POLICY CENTER KEY FACTS
Improving lives through market solutions

Updated Key Facts about Clark County Transit (C-TRAN)

New look at C-TRAN shows declining ridership; increasing costs

By Bob Pishue, Director, Coles Center for Transportation March 2016

Introduction
New research released by Washington Policy Center, an independent, public policy think
tank, provides key facts about the Clark County Public Transportation Benefit Area Authority
(C-TRAN).

C-TRAN is a Public Transportation Benefit Authority and provides public transportation
services in the southwest region of Washington state, including fixed route bus, commuter bus,
demand response and vanpool services to residents in or near the cities of Vancouver, La Center,
Washougal, Battle Ground and Camas. C-TRAN also provides bus connections to Portland,
Oregon. The transit agency is governed by a 10-member board of directors made up of local
elected officials and a non-voting labor representative.

The bulk of the money C-TRAN board members spend comes from local taxes. C-TRAN officials
last raised the sales tax in 2011, and currently impose a 0.7 percent sales tax on retail purchases
throughout their service area. This is in addition to state and federal grants and money collected
at the farebox. In 2012 C-TRAN officials’ said they wanted to raise the sales tax again to build a
light rail system and to fund Bus Rapid Transit (BRT). The plan was rejected by 56.6 percent of
voters. Despite the no-confidence vote, C-TRAN officials’ continue to spend their reserve funds to
build BRT routes on the Fourth Plain Boulevard.

Washington Policy Center first provided an independent Key Facts about C-TRAN report in 2012,
allowing the public to review C-TRAN’s performance over a 15 year period.' The study found
that between 1996 and 2010 agency managers more than doubled operating costs despite only a
six percent increase in overall ridership. Pay raises and other benefits given to public employees
drove 94 percent of expense growth, from $10.3 million in salaries, wages and benefits in 1996 to
$28.3 million in 2010.

The study also found that C-TRAN managers direct a disproportionately large share of operating
expenses to wages and benefits. In 2010, wages and benefits represented 78 percent of C-TRAN’s
total operating expenses, the highest level of all urban transit agencies in Washington state.

Updated report with latest information (2010-2014)
According to the latest information from the Washington State Department of Transportation,
C-TRAN officials continue to increase their costs. Between 2010 and 2014, they increased their

1 “Key Facts about Clark County Transit (C-TRAN),” by Michael Ennis, Washington Policy Center, July 2012, at www.
washingtonpolicy.org/library/doclib/C-Tran-Key-Facts.pdf.
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operating costs from $36.1 million to $44.4 million, a 23 percent increase, more than double the
inflation rate of 8.6 percent over the same time period.>

Personnel costs continue to be the largest cost driver, as C-TRAN officials increased salaries,
wages and benefits by 20 percent to $34 million.? At 77 percent of operating costs, C-TRAN
officials spend a greater proportion of their total operating budget on wages and benefits than any
other urban transit agency in the state.*

Despite spending 21 percent more on its bus program, C-TRAN officials say their bus ridership
dropped four percent. Ridership losses and spending increases boosted the cost per trip on buses
by 26 percent, from $4.47 to $5.65. The average fare paid per trip on a C-TRAN bus is $1.23,
requiring a taxpayer subsidy of $4.42 every time someone boards a C-TRAN bus. The great
majority of expenses incurred by C-TRAN managers are paid by people who don’t use the service.

Despite declining ridership, tax revenues continue to pour into C-TRAN. In 2010, C-TRAN
collected $22 million in sales tax revenue to fund operations.’ In 2014, C-TRAN officials
announced record sales tax collections, taking a windfall of just under $39 million, a 77 percent
increase since 2010.°

Long Term Trends
More spending has not translated to proportional increases in bus service or ridership. C-TRAN
officials have increased bus platform hours by 13 percent over 1996 levels, yet bus ridership is only
1.3 percent higher in 2014 than it was in 1996. In addition, overall transit ridership is only up 3.5
percent over 1996 levels, despite substantial population growth.

To put compensation costs into perspective, in 1996, C-TRAN officials reported paying
$10,342,674 in salaries, wages and benefits. In 2014, transit officials reported compensation costs
jumped to $34,075,510, a 229 percent increase, more than four times the 51 percent inflation rate
over the time period.

Conclusion
The updated review shows that C-TRAN is collecting more money from the public than ever
before and appears to be directing funding increases primarily to employee salary and benefit
increases.

2 “2014 Summary of Public Transportation,” Washington State Department of Transportation, December 2015, at www.

wsdot.wa.gov/publications/manuals/fulltext/M3079/spt.pdf.

2010 and 2014 National Transit Database profiles of C-TRAN.

4 There are eight transit agencies defined as urban in Washington state. The eight urban transit agencies along with their
wage-to-budget share are: C-TRAN (Clark County), 77%; Community Transit (Snohomish County) 61%; Everett Transit,
71%; King County Metro, 64%; Pierce Transit, 69%; Sound Transit, 46%; and Spokane Transit, 68%. Salaries, wages,
benefits and operating expenses were obtained from the 2014 National Transit Database for each agency.

5 “2010 Summary of Public Transportation,” Washington State Department of Transportation, November 2011, page 23,
at ftp.wsdot.wa.gov/public/PubTranSummaries/2010%20-%20Summary%200f%20Public%20Transportation%20Updat-
ed%2003012012.pdf.

6 ‘2014 Summary of Public Transportation,” Washington State Department of Transportation, December 2015, at www.
wsdot.wa.gov/publications/manuals/fulltext/M3079/spt.pdf.
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Modal Information (2014)’

Public Subsidy

Operating Costs Fare Revenues Passenger Trips Required
Bus | $34,262,502 $7,466,560 6,061,350 $26,795,942
Dem. Resp. | $9,879,660 $400,362 235,508 $9,479,298
Vanpool | $276,071 $221,424 68,420 $54,647
6,365,278
Operating Cost Per Trip  Farebox Recovery Rate  Subsidy Per Trip
Bus | $5.65 22% $4.42
Dem. Resp. | $41.95 4% $40.25
Vanpool | $4.03 80% $0.80
Performance Trends®?®
Operating
Expenses by
Function | 1996* 2010 2014 1996-2010 2010-2014 1996-2014
Vehicle | $8,438,700 $24,012,461  $28,548,295 185% 19% 238%
Operations
Vehicle | $2,479,200 $4,950,019 $6,616,076 100% 34% 167%
Maintenance
Non-Veh. | $848,900 $1,847,937 $1,543,996 118% -16% 82%
Maintenance
General | $2,511,300 $5,321,212 $7,709,866 112% 45% 207%
Administration
Total | $17,026,032  $36,131,629 $44,418,233 112% 23% 161%
Operating
Expenses
“numbers do not sum to total due to rounding and purchased transportation
Total System | 1996 2010 2014 1996-2010 2010-2014 1996-2014
Salaries/|$10,342,674  $28,328,547 $34,075510 174% 20% 229%
Wages/
Benefits
Share of | 61% 78% 77% -
Wages on
Total OpEx
Annual | 6,146,409 6,552,570 6,365,278 6.6% -2.9% 3.6%
Passenger
Trips
7 Ibid.

8 Washington Policy Center’s 2012 “Key Facts about C-TRAN” covered the 1996 to 2010 period. That data is provided
here. 1996 is the first year data are available from the National Transit Database. 2014 data are the most recent available
from the National Transit Database.

9 2011 and 2014 Summary of Public Transportation.
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Bus | 1996 2010 2014 1996-2010 2010-2014 1996-2014
Operating [ $14,209,942  $28,235,748  $34,262,502 99% 21% 141.1%
Expenses

Annual | 5,985,456 6,317,040 6,061,350 6% -4% 1.3%
Passenger

Trips

Operating | $2.37 $4.47 $5.65 89% 26% 138.5%
Expense per

Trip
Demand
Response | 1996 2010 2014 1996-2010 2010-2014 1996-2014
Operating | $2,747,996 $7,800,955 $9,879,660 184% 27% 259.5%
Expenses

Annual [ 142,495 218,104 235,508 53% 8% 65.3%
Passenger

Trips

Operating [ $19.28 $35.77 $41.95 86% 17% 117.6%
Expense per

Trip

Vanpool 1996 2010 2014 1996-2010 2010-2014 1996-2014
Operating 68,544 $94,926 $276,071 38% 191% 302.8%
Expenses
Annual 18,458 17,426 68,420 -6% 293% 270.7%
Passenger
Trips
Operating $3.71 $5.45 $4.03 47% -26% 8.8%

Expense per
Trip
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