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Key Facts on Spokane Transit Authority

By Bob Pishue, Director, Coles Center for Transportation March 2015
and Chris Cargill, Eastern Washington Director

New research released by Washington Policy Center, an independent research organization

with offices in Spokane, Olympia, Seattle and Tri-Cities, provides key facts on Spokane Transit
Authority (STA). STA operates as a Public Transportation Benefit Authority and serves the cities
of Spokane, Cheney, Medical Lake, Millwood, Liberty Lake and Spokane Valley, along with other
areas of incorporated Spokane County.

STA provides fixed route bus, demand response, and a vanpool program to residents throughout
its 248 square mile service area. STA’s governing body consists of nine elected officials from the
service district, and includes one non-voting labor representative.

Board members at the Spokane Transit Authority want to increase the rate of the sales tax they
collect by 50 percent, from a rate of 0.6 percent to a 0.9 percent, through a measure that voters
will consider on the April 28th ballot. If approved, the measure would enact the highest sales tax
STA officials are able to impose under state law. The ballot measure includes money to build a
special electric trolley line in downtown Spokane.

STA officials say that unless the higher tax is approved they will reduce bus service in area
communities between 20 and 25 percent.!

STA’s total operating revenues in 2013 were $65.7 million, with total operating expenses of $57
million. STA’s primary source of revenue comes from a 0.6 percent retail sales tax on goods and
services throughout its taxing district. In 2013, sales tax collections represented 70 percent of its
total revenue - about $45 million. Revenue from fares equaled $10 million, or about 17 percent of
total revenue.

STA ended 2013 with reserves of $56.5 million, the bulk of which was placed in Unrestricted
Cash and Investment accounts. Overall, STA’s operations make it one of the state’s best managed
public transit agencies. For example, the cost to carry a passenger on an STA bus remains one of
the lowest of urban transit agencies in the state at less than $4.00. However, there are concerns
about some aspects of STA’s operation.

STA'’s bus program, which represents the bulk of STA’s transit system, has enjoyed ridership
growth of 43 percent over the past decade. But, partially due to its success in gaining ridership,
bus operating expenses have grown 62 percent, a little less than three times the rate of inflation
(23 percent). Some of this spending growth can be attributed to increases in bus service. Yet over
the 10-year period, transit officials only expanded bus service by seven percent.

1 Based on data provided by Spokane Transit Authority officials, available upon request.
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STA officials increased their cost of operating an hour of bus service from $77 per revenue hour
to $115 per hour, a 50 percent increase over 10 years, commensurate with a 55 percent increase in
salaries, wages and benefits over the same time period.

Typical of most transit agencies, STA’s directly-operated paratransit program is its most costly
service per passenger. It cost $32.94 to carry one passenger aboard STA’s paratransit bus.
Taxpayers provide a subsidy of about 95 percent, or $31.17 per trip. STA officials do, however,
contract out some of their paratransit trips to a private operator, at a per trip cost of $16.25, with
taxpayers picking up $15.43 per passenger trip.

STA’s vanpool program continues to operate well and serve customer demand. In 2004, vanpool
riders paid 82 percent of the cost of the trip. In 2013, users paid about 86 percent. Over the 10-
year period, ridership has more than doubled while both revenues and expenses have nearly
tripled.

Transit officials have devoted the largest spending growth percentage-wise to administration,
with administrative costs growing by 85 percent —between 2004 and 2013 - to $11 million per
year.

Thanks to the hard-working people of Spokane County, STA’s sales tax revenue grew 94 percent
over the last decade. Money collected from fares grew 81 percent and reserves ballooned 194
percent.

STA's past performance and future plans

Under state law, public transit officials can ask for up to 0.9 percent sales tax rate in the areas
where they operate. In 2004, STA board members proposed Proposition 1, a ballot measure to
double the sales tax they impose - from 0.3 percent to 0.6 percent - until 2009 to preserve bus
service and to “provide for anticipated future bus and paratransit service needs.” Voters approved
the ballot measure.

STA officials received voter approval to make the tax permanent in 2008. Between 2004 and 2008,
STA officials increased bus service from 378,000 hours to 443,000 hours, a 17 percent increase,
but at a high cost. Operating costs grew 55 percent over the five-year period, mostly attributed

to salaries, wages and benefits. While inflation grew only 14 percent, salaries, wages and benefits
jumped 41 percent over the period. Ridership grew 43 percent.

However, the ballot measure was promoted to “preserve the region’s public transportation
system.” Since voters approved the ballot measure, though, bus service has actually declined,
from 443,000 hours of bus service to 405,000 - a 9 percent decrease. Although STA officials have
been able to contain cost growth since the recession, it has achieved this partly by cutting and
restructuring neighborhood bus service. Since the 2008 vote, ridership has remained flat.

Looking to the future, Spokane Transit Authority officials plan to deplete cash reserves by
spending $60 million through 2020 on capital projects, including $22 million for new buses and
$17 million in technology upgrades.? After cash reserves are depleted, STA officials plan to begin
cutting service as early as 2017, unless the April ballot measure passes.

2 Transit Development Plan, Spokane Transit Authority, July 24, 2014, at www.spokanetransit.com/files/content/Final
TDP 2014.pdf.

3 “April 28, 2015 Ballot Information, Spokane Transit Authority Proposition 1, A proposed 3/10 of 1 percent increase in
sales tax for public transportation,” Spokane Transit Authority, at www.stamovingforward.com/spokane-transit-authority-
proposition-no-1/.
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Recommendations

Overall, STA appears to be a relatively well-managed transit agency. Prior to the recession,
however, operating costs grew at four times the rate of inflation with only a 17 percent increase in
bus service. While STA officials may now have a firmer grip on containing cost growth, new tax
revenues and spending too rapidly may place STA on an unsustainable path. In addition, their
plans to deplete reserve funds and reduce bus service in Spokane area neighborhoods will fall
hardest on the most vulnerable residents in the community. The plan to reduce bus service while
spending reserves on capital expansions to enhance bus service may also seem like a paradox to
many members of the public.

STA officials should also work to further contract-out paratransit service. Paratransit currently
consumes 20 percent of operating expenses, yet it only carries four percent of trips on STA
services. Fully contracting out would reap millions of dollars in windfalls for the paratransit
program and for the agency generally.

In addition, STA officials should expand the use of vanpools and work toward full cost recovery

to make the vanpool program more self-sustaining. STA officials should also control the growth

of their administrative costs, as these present a growing part of STA’s budget, directly competing
with bus services provided to the public.

Revenues/Expenditures

Spokane Transit Revenues2004-2013 w/Reserve Balance

Sales Tax Fare Total Operating Revenue Reserve

Year Revenue Revenue (Incl. state & federal funds) Balance
2013 545,179,058 510,364,381 65,695,566 556,492,813
2012 542 031 465 10,314 643 562,604 642 £50,403,192
2011 541,855,394 510,151,749 562,565,820 546,258,937
2010 540,559 006 50,343,526 560,476,875 544 751 BB7
2009 $40,913,106 57,867,601 558,303,536 543,814,541
2008 S44 407,044 57,862,183 563,466,555 547 821963
2007 547,198,519 56,666,523 564,698,028 $50,176,990
2006 543533775 56,337,760 561,725,527 541,009 646
2005 540,332,560 55,855,628 554,321,875 529,886,254
2004 523,316,177 55,716,583 540,507,379 519,210,724

Growth: 4% 81l% 62% 194%

Source: WSDOT Summary of Public Transportation 2004, 2007, 2010, 2013
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Spokane Transit Expenses by Function 2004-2013

Year Veh. Operations  Veh. Maintenance  Other Maintenance Administration Total
2013 535,883,283 57,553,765 52,691,119 510,920,125 557,048,296
2012 535,748,542 57,641,354 52,673,182 510,127,558 556,187,636
2011 535,642,393 57,506,237 52,725,402 59,756,850 555,630,822
2010 536,733,329 57,915,845 52,537,304 58,408,025 556,594,503
2009 534,523,738 57,436,712 52,577,324 59,241,049 553,778,823
2008 535,932,400 57,718,800 52,770,200 50,368,200 555,789,600
2007 531,576,700 56,275,300 52,268,800 58,560,700 548,681,600
2006 520,741 BET 5,665,167 52,174,852 58,036,519 545 18,425
2005 526,071,212 54 066,670 51,091,754 58,106,400 541,136,036
2004 523,788,350 54 607,584 51,695,407 55,890,562 535,983,503
Growth: 51% 643 5%9% B85% 5%9%
Source: Mational Transit Database 2004-2013
Salaries and Wages (2004 v. 2013) 2004 2013 % Growth
525,385,683 530,247,150 553
Source: National Transit Database 2004, 2013
Modal Statistics
Spokane Transit Bus Statistics 2004-2013
Year Bus Operating Cost Farebox Revenue Platform Hours Revenue Hours Passenger Trips
2013 544 182 679 59,019,785 405,312 383,357 11,087,049
2012 543 202 761 58,022422 403,100 381,200 11,031 300
2011 543 206,209 SB8,0BB,BR2 420,015 307,204 10,831,987
2010 543,700,012 58,382,040 4437 366 414 364 10,710,528
2009 541,537,202 57,127,521 447 2749 418,247 11,152 841
2008 543,194,327 57,112,748 443 6500 414 200 11,110,500
2007 537,305,903 56,082,747 433,500 406,000 0,436,700
2006 535,215 046 55,801,631 428 BO7 402 533 8,408,678
2005 531,604,725 55,411,522 393,257 369,494 7,688,002
2004 527,336,673 55,343,235 378,564 354 985 7,740,360
Growth: 62% 69% 7% 8% 43%

Source: Mational Transit Database 2004-2013
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Modal Information (2004 v. 2013) 2004 2013 % Growth
Bus
Operating Expenses | 527,336,673 544 182 679 G62%
Ridership 7,740,360 11,087,049 43%
Farebox Revenue 55,343,235 59,019,785 G9%
Cost per Trip 5353 5309 13%
Subsidy per Trip S2.EB4 5317 12%
Demand Response [STA + Contracted)
Operating Expenses | 58,425,940 512,044 466 43%
Ridership 456,969 483038 6%
Farebox Revenue 5192004 5634997 231%
Cost per Trip 51844 52493 35%
Subsidy per Trip S18.02 52362 31%
Vanpools
Operating Expense 220,890 5821,151 272%
Ridership 101,971 241 257 137%
Farebox Revenue 5181,344 5709, 604 291%
Cost per Trip 5217 53.40 57%
Subsidy per Trip 50.39 S0.46 19%

Source; W5DOT Summary of Public Transportation 2004, 2013
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