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Budget woes could mean fewer routes for more RT riders

Fare increases of 10 to 25 percent proposed due to cash shortfall

Sacramento Business Journal - by Melanie Turner Staff writer
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More people are hopping on light rail as gas prices stay high. June ridership is up 10 percent.
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Sacramento Regional Transit would be forced to raise fares — and make reductions to bus and light-rail service — under the governor’s latest budget proposal, said Regional Transit general manager Mike Wiley.

This comes at a time when more local riders than ever are hopping on buses and light-rail trains. In April, light-rail ridership was up 43 percent from a year ago. With gasoline prices above $4 a gallon, “people are just flocking to us in droves,” Wiley said.

Any cuts to light rail would be the first since the system was established in 1987.

“Having to reduce service and raise fares at the same time is not something we’ve experienced in the past,” Wiley said, adding that a “fairly significant” reduction would be required under the current state budget proposal.

The regional transit board wants a plan in case the cuts are adopted. It is holding a public hearing at 6 p.m. Monday to gather input on a range of possible service reductions.

Fare increases under consideration range between 10 percent and 25 percent. Possible cuts to service include eliminating weekend service for bus and rail, cutting all night transit service, and reducing the frequency of light-rail trains and buses that run every 15 minutes to every 30 minutes.

“All of those are extremely drastic measures that we really don’t want to have to consider,” Wiley said. “We just cannot absorb another $11 million hit.”

Leading up to this latest threat, regional transit already has absorbed a reduction of $24 million in sales-tax revenue this year, and a $14 million hit to its budget last year.

As the economy has declined, sales-tax receipts have shrunk. Three years ago, regional transit officials projected $24 million more in sales-tax revenue than the transit district actually got this year. Much of the district’s revenue is based on sales tax.

Last year’s budget cut resulted in regional transit trimming its bus service by 5 percent in January. All of those reductions occurred in areas of “unproductive service.” There aren’t many more routes that would fit that definition now, Wiley said.

Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger proposed in May a $1.4 billion statewide reduction in transportation funding to help close a $15.2 billion budget gap.

Transit operators say under the budget proposal, the governor would be reneging on an agreement his office reached with transit operators last year. The governor and the California Transit Association agreed to cut transit this year — but not to the magnitude of last year’s cuts, Wiley said.

The budget proposed in January called for a $7 million hit to RT. Under that proposal, RT was able to balance its budget without increasing fares or cutting service.

But with an additional $11 million cut proposed in the May revise, RT’s share of the cuts now total $18 million, or about 12 percent of its $151 million operating budget for fiscal year 2008-2009.

This would force the agency to reduce its service by at least 10 percent. The additional $11 million hit translates to about a 20 percent service reduction or about 6 million fewer passengers a year, Wiley said.

It’s not likely that service would take the entire cut. It’s more likely the reductions would impact RT in a variety of ways in an attempt to cut service as little as possible, Wiley said.

“It just doesn’t make any sense,” he said. “We’ve got ridership going through the roof.”

For example, a new phenomenon is occurring on a morning light-rail route from Folsom to downtown Sacramento. Riders are boarding the train at Iron Point, riding it about 10 minutes out of their way to the end of the line in historic Folsom — and heading back to Iron Point on their way downtown — to make sure they get a seat, Wiley said.

Park and ride lots are filling earlier these days, too.

“You have to get to Iron Point Station before 7 a.m. to get a parking space,” he said.

Because it’s not clear what level of cuts will be adopted in the state budget, the RT board will not take action Monday. Based on feedback the board gets at the hearing, staff will refine a proposal for cuts and bring service reduction options back to the board in August.

While some of the larger transit systems are saddled with similar problems, some smaller systems are in a growth mode. The Yolo County Transit District this week is doubling its local Woodland service from two to four weekday buses and from one to two weekend buses, and adding express buses between Sacramento and Davis and Sacramento and Woodland.

Yolo County Transit District executive director Terry Bassett said the district did not budget for the extra state transit funds, so the district won’t be forced to cut service.

But any cuts handed down by the state would make it more difficult to replace aging buses or to make stops compliant with the Americans with Disabilities Act, he said.

Ridership on express buses between Davis and Woodland is up between 30 percent to 40 percent in recent months, and overall Yolobus ridership is up as much as 20 percent.

Ridership also was up 38 percent in June on the Yolobus that travels to Cache Creek Casino Resort. The majority of passengers on that route are casino employees.

Despite ridership increases and service expansions, Bassett said reductions to Sacramento RT could impact Yolobus riders since they transfer to and from RT.

“There’s a ripple effect,” he said.
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