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SUBJECT

Initiative 985.

summary

This November, state voters will consider Initiative 985.  As summarized by the Secretary of State, this measure “would open high-occupancy vehicle lanes to all traffic during specified hours, require traffic light synchronization, increase roadside assistance funding, and dedicate certain taxes, fines, tolls and other revenues to traffic-flow purposes.”

The purpose of this briefing is to review provisions of I-985 that could affect County activities, including Metro Transit operations, Road Services Division activities, and other County functions.  Many questions do not have definitive answers and would likely need to be evaluated if the initiative is approved.
SECTION-BY-SECTION OVERVIEW OF THE INITIATIVE
The text of Initiative 985 includes titles for its principal policy changes.  This report summarizes each of these in order and notes the potential impacts on the County.  Section 1 – Policies and Purposes – is not summarized; it provides context from the Initiative author’s perspective and summarizes the policy changes.
Sections 2-4 – Open Carpool Lanes to All Traffic During Non-Peak Hours – these sections amend state laws that authorize state and local governments to establish high-occupancy or transit-exclusive lanes or ramps on roadways.  These facilities are defined as carpool lanes.  Use of these lanes is limited to peak periods, defined as 6:00 a.m. to 9:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m. on Monday-Friday.  During peak periods carpool lanes may be limited to only transit and high-occupancy vehicles (HOVs) with two or more occupants (as opposed, for example, to three or more occupants), which limitation may preclude the ability to use such lanes for transit-only operations.  At all other times these carpool lanes must be open to all vehicles.  Section 3 amends the High-occupancy Toll (HOT) lane provisions of state law to prevent toll revenue from paying for transit, vanpool, carpool, and trip reduction services in a corridor.  Any toll revenue exceeding the cost to construct and operate the HOT lane must be deposited in a new Reduce Traffic Congestion Account, created in Section 10 of the initiative.

These sections of I-985 could affect Metro Transit operations in a number of ways.  

Bus Lanes – Allowing general purpose traffic in HOV lanes and bus lanes during the non-peak hours could decrease bus speed and reliability, adding to operating costs.  In some corridors in urban King County, congestion does not end at 6:00 p.m., so opening up HOV lanes on these corridors at that time could add to the congestion experienced by transit buses.  Slower trips could discourage some people from riding the bus, although this is not the only factor that determines if an individual will ride the bus.
HOV/Transit Ramps - these sections would appear to require operational changes in a number of limited access facilities such as the flyer ramps on I-90 at Eastgate Park and Ride and the I-405 @ NE 128th Street (Kirkland/Totem Lake) HOV Direct Access ramps.  If the ramps were closed during offpeak hours, Metro Transit would have to reroute buses, generally adding to travel times since the purpose of the ramps is to save travel time.  If the ramps were opened to all traffic during the offpeak hours, traffic volumes would increase, potentially creating operational issues for Metro Transit.  The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) approved these and several other regional HOV/transit ramps on condition that they not be converted to general purpose ramps.  According to WSDOT, reopening the ramps would require a reevaluation of design assumptions and environmental review as part of an effort to modify the federal conditions.
Tolling and Transit – I-985 is intended to prevent the use of toll revenue for transit purposes.  This would not have an immediate impact on Metro Transit but would foreclose toll revenue as a way to pay for additional regular bus service on SR 520 or other corridors.  

SR 520 HOV Lane – from I-405 to the Evergreen Point Toll Plaza, westbound SR 520 has an outside travel lane that is HOV-3.  It has no useable shoulder and was not designed to accommodate HOV-2 traffic volume.  WSDOT is concerned about safety issues and traffic delays that would result from opening this HOV-3 lane to all traffic in the offpeak and making it HOV-2 during the peak.  Due to such concerns, the HOV-3 lane might have to be closed entirely.  Closure of this HOV lane would require Metro Transit, Sound Transit, and Community Transit buses to use the two general purpose westbound lanes, resulting in additional delay especially during the afternoon and late evening (westbound congestion lasts well beyond 6:00 p.m. on this corridor).  Opening the lane to HOV-2 traffic would increase traffic volume in the HOV lane and also slow down transit buses in that lane.
Federal transit funding is allocated to transit agencies based on a number of factors.  It appears that some federal funds to Metro Transit may be reduced because I-985 changes the basis on which the County qualifies for funds.
Sections 5-6 – Require Synchronization of Traffic Lights on Heavily-Traveled Arterials and Streets – these sections amend state law to require cities and counties to synchronize traffic lights on heavily-traveled arterials and streets to optimize traffic flow.  To accomplish this goal, jurisdictions are eligible to receive funds from the Reduce Traffic Congestion Account.  The state auditor is directed to identify and establish performance benchmarks using best practices for traffic light synchronization.
These sections could require the County Road Services Division to add signals and to synchronize signals on some County roads.  Subject to appropriation by the state legislature, the County could receive funds from the Reduce Traffic Congestion Account for these investments.  Traffic light synchronization could have benefits for transit operations; depending on the state auditor’s standards, signal priority for transit buses could be affected.
Section 7 – Increase Funding for Emergency Roadside Assistance – this section amends state law to require the state department of transportation and other governmental entities to receive funding from the Reduce Traffic Congestion Account for the purpose of providing emergency roadside assistance.  Entities are encouraged to contract out these services to private tow truck operators.  The state auditor is directed to identify and establish performance benchmarks using best practices for emergency roadside assistance.
Pending the state auditor’s establishment of performance benchmarks, it is uncertain how this requirement would affect the County Road Services Division.  It would appear that at least some required expenditures, if there are any, could be reimbursed by the RTCA.
Sections 8-9 – Dedicate Existing Revenue to Pay for Opening Carpool Lanes, Synchronizing Traffic Signals, and Emergency Roadside Assistance – these sections redirect a portion of the state sales tax on motor vehicles to the Reduce Traffic Congestion Account.  The state sales tax is 6.5 percent.  The Initiative provides that 15 percent of this state sales tax levied on motor vehicles will be deposited in the Reduce Traffic Congestion Account.  Funds can be spent for opening carpool lanes to all traffic during offpeak periods, traffic light synchronization, emergency roadside assistance, state auditor expenses, and road capacity expansion projects.  Funds may not be used for bicycle facilities, wildlife crossings, landscaping, park and ride lots, ferries, trolleys, buses, monorail, light rail, or heavy rail.

These sections redirect a portion of state sales tax revenue from the state general fund to the Reduce Traffic Congestion Account.  This Account could fund some County activities related to traffic light synchronization.  The State Office of Fiscal Management estimates that $573.9 million in sales tax revenue over five years would be deposited in the Reduce Traffic Congestion Account rather than the general fund.  The State’s response to this general fund revenue loss could affect the County if it resulted in reduced state assistance for County programs, a transfer of responsibility to local governments for some state programs, or elimination of state programs.
Section 10 – Create “Reduce Traffic Congestion” Account in the State Treasury – this section creates the Reduce Traffic Congestion Account in the state treasury as a subaccount of the motor vehicle fund.  Revenues to the Account are the 15 percent of the state sales tax on motor vehicles, fines from red light cameras, toll revenue in excess of the amount needed to construct and operate a toll facility, and state funds previously designate for public art associated with transportation projects.  Account funds may be spent only after appropriation.  

The County Road Services Division might receive funding from this account for traffic signals and emergency road service.
Section 11 – Dedicate Revenue from Red Light Traffic Cameras to the “Reduce Traffic Congestion Account” – this section amends the state law to require that certain revenues from local red light camera traffic tickets be deposited in the Reduce Traffic Congestion Account instead of going to the local government.
King County does not operate any red light traffic cameras, so this section would not reduce revenue to the County.  The state estimates that 12 local jurisdictions would lose $39.8 million in revenue over five years.
Sections 12-14 – Dedicate Revenue Previously Allocated to Art to the “Reduce Traffic Congestion Account” – these sections amend state law to reallocate funds for public art relating to transportation-related public works projects.
These sections affect state spending on the arts by redirecting to the RTCA an amount equal to 0.5 percent of the budget for transportation-related public works.  The State Office of Fiscal Management estimates this amount at $8.8 million over five years.  This figure does not include a takedown of state transportation grants to local governments.  It is unclear, but possible under a broad interpretation, that 0.5 percent of such grants might be deposited in the RTCA, potentially reducing state funds provided to the County for transportation projects. 

Sections 15-17 – Require Toll Revenue on State Facilities That Exceeds the Costs of Construction, Operation or Maintenance of the Toll Facility to be Deposited in the “Reduce Traffic Congestion Account” – these sections amend state law concerning toll facilities.  Toll revenue in excess of the amount needed to construct, operate, or maintain the toll facilities and new capital improvements to highways, freeways, roads, bridges and streets would be deposited in the Reduce Traffic Congestion Account.  

As noted in earlier, the Initiative is intended to eliminate toll revenue as a source of transit funding, which presents a challenge for ongoing additional transit service that is assumed in the plans for major projects such as the SR 520 project.
CONCLUSION
As this initial review indicates, many uncertainties surround the implementation of Initiative 985 if it is approved in November.  Metro Transit would likely face higher costs to maintain existing services, and some potential funding options might no longer be available for transit needs.  The additional costs to Metro Transit could vary widely depending on WSDOT’s implementation of initiative provisions relating to HOV lanes.  The Road Services Division could receive additional mandates and potentially state funding for them.  County government as a whole could be affected by the diversion of revenue from the state general fund.
ATTACHMENTS:

1.  Secretary of State’s Notice to County Election Officials

2.  Initiative 985 full text
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Ron Posthuma, Assistant Director, King County Department of Transportation
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