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SUBJECT

Metro’s General Manager will provide a service update with information on ridership trends. 

SUMMARY

In response to the sudden drop in ridership and to ensure safe operating conditions, Metro implemented emergency transit service reductions in March 2020. Since then, Metro has adjusted its service to meet changing ridership patterns and align with Metro’s operational capacity based on ongoing shortages of staffing and fleet. 

As of late 2023, Metro is operating approximately 87% of pre-pandemic service levels for approximately 60% of pre-pandemic ridership, with ridership recovery higher off-peak than during peak hours, and with the smallest ridership declines on frequent, all-day routes, routes serving South Seattle and South King County, and RapidRide routes.

Metro’s Service Recovery Plan,[footnoteRef:1] which was approved by the Council in March 2023, identifies a plan to restore reduced and suspended service over the next several biennia based around geographic service restructures. [1:  Ordinance 19581] 


During today’s briefing, Metro’s General Manager will provide a service update.

BACKGROUND 

Metro’s pandemic response. 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 on March 23, 2020. These initial service reductions and suspensions,[footnoteRef:2] as well as ongoing cycles of restoration and reduction since then, were made without Council review, using the General Manager’s authority to make unilateral service changes in response to an emergency,[footnoteRef:3] and were considered by Metro to be part of King County’s pandemic response under the Executive’s March 1, 2020, proclamation of emergency[footnoteRef:4] and the Executive’s subsequent emergency directives related to transit service.[footnoteRef:5]  [2:  A service reduction is defined as providing a lower level of service on a route. A service suspension is defined as fully stopping all service on that route.]  [3:  KCC 28.94.020.B.2.a. states that “if, in the opinion of the director, an emergency exists that requires any change to established routes, schedules or classes of service, the director may implement such a change for such a period as may be necessary in the director's judgment or until such a time as the council shall establish by ordinance otherwise.  Such changes that the director intends to be permanent shall be reported in writing to the chair of the council.”]  [4:  On March 1, 2020, the King County Executive issued a proclamation of emergency enabling extraordinary measures to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. The Council affirmed the proclamation through Motion 15610.]  [5:  King County’s state of emergency was terminated effective February 6, 2023, by an Executive proclamation (link). Metro’s Service Recovery Plan (Ordinance 19581), which the Council approved in March 2023, was Metro’s response to the end of the state of emergency.] 


· 2020 service changes. Metro implemented several rounds of emergency service reductions in March and April 2020, reducing weekday transit trips by 27 percent. Metro restored some reduced service in June 2020 and made additional service restorations and adjustments in September 2020.[footnoteRef:6] During much of 2020 and early 2021, prior to widespread vaccination, capacity limits were put in place on buses by blocking off seats to maintain social distancing, and riders were asked to limit their use of transit to essential trips only. To track route status, capacity, and ridership impacts during the pandemic, Metro posted an online Rider Dashboard that provides both systemwide and route-specific data.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  King County Metro, COVID-19 Response and Recovery Report, 2020 (link)]  [7:  Metro Rider Dashboard (link)] 


In addition to these pandemic-related service changes, two Metro restructures were implemented during 2020:

The North Eastside Mobility Project (NEMP) service restructure, which had been approved by the Council in July 2019,[footnoteRef:8] was implemented at the Spring 2020 service change, approximately a week before the first emergency pandemic service reductions. NEMP made changes to routes[footnoteRef:9] in North Eastside King County.  [8:  Ordinance 18944]  [9:  New routes: 225, 230, 231, 239, 250; revised routes: 255, 930; deleted routes: 234, 235, 236, 238, 243, 244, 248, 277; administrative changes: 237, 931, Community Ride pilots.] 


The Renton Kent Auburn Area Mobility Project (RKAAMP) service restructure was approved by the Council in March 2020[footnoteRef:10] and implemented in September 2020. RKAAMP made changes to routes[footnoteRef:11] in the Renton, Kent, and Auburn area of South King County, including creating a new frequent route along the pathway of the proposed, future RapidRide I Line. During a time of significant emergency service reductions, the RKAAMP restructure added 17,600 service hours to South King County to improve service in a high-equity area that had been experiencing continued high demand for transit. [10:  Ordinance 19097]  [11:  New routes: 160, 161, 162, 165, 184; revised routes: 105, 148, 157, 168, 906, 914, 917; deleted routes: 158, 159, 164, 166, 169, 180, 192, 908, 910, 913, 916; administrative changes: 102, 150, 183, 186, 190, 915, 952.] 


Also in 2020, at the November 2020 general election, Seattle voters renewed Seattle’s transit funding measure, allowing Seattle to continue to purchase bus service from Metro,[footnoteRef:12] albeit at a lower level than Seattle’s original 2014 measure.  [12:  Ordinance 19240] 


· 2021-2022 biennial budget. King County’s 2021-2022 budget,[footnoteRef:13] which was approved by the Council in November 2020, included funding to restore transit service to pre-pandemic levels by Fall 2021. The budget responded to lower farebox revenue and higher operating costs by drawing down undesignated fund balance to support ongoing service, including service restoration, with a forecast that if Metro’s financial situation did not improve, significant service cuts would be needed beginning in 2025.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Ordinance 19210, as updated by Ordinance 19364]  [14:  Federal pandemic relief and the rebound in sales taxes (Metro currently collects a dedicated 0.9% sales tax) meant that Metro’s financial situation improved in 2021.] 


· 2021 service changes. During 2021, as pandemic conditions eased and federal pandemic relief funding provided support for transit operations, Metro restored approximately half the reduced and suspended service,[footnoteRef:15] or about 200,000 annual service hours, at its Fall 2021 service change. [15:  Not including service previously funded by the City of Seattle. (The Seattle transit funding measure approved by voters in November 2020 is smaller and has a wider range of priorities than the previous transit funding measure.)] 


In addition to service restoration, Metro implemented a major restructure in 2021:

The North Link Connections Mobility Project was approved by the Council in May 2021[footnoteRef:16] and implemented in October 2021. The restructure[footnoteRef:17] eliminated Route 41, which was replaced by the extension of Link light rail to Northgate; connected transit routes to the three new light rail stations; and made other service changes in the project area. [16:  Ordinance 19280]  [17:  New routes: 16X, 20, 79, 302, 320, 322; revised routes: 31, 32, 43, 48, 64, 73, 75, 301, 303, 304; deleted routes: 5X, 26, 41, 63, 71, 74, 76, 77, 78, 308, 309, 312, 316, 355, 373; administrative changes: 40, 44, 45, 49, 67, 70, 331, 345, 347, 348, 372] 


· 2022 service changes. In late 2021, Metro indicated its intention to restore all remaining reduced and suspended service during its Spring 2022 service change. However, ongoing impacts to staff and operations from successive waves of Covid variants, the slow return of transit ridership, and the national staffing shortfall that left Metro with vacant operational positions resulted instead in additional service reductions during 2022. 

By the time the 2023-2024 budget was approved in November 2022, Metro was operating approximately 90% of pre-pandemic service, and was transporting approximately 50% of pre-pandemic ridership each day. 

· 2023-2024 budget. The 2023-2024 budget,[footnoteRef:18] which was approved by the Council in November 2022, appropriated funding to restore 151,200 annual service hours during 2023 and 2024 (out of approximately 350,00 County-funded service hours not operating at the time the budget was adopted), as well as 30,000 new service hours for the opening of two new RapidRide lines.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Ordinance 19546]  [19:  The H Line, from Burien to Downtown Seattle, scheduled to open in Spring 2023; and the G Line, from Madison Valley to Downtown Seattle, scheduled to open in Fall 2024.] 


· 2023 service changes. In January 2023, in response to ongoing fleet and staffing shortfalls and the end of the County’s pandemic state of emergency,[footnoteRef:20] Metro transmitted a Service Recovery Plan[footnoteRef:21] for Council review that stated that there would be ongoing service reductions or suspensions on 122 routes totaling 572,766 service hours,[footnoteRef:22] and that service would be restored gradually over the next several biennia through a set of geographically focused service restructures, most focused around Sound Transit service expansions.  [20:  King County’s state of emergency was terminated effective February 6, 2023, by an Executive proclamation (link).]  [21:  Ordinance 19581]  [22:  The Service Recovery Plan described both County-funded and Seattle-funded service, though noted that some Seattle-funded service would never be restored due to the smaller size and different set of priorities for the 2020 Seattle transit funding measure. ] 


The Service Recovery Plan indicated that it would not be possible for Metro to restore the 151,200 annual service hours during 2023 and 2024 that had been funded in the budget. Instead, service would be restored more gradually, and Metro indicated that service would not return to pre-pandemic patterns but would rather respond to changing ridership demand and Sound Transit light rail extensions. The Council approved the Service Recovery Plan in March, amending it to request that Metro implement further emergency service reductions as needed to align with its operational capacity and avoid the need for ongoing daily trip cancellations.

In response to the Council’s amendment and to align with existing staff and fleet capacity, Metro implemented a service change in September 2023 that reduced 150,000 service hours (approximately 3.8% of existing service levels) by fully suspending service on 20 routes and further reducing service levels on 12 routes.

In addition to these service changes, Metro opened a new RapidRide Line in 2023:

RapidRide H Line. In April 2022, the Council approved a service change[footnoteRef:23] to implement the new RapidRide H Line to replace the Route 120 with a RapidRide line from Burien to Downtown Seattle along Delridge Way SW. Service on the H Line began in March 2023. [23:  Ordinance 19422] 


Next steps. Metro has been tracking ridership recovery through its Rider Dashboard,[footnoteRef:24] as well as through engagement with local employers, jurisdictions, and agency partners. The 2023 System Evaluation[footnoteRef:25] tracks performance of each route in the system for March through June 2023. Metro has taken steps to increase hiring and improve retention through changes in its training processes and a newly approved contract with the Amalgamated Transit Union, Local 587, which covers approximately 3,700 employees in Metro’s bus, light rail, and streetcar operations.[footnoteRef:26] [24:  Metro Rider Dashboard (link)]  [25:  Proposed Motion 2023-0397]  [26:  Ordinance 19668] 


Metro is also required to transmit four Transit Riders Now reports[footnoteRef:27] to Council over the course of the 2023-2024 biennium. Each of these reports, which is to be accompanied by a service change ordinance if Metro will be proposing an upcoming service change that must be approved by Council, is to provide current information on: [27:  Ordinance 19546, Section 114, Proviso P5, as amended by Ordinance 19633, Section 86, Proviso P5] 


· Ridership patterns, ridership levels, and route productivity 
· A description of Sound Transit and other agency partner expansion plans
· A description of how Metro’s service and recommendations for future service align with the Service Guidelines[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Ordinance 19367, Attachment B] 

· An analysis of how Metro’s service and recommendations for future service will advance the implementation of Metro Connects[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Ordinance 19367, Attachment C] 

· An analysis of any constraints that limit additions to transit service, including staffing shortages, other operational capacity issues, or funding limitations
· Information on trip cancellations that have resulted from staffing or fleet shortfalls
· Information on any emergency service reductions Metro has implemented in response to operational capacity limitations

The first two Transit Riders Now reports, covering plans for Fall 2023 and Spring 2024, have already been transmitted to Council and note that Metro is not planning to restore service at those service changes.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  2023-RPT0019 (link) and 2023-RPT0083 (link)] 


During today’s briefing, the General Manager will provide additional information on Metro’s service and ridership trends.

INVITED

· Michelle Allison, General Manager, Metro Transit

ATTACHMENTS

1. Ridership summaries 2019-2023 (from Metro’s Rider Dashboard[footnoteRef:31]) [31:  Metro Rider Dashboard (link)] 

2. Metro ridership presentation
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