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SUBJECT

Today’s briefing will cover Metro’s post-pandemic service recovery. 

SUMMARY

Beginning in March 2020, Metro implemented a series of emergency service reductions to respond to the pandemic. The service reductions were designed to keep riders and employees safe, synchronize service levels with Metro’s operational capacity, and respond to changing ridership patterns.

In March 2023, the Executive proposed and the Council adopted a Metro Service Recovery Plan,[footnoteRef:1] which outlined a plan for Metro to restore County-funded transit service hours gradually over several biennia through a series of geographically focused mobility projects[footnoteRef:2] that would require Council approval. These mobility projects were expected to restructure service to meet current conditions rather than restore it to pre-pandemic patterns.  [1:  Ordinance 19581]  [2:  The mobility projects identified in the Metro Service Recovery Plan (Ordinance 19581) were: East Link, Lynnwood Link (Ordinance 19751), South Link, Stride, Madison (G Line) (Ordinance 19750), Central Seattle, Queen Anne/Magnolia, North Seattle, West Seattle/Vashon Island, and other.] 


Since the Service Recovery Plan was adopted in 2023, the Council has approved three of the service restructures described in that plan:

· Lynnwood Link Connections (implemented Fall 2024)[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ordinance 19751] 

· Madison Street / G Line (implemented Fall 2024)[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ordinance 19750] 

· East Link Connections (to be implemented when Sound Transit’s 2 Line fully opens for service)[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ordinance 19899] 


Today’s briefing will provide an update on Metro’s current service and ridership conditions, as well as its plans for continued service recovery.



BACKGROUND 

Metro services and service restructure procedures. King County’s Metro Transit Department (Metro) is the largest provider of public transit in the Puget Sound region. Metro operates fixed-route services, including bus and water taxi; accessible services, including Access paratransit and Community Access Transportation (CAT); and a variety of flexible and shared services, including Dial-A-Ride Transit (DART), Vanpool, Community Van, Community Ride, and Metro Flex. In addition to its own services, Metro also operates Regional Express bus service and Link light rail under contract to Sound Transit,[footnoteRef:6] and streetcar service under contract to the City of Seattle.[footnoteRef:7] Metro currently provides approximately 300,000 average weekday boardings on these mobility services.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Ordinance 19513]  [7:  Ordinance 19035]  [8:  Metro Strategic Plan Dashboard (link)] 


Metro’s General Manager is authorized to make changes to Metro’s services without Council review either in the case of an emergency or for administrative-level changes that affect a route’s weekly service hours by 25% or less, move the location of a bus stop by ½ mile or less, or only change route numbers. 

All other (non-emergency, non-administrative) changes are considered major service changes and require review and approval by the Council[footnoteRef:9] following the procedures outlined in the adopted King County Metro Service Guidelines.[footnoteRef:10] In recent years, Metro has typically implemented two service changes each year, in Spring and Fall.  [9:  KCC 28.94.020.B]  [10:  Ordinance 19367] 


The Service Guidelines describe service restructures as service changes that “make coordinated changes to multiple routes and services within a large area.” Restructures can be initiated for a variety of reasons, one of which is to “better integrate with the regional transit network, including light rail and bus rapid transit expansions.” Restructures may result in the modification, addition, or replacement of transit service.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ordinance 19367, Attachment B, Service Guidelines, p. 18.] 


Metro Service Recovery Plan. In response to the sudden drop in ridership at the start of the pandemic and to ensure safe operating conditions for its employees and riders, Metro began implementing emergency transit service reductions[footnoteRef:12] in March 2020. These initial service reductions and suspensions,[footnoteRef:13] as well as ongoing cycles of restoration and reduction, were part of the county’s pandemic response.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  KCC 28.94.020.B.2.a. ]  [13:  For the Service Recovery Plan (Ordinance 19581), a service reduction is defined as providing a lower level of service on a route and a service suspension as fully stopping all service on that route.]  [14:  The Executive issued a proclamation of emergency on March 1, 2020, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The Council affirmed the proclamation through Motion 15610. The Executive terminated the proclamation of emergency on February 6, 2023 (link).] 


In March 2023, as the emergency phase of the pandemic ended, but Metro was unable to return to pre-pandemic service levels due to ongoing staffing shortfalls and slow ridership recovery, the Executive proposed and the Council adopted a Metro Service Recovery Plan,[footnoteRef:15] which outlined a plan for Metro to restore County-funded transit service hours gradually over several biennia through a series of geographically focused mobility projects[footnoteRef:16] that would require Council approval. These mobility projects were expected to restructure service to meet current conditions rather than restore it to pre-pandemic patterns.  [15:  Ordinance 19581]  [16:  The mobility projects identified in the Metro Service Recovery Plan (Ordinance 19581) were: East Link, Lynnwood Link (Ordinance 19751), South Link, Stride, Madison (G Line) (Ordinance 19750), Central Seattle, Queen Anne/Magnolia, North Seattle, West Seattle/Vashon Island, and other.] 


Since the Service Recovery Plan was adopted in 2023, the Council has approved three of the service restructures described in that plan. Metro summarizes these restructures as follows:

· Lynnwood Link Connections[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Ordinance 19751] 

27 routes
Multi-phase implementation starting 2024
Phase 1 project highlights (Fall 2024)
· Restored ~68,000 suspended service hours
· Increased east-west connections
· Improved night and weekend service
· Increased frequent service
· Increased transit access for priority populations
· Overall daily boardings have increased since before the restructure was implemented (+6% weekdays, +9% Saturdays, +12% Sundays)
Later phases will include:
· Restoration of additional ~61,000 suspended service hours
· New route to connect to the Pinehurst Station once open (2026)
· Changes to Sound Transit 522 Express service on SR-522 and 145th Street
· Approximately 16,000 service hours funded by Seattle Transit Measure

· Madison Street / G Line[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Ordinance 19750] 

G Line and 9 associated routes
Full implementation Fall 2024
Project highlights:
· Opened RapidRide G Line
· Restored ~4,000 suspended service hours
· Returned trolley bus service to Summit area
· Rebalanced service where demand was greatest based on community feedback
· Overall daily boardings increased for Madison Street area routes and G Line for all days of the week since before the restructure was implemented (+18% weekdays, +26% Saturdays, +23% Sundays)
Changes as of Spring 2025:
· Advanced Service Management implemented on G Line (to prevent bus bunching)
· Seattle funded trips to increase frequency from 40 to 30 minutes for all days of the week from midnight to 4:00 am

· East Link Connections[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Ordinance 19899] 
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To be implemented when Sound Transit’s 2 Line fully opens for service
Highlights of full proposal
· Later night service and new weekend service
· More frequent service
· Faster regional connections for Bellevue, Redmond, Issaquah, and Renton
· 14% increase in access to frequent transit for priority populations
· Greater reliability and new connections between cities and to Link light rail
Next steps:
· May 2025: Connected to new Redmond Link light rail stations
· Fall 2025: Invest approximately 65,000 service hours toward changes not reliant on Link 2 Line crossing I-90
· 2026: Implement remaining network with a total project restoration of approximately 160,000 service hours
· Routes 230, 231, and 255 will also see restorations

Metro describes its plans for the remaining projects as:

· South Link Connections
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Currently in public engagement 
In development, highlights from proposed Phase 2 Network include:
· Restores ~76,000 suspended service hours
· Improves local service using resources from removing low-performing and repetitive peak-only service
· Revises existing service to serve new Link light rail stations
· Replaces one-way routes with two-way transit service
· Improves frequencies and spans on multiple project area routes
· Creases new flexible service pilots in Auburn and Federal Way
Next steps:
· Summer 2025: Phase 3 engagement will begin 
· Spring 2026: Ordinance to King County Council
· Fall 2026: Implementation begins

· Seattle, Vashon Island Service Recovery
· Project will focus on reinvesting suspended resources to respond to new and emerging mobility needs
· Partnership with Seattle Department of Transportation for changes within Seattle, including for Seattle Transit Measure-funded service and capital needs
· Timing of project still in development

· Stride I-405 BRT Integration
· Opening of Stride S1 and S2 will include some changes to Metro bus service
· Changes will address remaining suspensions on Routes 101, 102, 143

Metro notes that service hours are being restored over time via phased projects. Metro is using a set of service restructures that include a range of mobility services. Each project includes planning and engagement, with a proposal for Council action. As noted above, these service restructures are based on current conditions rather than restoring the service that was originally suspended. Metro notes that some changes could be implemented in advance of full project implementation.

In all cases, service hours stay in the project areas from which they were originally suspended. Project budgets include currently operating service, as well as suspended County-funded and partner-funded service.

Metro notes that ongoing service recovery projects will be implemented in multiple phases to best synchronize with workforce capacity (specifically bus operators and front-line supervisors) and other network changes (including Link light rail opening dates, Sound Transit Express Bus changes, and WSDOT ferry schedules).

In terms of ongoing ridership growth, as of March 2025, Metro experienced 277,687 average weekday boardings, an 8% increase over March 2024. Ridership patterns continue to be different from those prior to the pandemic, with ridership and service more spread throughout the day and the week. Specifically:

· Weekday ridership is 69% of March 2019 levels
· Saturday ridership is 89% of March 2019 levels
· Sunday ridership is 95% of March 2019 levels

Metro notes that most routes are gaining ridership. High ridership routes with high monthly growth (based on February 2025 ridership) include Route 60 (+16% from 2024), Route 106 (+12%), RapidRide B Line (+9%), and Route 28 (+15%).

The top five routes by average weekday boardings (from March 2025) are:

· E Line: 13,620 average weekday boardings (+5%)
· Route 7: 10,932 average weekday boardings (+5%)
· D Line: 9,895 average weekday boardings (+6%)
· A Line: 9,054 average weekday boardings (+7%)
· Route 40: 8,867 average weekday boardings (+10%)

Metro notes that trip purposes for transit have shifted from prior to the pandemic, with work commute trips declining from 53% of trips in 2019 to 48% in 2022-2023; fun/recreation/social trips increasing from 16% of trips in 2019 to 48% in 2022-2023; and special event trips increasing from 2% of trips in 2019 to 31% in 2022-2023.

Today’s briefing will provide an update on Metro’s current service and ridership conditions, as well as its plans for continued service recovery.

INVITED

· Chris O’Claire, Director, Mobility Division, Metro Transit Department
· Katie Chalmers, Transit Service Development Manager, Metro Transit Department
· Nicole Aguirre, Transportation Planner, Metro Transit Department
· Cristina Gonzalez, Communications Specialist, Metro Transit Department
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1. Metro presentation 
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