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Metropolitan King County Council
Mobility and Environment Committee

STAFF REPORT
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	9
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SUBJECT

An ordinance establishing the alignment and station locations for Metro Transit’s RapidRide J Line serving the Seattle neighborhoods of South Lake Union, Eastlake, and the University District.

SUMMARY

The proposed RapidRide J Line serving South Lake Union, Eastlake, and the University District in Seattle was identified as a high capacity transit corridor in the Seattle Transportation Master Plan in 2012, and as part of an extended RapidRide network in the METRO CONNECTS Long-Range Plan in 2017. 

Proposed Ordinance 2021-0211 would establish the alignment and station locations for the J Line, allowing design and construction to move forward for service to begin in 2026. The proposed ordinance would also authorize Metro to enter into a commitment of minimum service levels on the J Line for up to five years, which is also a condition of receiving federal funding.

The proposed alignment for the J Line largely follows the routing for the current Route 70, with a few modifications to improve speed and reliability. Stops along the route would be consolidated from an average spacing of a quarter mile to an average spacing of a third of a mile.

Capital funding for the project would come primarily from the City of Seattle and a Federal Transit Administration Small Starts Grant, for which the City will be applying and which requires the Council to authorize entering into a service commitment for J Line service. The shortfall in Metro’s budget caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has limited Metro’s ability to contribute to the capital improvements needed to implement the J Line and has required the line to be shortened to end at the U District rather than the Roosevelt Link light rail station. However, Metro’s budget does anticipate covering full operations of the J Line beginning in 2026.



BACKGROUND 

RapidRide Implementation 2006 - Present

The first RapidRide lines were proposed as part of the successful 2006 King County Transit Now ballot measure, which added 0.1 percent to the King County Metro dedicated sales tax. Transit Now included a commitment to implement the first RapidRide lines (Lines A-E).[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Ordinances 15582, 15670] 


The RapidRide alignments were established by ordinance, and each line’s bus service start date and frequency were defined by a service change ordinance.  At the Council’s direction, the RapidRide F Line was added. Table 1 summarizes these changes.

Table 1.  RapidRide Lines A-F Alignment and Service Change Ordinances

	Line
	Alignment Ordinance
	Service Change Ordinance
	Service Start

	A
	16725 (12/14/2009)
	16844 (5/24/2010)
	October 2010

	B
	16725 (12/14/2009)
	17100 (5/31/2011)
	October 2011

	C
	16725 (12/14/2009)
	17320 (5/7/2012)
	September 2012

	D
	16725 (12/14/2009)
	17320 (5/7/2012)
	September 2012

	E
	17391 (7/30/2012)
	17584 (5/13/2013)
	February 2014

	F
	17391 (7/30/2012)
	17584 (5/13/2013)
	June 2014


Note:  Ordinance 18132, adopted 10-19-2015, revised the C and D Line alignments; the City of Seattle picked up the costs of the added service hours.

RapidRide features include greater distance between stops, on-board WIFI, larger and well-lit branded shelters, real time bus arrival signs, One Regional Card for All (ORCA) readers that let card holders pay at some bus stops and board through any of the distinctive red buses’ three doors, a variety of “intelligent transportation systems” (ITS) to improve bus speed and reliability, and some dedicated transit travel lanes. 

Metro states that rider satisfaction surveys indicate that RapidRide is recognized by riders as a higher quality service, and that ridership growth has outpaced regular Metro service. As of 2018, combined ridership on the six active RapidRide lines had grown 75 percent relative to the pre-RapidRide ridership.

RapidRide Expansion and METRO CONNECTS

In 2015-2016, King County Metro worked with cities and other transportation agencies to develop the METRO CONNECTS Long Range Plan service network[footnoteRef:2]. To implement the vision of an extensive, frequent service network, Metro included additional RapidRide lines in various parts of the county, proposing 13 new RapidRide Lines by 2025, with a total of 26 by 2040.  Seven of the lines would be Move Seattle RapidRide Lines that were included in the 2015 Move Seattle ballot measure approved by Seattle voters for development in partnership with Metro. Appendix G to the METRO CONNECTS Long Range Plan explains the process for evaluating potential new RapidRide lines.  Current and future productivity, social equity, and geographic value measures are used to identify candidate corridors. [2:  Ordinance 18449 and http://metro.kingcounty.gov/planning/long-range-plan/] 


Since adoption of Metro Connects, Metro has revised the timeline for implementing new RapidRide lines due a slower than anticipated process securing federal grants and budget shortfalls resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. The 2021-2021 Biennial Budget[footnoteRef:3] shows plans for implementing three new RapidRide lines by 2025. Table 2 lists the proposed new RapidRide lines and target implementation dates as provided by Metro at the time of the 2021-2022 budget adoption. The Move Seattle RapidRide lines are in italics. [3:  Ordinance 19210] 


Table 2.  RapidRide Implementation Schedule, 2021-2026

	Assigned Letter
	To / via / from
	Target opening 

	G
	Madison:
Madison Valley/E Madison St/ Seattle Central Business District (CBD)
	2023

	H
	Delridge:
Burien TC/ Westwood Village/ Seattle CBD
	2021

	I
	Renton/ Kent/ Auburn
	2023

	R
	Rainier:
Seattle CBD/ Mt. Baker/ Rainier Beach
	Deferred

	J
	Roosevelt: 
Seattle CBD/ Eastlake/ Roosevelt
	2026

	K
	Totem Lake/ Bellevue/ Eastgate
	Deferred




Though building on the foundation of the current RapidRide Lines A-F, future RapidRide Lines are expected to require larger capital investments to feature more Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) characteristics, as described in the METRO CONNECTS plan: 

“METRO CONNECTS envisions RapidRide service with much more investment in speed and reliability improvements to achieve more robust BRT.  We would target operating 50 percent of RapidRide service in transit-only lanes, and would make additional improvements to reduce delays caused by major bottlenecks, traffic signals, boarding, and other sources.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  METRO CONNECTS Long Range Plan, page 22] 



RapidRide J Line Implementation

Figure 1 shows the typical process and timeline for implementing a RapidRide line, which includes identifying capital funding through a budget ordinance, establishing the alignment, and adopting a service plan for the route.

Figure 1. Typical RapidRide Ordinance Timeline
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In 2012, the Seattle Transportation Master Plan[footnoteRef:5] identified what is now known as the J Line corridor as a high capacity transit corridor that should be prioritized by the Seattle Department of Transportation for capital investments in speed and reliability. The corridor was included in the Levy to Move Seattle[footnoteRef:6] approved by Seattle voters in 2015 to receive multimodal improvements. After a public engagement process conducted by the City of Seattle, the Seattle City Council adopted a locally preferred alternative for the J Line in July 2017.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  http://www.seattle.gov/transportation/document-library/citywide-plans/modal-plans/transit-master-plan]  [6:  https://www.seattle.gov/transportation/about-us/funding/levy-to-move-seattle]  [7:  Seattle Resolution 31761] 


King County's 2019-2020 budget[footnoteRef:8] included a $27.7 million King County investment in capital improvements for the J Line between 2019 and 2024, when the line was originally scheduled to begin service. That capital investment was canceled in King County's 2021-2022 biennial budget[footnoteRef:9] due to the budget shortfall resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. Currently, Metro's direct capital contribution to the project would be limited to $222,000 appropriated in 2019-2022 which has already been spent, and an additional $2.5 million in staff time. The primary funding for the project will be $40 million from Seattle's Move Seattle Levy, approximately $8 million in Puget Sound Regional Council grants, and an anticipated $45,000,000 from a Federal Transit Administration (FTA) Small Starts Grant the City of Seattle is seeking. [8:  Ordinance 18835]  [9:  Ordinance 19210] 


Seattle will lead construction of the capital improvements for the J Line, while King County would own, operate, and maintain the J Line capital and service.

ANALYSIS

Proposed RapidRide J Line Alignment

Proposed Ordinance 2021-0211 would establish the alignment and station locations for the J Line.  Approval of the alignment and station locations would allow Seattle to complete design of the capital elements of RapidRide and move forward with construction. The service for RapidRide J Line would be established by the Council through a service change ordinance in 2025.

As proposed, the J Line would replace Metro’s Route 70, which connects the University District to Downtown Seattle via Eastlake and South Lake Union. Metro Connects envisioned the Roosevelt RapidRide line terminating at Northgate. That terminus was considered during the outreach process for what was then called the Roosevelt RapidRide, but Seattle's Locally Preferred Alternative selected an alignment terminating in Roosevelt. However, due to the cancellation of King County's capital contributions to the project, Seattle is opting to move forward with an alignment that terminates in the University District, in what the FTA defines as a "minimum operable segment" of the locally preferred alternative.

The proposed J Line alignment, shown in Figure 2, would mostly adhere to the current Route 70 path. That path, northbound, starts at the south end of Downtown Seattle, traveling along Third Avenue, Virginia Street, Fairview Avenue, Eastlake Avenue, and terminating at NE 43rd Street and 12th Avenue NE near the University Link light rail station.

The proposed deviations from the current Route 70 path are that the alignment would run from Fairview Avenue E directly to Eastlake Avenue E, rather than turning onto Aloha Street. In the University District, the J Line alignment would travel along the couplets of Roosevelt Way and 11th Avenue, and 43rd Street, rather than NE Campus Parkway and 15th Avenue NE. The change in the University District routing is projected to save approximately two to four minutes of travel time. 

The J Line is proposed to have 31 stations (17 southbound and 14 northbound) located an average of one‐third of a mile apart. Currently Route 70 has 42 bus stops spaced an average of one quarter of a mile apart. Attachment 4 to this staff report provides a comparison of the J Line and Route 70 alignment and bus stop and station locations.

The proposed alignment would provide connections to Link light rail, Sounder commuter rail, the South Lake Union and First Hill Streetcars, the Monorail, Amtrak service, and other RapidRide lines, regional and local bus service.

Figure 2: Proposed RapidRide J Line Alignment and Stations
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Public Engagement

The J Line corridor serves the dense, rapidly growing urban center of South Lake Union, connecting it to Downtown Seattle, Eastlake, and the University District. According to Seattle's 2017 Roosevelt RapidRide Project Locally Preferred Alternative Report,[footnoteRef:10] the corridor was projected to grow by over 16,000 residents and 84,000 employees by 2035. [10:  http://www.seattle.gov/documents/Departments/SDOT/TransitProgram/RapidRide/Roosevelt/RooseveltLPA_Report_062117.pdf] 


The City of Seattle identified the J Line corridor as a priority for high-capacity transit in the 2012 Seattle Transit Master Plan, and began public engagement for the corridor in November 2014 and has continued work on the corridor in several phases:
· November 2014 – June 2015: Locally preferred alternative engagement
· June 2015 – March 2016: Design of bus rapid transit and multi-modal components
· May – July 2016: Review of draft recommended corridor concept
· December 2017 – present: Environmental assessment and University District option outreach

Seattle’s outreach efforts have included the following:
· Stakeholder interviews
· Open houses, including an online open house
· Forum group
· A business access survey
· Mailers to residents and businesses in the corridor
· A project website that accepted online comments
· Design workshops
· Community meetings
· Door-to-door outreach to businesses on or near the corridor

According to Seattle's public engagement report, which was transmitted along with Proposed Ordinance 2021-0211, issues raised by stakeholders during the public engagement process included:
· Traffic congestion
· Overcrowded buses
· Transit frequency, reliability, and stop location
· Trade-offs between on-street parking and improved transit and bicycle facilities
· Transit lanes
· Stop optimization and locations

According to Seattle, staff led the J Line outreach in a manner consistent with the Seattle Race and Social Justice Initiative.[footnoteRef:11] Seattle staff conducted a Racial Equity Toolkit for the project, laying out strategies and considerations to address the impacts of the project on racial equity. [11:  https://www.seattle.gov/rsji] 


The City of Seattle provided a letter of support for the J Line alignment, available as Attachment 5 to this staff report.

Consistency with METRO CONNECTS and Travel Time Improvements

METRO CONNECTS identified an enhanced RapidRide network to be built out by 2040. The RapidRide J Line is consistent with a portion of line 1013 included in the METRO CONNECTS enhanced RapidRide network[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  METRO CONNECTS Long Range Plan, page 22] 


METRO CONNECTS envisions RapidRide service operating 50 percent in transit-only lanes, with additional improvements to reduce delays. The proposed J Line design would add 2.3 miles of new dedicated transit lanes and Business Access and Transit (BAT) lanes to the five-mile alignment. The transit lanes would be added along Virginia Street in Belltown and Fairview Ave N in South Lake Union. The J Line would also use existing BAT lanes on Stewart Street. Additionally, the J Line project would improve 24 intersections with transit signal priority or adaptive signals and add five bus queue jumps along the route. With these speed and reliability enhancements, the proposed J Line alignment is consistent with the METRO CONNECTS vision for RapidRide design.

The proposed J Line would have an average travel time reduction of 32 percent compared to the Route 70 today, which equates to an approximate improvement of 16 minutes along the entire route.

Ridership and Operating Costs

With the University District terminus, Metro projects 14,300 daily riders on the J Line by 2040, an increase of 177-198 percent over the existing Route 70.

The service plan for the J Line is to increase the frequency and span of transit service compared to the baseline Route 70 service, with the J Line expected to be proposed to run 24 hours a day. Table 3 compares the baseline frequency of Route 70 with the investment desired for the J Line. The service increase is projected to require an additional 10,000 annual service hours when the J Line begins service in 2026. 

Table 3. Route 70 and RapidRide J Line Comparison

	
	Weekdays
	Weekends
	Night Owl

	
	Peak
	Midday
	Evening
	
	

	Route 70
	10 min
	10-15 min
	15-20 min
	15-20 min
	15-60 min
Until 3:30 AM

	J LINE
	7.5 min
	10 min
	10 min
	10-15 min
	15-60 min
Overnight



Federal Grant Requirements

As a requirement for the receipt of an FTA Small Starts grant, which is expected to provide $45 million of the project’s estimated $95 million capital cost, Metro would need to enter into an agreement with the FTA committing to operate service on the J Line at a specified level for a period of five years.

To meet the FTA Small Starts grant application deadline, the Executive would need authority to enter into a project agreement for the J Line by September 2021.

A policy consideration for entering into a service commitment for the J Line (and other RapidRide lines) is how such a service commitment would comply with the policies established in Metro’s Service Guidelines for prioritizing service investments. The Service Guidelines recognize that service investments expand and contract according to the availability of resources, but a service commitment implies a static investment in J Line service levels regardless of the availability of resources.

According to Metro, FTA project agreements typically include language allowing FTA to grant a waiver to all or a portion of the service requirement at FTA’s discretion. Metro states that if the agency were in a scenario of needing to cut service and the process of using the Service Guidelines identified a need to cut RapidRide service, Metro would enter into discussions with the FTA about seeking a waiver to comply with the Service Guidelines. If the waiver were not granted, Metro would not be able to reduce service on the J Line during the term of the service commitment.

Route 70 performs in the top 25 percent of all Metro routes, according to Metro's 2020 System Evaluation Report,[footnoteRef:13] and therefore would be unlikely to be proposed for service reductions under current Service Guidelines. [13:  Motion 15802] 


Future RapidRide lines that receive FTA Small Start grants would also have service commitments, as do the G Line and I Line, which have already been approved by the Council. RapidRide Lines A-F received federal capital grants under different FTA rules and did not have comparable service commitments. Seattle and Metro did not apply for a Small Starts grant for the H Line.

INVITED

· Jerry Roberson, Project Lead for J Line, Metro Transit Department
· Garth Merrill, Project Manager, Capital Projects, Seattle Department of Transportation
· Darrell Bulmer, Communications Lead, Seattle Department of Transportation
· Maria Koengeter, Transit Corridors Manager, Transit & Mobility, Seattle, Department of Transportation

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Ordinance 2021-0211 (and its attachments)
2. Transmittal Letter
3. Fiscal Note
4. Comparison of J Line and Route 70 Alignment and Bus Stop and Station Locations
5. SDOT Letter of Support
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