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SUBJECT

[bookmark: _Hlk190087318]Proposed Motion 2025-0058 would ask Metro to report on unplanned trip cancellations.

SUMMARY

Metro’s adopted Service Guidelines[footnoteRef:1] set criteria to develop, modify, and evaluate transit service. One of the Service Guidelines’ key performance measures for fixed-route bus service is schedule reliability, meaning that buses run on time. This term specifically pertains to buses that are traveling along the route but not meeting their schedule; it does not account for bus trips that are entirely canceled. Metro’s annual System Evaluation report[footnoteRef:2] measures the performance of each bus route, including identifying routes with reliability issues and the needed investment to address those issues.  [1:  Ordinance 19367, Attachment B]  [2:  Motion 16733] 


Since the pandemic, a related issue has arisen, that of unplanned trip cancellations, which are scheduled trips that do not take place, typically because the bus never leaves the bus base. Reliability issues and unplanned trip cancellations have similar impacts on transit riders: the bus they are expecting does not show up on time. However, they have different causes and different solutions. 

Proposed Motion 2025-0058 would ask Metro to report on unplanned trip cancellations: 

· [bookmark: _Hlk190087340]Add an appendix to the 2025 System Evaluation report summarizing trip cancellations for fixed-route service during the time period studied for that report. 

· Update the TrEE Committee at each of the next two General Manager reports on how information about unplanned trip cancellations is, or could be, provided to riders in real time, either directly by Metro or through third party applications.

· Brief the RTC and TrEE Committees by February 28, 2026, on how metrics about unplanned trip cancellations could be incorporated into the next update of the Service Guidelines to inform operational and investment decisions.


BACKGROUND

Schedule reliability. Metro’s adopted Service Guidelines[footnoteRef:3] guide the operations of the transit system through criteria to develop, modify, and evaluate transit service. The Service Guidelines identify performance measures for fixed-route bus service, which are shown below in Table 1. These performance measures are used to guide operational and investment decisions for bus service.  [3:  Ordinance 19367, Attachment B] 


Table 1. Performance Measures for Fixed-Route Service
In Current Service Guidelines[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ordinance 19367, Attachment B, p. 4] 


	Type of Measure
	Measures Used

	Ridership
	Average daily ridership

	Productivity[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Rides/platform hour measures the number of riders who board a bus relative to the total number of hours the vehicle operates. Passenger miles/platform mile measures the total miles riders travel on a route relative to the total miles the vehicle operates.] 

	Rides per platform hour
Passenger miles per platform mile

	Passenger loads
	Average of maximum load per trip

	Reliability
	Trips arriving more than 5 minutes late at a time point

	Equity[footnoteRef:6] [6:  More information about the Service Guidelines and the equity measures can be found here.] 

	Equity Prioritization Score
Opportunity Index Score



Information about these performance measures is published each year in the annual System Evaluation report, which is transmitted to the Council each October. One of these performance measures, schedule reliability, is used in the annual System Evaluation report as one of three priorities for making service hour investments in specific bus routes.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  The three priorities for service investments are: (1) reduce crowding, by adding service to overcrowded routes; (2) improve reliability, by adding service to routes that run late; and (3) grow service by filling the gap between current service levels and the service levels planned for the future in the Metro Connects long-range plan.] 


Schedule reliability is defined as a bus arriving no more than five minutes later or one minute earlier than its scheduled arrival time more than 20% of the time, or, for routes that provide frequent service, such as RapidRide lines, more than three minutes from the scheduled headway[footnoteRef:8] more than 20% of the time. This term specifically pertains to buses that are traveling along the route but not meeting their schedule; it does not account for bus trips that are entirely canceled. [8:  Bus headway is the distance between two consecutive vehicles expressed in time. The more headway there is between vehicles, the longer a rider has to wait for the next bus (link).] 


When a bus route is not running reliably, there are two ways to address the problem:

· Service hours can be invested in the route so that its schedule accurately reflects the amount of time it takes the bus to complete its route; or, alternatively, 

· Metro can work with local jurisdictions to invest in speed and reliability capital improvements along the route, such as bus-only lanes or transit priority signal lights, to help the bus move more quickly. 

Metro’s 2024 System Evaluation report[footnoteRef:9] identified a needed service hour investment of 26,850 annual service hours[footnoteRef:10] on 59 routes to address schedule reliability issues. Routes with identified reliability investment needs include: [9:  Motion 16733]  [10:  For context, Metro currently operates just under 4 million annual service hours on all routes.] 


· South county routes: 107, 161 (new to the list); 106, 111, 124, 125, 128, 131, 153, 162, 168, 177, 182, 183, 192, H
· East county routes: 218, 221, 225, 230, 249, 250, 255, 269 (new to the list); 208, 212, 226, 240, 271
· North county routes: 311, 372 (new to the list); 302, 348
· Seattle routes: 12, 17, C (new to the list); 1, 5, 7, 8, 9, 11, 21, 24, 27, 28, 31, 32, 33, 40, 43, 49, 60, 62, 65, 67, E

Metro uses information about schedule reliability to make administrative adjustments to bus routes to more closely align bus schedules with actual travel time. In addition, it coordinates with local jurisdictions on capital improvements to expedite bus travel through congested areas. 

Prior to the pandemic, the list of routes with reliability issues identified each year in the System Evaluation report also guided service investments to be made during Metro’s regular Spring and Fall service changes.[footnoteRef:11] However, Metro’s service changes are currently focused around implementing the Service Recovery Plan,[footnoteRef:12] which the Council adopted in 2023 as a way to help Metro recover from the pandemic by restoring service gradually over several biennia with a focus on transit restructures designed around Link light rail extensions. [11:  KCC 28.94.020.B allows Metro’s General Manager 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 following the procedures outlined in the adopted King County Metro Service Guidelines (Ordinance 19367, Attachment B). ]  [12:  Ordinance 19581] 


Unplanned trip cancellations. An unplanned trip cancellation results when a scheduled bus trip does not take place. Unplanned trip cancellations can happen for many reasons, but most commonly result when the bus never leaves the base to start its route, due to a shortage of staff or fleet.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Trips may also be cancelled due to inclement weather or because of incidents that happen during a route that mean a bus cannot continue its service (such as a vehicle malfunction or a crash).] 


An unplanned trip cancellation has the same impact on a transit rider as a schedule reliability issue: the bus does not arrive on time. However, unplanned trip cancellations cannot be solved the same way as schedule reliability issues, by adding additional service hours or by investing in speed and reliability improvements. When there is an unplanned trip cancellation, it is typically because there is a shortage of staff or fleet, something that more service hours or bus priority lanes cannot solve.

Metro tracks unplanned trip cancellations through a metric of trip delivery each day (the number of bus trips in which the bus leaves the base and travels its route) and uses information about missed trips (unplanned trip cancellations) to allocate staff and fleet among its bases.[footnoteRef:14] However, trip delivery is not currently one of the performance measures for fixed-route service that is listed in the adopted Service Guidelines or reported on each year in the annual System Evaluation report.  [14:  Metro’s trip delivery can be tracked using the Pantograph web site (link)] 


Metro’s current target for trip delivery is 99.7%. This means that, on any given day, the goal is that 99.7% of planned bus trips will occur and only 0.3% of planned trips will be missed, or, in other words, there will be 0.3% unplanned trip cancellations on any given day. Metro currently operates more than 11,500 bus trips per day, so achieving this 99.7% target for trip delivery means approximately 30 unplanned trip cancellations each day. 

Due to operating staff shortages beginning in 2022, Metro experienced an increase in unplanned trip cancellations. Unplanned trip cancellations were exacerbated by a nationwide steering column part recall,[footnoteRef:15],[footnoteRef:16] which affected a significant portion of Metro’s fleet in 2022 and 2023. During 2022, trip delivery reached a low of 93.8%, and then declined further, to 93.2% by July 2023. Based on its schedule of approximately 11,500 bus trips per day, Metro experienced on average between 710 and 780 unplanned trip cancellations each day during this time.  [15:  National Highway Traffic Safety Administrative, Part 573 Safety Recall Report 22V-943 (link)]  [16:  King County Metro, Metro Matters, Bus fleet update: Manufacturer replacement parts allow repairs to continue, January 12, 2023 (link) ] 


In response to a Council request in early 2023 to reduce service, if necessary, to match service levels to operational capacity and minimize unplanned trip cancellations,[footnoteRef:17] Metro implemented emergency service reductions during the Fall 2023 service change.[footnoteRef:18] These emergency service reductions, as well as new operational protocols to allocate fleet and staff among bases, and Metro’s Service and Workforce Initiative to recruit and train bus operators, vehicle mechanics, and other operational staff, allowed Metro to increase trip delivery to 97.7% by December 2023. Trip delivery fluctuated between 98.4% and 99.1% during 2024. In other words, unplanned trip cancellations were between 0.9% and 1.6%. [17:  Ordinance 19581]  [18:  The September 2023 emergency service changes resulted in a reduction of 150,000 service hours (approximately 3.8% of service levels) that suspended 20 routes and reduced service levels on 12 routes.] 


ANALYSIS

After rising during 2022 and 2023, in response to a combination of staffing shortfalls and a nationwide recall that affected a significant portion of Metro’s fleet, unplanned trip cancellations have declined over the last year, with Metro currently near its 99.7% target for daily trip delivery.

Even at 99.7% trip delivery, however, as noted above, approximately 30 bus trips a day (out of the total 11,500 trips Metro has planned each weekday) will not occur for some reason, becoming unplanned trip cancellations. 

For a bus that leaves the bus base as planned and travels along its route, issues of schedule reliability will determine whether the bus shows up at a given stop at the scheduled time. Buses may be delayed by traffic congestion, construction, or other unplanned events.

As described above, both unplanned trip cancellations and issues with schedule reliability have the same impact on the rider: a bus does not show up at the stop when scheduled. However, as described above, they have different causes and different potential solutions. Metro reports on schedule reliability for fixed-route bus service in the annual System Evaluation report but does not currently report on unplanned trip cancellations in that report. 

Metro indicates that it provides real-time information on both unplanned trip cancellations and schedule reliability issues through its transit alert system and that this information is available to third party transit planning applications. 

Proposed Motion 2025-0058 would ask Metro to report on unplanned trip cancellations:

A. Include data in the annual System Evaluation report. Add an appendix to the 2025 System Evaluation report[footnoteRef:19] summarizing unplanned trip cancellations for fixed-route bus service during the time period studied for that report.[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  The annual System Evaluation report provides information about the performance of each route in the system. It is due to be transmitted to Council each year by October 31.]  [20:  The System Evaluation is generally based on transit performance from the previous Fall service change time period. Thus, the 2025 System Evaluation is likely to be based on the time period from mid-September 2024 through mid-March 2025.] 


B. Inform transit riders in real time. Update the TrEE Committee at each of the next two quarterly General Manager reports[footnoteRef:21] to TrEE on how information about unplanned trip cancellations is, or could be, provided to riders, either directly by Metro or through third party applications to inform transit riders in real time of delays or cancellations. [21:  The Metro General Manager has provided quarterly updates to TrEE during each of the last several years to share information about ridership and service recovery, transit safety and security, and Metro’s operational capacity.] 


The concern Councilmembers have expressed is that, without accurate real-time information, transit planning apps can show “ghost buses,” that is, buses that are scheduled to arrive, but either arrive late (due to schedule reliability issues) or do not arrive at all (if there is an unplanned trip cancellation). Accurate real-time information cannot solve either problem but can give transit riders the information they need to plan their trips.

In terms of current practice, Metro notes that it offers a transit alert system,[footnoteRef:22] through which riders can sign up to receive updates via text message or email about selected routes. Metro also makes trip delivery information available to third party applications, such as One Bus Away.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  King County Metro, Sign up for transit alerts (link)]  [23:  One Bus Away (link)] 


C. Incorporation trip cancellation metrics into the Service Guidelines. Brief the RTC and TrEE Committees by February 28, 2026, on how metrics about unplanned trip cancellations could be incorporated into the next update of the Service Guidelines to inform operational and investment decisions.

The Service Guidelines were last updated in 2021. The ordinance that updated the Service Guidelines[footnoteRef:24] asked the Executive to transmit the next update within seven years. As a result, the Service Guidelines are expected to be updated next in 2028. During the 2021 update, equity measures were added to the Service Guidelines’ list of performance measures. Proposed Motion 2025-0058 would ask the Executive to describe how metrics about unplanned trip cancellations could be incorporated into this list of performance measures. [24:  Ordinance 19367] 



INVITED

· Katie Chalmers, Service Development Managing Director, Metro Transit Department
· Jacob Brett, Transportation Planner, Metro Transit Department

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2025-0058 
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