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In larger activity centers covering an area bigger than pedestrians can traverse easily on foot, transit can extend the range of pedestrians to make auto use unnecessary for most trips.  Good pedestrian circulation increases the value to businesses of being near one another, and improves the ability of employees and shoppers to meet their needs downtown without driving, and improves the draw for tourists to multiple destinations.  Providing for activity center circulation is an important transit function that has tangible benefits to the economy and livability of urban places.

This paper provides:

1. Text of a proposed new strategy on Activity Center Mobility in Metro’s Six-Year Transit Development Plan. This proposed strategy addresses methods to increase the use and utility of transit services for people trying to get from one part of a downtown area to another.

2. Background information that was drawn upon to develop the proposed strategy language. 

Includes King County Metro experience and recommendations regarding:

· Ride-free Areas

· Shuttles and Circulators

· Pass Programs 

Other options available to local jurisdictions, such as shared parking programs and pedestrian and bicycle improvements are discussed briefly.

Proposed Six-Year Plan Strategy S-13

The following text is proposed for the Six-Year Plan as Strategy S-13 when the plan is updated later in 2004.  This replaces references to Ride-Free Areas in existing strategy F-3, which are proposed for deletion.

Activity Center Mobility

Strategy S-13

	
	
When transit changes are proposed to enhance circulation within activity centers, identify the objectives, and consider changes on a case-by-case basis in context of all other approaches to achieving the same objectives.  Consideration should include potential usage, cost, operational benefits, and impacts to existing riders to and through the center.

Loss in fare revenue due to fare free operation on a route or group of routes must be funded by local jurisdictions, private partners or both.  New ride-free areas should only be created if routes will not operate through more than one ride-free area, and if benefits are worth the impacts of increased fare-system complexity.

Consider shuttles and circulator routes if they will result in offsetting transit or paratransit savings.  Consider shuttle or circulator demonstration projects if funding partners are identified and the service has potential to meet productivity goals and service objectives of regular transit routes.



Providing for circulation within activity centers is a fundamental transit role, extending the range of pedestrians and enhancing livability of downtown areas.  Fixed route transit service, ridesharing, vanpool and Access services are the primary transit contribution to mobility within activity centers.  Opportunities to improve circulation in activity centers will be a consideration when bus route changes are considered.   

Expansion or Creation of New Ride Free Areas

Expansion or creation of new ride-free areas has been proposed as a means to make access to existing bus service in activity centers easier.  The issues and impacts associated with this were evaluated during 2003.  Fare collection in new ride free areas would be accomplished by collecting outbound fares on exiting the bus (as is done for routes serving the Seattle CBD).  The 2003 analysis concluded that new ride free areas in Seattle would not be viable without significant or costly changes to current fare collection methods.  Others may be feasible, but should be assessed in comparison with other options that would accomplish the same objectives.  
Expanded or new ride free areas may be considered when:

· The likely mobility benefits outweigh impacts on existing riders and transit operators

· Routes do not serve more than one ride free area

· Ability to understand the fare payment system will not be significantly reduced

· Consideration of all options shows that a ride free area will be the most effective

· Full incremental cost is borne by local jurisdiction or public-private partnership


Expanded or new ride free areas are more favorable when:

· Using all doors for loading will speed operation or reduce costs

· All transit agencies serving the area agree to participate 

· Significant increase in transit use will result within the activity center

Shuttles and Circulators

Metro has had mixed experience with shuttles and circulators. In many cases shuttles and circulators operated by Metro or in partnership with others have experienced low ridership and have failed to sustain partner financial participation. 

Special routes that serve only a circulation function have been successful only in cases where they have been designed to do at least one thing well – they serve at least one demonstrable market need effectively.  Ridership will be further enhanced if other travel needs can also be met without compromising this primary purpose.

Shuttles and circulators may be considered when:

· Services meet minimum productivity guidelines for regular transit routes

· Speed or design of regular transit service will be enhanced

· More expensive fixed-route service can be replaced or deferred

· VanShare and FlexCar options will not serve the same purpose at lower cost

Other Options

Several other options are available to local jurisdictions interested in enhancing activity center circulation.  Options to be considered as alternatives to ride free areas and circulators include:

· A single route operated fare-free (with local funding replacing anticipated fare revenue)

· Broad application of employer transit pass incentives, making fares less of a barrier

· Residential pass programs

· Token programs providing transit fares to shoppers

· Shared-use parking programs that reduce auto trips between parking lots within a center

· Pedestrian and bicycle improvements and incentive programs

· Privately-operated and funded shuttles and circulators using vans or taxis

· Parking for Vanshare vans at transportation terminals to shuttle commuters to worksites

Background

This paper discusses methods that can enhance transit’s role in extending the range of pedestrians within activity centers, as well as other actions that can also improve activity center pedestrian circulation. To improve the utility of transit for circulation, discussion of methods to reduce barriers to transit is provided.  A secondary reason to promote transit use for activity center circulation is to reduce the number of vehicle trips from one parking lot to another.  Other approaches to reducing auto trips within a center are also discussed. 

Metro’s most important contribution to circulation within activity centers is the transit, paratransit and ridesharing services into, through and between these areas.  Enhancements to circulation beyond the basic provision of Metro services are primarily the responsibility of the local jurisdiction and business community, although Metro can play a partnership role. If the program affects transit, then Metro will need to assess whether the likely benefits are greater than the impacts to operation, cost and customer convenience.

Objectives of Programs to Enhance Transit Circulation

There are many different reasons that circulation enhancements programs are proposed within activity centers.  In deciding whether to invest in a circulation enhancement program, it is important to clearly identify the objectives, and to examine all of the options that could achieve them.  Some of the reasons to consider activity center circulation enhancements include:

· Enhancing mobility for the area’s residents and workers

· Increasing pedestrian traffic between commercial establishments in the area, and providing an incentive for potential customers to come into the area

· Increasing operating efficiency for buses lowering costs and increasing speed, reliability and capacity

· Reducing the need for more expensive service, by providing an alternative to Access service, or by serving a location that would be more expensive to serve with transit

· Reducing traffic and air pollution by reducing auto trips circulating between parking lots

· Encouraging increased system-wide transit use by making less-frequent riders more comfortable riding transit

· Allowing passengers to reach more destination from transportation terminals, such as train stations, ferry terminals and transit centers

· Reducing demand and requirements for parking and associated land consumption and development cost.

Options to Reduce Barriers to Transit Use for Circulation

The primary perceived barrier to use of transit services for circulating within activity centers is fare payment.  Other barriers include low service frequency and lack of understanding of where transit routes go.  This paper addresses fares and touches only lightly on other barriers, since route design is a complicated subject not easily addressed through policy or generalization.  Methods to reduce barriers to transit use for circulation discussed in this report include:

· Ride-free areas, such as is provided in downtown Seattle.  Removes fare payment as a barrier to using transit to circulate, and allows all doors to be used for loading so buses get through town faster.

· Dedicated circulator routes, which shuttle pedestrians along a short route, sometimes using special vehicles such as streetcars, historic trolleys, electric buses, etc.  Circulator routes may be operated fare-free to the user or for a reduced fare.  

· Pass programs that make passes widely available to workers, visitors and/or residents of an activity center, reduces the barrier to circulation use posed by fare collection.

Other Options to Reduce Auto Trips Circulating in Activity Centers

Transit enhancements such as circulators and ride-free areas are often considered as a way to reduce the amount of traffic going from one parking lot to another.  There are other ways to achieve that objective that should also be considered, including:

· Shared parking programs that allow shoppers to park at a single parking spot to access many businesses, and

· Pedestrian improvements that make walking between downtown destinations more pleasant and safe.

Contents of this Report

For each circulation method described above, relevant background information is provided, including relevant local experience and examples.  Guidance is proposed about conditions where each method can be successful.  

A draft strategy is included that will be proposed as a new element of the Six Year Transit Development Plan.  The strategy defines criteria for determining when any of the activity center circulation methods discussed above are warranted and appropriate.

Ride Free Areas

Metro instituted a ride free area in Seattle in 1973, one year after Metro’s inception, and it has been in place since.  Recently, interest has been expressed in expanding the existing ride-free area or creating new ones in other activity centers.  Strategy F-3 of the Metro Six Year Transit Development Plan for 2002-2007 (the “Six Year Plan”) called for Metro to prepare an assessment of the benefits and impacts of new or expanded ride-free areas, which was prepared in the spring of 2003 and presented to the Regional Transit Committee.

Seattle’s Ride Free Area

Buses are free in downtown Seattle between 6AM and 7PM in the area extending from the north at Battery St. to S. Jackson St. on the south, and east at 6th Ave. to the waterfront on the west. Tunnel stations are included in the Ride Free Area, but the waterfront streetcar is not.  Metro estimates that 7.6 million free rides occur within the ride-free area each year, or about 25,000 per weekday.  While it’s impossible to say how many of these trips would not have been made if they were not free, Metro estimates that between 20-40% of these trips would have been made if a fare had been charged for them – so the ride-free area has clearly increased the use of transit for circulation trips in Seattle.

Aside from making it easier to get around downtown, the ride-free area in Seattle has significant operational benefits.  One of the reasons the ride-free area was established was to allow the use of all doors for loading and unloading, allowing buses to spend less time at each stop.  This allows buses (and passengers) to move through town faster and more reliably, reduces operating costs, and increases the number of buses that can get through town during the peak periods. Improved travel time through downtown Seattle also reduces passenger delay and encourages ridership.

Metro’s fare payment system is dictated by the ride-free area in downtown Seattle for routes that pass through the downtown. To implement the ride-free area, fares are collected when boarding routes heading inbound to Seattle, but on outbound trips fares are collected upon exiting the bus.  

There are disadvantages to collecting fares as passengers exit. When fares are paid on entry, debarking passengers can use the rear door simultaneously, but only the front door can be used for loading and unloading when fares are collected upon exiting.  Metro research has also shown a slightly higher likelihood of driver assaults when fares are collected on exiting, but this is more than offset by a reduced rate of assaults associated with trips made entirely within the ride-free area due to reduced interaction between passengers and drivers.  All in all, the benefits of reduced assaults and increased boarding efficiency in the downtown area likely exceeds the disadvantages of paying on exit outside the downtown area. 

Since the Seattle ride-free area was instituted in 1973, the boundaries have been expanded three times. In the 1970’s, the southern boundary was extended along Jackson St. to include the International District, and the Denny Regrade/Belltown area was added.  In 1992, bus stops inside and outside Convention Place station were added to the ride-free area.

In the 1980’s, the hours of operation for the Seattle ride-free area were shortened.  Originally the ride-free area was in force 24 hours a day, but in 1987 ride-free area hours were reduced to 4AM-9PM daily.  The hours were subsequently reduced further, and the current ride-free hours are from 6AM-7PM daily.  When the ride-free area is not in force, all fares are collected on entry system-wide.

In 2002, Seattle reimbursed Metro for $325,000 to pay for the ride-free area.  Seattle pays for an estimate of fares lost from passengers who would have paid a fare for a ride-free trip if the ride-free area was not in force, minus the operating cost savings Metro captures from being able to use all doors for loading within the ride-free area area.

July 2003 Analysis of Potential Ride Free Area

Strategy F-3 of Metro’s Six Year Plan directed Metro to “…identify the issues associated with the implementation of additional [Ride Free Areas],” considering three potential scenarios: (1) an extension of the existing Seattle ride-free area, (2) a new ride-free area in another Seattle neighborhood, and (3) a new ride-free area in one or more suburban cities.  

The following factors were to be assessed:

· Operating cost impacts

· Revenue impacts

· Security and driver impacts

· Revenue recovery from ride-free area “partners” or net cost (operating savings plus revenue loss)

· Customer impacts

· Partner agency impacts

· Comparison with alternatives

· Other factors as determined by the Regional Transit Committee

The analysis was conducted during 2003 and presented to the RTC in July of that year.  Six scenarios were assessed, including two extensions of the existing ride-free area (to the Belltown and SODO area), two new ride-free areas within Seattle (in Ballard and the University District), and two new ride-free areas in suburban areas (Bellevue and Federal Way, including the entire City of Federal Way).

The analysis assumed that the current system of routes and fare collection procedures would not be significantly altered to accommodate a new ride-free area, but that minor adjustments could be made to overcome specific obstacles.  

The most apparent obstacle to establishing a new ride-free area is the fare collection method.  The current pay-on-entry inbound / pay-on-exit outbound fare collection system is not enforceable if a route passes through two ride-free areas without allowing riders traveling or boarding between the two ride-free area areas to ride free.  Remedying this problem requires either restructuring the routes to require a transfer between buses to travel between the two centers, or instituting a cordon inspection system where fare inspectors board the bus to make sure everyone has paid as the bus passes out of one of the ride free areas.  Changes like those would be costly and inconvenient to riders, and so the assessment found that new ride-free areas in Ballard, the University District or Federal Way would not be feasible because many routes would need to serve two ride-free areas.

A Bellevue ride-free area would not present the same issue as long as only Metro services are considered.  Sound Transit provides most of the transit service connecting downtown Seattle to downtown Bellevue.  Only one Metro route now connects the two centers.  Metro could conceivably implement a ride-free area in Bellevue using the same system pay-on-entry inbound/pay-on-exit outbound system used in downtown Seattle, but if Sound Transit was to join Metro in honoring a Bellevue ride-free area, they would face the same issue discussed above, serving two ride-free areas with some of their routes.  Sound Transit’s 550 route carries the majority of transit trips circulating within downtown Bellevue.

The assessment found that operating cost savings would be expected from a ride-free area in the University District, but not in any of the other areas studied.  It found that the potential for increased security problems exists for all the scenarios considered, but that a more area-specific analysis would be needed to quantify the extent.

Metro’s fare structure and fare payment system is already somewhat complicated.  Other transit agencies serving King County have different fare structures and payment systems that complicate matters further from the customer’s point of view.  It’s not possible to quantify what the impact is of making the system more complicated, but the simplicity of the overall fare payment system should clearly be considered in any decision to establish a new ride-free area.  There is much to be said for reducing the complexity of transit, since simplification has potential to improve customer convenience, increase ridership, and to reduce fare disputes.

The assessment found no implementation issues related to expanding the current ride-free area, since the same fare collection approach could be used.  Since there would be no operational advantage to the specific extensions studied, the critical issue would be whether Seattle would want to pay for the added costs due to lost fare revenues.

Fare payment issues notwithstanding, the potential ridership and the cost in lost revenues from new or expanded ride-free areas would vary considerably.  The Seattle ride-free area increases use of transit for circulation by between 2 and 5 times.  If similar increases occur due to ride-free areas in other locations, then the following range of ridership, and annual cost to jurisdictions due to lost revenue could be expected, according to Metro’s Ride Free Area analysis:




Riders without
Ridership
Cost to


Location
Ride-free Area
Range
Jurisdiction
Existing Seattle ride-free area:
N/A
  25,550
$325,000

Ballard (Seattle-new):
   843
  2,108 -   4,215
$180,000

Bellevue:
   133
     333 -      665
$53,000 - 77,000

Belltown (Seattle-expanded):
1,940
  4,850 -   9,700
$440,000

Federal Way:
2,037
  5,093 - 10,185
$520,000

SoDo (Seattle-expanded):
2,807
  7,018 - 14,035
$808,000

U District (Seattle-new):
4,046
10,115 - 20,230
$520,000
(note that U District cost to jurisdiction assumes $270,000 annual operating savings)

Ride Free Areas - Summary

The existing downtown Seattle ride-free area has been very successful, improving mobility while improving speed and capacity of bus services.  Extending the existing ride-free area is possible if Seattle wishes to pay for the lost fare revenues.  If downtown growth outside the ride-free area leads to volumes of passengers requiring all doors to load, extension of the ride-free area should be considered.

New ride-free areas are not feasible in places where bus routes connect to downtown Seattle without significantly modifying service or hiring fare inspectors to check for fare payment at the cordon of the new ride-free area.  While new ride-free areas may be feasible in some places, there are many potential drawbacks that should be considered on a case-by-case basis.  

Before establishing a new ride-free area, the objectives of establishing the ride-free area should be identified, the benefits should be shown to be worth the impacts and costs, and the ride-free area should be shown to be the most effective way to achieve the stated objectives compared to other alternatives.  Coordination is needed between all transit providers serving the proposed ride-free area.  If only Metro routes would operate fare-free in the ride-free area, then a joint marketing plan is needed to explain the different fare payment systems used by different operators within the ride-free area.

Dedicated Circulator and Shuttle Routes

Circulators and shuttle routes are often proposed when cities want to make it easier to get around their downtown area on transit.  People visiting or working in a downtown area are often unwilling to look at a schedule or route map to make spontaneous trips around town.  The notion behind shuttles and circulators is that they will be easier to understand or recognize – either because they have a simple self-explanatory route, their vehicles and/or facilities are easy to recognize, their frequency is high enough that wait times are short, or the route is designed to meet specific market needs in the downtown that people are willing to read a schedule to use.

Circulators tend to be designed as circular routes, sometimes traveling in both directions around a circuit.  Shuttles tend to be short linear routes providing a fast connection between two points, sometimes serving stops along the way.  Both shuttles and circulators can be operated in traditional buses or vans, or by special vehicles that make them noticeable and prominent in the downtown area.  Examples include streetcars, historic trolleys, electric buses or buses painted in special colors – anything that will help brand and market the service to potential customers. 

Shuttles and circulators may or may not be located in activity centers, and they may be incorporated with routes that have another function, such as a dial-a-ride or paratransit service.  Usually however, they are short routes that are dedicated to a specific circulation need.

Metro Experience

Metro has participated in or operated several shuttle or circulator services, some more successful than others.  Many have been initiated as demonstration projects, and some of those have become permanent Metro services.  Others have been dropped due to low ridership, lagging interest or an end to funding.  

Other shuttles and circulators are privately operated to serve a specific market or employer need.  Microsoft, Group Health and Fred Hutchinson are examples of companies that operate shuttle services for the benefit of their customers or employees.  The University of Washington operates shuttle service during the evenings to nearby neighborhoods.  Bellevue Square operates a shopper shuttle during the holiday season to ferry Bellevue workers to the mall during their lunch hour.  

A few examples of the kinds of shuttle and circulator services Metro has participated in include the following:

· Auburn Special:  This route was initiated in 1979, connecting Auburn’s downtown to residential areas north and south of downtown.  The purpose was to provide basic mobility for transit-dependent population.  A single bus was provided between 8:30 AM and 3:30 PM, which took an hour and forty minutes to traverse its route.  With a 20-cent fare, this route carried about 30-40 passengers per day.  

· Bell-Hop (downtown Bellevue):  The Bel-Hop service was initiated to reduce traffic congestion by carrying people who would otherwise take their car from parking lot to parking lot within the downtown area – estimated at 25% of auto trips in downtown Bellevue at the time.  Fifteen minute service was provided in both directions along a long route serving Old Bellevue, Bellevue Square, the office core and 116th Ave. NE on the other side of I-405, from 10AM-4PM daily.  Ridership was disappointing, - about 80-90 passengers daily, or about 2-3 per coach at any one time.  After the first Bel-Hop was discontinued, it was tried a second time on a seasonal basis.  

· Tukwila Shopper Shuttle:  Metro helped plan and design, but did not operate this lunchtime shuttle around the Southcenter Mall in 1996.  The service carried approximately 1-2 riders per hour and lasted for only two months.

· Ballard LINC:  Four van routes were operated by Metro and the City of Seattle during 1995 in Ballard as part of a grant from the Regional Transit Authority (now Sound Transit).  This was a six-month demonstration project designed to examine community-based transit programs, utilizing six small van-type buses on four routes, with fixed and route-deviation formats.  The service was operated several days per week for ten hours each day, and provided service within a 2 square mile service area.  The service was operated on a fare-free basis and carried about 5 passengers per hour.  72% of the riders reported that they had no car available for the trip; 78% were “very satisfied” with the service.  The service was terminated at the end of the demonstration.

· Kirkland Trolley:  In the early-1990’s, the Kirkland Downtown Association initiated a downtown circulator using an open-air historic trolley.  Metro granted operating authority, but did not provide this service.  There was only one vehicle with no backup, so service was not always reliable.  The trolley was initially successful while the sun was out, but ridership disappeared when summer weather turned to fall, and the service was eventually discontinued.  

CMAQ-Funded Demonstrations

In the mid/late-1990’s several local jurisdictions were advocating for shuttle and circulator services in their activity centers. Metro worked with these jurisdictions and others to prepare a successful grant application for small bus demonstration projects.  A federal Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality (CMAQ) program grant was received funding acquisition of transit vans and operation of approximately 14 service demonstration projects.  Some of these projects provided circulation within an activity center.  The projects varied considerably, and were intended to demonstrate different ways of providing small bus services.

The performance of these services also varied greatly.  In general, these services tended either to have very low ridership in the range of 1-4 passengers per hour, or they tended to be relatively successful with about 14-16 passengers per hour, with few falling in between these extremes.  Some of these services have been retained as regular Metro-funded services, some continue with a variety of funding sources, and the least successful demonstrations were terminated.  In some cases where projects were terminated, grant money was used to expand vanpool, ridesharing and other transportation demand management efforts.

Not every small bus service addressed activity center circulation.  Following is a brief description of a sample of these CMAQ-funded projects that had an activity center focus:

· Route 97 (Seattle) – This route was designed to provide a connection with the core transit services in downtown Seattle to the new employment west of Western Avenue (including World Trade Center, Seattle International Trade Center, and Port of Seattle's Pier 69).  It provided limited stop service.  Route 97 service lasted 4 years.  3 of the 4 major employers in the neighborhood agreed to share the service cost 50/50 with Metro for 3 years.  Once the CMAQ funding expired, a reduced service contract continued for 1 year.  After February 2003, the employers had interest to continue the service, but the lack of Metro funding and the non-participation from the Art Institute of Seattle (whose students made up significant share of riders) led to its demise.  While it was considered a fare paying service, much of the route existed within the Metro Ride Free Area.
· Route 110 (Renton) – Previously referred to by Renton as the "Renton Rush" it was the intent of the City that it operate similar to the 914/916 (Kent Shopper Shuttle), providing a connecting link for commuters while maintaining a frequent service for all day riders (as well as for commuters who could use it go get around during lunchtime) on a fare free basis.  The 110 began in September '96 along with the other service changes implemented in the Renton area as part of the new Six-Year Plan.  It originally operated a continuous 15 minute headway daily from around 5:30 AM to 6:30 PM.  Due to high cost (11,000 annual hours) and lower midday ridership, service was dramatically reduced following I-695 in 2000.    

· Route 200 (Issaquah) – This was the first implementation of the first Metro Six Year Plan, with a startup in July 1995.  A citizen task force designed and lobbied for a local circulator route, and had been considering city operation.  Initiation was seeded by a two-year traffic mitigation fund from Trammel Crow, as partial mitigation for the Issaquah Commons shopping center.  The route has since been expanded with the service cost coming from King County Metro’s budget, and with funds from Issaquah replacing lost revenues due to fare-free operation (about $27k annually). A year or two into the service, Metro shortened Routes 210, 215, 274 and some 214 trips to truncate at the P&R and expanded route 200 to compensate; this resulted in cost savings for Metro and improved reliability of the regional routes which avoided downtown Issaquah congestion.

· Route 291 (Redmond) – This was the most complex of all the CMAQ funded shuttles.  The route was tried in four different routing configurations, with Redmond and Metro planners working together to design, evaluate and refine the service. Eventually, the route was reconfigured as a partially fixed, partially route deviation, with even some dispatching.  When CMAQ funding ended, Redmond TMA funds picked up the costs of the route during an interim period.  By then the route was fairly productive and accomplishing Metro objectives, so it has been continued as a regular Metro service.

· Route 318 (Northgate) – This route was implemented in September 1997.  Its main markets included its two funding partners, the Northgate Mall, and Four Freedoms retirement residence, which contributed $60K each annually.  Metro Transit contributed about $54K annually, which was the estimated savings from not having Route 302 deviate into the Four Freedoms in the p.m. peak period. Ridership grew sufficiently that 30-foot coaches were assigned in 2000, when too many trips had standees with the transit vans. Although it was more productive than most other shuttles, when the CMAQ grant expired Metro could not afford to continue to operate it.  In 2001, a revised Route 302 that covered its major markets replaced it. The funding partners contribute $60K apiece to subsidize Route 302 annually. 

· Routes 914/916 (Kent) – Referred to by Kent as the "Kent Shopper Shuttle", these two hourly DART (dial-a-ride) routes operate a common routing through downtown Kent, alternating to provide 30-minute service from about 9AM - 4 PM, Monday-Saturday on a fare-free basis.  One of the first community based shuttle routes, Kent and local citizens started it in the mid 90's.  Following the end of the CMAQ grant in '99 Metro assumed full funding with Kent continuing to subsidize the fare-free operation.  The routing is circuitous, making deviations through shopping centers and apartment complexes.  It is popular with the elderly and caters to the many low-income senior-housing complexes scattered about Kent.  It is not very well used by others – commuters find it too slow. Other riders are students and low-income adults who take advantage of the free service. 

Alternatives to Shuttle/Circulators: VanShare and FlexCar

The VanShare program provides an inexpensive alternative to shuttle service, allowing groups of riders to use a retired vanpool van to shuttle between a transportation terminal (such as a train station, ferry terminal or transit center) to other parts of an activity center too distant to reach by foot.  VanShare requires van parking at the transportation terminal and the remote destination.  King County Metro provides a VanShare vehicle to qualifying groups, and in some cases Metro has paid for VanShare parking.

Another alternative to shuttle service is FlexCar, a private company providing its members the key to new cars, trucks, and minivans located around the region. Members pay an hourly rate, and FlexCar pays for the car, insurance, gas and a reserved parking spot.  In close partnership with King County Metro, the Seattle regional office of FlexCar operates a fleet of more than 100 vehicles in more than a dozen neighborhoods in Seattle, Bellevue, Kirkland, Redmond, West Seattle, and Kitsap County.  FlexCar operates a diverse fleet, which includes such as Honda Civic hybrids and Ford Ranger pickup trucks and luxury sedans.  

Dedicated Shuttle and Circulator Routes - Summary

In many cases, shuttle and circulator routes are begun with great fanfare, but are short-lived when ridership is low and enthusiasm of funding partners wanes.  Generally the successful services have been designed to do one thing well – that is, they respond to a specific demonstrable market need, and manage to serve a variety of users in the process.

Shuttle and circulator routes should “fit” with other Metro services.  They should be considered when they will be less expensive than existing transit or paratransit services they will replace, or when they fill a transit need that is not effectively served by other routes.  Some latitude should be given for lower than average productivity if a shuttle route contributes to the productivity of other services by performing a feeder function, or if partnership funding reduces Metro’s cost to operate the service.  Fare free operation of shuttles and circulators is acceptable, but lost fare revenue must be replaced by funding from another source.

Pass Programs and Partnerships

If people have passes they are more likely to use transit to circulate in activity centers since fare is not a barrier to transit use.  Expansion of current and planned pass programs is another option to improve local mobility and circulation in activity centers.  Pass programs also have the benefit of increasing transit use into and out of the activity center, easing access to transit in general and increasing the viability of public transportation as an option within the urban center environment.  Pass programs may be targeted at employers, property managers and building owners, colleges and major institutions, or directly to residents within the center.  

King County Metro has developed several types of pass programs, and works with other transit agencies to develop pass products (such as PugetPass) that can be used on all of the region’s transit services.  By working with third party partners, King County Metro can extend the value and reach of pass programs, and customize passes to meet the needs of specific groups of potential transit, vanpool and ridesharing users.  

Employer-based Pass Programs

FlexPass is a comprehensive employer-based transit pass and commute incentive program purchased and subsidized by employers for all of their employees at a worksite or worksites.  The program brings together an employer’s need to provide commute subsidies and incentives for multiple non-SOV modes with King County Metro’s ability to provide innovative transit pricing, alternative commute products and grant-funded incentives.  

King County Metro’s FlexPass program has been very successful in increasing transit ridership by employees for over a decade. FlexPass began in September 1993 and has grown to over 200 clients throughout King County. Overall, employee pass use increases by 90% when employers make FlexPass available to their employees.  In downtown Bellevue employees with a FlexPass use transit for 40% of all commute trips, compared to 11% for employees without FlexPass.  In Sea-Tac, employees with FlexPass are twice as likely to use transit as those without.

Residential Pass Programs

King County Metro has experimented with residential pass programs in several environments.   Like employer-based programs, residential passes make the system free to those individuals eligible for a pass.  Most notably, the Renton and Overlake transit-oriented development (TOD) projects include a transit pass feature where the developer, King County Metro and Sound Transit partnered to cover the cost of use of transit by residents.  To reach any significant share of the market, residential pass program must be offered to non-TOD residents.

The Smart Card project may offer a solution to some barriers to broader use of residential pass programs.  With Smart Card it will no longer be necessary to identify a third party to manage a residential pass contract and program, simplifying pricing and program management.  The smart card program will allow King County Metro and a partnering jurisdiction to distribute cards with a predetermined cash value to any resident within the jurisdiction.

Other Pass Programs

King County Metro has developed pass programs that meet specific markets’ unique needs.  Examples of successful pass programs that have been used to get passes into the hands of users include:

· UPass – a comprehensive, flexible program designed to encourage University of Washington students, staff and faculty to use alternative modes of transportation, reducing traffic volumes in Seattle’s University District. The program includes increased and subsidized transit service, shuttle service, carpools, vanpools, ridematch services, bicycle incentives, reimbursed rides home and merchant discounts.  Parking rates were also increased.  Within only three weeks of program operation, trips to campus in the morning decreased by 15% and afternoon trips decreased by 9%, compared to the previous year.

· Community College Pass programs:  There are currently two customized, comprehensive transit pass and commute incentive programs in operation at local community colleges – Seattle Community College District’s GoPass and Bellevue Community College’s GoBCC programs.  Each program includes a custom student transit pass, an employee FlexPass, carpool and non-motorized incentives, emergency ride home service and a vanpool subsidy.

Pass Programs and Partnerships - Summary

Consistent with strategy S-9, King County Metro seeks to expand access to public transportation via partnerships with third parties.  Jurisdictions that are able to identify resources to direct expansion of pass programs are encouraged to leverage King County Metro resources – both local and federal – to achieve greater impacts in HOV market share.  Jurisdictions may access partnership resources to get more passes into more potential users’ hands.  King County Metro is open to exploring matching jurisdictions subsidies for employer passes (PugetPass and FlexPass) and residential passes (PugetPass).  This approach has worked well in Seattle, Bellevue, Redmond, and other jurisdictions.  Again, smart card will broaden the opportunities to offer more pass program solutions when jurisdictions partner with King County Metro.

Other Local Jurisdiction Options

There are many other approaches available to local jurisdictions that may be more effective at addressing their objectives.  Among others, these include:

· Shared parking arrangements that allow multiple users to share one parking facility.  If a key objective is to reduce the amount of driving between parking lots in an activity center, one approach to addressing that objective is to make it possible to reach several destinations from a single parking lot, as opposed to private parking at each business site.  This also allows a reduced total amount of parking to be built, and by using existing parking more efficiently and decreasing parking supply, shared parking can also decrease development costs. Shared parking arrangements support dense, transit-supportive development, an environment, which supports increased use of alternative modes of transportation.

· Pedestrian and bicycle improvements can be the most effective way to improve activity center circulation, while boosting transit ridership and improving economic and cultural life.  If a key objective is to encourage pedestrian use of downtown streets, then direct expenses on pedestrian and bicycle facilities may be most effective.  Long block spacing, high-speed traffic and places that feel unprotected or unsafe can all be perceived as barriers to pedestrians, and these barriers can often be reduced as a result of physical improvements.
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