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METROPOLITAN KING COUNTY COUNCIL

LABOR, OPERATIONS AND TECHNOLOGY COMMITTEE
AGENDA ITEM:      4
DATE:  March 8, 2005
PROPOSED NO:  2005-0038
PREPARED BY: Doug Hodson          Arthur Thornbury
SUBJECT:  An ordinance relating to establishment of a wheelchair accessible taxicab pilot demonstration project.
SUMMARY:  Proposed Ordinance 2005-0038 would make several changes to the taxi licensing provisions of the King County Code to enable the Executive to proceed with a wheelchair accessible taxicab (WAT) pilot project later this year. The two-year project would loan specially designed minivans to qualified taxi drivers to test the financial viability of accessible taxis in the Seattle/King County market. The WAT-related code changes contained in this legislation are:
· a definition of Wheelchair Accessible Taxicab is added (Ord. lines 131-134)
· the vehicle license fee is waived for Wheelchair Accessible Taxicabs (141)
· the WAT licensee is required to personally operate the taxi at least 40 hours/week and 40 weeks/year (lines 204-205)
· the causes for WAT license suspension or revocation are established (237-243)
· specialized driver training is required (278-281)

· the driver is required to give priority to “private pay passengers in wheelchairs or other mobility devices”
· provisions related to WAT vehicle licenses are established (429-436)
· non-transferable 

· not counted in the total number of taxicab licenses that can be issued

· the Transit Division is assigned responsibility for coordinating the pilot program.
In addition to these changes, this ordinance makes technical as well as substantive, changes to county taxicab regulations not specifically related to accessible taxis:
· the financial rating of licensee’s insurance carrier is specified (167-170)
· certain provisions of licensee’s insurance coverage are prohibited (174-176)
· the minimum dollar amounts of insurance coverage are increased (181-182)

· oral exams are required of for-hire license applicants (286-288 & 298-299)

· driver use of cell phones is prohibited when passengers are present (352)
· denial of service is authorized if a passenger refuses to provide a specific destination upon entering a taxicab (410)
· the total number of taxi licenses is specified (428)
· new deadline is set for transmittal of a license-apportioning methodology (440)
Substantive changes unrelated to accessible taxis, are not covered by the title of the proposed legislation, and should be incorporated into an amended title.
Design of the Pilot Project

A detailed plan for the pilot project (Attachment 3) was transmitted with this legislation in response to a proviso added by the Council to the 2005 Transit Division Budget:
Provided that, of this appropriation, $500,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive has submitted and the council has approved by motion a report and proposal for an accessible taxis demonstration program.
The primary elements of the project are:
· nine free, temporary, non-transferable taxi licenses will be provided to the group of drivers who collectively apply and are selected for the pilot project;
· nine used low-floor mini-vans will be loaned to the drivers by the Transit Division to a group of experienced taxi drivers – eight to be in service and one as a back-up;

· accessible taxis may be used for contracted agency service, providing higher levels of service for higher rates, as long as persons arranging their own trips, “private-pay individuals,” are not turned away and response time for those trips meet the goals set for the project;
· King County Metro will direct some of the overflow from its ACCESS paratransit service to the accessible taxis;
· accessible taxis will also operate as regular taxis consistent with the program’s priority for users of wheelchairs and other mobility devices;
· response time goals vary depending upon location and advance notice:
· 24 hour advance reservation:
· 10-15 minute response time in Seattle
· 30 minutes elsewhere in the service area

· same-day service request:
· 45 minute response time in Seattle

· 2 hours elsewhere;
· accessible taxis will be available from 6 a.m. to 2 a.m. every day;
· accessible taxis will charge the same rates as regular taxis, and
· service boundaries are established (Map, Attachment 4)
Although the plan for the pilot project was transmitted with Proposed Ordinance 2005-0038, it would not be adopted with that legislation which addresses only changes to the taxi licensing provisions of the Code. The budget proviso (above) calls for approval of “a report and proposal for an accessible taxis demonstration program” by separate legislation. The motion called for by the proviso was not transmitted with Proposed Ordinance 2005-0038, but one could be introduced, referred to this committee and acted upon in-tandem with that ordinance.
History of Local Accessible Taxi Efforts 

	 1999
	The Council adopted Ordinance 13441 which made major changes to King County’s paratransit program. Included in that legislation was an accessible taxi provision proposed by the Executive:

The executive shall initiate an effort to increase the availability of accessible vehicles in the local taxicab industry that do not charge rates greater than for nonaccessible vehicles.  The goal of such an effort must be to achieve at least ten percent accessibility in the taxicabs licensed by the county by the year 2001.

	 1999 -2003 
	In the years following adoption of Ordinance 13441, accessible taxi discussions took place involving City of Seattle staff, representatives of the local taxi industry, human service agency representatives and staff from the County’s Transit Division and Records, Elections and Licensing Division. City and County staff traveled to Portland to observe the well-established accessible taxi program administered by that city’s Bureau of Licenses. No accessible taxis were added in our area due, in part, to the difficulty of coordinating the overlapping taxi authority of Seattle and King County. Many accessible taxi programs elsewhere have been linked to the issuance of new taxi licenses, but the slowdown in the Seattle/King County economy during this period diminished interest in adding new taxi licenses. 



	2003
	The Executive proposed, and the Council approved, a new accessible taxi pilot project in the 2004 Transit Capital Improvement Program. This was to be funded out of larger a Special Needs Transportation Funding Grant from the State. Eighteen new accessible mini-vans were to be purchased with $670,000 of the grant money which would also fund a temporary staff position to oversee the pilot project. 


	2004
	The pilot project was not implemented in 2004 and the Executive-proposed 2005 Transit Budget and CIP reprogrammed the $670,000 grant funding to support the ACCESS paratransit program. Rather than eighteen new accessible vans the Executive proposed spending $70,000 on the pilot project and using nine older mini-vans currently assigned to ACCESS Program supervisors. With uncertainty surrounding elements of the pilot project, the Council adopted the budget proviso (above) calling for review of the project’s design prior to implementation. 


Benefits Of Accessible Taxis
Accessible taxis would substantially expand travel options for people who use wheelchairs or other mobility devices. Even though King County’s ACCESS paratransit program provides more than a million trips each year, it does not meet all the mobility needs of those who use it:

· same-day travel is not possible since ACCESS trips must be reserved at least 24 hours in advance, and 
· The ACCESS service area boundaries are defined by Metro Transit’s network of all-day bus routes. As that network contracts at night and on weekends, the ACCESS service area contracts also.

Same-day travel for people in wheelchairs is available from a private company, but at a cost substantially higher than the fare for a comparable taxi trip. 

While the primary benefit of an accessible taxi fleet is to the users, it would also reduce costs in the county’s ACCESS Program. Though a taxi trip would cost a person much more than a comparable ACCESS trip – even using the county’s subsidized taxi scrip – its convenience will attract some trips that otherwise would occur on ACCESS where the average trip costs the county more than $30. It is unlikely that the ACCESS program would see large savings from the diversion of trips, given the small proportion of the taxi fleet that would become accessible, but the presence of accessible taxis would also enable the county to contract for “overflow” ACCESS trips that are currently purchased at greater expense from a private specialized van service.
Issue: Need for a Pilot Project
The stated purposes of the pilot project are: to determine the economic viability of accessible taxis in the Seattle/King County market and to determine the level of demand. Cities and counties elsewhere in the U.S. have had accessible taxi programs in operation for a number of years. A national survey in 2000 by the Taxicab, Limousine and Paratransit Association (TLPA) identified 16 jurisdictions with some form of ongoing program: Chicago, San Francisco, San Diego, Arlington and Fairfax Counties (VA), Boston, Los Angeles, Fort Lauderdale, Las Vegas, Buffalo, Cleveland, Albuquerque, Houston, Montgomery County (MD), Baltimore and San Jose. In noting that some large cities – Philadelphia, Dallas, Detroit & Seattle – did not have accessible taxis, the survey mentioned that “Seattle just rewrote its taxi ordinances and stated that accessible cabs were not an issue at this time, although it is an issue that they might revisit at a later date.” A 2003 national study found 23 cities with accessible taxi fleets, many of which are not cited in the 2000 TLPA survey. Portland began its program in 1990 with a goal of making 20 percent of the city’s taxi fleet wheelchair accessible. 
Given the breadth and depth of experience in these other jurisdictions, it is not clear what a Seattle/King County pilot project could demonstrate that isn’t already known. Empirical knowledge is available on factors such as vehicle costs and useful-life; subsidies and other financing options; user acceptance; insurance requirements; driver screening and training; program oversight; response times and call-taking and dispatch. Both incentive-based and mandated programs exist elsewhere as potential models for design of a Seattle/King County program.  

Some elements of an accessible taxi program must be tailored to local circumstances, drawing upon years of experience of working closely with and regulating the local taxi industry. While the unusual, decentralized structure of the Seattle/King County taxi industry does limit the utility of accessible taxi program models from elsewhere, it is not clear how the proposed pilot project, assembling a small group of drivers for a short time, will inform a long-term decision on how to integrate an accessible taxi program into the loosely-structured local taxi industry. 
There are several potential drawbacks to proceeding with a pilot project rather than moving directly to development of an ongoing accessible taxi program.

· Much of the Special Needs Transportation Funding Grant originally intended to fund this pilot project has already been redirected to cover unanticipated growth in ACCESS Program costs. If it was not expended on a pilot project, the remaining $70,000 in grant funds could also be used for that purpose.

· The total number of taxi licenses is capped at 561 and no new licenses have been issued for many years. Of that number, the City of Seattle currently has 25 inactive licenses and King County has 59. Both jurisdictions are actively considering distribution of some or all of those inactive licenses in the near-term. If that occurs independent of the accessible taxi effort, a significant opportunity may be lost. Elsewhere, the issuance of new licenses has been tied to meeting accessibility targets for local taxi fleets. For example, in 2003 Miami-Dade County set a goal of 3 percent taxi fleet accessibility by 2006 and required that half of all new licenses issued during that period be for accessible taxis. If Seattle and King County distribute inactive taxi licenses while the accessible taxi concept is being tested in a pilot project, later implementation of an ongoing program would require the issuance of new licenses in a market that has resisted additional licenses in recent years.

Issue: The Role of the Transit Division
The county’s Transit Division has been involved in accessible taxi discussions since at least 1998 but other Seattle and King County Departments have more history and direct involvement in the regulation of the local taxi industry. The Customer Affairs Unit of the city’s Department of Executive Administration is involved with taxi issues on a daily basis, as are staff in the Licensing Services Section of the county’s Records, Elections and Licensing Services Division. The Transit Division has taken the lead on the proposed pilot project, securing the grant funding, loaning the accessible vans and assuming responsibility for project coordination with the proposed hiring of a term-limited employee. The Transit Division’s costs would be largely covered by the grant during the pilot project but, prior to implementing an ongoing accessible taxi program, the question of devoting Public Transportation Fund resources to this effort should be examined.
ATTACHMENTS:

1. Proposed Ordinance 2005-0038
2. Executive Letter of Transmittal, dated January 21, 2005
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5. Photos, Type of Vehicle to be Used in the Accessible Taxicab Demonstration Project
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