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SUBJECT

Access Paratransit Program briefing.

SUMMARY

This briefing addresses King County Metro’s Access Paratransit program and the pending, amended Request for Proposals (RFP) for a five-year contract to provide Access paratransit services.

Access Paratransit is a supplemental transit service provided to people with disabilities who are not able to ride fixed route transit. The federal Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requires transit agencies to provide paratransit service that is at a minimum comparable in scope to fixed routed transit service.

Metro’s Access program provides most rides in County-owned wheelchair-accessible vans operated by contractors[footnoteRef:1].  In 2017, Access provide 958,016 trips with an operating cost per trip of $59.50.  The Access budget is about 7.1 percent of the Metro operations budget. [1:  Two contractors for service, one contractor for the control center that takes reservations and books trips.] 


In April 2017, Metro released an RFP for Access services with an original due date for proposals of June 8, 2017.  Members of a Metro-convened Community Action Group expressed concern about numerous aspects of the RFP, and in June 2017, the King County Auditor’s Office released a report that identified concerns with Access Paratransit’s increasing costs, declining ridership, and poor performance.

In response to County Council guidance to take action to improve the service, Metro put the RFP on hold (after firms had submitted their proposals) and convened an Access RFP work group – including Community Action Group members, other stakeholders, and Council staff – to study the service and identify potential improvements.

On June 7, 2018, Metro issued an amended RFP.  The vendors who submitted bids to the original RFP can now amend their proposals or submit entirely new proposals, with revised submissions due in early August 2018.

BACKGROUND

Federal Requirements

The federal Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 is a civil rights act designed to address discrimination against people with disabilities.  ADA’s public transit provisions are enforced by the Federal Transit Administration (FTA) and address many issues, including standards for agencies’ treatment of people with disabilities, ensuring accessibility to all public transit passenger facilities and services (rail, bus, etc.), and accountability/public involvement.

A primary focus of ADA is to ensure that passenger facilities and fixed route services, such as light and heavy rail systems and bus service, are accessible.  The ADA also recognized that some disabled individuals would be unable to use some or all fixed route services, even after facilities and fixed route services transition to being fully accessible.  ADA therefore requires transit agencies to provide paratransit service comparable to fixed route service for disabled people unable to use these services.  FTA Circular C 4710.1, dated 2015, is the most recent comprehensive description of ADA requirements for public transit agencies.

Paratransit in King County

Two sections of the King County Code, both adopted in 1999, address Metro’s paratransit program and related services, reflecting the ADA minimum requirements as they were understood at that time.

ADA-Compliant Paratransit. KCC 28.94.035 provides for a paratransit program compliant with the ADA.  Specific program elements are described in KCC 28.94.035 B-G:

B. ADA paratransit services shall be provided during the same hours and days as regular, fixed, non-commuter bus service, within corridors that extend three-fourths of a mile on either side of the regular, fixed, non-commuter bus routes, as the routes may be amended from time to time.
C. ADA paratransit services shall be provided on a curb-to-curb basis[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  FTA Circular C 4710.1 states that the purpose of paratransit is to provide origin-to-destination service and an agency that provides curb-to-curb service must ensure that individuals can travel from origin to destination, in some cases requiring service that goes beyond curb-to-curb.  Since Metro provides additional service beyond curb-to-curb, this FTA clarification of rules would not necessarily change Metro practice.] 

D. ADA paratransit services shall be provided on an advance reservations basis, on the day before the occurrence of the ride requested. 
E. ADA paratransit services may include requiring riders to transfer from one paratransit vehicle to another as part of the trip requested by the rider.
F. Subscription service shall not be provided as part of the ADA paratransit services.
G. ADA paratransit services may include feeder service to and from an accessible bus zone for individuals who are able to use the fixed route system.

The King County Department of Transportation (KCDOT) Director is authorized to organize and manage ADA paratransit services, implement procedures for certifying eligibility and suspending individuals with a pattern of missing rides, and entering into agreements with public and private entities to provide service.

Community Transportation Services. KCC 28.94.045 establishes the King County Metro community transportation program to supplement public and private transportation services targeted to people with special transportation needs.  In part, this Code section authorizes services for non-ADA paratransit-eligible individuals, including senior citizens and other people with regional reduced fare permits.

For ADA paratransit-eligible individuals, KCC 28.94.045 states that the KCDOT Director may provide paratransit services that exceed ADA minimum requirements including:
1. Service 1.5 miles east of the easternmost bus route(s) and within areas of the county completely surrounded by ADA corridors;
2. Door-to-door driver assistance using criteria established by the KCDOT Director;
3. Hand-to-hand driver assistance using criteria established by the KCDOT Director, for individuals sponsored by an agency that contracts for this service;
4. An advance reservation service for scheduling trips up to seven days ahead of time, provided that there is no adverse impact on the ADA paratransit program; and 
5. A subscription service, provided that there is no adverse impact on the ADA paratransit program. 

King County’s Access Paratransit program combines the mandatory minimum level of services established in KCC 28.94.035 integrated with the supplemental services for Access-eligible individuals in KCC 28.94.045.  The Access Paratransit program also addresses ADA implementing regulations that have been developed over the years, which address many other program elements, such as trip pickup windows, the length of paratransit trips in comparison to fixed-route trips, and on-time performance.   

The successful 2006 Transit Now ballot measure (raising the Metro-dedicated sales tax by 0.1 percent) identified expanded Access paratransit service as one of the programs to be funded with the additional tax revenue. In 2007, Metro expanded the Access program to provide service from 9:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. on weekdays in four rural areas in the eastern and southeastern parts of the county that were not previously served.
The Access paratransit program exceeds ADA minimum requirements in these ways:
· Service hours and service area – Extended service area between 9:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. on weekdays, Expanded Rural Service
· Passenger Service Level – Hand-to-Hand passenger assistance
· Fares – The Access fare is $1.75, whereas regular adult fares are $2.50-$3.25[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Effective July 1, 2018, there will be one adult fare of $2.75 for all trips.  There will be no change to the Access fare, the ORCA LIFT low-income fare, fares for seniors and youth, or the fare for people with disabilities who ride the bus using their regional reduced fare permits.] 


Map 1 on the following page shows the Access service area, including the ADA minimum service area and additional urban and rural areas served.  Metro’s Access Ride Guide for Access riders includes a description of services that exceed ADA minimum requirements (See Attachment 2).  Among these are:
· “Door-to-Door – help past the curb” and 
· “Hand-to-hand – never left alone”


Map 1. King County Access Paratransit Service Area

[image: BRS_DiscretionaryServiceArea_Showcase_20140115]

Metro Policy Documents and Paratransit

The needs of people with disabilities are addressed in the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation 2011-2021, notably in Human Potential Strategy 2.1.2:  

Provide travel opportunities and supporting amenities for historically disadvantaged populations, such as low-income people, students, youth, seniors, people of color, people with disabilities, and others with limited transportation options.

The METRO CONNECTS Long-Range Plan identifies goals for an expanded Metro system through 2040. Accessibility goals supported include:

· Ensuring that fixed-route services have 100 percent low-floor vehicles and 100 percent accessible stops, redesigned vehicle interiors to better accommodate mobility aids, and improved audio and tactile information throughout the system;
· Striving to improve Access service and to lower per-trip costs;
· Ensuring inclusive planning to ensure that people with disabilities can have input;
· Continuing to partner with community organizations, such as through the Community Access Transportation (CAT) program that provides accessible vehicles to serve seniors and people with disabilities; and
· Providing customer information and support to people with limited English proficiency.

Performance Measures
The Strategic Plan for Public Transportation 2011-2021 lists 63 performance measures to evaluate Metro operations as they pertain to eight broad thematic categories.  Access-related measures include Human Potential measures 11-15 and Financial Stewardship measure 13.  Attachment 3 contains the relevant pages from the 2015 Strategic Plan Progress Report, released in 2016.


Access Paratransit Audit
Last year, the King County Auditor’s Office released an audit entitled Access Paratransit: Action Needed to Address Cost, Quality, and Equity.[footnoteRef:4]  The Transportation, Economy, and Environment Committee was briefed on the audit by Auditor’s Office staff at the July 18, 2017 meeting.[footnoteRef:5]  Transit concurred with all the audit recommendations, and Transit staff state that they have begun work to implement the recommendations with plans to implement all the recommendations by the end of 2018. [4:  http://www.kingcounty.gov/depts/auditor/auditor-reports/all-landing-pgs/2017/paratransit-2017.aspx ]  [5:  http://mkcclegisearch.kingcounty.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=3091550&GUID=2E25A3C0-3958-4359-BD73-619788867E01&Options=&Search=# ] 


Service Provider Request for Proposals

Metro’s existing contracts with Access Paratransit service providers are expiring, so Metro issued a request for proposals (RFP) for a single new contractor in April 2017.  The RFP closed on July 18, 2017.  The RFP reflected some preliminary recommendations from the County Auditor as well as some recommendations from a consultant’s review of paratransit service model concepts.

As noted above, concerns expressed by Access riders and advocates and the Auditor led Metro to “pause” the RFP, convene the Access RFP Workgroup, and amend the RFP.  The intent of the changes is to achieve better results for customers and higher accountability for on-time performance than under the current contracts and the original RFP.  The amendment boosts financial incentives to encourage contractors to improve performance and  customer service, reduce costs and travel times, with penalties imposed if standards are not met.

Metro has begun to implement several improvements suggested by the RFP work group, with additional funding requested in a supplemental appropriations ordinance that is now under Council review.  Additional funding for the remainder of the biennium is requested for:

· On-time performance. This improvements would allow Access to maintain an on-time performance target of at least 90 percent. Reaching this performance target is estimated to cost $6.4 million during the 2017-2018 biennium, with costs partly offset by $3 million in special needs funding from the State of Washington.

· Minimum service levels. A second set of performance improvements would ensure that Access meets the federal guideline for a 30 minute drop-off window and better align Access trip time with time on comparable fixed route transit. These improvements are proposed to begin during the fourth quarter of 2018 at a cost of $654,000.

Metro notes that maintaining these higher service standards will result in ongoing costs, and estimates $7.6 million in additional costs for the 2019-2020 biennium for 90 percent on-time performance and $5.3 million for the 30-minute drop-off window. Final costs proposed for the system under the new contract will be determined by the procurement process.  Additional improvements and implementation requirements will affect the final costs in 2019-2020 and future biennia.

In addition to these proposed enhancements, the amended RFP would include three "tiers" of enhanced service. The amended RFP asks proposers to provide cost estimates for each of these tiers. Table 1, below, compares current operating standards, the original (2017) RFP, and the three tiers that are included in the amended RFP


Table 1. Comparison of Existing, Original RFP, Amended RFP Standards

	 
	Current
	Original RFP
	Amended RFP – 3 Tiers

	 
	
	
	Tier 1
	Tier 2
	Tier 3

	Picked up and dropped off on time
	90%
	92%
	92%
	95%
	96%

	Relatively narrow window for being picked up or dropped off for an appointment
	60 minute drop-off (Q4 change to 30 minute pending)
	30-minute pick-up
	30 minutes
	20-30 minutes depending on trip length
	20 minutes

	Trip length 
(on-board time)
	Not defined in contract, governed by KCM policy
	97% of trips equal to or less than fixed route plus 15 minutes

	Standards for early, late 
and missed trips
	Contractually only for late and missed trips
	Contractually only for late, excessively late, and missed trips
	Increasingly higher standards and resulting financial disincentives for early, late, excessively late and missed trips with each tier

	Expanded definition of on-time performance
	Pick-up time only
	Pick-up time only
	On-time performance now includes pick-up and drop-off time


Metro staff note that the amended RFP includes a number of features that they believe will lead to stronger service. These features include:
Progressively Stricter Contractor Incentives and Disincentives 
The amended RFP has more robust incentives and disincentives for the following elements: 
· Cost of trip 
· On-time performance
· Onboard time (new to amended RFP)
· Maintenance
· Customer service
Stronger focus on customer service
· Additional training for reservationists and drivers 
· Satisfaction surveys after trip and annually
· Customer service function comes in-house to Metro to ensure independence
· Ability to schedule trips further in advance
Stronger focus on innovation and continuous improvement
· Reinforcement of Metro’s commitment to continuously improve and create new programs, with flexibility to impact contractor hours of service
· Online scheduling, on-board fare payment system
Stronger focus on equitable service
· Reinforcement of Metro’s commitment to equity and social justice
· Equity and social justice training requirements for contractor staff
· Increased focus on increasing access for customers and potential customers with limited English proficiency
On-demand, same-day scheduling
· Amended RFP requires contractor to start or support an Alternative Services program that provides same-day demand trips to Access eligible participants within first year of contract

Next Steps
The bidders’ responses to the amended RFP are due in early August.  Their responses will inform the 2019-2020 budget process review of the overall King County Metro budget including the Access Paratransit budget, during October and November 2018.

ATTACHMENTS

1. King County Metro Presentation
2. Excerpt, Access Ride Guide “Additional Services – Beyond ADA” (pages 16-18)
3. Excerpt, most recent Strategic Plan Progress Report

LINKS

· FTA Circular C 4710.1: https://www.transit.dot.gov/regulations-and-guidance/fta-circulars/americans-disabilities-act-guidance-pdf

INVITED

· Chrissie Russillo, Managing Director, Paratransit/Rideshare Operations, King County Metro Transit
· Aaron Morrow, member of the Transit Advisory Commission, the Access Task Force, the Access RFP Workgroup, and the Community Advisory Group
· Robert Angrisano, member of the Access Task Force, the Access RFP Workgroup, and the Community Advisory Group
· Jennifer Wieland, Principal, Nelson/Nygaard
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