provide an opportunity for the Transit Division to describe how it uses the route rankings in its ongoing service planning activities, and  

· give the committee an opportunity to consider whether the performance measures used in the report are the appropriate ones and whether the Transit Division is applying the results as anticipated.
The 2003 Route Performance Report (Attachment 2) includes an introduction, “Performance Measures: Discussion and Examples” (pages 11-13), that explains the five performance measures used in the report. In describing two of the measures, the introduction raises significant questions about their value:
Passenger Miles Divided by Revenue Seat Miles This performance measure was added at the recommendation of the RTC during its review of the proposed 2002-2007 Six-Year Plan. As the report introduction notes, this measure is intended “to assess the degree to which transit services contribute to the reduction of total vehicle miles traveled” or, to put it another way, how well does a route succeed in taking cars and trucks off the road? To the extent that other performance measures capture this benefit, they reward routes with a high number of passenger on-and-offs, putting long-distance commuter service at a competitive disadvantage, which this new “seat miles” measure is intended to address. The report introduction points out problems with the conception of this performance measure and concludes that, “the number of seats is variable for a route, and using seat miles to compare performance is misleading.” That assessment suggests that this measure has little value for the Transit Division’s service planners and the committee may want to explore alternatives with the Transit Division in today’s discussion.
Route Effectiveness
This measure attempts to synthesize the four other measures into one that gives an overall sense of a route’s performance. Here again the report introduction makes the case that the serious flaws of this approach limit it’s utility: “it [route effectiveness rating] cannot be meaningful when looking across time periods in the same subarea or between subareas” and “the Route Effectiveness score may have a number that looks the same in two time periods, but it is not comparable across groups.” Taking those limitations into consideration, what is the value this performance measure? Is there a better tool for gauging the overall performance of a route?
Annual Route Performance Report…..Applying the Results The transmittal memorandum accompanying this report explains that, “the objective of measuring route performance is to identify individual services that may require modification, expansion or termination based on their performance.” Service planning is ongoing at the Transit Division, even in the current period of very constrained revenues with which to pay for new service. As the focus shifts from adding service to building ridership and implementing Six-Year Plan strategies through the reallocation existing resources, the Route Performance Report will play a more prominent role. 
Its most significant application to date was in 2001 when 110,000 annual service hours were cut following voter approval of Initiative 695 which reduced transit revenues. With few exceptions, the routes that were cut in each subarea were the poorest performers in the Route Performance Report.
At today’s meeting, Transit Division staff will describe the extent to which the annual Route Performance Report has guided past service planning efforts and how it will be used in the projected low-growth scenario of the next few years.
PEER AGENCY COMPARISON
The new process for peer agency comparisons called for in Strategy M-3 (above) was established following discussions with the RTC at committee meetings in May, July and September of 2003. Those discussions produced an agreed-upon peer group of 27 transit agencies against which King County Metro would be compared on the basis of: 

· Percent Change in Boardings per Revenue Hour

· Percent Change in Operating Cost per Revenue Hour

· Percent Change in Boardings per Capita

Throughout those 2004 discussions Transit staff pointed out the problems with developing a meaningful comparison of transit agencies where so many variables come into play: local economy; service areas size, topography and development pattern; transit service policies, (e.g. peak vs. all-day emphasis); mix of products (bus, trolley, train etc.); and data reliability and reporting practices to name a few.
The memorandum accompanying the Peer Agency Comparison Report includes a discussion (pages 6-8) of King County Metro Transit’s relative performance by the three comparison measures. Many valuable insights are provided into the factors affecting Metro’s performance with specific examples to illustrate the impacts of these factors. For example, operating cost growth is attributed to wage, benefit and worker’s compensation costs as well as the expense of converting the existing bus fleet burn low-sulfur diesel fuel. However, these explanations of Metro’s performance are not linked in any meaningful way to the performance of the 27 peer agencies beyond a simple notation of the group average in each category. The explanations are useful but, without knowing what factors explain the performances of each peer agency, there is no valid context for evaluating Metro’s performance. A discussion of trends in Metro’s Boardings per Hour, Operating Cost per Hour and Boardings per Capita is not enhanced by raw data on other transit agencies, especially when there is such dramatic fluctuation in the positions of those agencies between the previous report, covering the years 1998 -2001, and the current one.  For example, the top five agencies in boardings per hour changed completely from one report to the next, with the top performer in one report (Dallas) dropping to the bottom in the next. Potentially meaningful comparisons such as Metro’s performance relative to the group in both reports, as shown in the following table, requires substantially more information in order to evaluate it.
Metro Ranking Among Peer Agencies
	Change in:
	1998-2001
	2001-2002

	· Boardings per Hour
	5
	23

	· Operating Cost per Hour
	9
	17

	· Boardings per Capita
	11
	17


These problems are consistent with the concerns initially raised at the creation of this peer agency comparison project. Obtaining the level of agency-by-agency information necessary to provide a context for Metro’s performance numbers would be a major undertaking and, apparently, is not done consistently and reliably by anyone else in the industry. In today’s discussion with Transit Division staff, the committee may wish to explore refinements to the peer agency approach, perhaps focusing upon a group small and similar enough to allow a more meaningful comparison.
ATTACHMENTS:

1. Memorandum from Victor Obeso and Chuck Sawyer, dated July 20, 2004 regarding the 2003 Route Performance Report, and the 2001-2002 Peer Agency Comparison
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3. 2003 Peer Agency Comparisons
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