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Ridership declines on Metro buses and trains in the past two years are cyclical, says Metro's CEO Phil
Washington.

The head of Los Angeles County's transportation agency responded Thursday to

concerns over the falling ridership on buses and trains that is occurring as officials invest

billions in expanding transit lines.

Metro CEO Phil Washington, in his first-ever state of the agency speech at a Metro board

meeting, emphasized that the ridership numbers change, and said his agency looks
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decades out in its planning.

"We know that ridership increases and declines are cyclical. We also know that we are

looking at a 30-year horizon," he said.

Over the last two years, Metro has lost about 9 percent of its boardings, from 1.49 million

average weekday boardings in 2014 to 1.36 million in the second quarter of fiscal year

2016.

The decline is in line with countrywide trends, although Metro's ridership losses on bus

lines have been less acute than the national average.

The recovery of the economy, low gas prices and the rise of ride-hailing services like

Uber and Lyft have contributed to lighter use of public transit nationally. 

Metro also found employment changes and car purchases were among the biggest

factors affecting its own ridership, followed by service disruptions due to maintenance on

the Blue Line.

The Metro board received a staff report last week recommending several strategies to

boost ridership, including new marketing tactics and increasing service frequency to

emerging employment centers and on busy corridors.

Metro also hopes to attract more riders by building out a more robust network. Five new

rail lines are currently under construction, including the extension of the Gold Line to

Azusa, opening March 5, followed by the Expo Line to Santa Monica opening in May.

But those investments have also raised questions about the wisdom of spending

taxpayer money on systems that may have fewer riders.

Moreover, the agency is  looking to put a sales tax initiative on the November ballot to

raise up to $90 billion to fund projects over the next 40 years.

The board did not discuss the report or the ridership recommendations at its Thursday

meeting. But the update is part of an ongoing effort by a task force established last year

by Washington to tackle ridership declines.
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