
 

 

WHEELCHAIR ACCESSIBLE TAXICAB (WAT) 
DEMONSTRATION PROJECT 2007-2008 

REPORT AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
Executive Summary    
 
During 2007-2008, the City of Seattle and King County jointly conducted a two year 
demonstration project with wheelchair accessible taxicabs (WAT).  The project purposes, 
as described in the Request for Proposal (RFP), were to: (1) test the economic viability of 
privately-owned and operated accessible taxicabs that provide on-demand service to 
private-pay passengers at taximeter rates and (2) assess the need for accessible taxicabs 
and estimate how many may be necessary to provide responsive service.1   
 
The demonstration project, while being planned in 2003, was believed necessary because 
the structure of the taxicab industry in Seattle/King County was different than most other 
cities, consisting of a large number of independently owned and operated taxicabs rather 
than a few companies that owned all or most of their taxicabs.  Also, a 2001 survey of 
other cities had indicated that no analysis of demand and economic impact had been 
done.  Moreover, a 2002 joint field trip to Portland, OR found the requirement that 20% 
of each taxicab fleet be WAT had proven excessive given demand for this service.  From 
the survey of other cities and meetings with local taxicab association representatives, it 
was known that WAT had higher equipment, insurance and other operating costs; it 
would be problematic for a limited number of WAT to provide service to the combined 
78 Seattle and King County dispatch zones using the current zone dispatch system; and it 
was likely that fewer than 10% of WAT trips would be transporting passengers in 
wheelchairs.   
 
Initially, in late 2006, eight temporary, non-transferable WAT licenses were awarded to a 
group of taxicab drivers organized as Washington Accessible Taxi that was successful in 
the RFP competition.  Later, during June 2008, the number of WAT was expanded to 
sixteen due to the strong interest by Metro to enlarge the project to serve more passengers 
with mobility impairments and determine the impact of additional WAT on service 
response times.   A Seattle-King County WAT Work Group was formed to issue a joint 
staff report on the outcomes of the demonstration project.  The primary members were 
Craig Leisy, Manager of the Consumer Affairs Unit, representing the City of Seattle and 
Diana Toledo, Enforcement Coordinator for the Records and Licensing Services 
Division, representing King County.  The demonstration project, and the use of the 
WSDOT grant funds, was coordinated by King County/Metro Accessible Services 
transportation planners Don Okazaki and Al Pelton, who regularly briefed the WAT 
Work Group on progress and problems with data collection, equipment, and operations.  
 

                                                 
1 Request for Proposals.  “Wheelchair Accessible Taxicab (WAT) Pilot Demonstration Project” RFP 05-
147 PR (adv. 12/29/05), Sec. 6, p. 24.   
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This joint Seattle-King County staff report is primarily based on analysis of operating and 
financial information obtained from several sources including taxicab driver trip sheets, 
taxicab association computer dispatch records, taximeter statistics, Metro/Access 
overflow trip records, driver reports, and driver/licensee surveys.  The project findings 
are that:  
(1) WAT revenue was comparable to revenue earned by ambulatory taxicabs because of 
longer trips (higher fare revenue per trip) and the provision of Metro/Access overflow 
trips that were paid at higher paratransit rates.  
(2) Somewhat higher WAT operating costs were offset by:  

• the loan of the initial eight accessible vans by Metro,  
• the availability of dual WAT licenses at no cost – a savings of dual taxicab license 

market value (est. $100,000+) or the cost of leasing a taxicab (typical: $75 per 
shift or $420 per week),  

• waiving of the annual taxicab license fees for WAT (Seattle and King County 
fees: $1,050), and 

• service contracts with Metro Access for overflow trips. 
(3)  Private payer demand for wheelchair trips is approximately 4% of total trips or 
fewer than 2 wheelchair trips per day per WAT. 
(4)  The automated zone computer dispatch system used by the taxicab industry keeps 
service response times for WAT to a minimum generally but cannot automatically 
dispatch wheelchair trips that fall outside the zone dispatch program design protocol 
(same or adjacent zone) – these trips have to be “forced” (dispatched manually).   
 
The WAT Work Group recommends the following:   
(1)  No direct operating subsidies should be provided to WAT.  
(2)  Seattle/King County should continue to waive the annual taxicab license fee for 
WAT.  
(3)  The number of new permanent City of Seattle and King County WAT licenses to be 
issued to replace the existing temporary, non-transferable WAT licenses should be 30 
initially2.   
(4)  Additional City of Seattle and King County WAT licenses should be added as needed 
to provide comparable service response times by WAT in the city (20 minutes) and in the  
county (30 minutes) - includes 10 minutes for wheelchair loading and securement tasks 
by the driver.   
(5)  The existing 16 temporary, non-transferable WAT licenses should continue to 
operate until the 30 replacement WATs are fully activated so there is no gap in service.  
(6)  The taxicab association licensing requirements in the city taxicab code, SMC 
6.310.230, should be amended to mandate that a minimum of 3% (but not less than one) 
of affiliated taxicabs must be dual-licensed (city + county) WAT taxicabs. 
(7)  King County should add up to 20 additional county-only WAT licenses to better 
serve the larger geographical area as well as contracting cities.  

                                                 
2 Computed using the process described in proposed Seattle Taxicab Rule R-6.310.500.A which was 
drafted pursuant to Ord. 122763 (2008) and SMC 6.310.500.A as revised.  The process has been discussed 
in several special informational meetings by various taxicab industry stakeholder groups.  A public hearing 
is expected to be held in June 2009 on the final draft of the proposed rule. 

Final Report Released - November 24, 2009 Page 2 of 63



 

 

(8)  There should be a requirement that all requests for WAT service must be manually 
dispatched by a taxicab association if the trip is not automatically dispatched within five 
(5) minutes. 
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BACKGROUND 
 
In 1996, the Seattle City Council passed Resolution No. 29476 which listed the need for 
wheelchair accessible taxicab service as a priority for the taxicab industry regulatory 
program.3 
 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) Requirements.  Even though taxicabs are presently  
exempt from ADA requirements, the City desires that the taxicab industry provide taxicab  
service to disabled persons. 

 
The City will work to identify the most appropriate means of achieving this goal, considering  
such options as requiring some taxicabs to be altered to provide services, and issuing permits  
to individuals proposing to provide taxi service to disabled persons. 

 
This resolution accompanied Ordinance No. 118341 which established a new Chapter 
6.310 in the Seattle Municipal Code providing for a more comprehensive regulatory 
program for the taxicab industry.4 
 
Subsequently, in 1999, King County passed Ordinance No. 13441, which amended 
Chapter 28.94 of the King County Code to establish a goal that 10 percent of county 
taxicabs be wheelchair accessible by 2001.5 
 
 The executive shall initiate an effort to increase the availability of accessible vehicles in the  

local taxicab industry that do not charge rates greater than for non-accessible vehicles.  The  
goal of such an effort must be to achieve at least ten percent accessibility in the taxicabs  
licensed by the county by the year 2001.  

 
Taxicab industry regulatory program representatives from the city and county held a 
series of meetings during 1999 to discuss how to introduce wheelchair accessible taxicabs 
(WAT) in their combined taxicab fleets.  Several issues were identified including: (1) the 
demand for WAT service was unknown, (2) the fragmentation of taxicab industry 
ownership and the challenge of finding a fair method for mandating WAT conversions, 
(3) the additional costs of purchasing and operating WAT (e.g., insurance, maintenance), 
(4) the need for special driver training, and (6) an expectation that driver incentives (e.g., 

                                                 
3 Resolution No. 29476 adopted on October 21, 1996 by a vote of 7-0.  A RESOLUTION relating to 
enhanced enforcement regulations for taxicabs, and expressing the City Council's desire for future 
legislation relating to taxi driver safety, taxi stands, metered receipts, Americans With Disabilities Act 
provisions for taxicabs, training and testing for taxi drivers, automatic dispatch capabilities to increase 
responsiveness and efficiency within the taxicab industry, and a process for issuing additional licenses. 
4 Ordinance No. 118341 adopted on October 21, 1996 by a vote of 9-0. Relating to for-hire vehicles, 
taxicabs and for-hire drivers, adding a new chapter 6.310 to the Seattle Municipal Code to license for-hire 
vehicles, taxicabs, for-hire drivers and taxicab associations both for regulation and revenue, and repealing 
Chapters 6.208, 6.211 and 6.212 of the Seattle Municipal Code. 
5 Ordinance No. 13441 passed on March 29, 1999 by a vote of 13-0.  AN ORDINANCE relating to public 
transportation, modifying the paratransit service program for seniors and persons with disabilities, 
establishing an ADA paratransit program to meet federal requirements, establishing a King county metro 
community transportation program offering additional services to eligible individuals, adopting new 
transportation services for seniors and persons with disabilities and other individuals with special 
transportation needs; adding new sections to K.C.C. chapter 28.94, and repealing Ordinance 12643,  
Section 2, and K.C.C. 28.94.050. 
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reduced lease) may be needed.  It was agreed that a survey of other cities was necessary 
to learn how other taxicab industry regulators were establishing WAT programs.6 
 
A survey of twelve large U.S. cities and counties with active WAT was conducted during 
2001 including: Boston, MA, Chicago, IL, Fairfax County, VA, Broward County, FL, 
Las Vegas, NV, Los Angeles, CA, Minneapolis, MN, Montgomery County, MD, New 
York, NY, Portland, OR, San Francisco, CA, and Tampa, FL.  Numerous cities contacted 
did not have any WAT and were not included in the survey report including: Atlanta, 
GA, Denver, CO, Houston, TX, Kansas City, MO, Miami, FL, and San Antonio, TX.  
The conclusion of the survey was the following:7 
 
 More and more cities are establishing accessible taxicab programs in order to provide on  

demand service to passengers in wheelchairs.  Most cities mandate that a minimum percentage  
or number of each taxicab fleet be accessible taxicabs.  Typically, the minimum percentage is  
3%-5%.  If this percentage was applied to Seattle and King County taxicabs, there should be  
approximately 25-42 accessible taxicabs.  One major difference between Seattle/King County  
and most other cities and counties surveyed is that there is a privately owned for-profit accessible  
van service industry (so-called "cabulances") here.  It is estimated that there may be 80-100  
cabulances in service.  Most of their trips are performed under contract with Hopelink (DSHS  
Medicaid appointments and Metro/Access overflow) but they are also available for on-demand  
trips.  Some of the cabulance operators have Metro scrip accounts (50% subsidy coupons).  The  
existence of the cabulance fleet may reduce the need for accessible taxicabs.      

 
An Accessible Taxicab Work Group was formed and held eight regular meetings during 
2001-2002.  The membership of the work group consisted of representatives from city 
and county taxicab industry regulators and representatives from other organizations were 
invited to make presentations including the the Port of Seattle, Washington Coalition of 
Citizens with Disabilities, Hopelink, DSHS, King County Developmental Disabilities 
Division, the taxicab industry, and the cabulance industry.  The work group drafted a 
WAT Plan to introduce WAT into the city and county taxicab fleets.  Metro sought 
funding in their budget to purchase up to 40 accessible vans for use by the taxicab 
industry.  Initially, Metro was unsuccessful in obtaining funding for the demonstration 
project.  As a result, the demonstration project in Phase I was revised so that Metro 
provided eight used WAT at low cost to the participants.8   
 
 The proposed draft plan to provide wheelchair accessible vehicles in the Seattle and King  

County taxicab fleets consists of two phases: (1)  Phase I (2002-2003) Start Up – The City  
of Seattle and King County will provide temporary, non-transferrable taxicab licenses for  
the wheelchair accessible vehicles (SMC 6.310.500C, KCC 6.64.700C).  King County/Metro  
will provide approximately eight (8) surplus converted vans at low cost for Phase I.  These  
vehicles will be low floor minivans.  The purpose of the multi-phase plan is to place some  
accessible taxicabs into service quickly while providing an opportunity to evaluate accessible  
vehicles in operation before full implementation.  Special recordkeeping will be required to  
track maintenance and insurance costs, service response times, and wheelchair trips (number,  
length, time of day). (2)  Phase II (2003-2009)  Implementation – The City of Seattle and King  
County will revise their taxicab ordinance and rules to require that up to 10% of the taxicabs  

                                                 
6 Memorandum dated May 10, 1999 from Supervisor, Consumer Affairs Unit (Seattle) to work group 
participants.  Notes of meeting held on May 6, 1999 after the passage of K.C. Ord. 13441. 
7 Consumer Affairs Unit (Seattle).  Accessible Taxicab Survey: Report on Telephone Survey of 12 Large 
U.S. Cities and Counties (May 4, 2001) 
8 Accessible Taxicab Work Group. DRAFT Wheelchair Accessible Taxicab (WAT) Plan  July 19, 2002. 
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be wheelchair accessible.  The number of accessible taxicabs may be increased in order to  
provide a specified level of wheelchair accessible taxicab (WAT) service to the public based on 
meeting comparable response times to service requests.  

 
Some work group members made a field trip to Portland, OR on March 6, 2002 to speak 
with taxicab industry representatives and government officials (City of Portland, Tri-Met) 
about their experience with WAT.9   
 

Organization of Taxicab Industry.  The city of Portland has 382 taxicabs operated by six (6) 
companies: 

 
 Taxicab      Total       Wheelchair 
Company  Taxicabs Vans  Remarks 
 
Broadway Cab      150     24  Fleet is 2/3 driver-owned,  

1/3 company-owned. 
 Green Cab        48       9  Driver-owned taxicabs. 
 Portland Taxi      <20       2 
 Radio Cab      136     25  Co-op. All driver-owned 
        taxicabs. 
 Rose City Cab      <20       2 

Sassy Cab      <20       2 
 
Originally, Portland required that WAT comprise 20% of taxicab company fleets but that 
requirement was subsequently reduced to 10%. 
 

The [Portland] taxicab ordinance requires that taxicab companies operate wheelchair vans 
(accessible taxicabs) equal to 20% of their permits.  This requirement was phased in during  
1994-1998.  The City of Portland is considering a reduction in the number of wheelchair  
vans from 20% to 10% but will probably add a performance requirement that the companies  
must meet specified response time standards established for service requests received from 
passengers in wheelchairs.  It is believed that 10% will provide enough wheelchair vans to  
meet demand even during peak hours if the use of wheelchair vans is coordinated.  

 
In 2003, Metro obtained funding in its budget for the demonstration project in Phase I of 
the WAT Plan drafted by the Accessible Taxicab Work Group.  The funding was from a 
Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) grant awarded to transit 
districts for special needs transportation projects.  The goal of the project funded by the 
grants was as follows:10 
 
 …the grant application described the goal of the wheelchair accessible taxicab demonstration  

project as an experiment to gather information on the operation of WAT for private pay  
customers both ambulatory and in wheelchairs – e.g., number of wheelchair trips provided, 
additional operating costs, driver training requirements.  The number of agency trips will be 
limited to keep the WAT available for service to the general public.  Information collected  
will help determine what resources will be required to maintain a wheelchair accessible taxicab 
fleet for the long term and how many WAT are needed.   

                                                 
9 Memorandum dated March 18, 2002 from Consumer Affairs Unit to Accessible Taxicab Work Group 
members “Notes of Visit to Portland, Oregon on March 6, 2002 to Discuss Accessible Taxicab Program” 
10 Memorandum dated December 29, 2003 from Manager of Consumer Affairs Unit to Director of Revenue 
and Consumer Affairs Division “Wheelchair Accessible Taxicab (WAT) Demonstration Project 2004-
2005” 
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In preparation for the demonstration project, Accessible Taxicab Work Group members 
met with representatives from the taxicab industry to discuss practical issues such as zone 
dispatching, taxicab association joining and service fees, taxicab insurance, driver 
selection, WAT operations reporting requirements, and the demonstration project 
timeline.11  Representatives from Yellow Cab, Orange Cab, and Farwest Taxi were 
interviewed.  In addition, representatives from special needs transportation (formerly, 
cabulance) operators Northwest Transport and Transpro, were also interviewed.  
  
In 2005, the City of Seattle and King County both amended their taxicab codes to provide 
authority to issue temporary, non-transferable taxicab licenses for the demonstration 
project.  Seattle Ordinance No. 121738 reads, in part, as follows:12 
 
 WHEREAS, King County/Metro Transportation has received a grant to fund a pilot  

wheelchair accessible taxicab program which will supply both the City of Seattle and  
King County with information as to whether a wheelchair accessible taxicab program  
is economically viable without subsidies; and 
 

  *   *   * 
 C. The Director may, at the Director's discretion, issue wheelchair accessible taxicab  

licenses to special service vehicles used to provide transportation to disabled persons  
defined in KCC 6.64.010 or to handicapped persons as defined in SMC Section  6.310.110.   
These are non-transferable wheelchair accessible taxicab licenses and shall not be included  
in calculating the maximum number of taxicab licenses allowable pursuant to paragraph A  
of this section.  The Director shall conduct a demonstration project to determine the  
economic feasibility of the long term issuance of such licenses and shall determine and set  
forth by rule whether such licenses shall be issued as temporary or permanent licenses. 

 
 
King County Ordinance No. 15263, passed August 29, 2005, contained similar 
provisions.13 

                                                 
11 Consumer Affairs Unit.  “Wheelchair Accessible Taxicab (WAT) Plan: Demonstration Project [2004-
2005] – Interview Questions” (2003). 
12 Ordinance No. 121738 adopted on February 22, 2005 by a vote of 7-0. AN ORDINANCE relating to 
taxicabs; increasing the taxicab regulatory license fees, processing fees, and penalty fees; providing for a 
new license year period; providing additional requirements for taxicab association reports; providing 
standards for the use of taxicab zones and requiring industry supervisors to regulate the use of taxicab 
zones; requiring new safety equipment for taxicabs and establishing notification requirements for crimes 
against for-hire drivers; enhancing safety operating procedures; increasing the minimum underinsured 
motorist insurance coverage; requiring a raised letter and Braille passenger information notice in all 
taxicabs; requiring receipt-issuing taximeters; addressing the transferability of licenses; clarifying for 
technical purposes only the Director's approval authority for advertising on taxicabs; establishing operating 
standards and training requirements for wheelchair accessible taxicabs; requiring for-hire driver's license 
applicants to include their driving record with their application; expanding training and testing 
requirements for for-hire drivers; adding standards of conduct for drivers; adding a new section to the 
Seattle Municipal Code relating to violation classifications; and amending sections 6.310.110, 6.310.150, 
6.310.230, 6.310.300, 6.310.320, 6.310.330, 6.310.340, 6.310.350, 6.310.400, 6.310.415, 6.310.420, 
6.310.425, 6.310.450, 6.310.455, 6.310.460, 6.310.465, 6.310.470, 6.310.475, 6.310.500, 6.310.510, 
6.310.605, 6.310.635, 6.310.700, and 6.310.710, respectively, of the Seattle Municipal Code.  
13 Ordinance No. 15263 passed August 29, 2005.  AN ORDINANCE relating to the regulation of taxicab 
and for-hire vehicle businesses and drivers; establishing licensing and standards of operations for the 
wheelchair accessible taxicab pilot demonstration project; making technical changes; and amending 
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Separately, King County Ordinance No. 15282, passed on September 19, 2005, 
established the Wheelchair Accessible Taxi Advisory Committee (WATAC).  WATAC 
is reporting directly to the County Executive and County Council.14 

 
The council now desires to establish a panel in the form of a citizen's advisory committee  
with the goal of careful monitoring and candid feedback regarding the operation and  
evaluation of the wheelchair accessible taxicab demonstration project. 
   *    *    * 

 Mission and goals.  The mission of the advisory committee is to help ensure that the  
 demonstration project is implemented in a way that is likely to accurately gauge the  

demand for, and viability of, accessible taxi service in the Seattle/King County market.   
The goals of the committee shall be to monitor the preparation for, and implementation  
of, the demonstration project to the extent necessary to be able to advise the executive  
agencies charged with conducting the project and to make long-term recommendations  
for accessible taxi service. 

 
The Accessible Taxicab Work Group drafted a Request for Proposals (RFP) in 2005.  
The purposes of the demonstration project were described as follows:15 
 
 Demonstration Project Goals 

1.  To test the economic viability of privately owned and operated accessible taxicabs 
That provide on-demand service to private-pay passengers at taximeter rates. 
2.  To assess the need for accessible taxicabs and estimate how many may be  
necessary to provide responsive service. 

 
In 2006, Metro/Accessible Services transportation planners reviewed the RFP 
submissions and selected a driver group organized as Washington Accessible Taxi to 
perform the WAT demonstration project.  The drivers were required to affiliate as a 
group with a computer-dispatch taxicab association licensed by the City of Seattle 
because of the small number of WAT.  They affiliated with Yellow Cab.  Initially, there 
was considerable difficulty finding affordable taxicab insurance.   
 
In October 2006, Washington Accessible Taxi started up with eight side-entry wheelchair 
accessible minivans on loan from Metro.  They had eight primary drivers and eight  
second shift drivers.  In June 2008, eight additional temporary, non-transferable city and 
county taxicab licenses were issued to Washington Accessible Taxi for the duration of 
the demonstration project.   Washington Accessible Taxi purchased wheelchair accessible 
minivans at their own expense for the additional eight WAT licenses issued in June 2008.  
Washington Accessible Taxi opened an office staffed by drivers and an office manager, 

                                                                                                                                                 
Ordinance 10498, Section 1, as amended, and K.C.C. 6.64.010, Ordinance 10498, Section 6, as amended, 
and K.C.C. 6.64.025, Ordinance 10498, Section 15, and K.C.C. 6.64.350, Ordinance 10498, Section 22, 
and K.C.C. 6.64.420, Ordinance 10498, Section 24, and K.C.C. 6.64.440, Ordinance 10498, Section 31, 
and K.C.C. 6.64.540, Ordinance 10498, Section 34, and K.C.C. 6.64.570, Ordinance 10498, Section 35, 
and K.C.C. 6.64.580, Ordinance 10498, Sections 47 through 60, and K.C.C. 6.64.660, Ordinance 10498, 
Sections 61 through 68, and K.C.C. 6.64.680, Ordinance 10498, Section 89, and K.C.C. 6.64.700, 
Ordinance 10498, Section 90, and K.C.C. 6.64.710 and Ordinance 10498, Section 18, and K.C.C. 6.64.380. 
14 Ordinance No. 15282, passed on September 19, 2005.  AN ORDINANCE establishing an accessible taxi 
advisory committee. 
15 Request for Proposals.  “Wheelchair Accessible Taxicab (WAT) Pilot Demonstration Project” RFP 05-
147 PR (adv. 12/29/05), Sec. 6, p. 24.   
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paid by Metro, who collected operating data.  The office was used to dispatch 
Metro/Access overflow trips from First Transit.   
 
There was no advertising because of the concern that demand could overwhelm the eight 
WAT.  However,  Metro/Accessible Services produced a brochure, “NEW Wheelchair-
Accessible Taxicab Service.”16  There was minimal newspaper coverage of the 
demonstration project.17  There was a human interest feature article in the weekend 
magazine of The Seattle Times that followed selected drivers from Washington 
Accessible Taxi.18  
 
The demonstration project data collection was during January 2007-December 2008.    
The demonstration project was coordinated by King County/Metro Accessible Services 
transportation planners who regularly briefed the WAT Work Group on progress and 
problems with data collection, equipment and operations.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
16 King County Metro.  “NEW Wheelchair-Accessible Taxicab Service.” (color brochure), Sept. 2006. 
17 King County issued a news release “Wheelchair-accessible taxis debut in King County” Nov. 14, 2006. 
Local newspaper coverage included: “Here and Now: Special taxi service” The Seattle Times November 
15, 2006; Phuong Cat Le. “Consumer Smarts: Wheelchair-accessible taxi now is easier to find” Seattle 
Post-Intelligencer  July 9, 2007. 
18 Mike Lindblom. “African-born cabbies in King County offer service that reclaims lives – their clients 
and their own”  The Seattle Times,  February 22, 2009. 
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SOURCES OF DATA 
 
Five independent sources of data were used to compile operating statistics and financial 
information during the two year WAT demonstration project: 

(1)  TAXIMETER STATISTICS.   Periodic totalizer readings from the statistical 
function of taximeters installed in WAT were downloaded by taxicab inspectors 
at the city Test Station.  The statistics included: total revenue trips, total revenue 
miles, and total fare revenue.  In addition, odometer miles were recorded.  The 
differences in totalizer readings were annualized. 

(2) DISPATCH COMPUTER STATISTICS.  The Yellow Cab taxicab association 
produced a monthly summary report on average service response times using 
computer dispatch records.  The statistics included total dispatched revenue trips 
(on demand and time calls) and average service response times for 36 city 
dispatch zones and 42 county dispatch zones.  Weighted averages were 
determined using citywide and countywide zone average service response times.  
The service response time was calculated by the dispatch computer by subtracting 
the time the service request was entered into the dispatch computer by the call 
taker from the time the driver started the taximeter. The average time required to 
load and secure wheelchair passengers in a WAT was estimated to be 10 minutes.  
The load and secure time was included in the service response time computation. 
Revenue trip counts only included dispatched trips or approximately one-half of 
total revenue trips. 

(3) TAXICAB DRIVER TRIPS SHEETS.  Taxicab drivers recorded all revenue trips 
– dispatch (on demand and time call) as well as stand-and-hail trips -  on 
handwritten trip sheets.  The information collected on trips sheets included: 
revenue trips per shift, fare revenue per shift, operating hours per shift, and the 
number of WAT trips.  Trip sheets were often incomplete and the information was 
self-reported so statistics derived from trips sheets are often not considered very 
reliable. 

(4) TAXICAB DRIVER AND OWNER SURVEYS.  A written questionnaire was 
completed by WAT drivers.  The results were tabulated and summarized.  The 
survey results included both operating information and financial information.  
Since the surveys were anonymous and not supported by any documentation, the 
statistics derived from these surveys are considered to be of limited value.   

(5) ACCOUNT  TRIP RECORDS.  The business office for Washington Accessible 
Taxi received Metro/Access overflow trips directly from First Transit, the 
transportation contractor for Metro/Accessible Services.  These trips were 
normally assigned to specific WAT at the start of each shift.  Metro/Access 
overflow trips included both wheelchair passenger trips and ambulatory passenger 
trips (passengers without mobility impairments). Washington Accessible Taxi 
maintained records of these revenue trips and not First Transit. 

(6) DRIVER REPORTS.  Drivers submitted summary financial information on 
revenue and costs.  The information was self-reported and incomplete so it was of 
limited use. 
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The accuracy of statistical information was estimated by comparing it with corroborating 
statistics.  For example, taximeter statistics and service response time statistics from the 
dispatch computer were compared to the same revenue and operating statistics for the 
entire taxicab industry.   
 
There are well known errors in all taxicab industry statistics but most of them are 
introduced by taxicab drivers.  For instance, when taxicab drivers fail to start taximeters 
on account trips or use the “Soon to Clear” function on their mobile data terminal, they 
are causing taximeters to underreport or overreport revenue trips respectively. It is 
difficult to accurately estimate the size of these errors except by comparing the same 
statistics from independent sources – for example, comparing revenue trips from 
taximeter statistics and taxicab driver surveys.   
 
The principal purpose of the WAT demonstration project was to collect operating 
statistics and financial data to help answer questions about WAT economic feasibility and 
the level of private payer wheelchair passenger demand.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Final Report Released - November 24, 2009 Page 14 of 63



 

 

OPERATING  STATISTICS 
 
Various operating data was collected for the WAT demonstration project including 
revenue trips, revenue miles, total miles, and fare revenue.   Revenue trip data was used 
to determine the demand for private payer WAT service.  Fare revenue data was used to 
assess the economic viability of WATs operating at taximeter rates without subsidies.   
 
Revenue trip counts for WAT were obtained from different sources including 
handwritten trip sheets kept by WAT drivers, taxicab association computer dispatch 
records, survey questionnaires completed by WAT drivers, and taximeter totalizer 
readings downloaded by city taxicab inspectors.  This data was compared with the same 
data from other sources and compared with the same data for entire taxicab industry in 
order to validate it.  This data is displayed in the Appendix to this report. 
 
Data collection began when the initial eight WAT were licensed in October 2006 but not 
all WAT were placed into service immediately.  Data wasn’t considered complete and 
useful until January 2007.  As a result, the two-year demonstration project was January 
2007 – December 2008.  Beginning in June 2008, the number of WAT in service was 
increased from eight to sixteen. 
 
The revenue trip data for dispatched trips are most accurate since they are directly 
counted by taxicab association dispatch computers.  The term “dispatched trips” 
generally refers to on-demand (immediate service) and time calls (future service).19  
“Stand-and-hail” trips20 and “personals”21 (collectively known as “bingos”) are not 
dispatched trips and are merely estimates derived from  comparisons of total revenue 
trips (taximeter totalizer readings) and dispatched trips (taxicab association dispatch 
computer) for the entire taxicab industry.       
 
The table below displays WAT revenue trip data from different sources.  The average 
revenue trips per day vary from 13.1 (2007-2008 taximeter totalizer readings) to 17.6 
(2008 driver trip sheets and taxicab association dispatch computer records).  Much of the 
difference may be attributed to recording errors.  For example, drivers often fail to record 
every revenue trip on trips sheets.  Also, taximeter statistics commonly underreport 
revenue trips if drivers fail to start the taximeters when performing account trips.22  It is a 

                                                 
19 At Yellow Cab, dispatched trips comprise an estimated 55% of total revenue trips – on-demand (45%), 
time calls (10%).  Yellow Cab has approximately 380 affiliated taxicabs including the 16 WAT 
participating in the demonstration project. 
20 “Stand-and-hail” trips refers to revenue trips that originate at taxi stands or are hailed on the street.  At 
Yellow Cab, it is estimated that the proportion of total revenue trips that are stand-and-hail trips is 
approximately 45%.   
21 “Personals” are revenue trips that originate from a request for service directly from a passenger.  Some 
drivers encourage these trips by handing out business cards with their cell telephone numbers.  Taxicab 
associations collect a weekly service fee from each affiliated taxicab for dispatched trips so they don’t 
object to “personals.”  The weekly service fee at Yellow Cab is $200.   
22 “Account trips” are revenue trips performed under a written contract with a company or an individual 
customer.  Primarily, it is a method of setting up billing for revenue trips rather than paying for each trip as 
it occurs.  There is no reduction of fares for account trips, even though it is permitted by the taxicab code, 
because drivers may refuse to take the trips.     
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violation of the Seattle Municipal Code to make a trip without starting the taximeter.23 
Failure to start taximeters, often referred to as “flat rating,” is a common practice of some 
drivers since taximeter revenue for short trips is low.  Starting the taximeter also takes the 
taxicab out of the electronic queue in the computerized dispatch system so the driver 
must effectively go to the end of the line again to wait for the dispatch computer to offer 
a trip.  Some drivers will start the taximeter but throw temporary disconnect switches 
between the taximeter and mobile data terminal in the taxicab so the dispatch computer 
doesn’t know that the driver is taking a trip.24  This practice also tends to underreport 
total revenue trips counted by the dispatch computer. 
 
      SOURCES OF DATA 
 WAT 
 OPERATING  TAXIMETER DRIVER DRIVER TRIP SHEET/ 
 STATISTICS  TOTALIZER SURVEY DISPATCH COMPUTER  
 
 Revenue trips 
  Per shift    11.1      
  Per day  13.1    17.6 
 
 Fare revenue 
  Per shift    $203 
  Per day  $215 
  Per trip  $16.41  $18.29 
  

Sources:  Taximeter totalizer readings for WAT during 2007-2008. 
    Driver survey results (2008).  See Appendix for all results. 
    Driver trip sheets for WAT during 2007-2008. 
    Yellow Cab dispatch computer monthly reports for WAT during 2007-2008. 
 
If it is assumed that all or most of the Metro/Access overflow trips25 given to Washington 
Accessible Taxi were performed without starting the taximeter, then total revenue trips 
would be underreported by 13,851 during 2008 or 3.2 revenue trips per day which 
accounts for most of the difference in revenue trip counts from various sources cited 
above.   
 
Taxicab driver trip sheets never overstate revenue trips, so 17.6 revenue trips per taxicab 
per day is probably approximately correct.  However, trip sheet records are self-reported 
so they aren’t particularly reliable by themselves.  For example, if a trip isn’t recorded as 
it occurs the accuracy of the trip sheet entry depends upon the driver’s memory. 
 

                                                 
23 SMC 6.310.460.B as amended by Ordinance No. 122763 (effective September 17, 2008. 
24 SMC 6.310.320.V prohibits this practice but temporary switches are difficult to find. 
25 Metro/Access overflow trips are trips that don’t fit in the schedule or route of an Access bus or van. First 
Transit dispatches overflow trips to taxicab associations and cabulance operators under contract for Metro 
Accessible Services.  For profit cabulance companies operate unlicensed accessible and ambulatory 
vehicles under contract with state and local government agencies to transport persons with special 
transportation needs (e.g., elderly, low income, disabled).  Cabulance companies normally charge 
significantly higher rates than taxicabs.  DSHS officials believe that taxicabs must charge taximeter rates 
for wheelchair trips pursuant to the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990. 
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Another self-reported source of data was taxicab driver survey questionnaires.  The 
survey results provide driver estimates of the average number of revenue trips per shift 
(driver) rather than per taxicab.  There is generally more than one shift per taxicab per 
day.  For the entire taxicab industry, it is estimated that there are approximately 1.5 shifts 
per taxicab per day.  According to the WAT driver survey, there are 11.1 revenue trips 
per shift.  If there are 17.6 trips per WAT per day (driver trips sheets), and assuming there 
are 11.1 revenue trips per shift, then it follows that there are 1.6 shifts per WAT per day. 
This figure is probably high when fare revenue is considered. 
 
The $16.41 fare revenue per trip derived from taximeter totalizer readings is probably 
correct since it merely makes a mathematical computation dividing total fare revenue by 
total revenue trips.  As a result, the average $18.29 fare revenue per trip estimated by 
WAT drivers in the survey questionnaire is too high.   This fact tends to corroborate the 
assumption previously that 11.1 revenue trips per shift (driver survey) is too low because 
it yields 1.6 shifts per WAT per day which is clearly too high. 
 
Using $16.41 fare revenue per trip (taximeter totalizer readings) and $203 fare revenue 
per shift (driver survey questionnaires)26, the revised estimate of revenue trips per shift is 
12.4.  Using this number, the shifts per WAT per day are 1.3.  This is less than the 1.5 
shifts per taxicab for the entire Yellow Cab fleet. 
 
To summarize, analysis of the data collected for the same period from various sources 
suggests that the most probable values for revenue trips and fare revenue are as follows: 
 
     WAT       Yellow Cab27 
 Shifts per taxicab 
  Per day     1.3     1.5 
 

Revenue trips. 
  Per shift   12.4   16.9 
  Per day   16.3   25.3 
  Average distance  6.0 miles  4.3 miles 
  Average time charge 4.0 minutes  3.0 minutes 
  Percent revenue miles 31%   45% 
  
 Fare revenue 
  Per shift   $203   $215 
  Per day   $267   $322 
 
 Sources: WAT – Combined taximeter totalizer readings for 2007and 2008. 
  Yellow Cab - Taximeter totalizer readings for 12-month period during 2006-2007. 
 
 
 

                                                 
26 The only “per shift” data available is taken from the driver survey questionnaires.  Taximeter and 
dispatch computer statistics are “per day” (or “per taxicab”). 
27 Yellow Cab data is derived from taximeter totalizer readings for 2006-2007.  Total revenue trips: 
3,334,908; total fare revenue: $42,409,776; affiliated taxicabs: 361; average fare revenue per trip: $12.73.   
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 If the preceding figures are used to project annualized data then it is estimated to be as 
follows: 
           WAT  Yellow Cab 
 Revenue trips 
  Per year         75,501                   3,334,908 
 
 Fare revenue 
  Per trip          $16.38           $12.72 

Per year   $1,236,744  $42,409,776 
 
Given the above, the 2008 total ambulatory stand-and-hail revenue trip estimate for WAT  
was 2,929 trips too high and should have been 27,306 or 36% instead of 39% of total 
revenue trips.  For all affiliated taxicabs at Yellow Cab, the stand-and-hail percentage has 
been estimated at approximately 45%.  It is reasonable that WAT have fewer stand-and-
hail revenue trips as a percentage of total revenue trips than taxicabs for ambulatory 
passengers because wheelchair trips are almost always dispatched.  Also, Metro/Access 
provided WAT with dispatched Access overflow trips as a sort of “subsidy” since they 
pay higher than taximeter rates.28 
 
     METRO/ACCESS OVERFLOW TRIPS 
 
 WAT      2007    2008  Totals 
 Revenue trips 
  Wheelchair    2,369    3,473    5,842 
  Ambulatory  10,910  10,378  21,288 
 
 Totals    13,279  13,851  27,130 
 
 Source: Metro/Access. 
 
Combined data from driver trips sheets and taxicab association dispatch computer records 
indicated that the total number of all wheelchair trips by WAT (Metro/Access overflow 
wheelchair trips and private payer wheelchair trips) as a percentage of total revenue trips 
by WAT was less than 7.5%.  Private payer wheelchair trips were 4.3% of total revenue 
trips by WAT.  The average number of all wheelchair trips per WAT was approximately 
1.6 per day, or 1.2 per shift (assuming 1.3 shifts per day), for the duration of the 
demonstration project.  The average number of private payer wheelchair trips (stand-and-
hail, personals) per WAT was approximately 0.8 trips per day or 0.6 trips per shift – one-
half of the total wheelchairs trips.  All agency-funded wheelchair trips (vs. private payer 
wheelchair trips) were Metro/Access overflow trips.  Hopelink (the DSHS Medicaid 
transportation provider for King County), the major source of agency-funded wheelchair 
trips, did not seek to utilize the WAT but relies instead on cabulance operators.   

                                                 
28 There was no added cost to Metro/Access for using WAT since the trips would have otherwise been 
offered to cabulance operators at the same elevated rates. For example, WAT received $3 per mile and $20 
per wheelchair passenger or $5 per ambulatory passenger.  For a 10-mile trip with one wheelchair 
passenger and two ambulatory companions, the cost of the trip to Metro/Access was $30 + $20 + $5 + $5 = 
$60.  Compare this to the taximeter fare with a $2.50 drop charge + ($2 per mile X 10 miles) = $22.50.  It is 
estimated that, on average, Metro/Access overflow trips paid WAT drivers 58% more revenue than taxicab 
trips using the taximeter rates.   
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    WAT - AVERAGE REVENUE TRIPS PER DAY 
 
 YEAR  NUMBER WHEELCHAIR  AMBULATORY  TOTAL 

OF WAT TRIPS  TRIPS   TRIPS 
 
 2007    8  1.6  19.7   21.3 
  

2008 
Jan – May   8  1.7  18.2   19.9 
Jun – Dec 16  1.5  14.4   15.9 
 
Source:  Wheelchair trips - Yellow Cab dispatch computer monthly reports (on demand, time  

calls), driver trips sheets (stand-and-hail trips, personals), Metro/Access (overflow trips).  
Ambulatory trips (no mobility impairments) – Yellow Cab dispatch computer monthly 
reports (on demand, time calls), Metro/Access (overflow trips), “bingo” estimate using 
taximeter totalizer readings and subtracting out dispatched trips (stand-and-hail trips, 
personals). 

  
Analysis of WAT service response time data revealed that the weighted average WAT 
service response time was 40.3 minutes during the period January 2007 – May 2008 
while there were 8 active WAT.  The weighted average was reduced to 32.9 minutes 
when 16 WAT were in service.   
 
 YEAR  NUMBER RESPONSE29 

OF WAT TIME 
 
 2007        
 Jan - Dec 

2008 
Jan – May   8  40.3 minutes   
 
2008 
Jun – Dec 16  32.9 minutes   
 
2009  30.8  19.6 minutes30 
 

Taxicab service response times are computed as the difference between the time a request 
for service is entered into the dispatch computer by the call taker and the time the taxicab 
driver starts the taximeter after making sure that the passengers are seated and ready to 
proceed.  Both events are time stamped by the dispatch computer.  It is not possible to 
use times when drivers arrive at the passenger locations because these events have no 
time stamp.  For WAT, service response times include time required to lower the ramp, 
load the wheelchair passenger and properly secure the passenger and wheelchair.  It is 
estimated that the average time required to load and secure the wheelchair passenger is 10 

                                                 
29 A weighted average service response time.  Monthly average service response times are weighted by the 
number of revenue trips for each month.   
30 (40.3 – 32.9)/16-8 =  0.9 minutes reduction in weighted average service response time  per additional 
WAT.  (32.9-19.6)/0.9 = 14.8 additional WAT needed to reduce weighted average service response time 
for WAT to equivalent of ambulatory taxicabs (9.6 minutes) while allowing 10 minutes for loading and 
securement or 19.6 minutes.  
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minutes.  As a result, 10 minutes must be added to taxicab service response times for 
ambulatory passengers in order to determine an equivalent taxicab service response time 
for WAT passengers.   
 
The weighted average taxicab service response time for ambulatory trips in the city of 
Seattle during 2008 was 9.6 minutes (rounded). An equivalent weighted average taxicab 
service response time for wheelchair passengers should be 19.6 minutes.  The slope of the 
line connecting the weighted average service response times for 8 WAT and 16 WAT is  
-0.9 minutes per additional WAT.  As a result, the addition of 14.8 more WAT should 
achieve an equivalent weighted average taxicab service response time of 19.6 minutes.  
Since there are presently 16 active WAT, a total number of 30.8 WAT would be required 
to reduce the weighted average taxicab service response time to 19.6 minutes. 
 

 
 
 
The average taxicab service response times for ambulatory passengers in King County is 
estimated to be approximately 15.7 minutes.31  The number of county WAT trips was too 
small to calculate representative average service response times.  In order to reduce the 
current average service response time for wheelchair passengers to an equivalent amount, 
a different calculus may be required because King County encompasses a very large 
geographic area.  It is likely that a significant percentage of WAT trips in the county 
would have to be manually dispatched and that adds a delay to service response times.  
King County may have to consider separately issuing county-only WAT licenses to 
assure timely service for wheelchair passengers. 
 
 
 
                                                 
31 Based upon Yellow Cab monthly reports for 42 dispatch zones during the period April-December 2008.  
Data for earlier periods is not available.  Not a weighted average. 
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FINANCIAL INFORMATION 
 
Revenue and operating cost information was collected in order to assess whether WAT 
could be operated at taximeter rates without subsidies.  Revenue data was discussed in 
the preceding section, “Operating Statistics.”  This section will focus primarily on cost 
data.   
 
The revenue and cost information summarized from the WAT driver and owner survey 
questionnaires, respectively, has been compared to the same information collected in 
surveys of all active drivers and owners in the combined Seattle and King County taxicab 
industries.  The results are displayed below. 
 
   TAXICAB DRIVER SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS 
 
 DRIVER PROFILE       WAT        TAXICAB INDUSTRY 
  Sample size   16/32 (50%)  258/2,500 (10%) 
  Average experience  7.9 years  7.9 years 
  Shift worked 
   Day   62%   54% 
   Night   38%   46% 
  
 REVENUE INFORMATION   
  Shifts per week   6.2   5.7 
  Hours per shift   10.3   10.2 
  Revenue trips per shift  11.1   10.9 
  Fare revenue per shift  $203   $203 
  Tip revenue per shift  $22   $23 
  Total Revenue per shift  $225   $226 
   
According to the WAT driver survey, driver revenue for WAT drivers transporting a mix 
of wheelchair and ambulatory passengers was approximately the same as the revenue 
earned by drivers of regular taxicabs transporting ambulatory passengers.   The revenue 
trip information reported in the surveys is not as accurate as data collected from other 
sources and discussed in the previous section, “Operating Statistics.”   
 
Another source of driver revenue and cost information was Washington Accessible Taxi 
reports.  The following table summarizes a report of gross and net revenue for the 
original eight WAT during 2007-2008. 
 
  ORIGINAL 8 WAT – TOTAL GROSS AND NET REVENUE (2007-2008) 
 
   GROSS  NET  OPERATING  
   REVENUE REVENUE COSTS   
 
  2007 $1,060,596.90 $512,688.00 $547,908.00 
 
  2008 $1,013,564.00 $556,184.56 $457,379.44 
   
  Source:  Washington Accessible Taxi. “January 07 – December 08 WAT Summary  
   Statement of Economic Performance as Reported” 
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ORIGINAL 8 WAT – AVERAGE GROSS AND NET REVENUE (2007-2008) 
 
   GROSS  NET  OPERATING  
   REVENUE REVENUE COSTS   
 
  2007 $66,287.25 $32,043.00 $34,244.25 
 
  2008 $63,347.75 $34,761.54 $28,586.21 
   
  Source:  Washington Accessible Taxi. “January 07 – December 08 WAT Summary  
   Statement of Economic Performance as Reported.”  Annual figures were divided  
   by the 16 WAT drivers (day shift, night shift). 

 
The total gross revenue figures reported by Washington Accessible Taxi and tabulated 
from driver trip sheets appear to underreport actual revenue by approximately 16% 
compared with revenue trip data in the previous section.  It is common for trip sheet data 
to be underreported because drivers often fail to record trips.  However, the average net 
revenue per WAT driver of $32,043 - $34,761 for 2007-2008 is comparable to the 
estimated annual net revenue per regular taxicab driver of $27,458-$32,950 for a 12-
month period from mid-2006 to mid-2007.32 

 
The cost data was obtained from both WAT driver survey questionnaires and WAT 
driver reports that were submitted periodically to the Metro/Access project managers.  
Since this information was self-reported, it must be used with some caution.   

 
TAXICAB OWNER SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS33 

 
 OWNER PROFILE       WAT        TAXICAB INDUSTRY 
  Sample size   16/16 (100%)  279/883 (32%) 
  
 COST INFORMATION (ANNUAL, MEDIAN) 
  Vehicle purchase   $2,720   $1,600 
  Repairs/Maintenance  $4,020   $5,184 
  Insurance   $13,416  [$6,104]34 $6,804 
  Association service fee  $9,360   $9,360 
  Total    $29,516  [$22,204]  $22,948 
  
The repair and maintenance costs are helpful but of limited use because they are self-
reported without cost documentation.  However, many costs are well known.  For 
example: insurance policies must be filed with the city and the premiums are stated on 
the policies [$6,104 for WAT]; the city tracks daily average gasoline costs reported by 
the American Automobile Association (AAA) on their web site;35 taxicab association 

                                                 
32 City of Seattle (Consumer Affairs Unit). “Seattle Taxicab Industry Revenue and Operating Statistics 
[Using Taximeter Totalizer Readings] 2006-2007” (April 14, 2008, p. 3. 
33 Costs excludes one-time cost to join Yellow Cab (WAT - $5,000, Other - $10,000).  Also, excludes $625 
per month office assessment for WAT.   
34 Current WAT insurance annual premium is $6,104 for policy with $1,000,000 liability coverage.  This 
reduces the WAT total costs to $22, 204 which is 3% lower than non-WAT taxicabs. 
35 http://www.fuelgaugereport.com/WAmetro.asp [e.g., $2.621 May 26, 2009].  Accessible minivans 
average approximately 18 miles per gallon compared with 15 miles per gallon for Ford Crown Victoria 
sedans.  This provides a 20% cost savings on fuel costs. 
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weekly (dispatch) service fees [e.g., $180 per week]; taxicab association affiliation fee 
(one-time) Yellow Cab - $5,000 for WAT]; taxicab weekly lease rates [e.g., Yellow Cab - 
$420 per week]; annual taxicab license fees [city - $600, county - $450]; vehicle purchase 
costs at auction [approx. $5,000], color scheme [approx. $500]; and equipment costs, e.g. 
printing taximeters [$400 installed], security cameras [approx. $700 installed]).   
 
Washington Accessible Taxi estimated monthly costs per driver for 200836 as follows: 
 
 
  WASHINGTON ACCESSIBLE TAXI – MEMBER MONTHLY EXPENSES (2008) 
 
  EXPENSES   AMOUNT 
 
  ONE-TIME EXPENSES 
 
  Office supplies      $124 
  Vehicle purchase   $5,491 
  Yellow Cab affiliation fee  $2,500 [initial 8 WAT @$5,000 per taxicab] 
  Yellow Cab affiliation fee  $1,250 [additional 8 WAT @$2,500 per taxicab] 
  Telephone and radio equipment    $150 
  License fees      $244 
  Computer terminal/camera     $600 [initial 8 WAT @$1,200 per taxicab] 
  Computer terminal/camera     $816 [additional 8 WAT @$1,632 per taxicab] 
  Meter       $450 
  Annual computer maintenance    $110 
  Drug and alcohol testing     $260   
  Total estimated contributions $11,995 
 
  MONTHLY OPERATING EXPENSES 
 
  Office and professional services    $215 
  Dues and subscriptions         $4 
  General liability insurance       $23 
  Insurance   $1,118 
  Monthly association fee     $360 
  Office supplies        $13 
  Office rent        $56 
  Recycle and waste         $4 
  Telephone and DSL       $12 
  Nextel radio and phone       $50 
  E-fax           $3 
  Estimated quarterly taxes       $25 
  Computer services         $3 
  Emergency repair/Maintenance    $297   
  Total expenses   $2,183 
 
  Total annual member expenses      $26,190.75 
 
 
 
                                                 
36 Washington Accessible Taxi. “WAT Monthly Expense Summary 2008.”  Washington Accessible Taxi 
pooled expenses and billed individual members (drivers) on a monthly basis.   
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Since the WAT demonstration project was designed for just two years, the plan was to 
enhance some of the revenue sources and mitigate some of the costs in order to lessen the 
economic burden on participants.  To improve revenue for WAT drivers, Metro/Access 
provided Washington Accessible Taxi with more than 1,000 Access overflow trips per 
month and paid above-meter rates that averaged approximately 58% higher than 
taximeter rates for the same trips.37  To reduce costs for WAT drivers, Metro/Access used 
WSDOT grant funds to provide the initial eight wheelchair accessible vans to 
Washington Accessible Taxi on loan at no cost, paid for major maintenance and hired an 
office manager for Washington Accessible Taxi to assist with dispatching and facilitate 
data collection from WAT drivers.   The cost savings from not having to purchase a 
wheelchair accessible van or perform major maintenance was substantial. 
 
Washington Accessible Taxi also benefitted enormously from steps taken by the City of 
Seattle and King County to reduce costs.  Temporary, non-transferable dual taxicab 
licenses were issued to Washington Accessible Taxi for the duration of the demonstration 
project.  The cost savings to drivers from not having to purchase dual-taxicab licenses at 
market prices [est. $100,000 for both] or lease a WAT [est. more than $420 per week] 
were very significant.  Moreover, both the city and county waived annual taxicab license 
renewal fees [city - $600, county - $450].  The RFP was written to require the WAT 
drivers to affiliate at a licensed taxicab association with computerized dispatching so that 
approximately 50% of all revenue trips were dispatched to Washington Accessible Taxi 
from a pre-existing customer base.   
 
    WAT REVENUE AND COST BENEFITS  
 
 SOURCE  REVENUE   COST 
 
 King County Metro - Metro/Access overflow trips - no-cost loan of 8 WAT vehicles 

  (more than 1,000 monthly) - major maintenance of vehicles 
        - office manager 

- special needs passenger assistance 
  training 
 

 King County Licensing     - temporary taxicab license 
     - waive annual taxicab license fee 

 
 City of Seattle      - temporary taxicab license 

     - waive annual taxicab license fee 
 
  
As a result of the combined actions of Metro/Access, King County and the City of 
Seattle, Washington Accessible Taxi drivers were able to earn the same revenue as the 
rest of the industry with similar costs.  Initially, taxicab insurance costs were very high 
but after the industry had some experience with claims histories, insurance became 
available at normal premiums.   
 

                                                 
37 Based upon a comparison of revenue per mile for WAT and regular taxicabs by Metro/Access.  
Metro/Access found that the revenue per mile for WAT was $4.59 but only $2.91 per mile for ambulatory 
(standard) taxicabs.   
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In the long run, certain WAT costs – vehicle purchase, maintenance and insurance – are 
expected to be somewhat higher than the operating costs for regular taxicabs. However, 
the cost savings to drivers from not having to purchase dual-taxicab licenses at market 
prices [est. $100,000 for both] plus the lease revenue for the WAT second shift should 
easily offset this.  If Metro/Access continues to contract with the taxicab industry for 
Access overflow wheelchair trips, this revenue will readily make up for the lost time in 
loading and securing wheelchair passengers.  
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
The findings of the WAT demonstration project Work Group are that:  
 

(1) WAT revenue was comparable to revenue earned by ambulatory taxicabs 
because of longer trips (higher fare revenue per trip) and the provision of 
Metro/Access overflow trips that were paid at higher paratransit rates.  

 
WAT revenue trips averaged approximately 6.0 miles compared with 4.3 mile for the 
remainder of taxicabs affiliated with Yellow Cab.  WAT drivers averaged 12.4 
revenue trips per shift compared with 16.9 for Yellow Cab but WAT fares averaged 
$16.38 compared with $12.72 for Yellow Cab.  These figures don’t reflect the fact 
that Metro/Access overflow trips paid higher-than-taximeter rates and provided an 
estimated 58% more revenue than the same trips performed under taximeter rates.  
Metro/Access overflow trips were performed under a separate service contract and at 
rates similar to paratransit contracts for the same services.   Metro/Access, through its 
dispatch contractor First Transit, assigned more than 1,000 wheelchair and 
ambulatory passenger trips to Washington Accessible Taxi each month.   

 
(2)  Somewhat higher WAT operating costs were offset by:  
• the loan of the initial eight accessible vans by Metro,  
• the availability of dual WAT licenses at no cost – a savings of dual taxicab 

license market value (est. $100,000+) or the cost of leasing a taxicab (typical: 
$75 per shift or $420 per week),  

• waiving of the annual taxicab license fees for WAT (Seattle and King County 
fees: $1,050), and 

• service contracts with Metro Access for overflow trips.  
 
WAT costs for vehicle purchases (for the second eight WAT added in June 2008), 
maintenance and repairs, and insurance were generally higher than for regular  
taxicabs.  However, the taxicab insurance premium dropped from $13,416 to $6,104 
in September 2008 which is approximately equal to the premium for regular taxicabs.  
Washington Accessible Taxi drivers reported, in a survey, that they paid an average 
of $8,400 for used wheelchair accessible minivans for the second group of WAT.  
This amount is higher than the $4,000 median price reported by an industry taxicab 
owners survey for ex-police Ford Crown Victoria sedans purchased at auction. 
 
To minimize any adverse economic impacts on WAT demonstration project 
participants, Metro/Access loaned eight side-ramp low-floor wheelchair accessible 
minivans to Washington Accessible Taxi, performed major maintenance on the vans, 
and provided more than 1,000 Metro/Access overflow trips per month that were paid 
at higher-than-taximeter rates.  The City of Seattle and King County provided 
temporary, non-transferable taxicab licenses at no cost and waived the annual license 
fees.  
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It is expected that the somewhat higher operating costs for WAT will be balanced by 
the availability of dual taxicab licenses at no cost, the opportunity to earn lease 
revenue from the second shift, and the waiving of annual taxicab license fees.  If 
Metro/Access continues to contract with the taxicab industry for overflow wheelchair 
trips, then the additional revenue will be an incentive to attract WAT drivers.  
 
(3)  Private payer demand for wheelchair trips is approximately 4% of total  
trips or fewer than 2 wheelchair trips per day per WAT.  
 
Combined data from driver trips sheets and taxicab association dispatch computer 
records indicated that the total number of all wheelchair trips by WAT (Metro/Access 
overflow wheelchair trips and private payer wheelchair trips) as a percentage of total 
revenue trips by WAT was less than 7.5%.  Private payer wheelchair trips were 4.3% 
of total revenue trips by WAT.  The average number of all wheelchair trips per WAT 
was approximately 1.6 per day, or 1.2 per shift (assuming 1.3 shifts per day), for the 
duration of the demonstration project.  The average number of private payer 
wheelchair trips (stand-and-hail, personals) per WAT was approximately 0.8 trips per 
day or 0.6 trips per shift – one-half of the total wheelchairs trips.  There was virtually 
no advertising of the availability of WAT service during the demonstration project 
because the number of WAT was limited.  It is quite possible that the percentage of 
private payer wheelchair trips will grow once the permanent WAT are in service and 
Metro sends a mailing to its clients.  The number of WAT licenses issued should 
maintain an equivalent service response time for persons in wheelchairs [see next 
section, “Recommendations”]. 

 
(4) The automated zone computer dispatch system used by the taxicab industry  
keeps service response times for WAT to a minimum generally but cannot 
automatically dispatch wheelchair trips that fall outside the zone dispatch 
program design protocol (same or adjacent zone) – these trips have to be 
“forced” (dispatched manually).   
 
During the WAT demonstration project, it was useful for Washington Accessible 
Taxi to staff a business office for allocating Metro/Access overflow trips each day.  
That way, the contract between Metro/Access and Washington Accessible Taxi 
guaranteed that all of the 1,000 per month higher-than-taximeter rate trips benefited 
the WAT drivers.  However, the general manager of First Transit, the Seattle call 
center for Metro/Access, believes that having WAT operate out of computerized  
dispatch systems at the taxicab associations would provide better updates in response 
to client questions about when their transportation will arrive.38  Yellow Cab utilizes a 
zone dispatch system with 36 city zones and 42 county zones.  Any trips originating 
in the same or adjacent zones to a vacant WAT will be automatically dispatched by 
the computer.  Other trips have to be manually dispatched to the nearest available 
WAT on the electronic map used by the taxicab association dispatcher to assure that 
wheelchair passengers are picked up. 

                                                 
38 Email communication from Janis Webb, Manager of First Transit (contracts with Metro/Access), to 
Craig Leisy, Manager of Consumer Affairs Unit (City of Seattle), May 14, 2009 9:49 AM “WAT” 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The WAT Work Group recommends the following:   
 

(1) Direct operating subsidies should not be provided to WAT. 
 
The issuance of city and county WAT licenses at no cost and the new lease revenue 
from the second shift offset the higher costs for the purchase of a specially-equipped 
WAT vehicle, maintenance and insurance.  Operating subsidies are not necessary. 

 
(2) Seattle/King County should continue to waive the annual taxicab license fee 
for WAT. 
 
The annual taxicab license fees are currently waived in SMC 6.310 and KCC 6.64.  
This reduction in costs helps offset somewhat higher operating costs for WAT and 
shows the commitment of the city and county in encouraging the taxicab industry to 
become more accessible. 

 
(3) Initially, 30 new permanent City of Seattle and King County WAT  
licenses should  be issued to replace the existing temporary, non-transferable 
WAT licenses issued for the demonstration project.   
 
See item (4). 

 
(4) Additional City of Seattle and King County WAT licenses should be added as  
needed to provide comparable service response times by WAT in the city (20 
minutes) and in the  county (30 minutes) - includes 10 minutes for wheelchair 
loading and securement tasks by the driver.   
 
The data shows that 30 WAT would provide an equivalent service response time for 
wheelchair and ambulatory passengers if 10 minutes is allowed for loading and 
securement of wheelchair passengers.  In Seattle, the average service response time 
for WAT trips – the average time difference between the service request and the start 
of the taximeter – should be approximately 20 minutes.  In King County, the average 
service response time for WAT trips should be approximately 30 minutes.  Additional 
WAT licenses should be added to keep average service response times at these levels. 

 
(5)  The existing 16 temporary, non-transferable WAT licenses should continue  
to operate until the 30 replacement WATs are fully activated so there is no gap 
in service.  
 
Some passengers in wheelchairs are regular users of WAT and there should be no 
hardship on them as we transition from the demonstration project to permanent WAT 
service. 

 
 

Final Report Released - November 24, 2009 Page 29 of 63



 

 

(6)  The taxicab association licensing requirements in the city taxicab code, SMC  
6.310.230, should be amended to mandate that a minimum of 3% (but not less 
than one) of affiliated taxicabs must be dual-licensed (city + county) WAT 
taxicabs. 
 
Most cities in the U.S. and Canada have WAT and they require all taxicab companies 
to have a minimum number for the convenience of wheelchair passengers.  There are 
several advantages of this requirement: 

• Each taxicab association has a different operating area in the city and county 
so each should have WAT to provide equivalent service response times to 
individuals in wheelchairs; 

• If each taxicab association has WAT, there will be competition and better 
service for individuals in wheelchairs; 

• Persons in wheelchairs are entitled to a choice among taxicab associations just 
like able bodied persons; 

• If there are no service alternatives, a person in a wheelchair may be 
intimidated from making a complaint to avoid being blacklisted; 

• All taxicab associations should be required to “give back” to the community 
in exchange for the privilege of operating in an industry with closed entry. 

 
(7)  King County should add up to 20 additional county-only WAT licenses to  
better serve the larger geographical area as well as contracting cities. 

 
King County is one of the largest in the U.S. and the amount of time required to drive 
from one call to another is much longer than in Seattle.  Moreover, WAT tend to 
collect in the urban areas where most of the revenue trips originate.  In order to 
provide approximately equivalent service response times, King County may need to 
issue additional WAT licenses and make them county-only.  

  
(8)  There should be a requirement that all requests for WAT service must be  
manually dispatched by a taxicab association if the trip is not automatically 
dispatched within five (5) minutes. 
 
Most WAT trips are automatically dispatched by the trip computer following the zone 
dispatch protocols.  However, sometimes trips are a distance away from the nearest 
available WAT and the person in a wheelchair will not get service unless the trip is 
manually dispatched.  Once a WAT trip is offered to the nearest available WAT, the 
driver is required to accept it.  SMC 6.310.450.J requires city WAT to, “provide 
service to passengers in wheelchairs before any other passengers.”  This requirement 
takes into account that WAT licenses were awarded at no cost and therefore the 
licensee has an obligation to provide service to those who need specialized 
equipment.   
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RELATED ISSUES 
 
There are numerous issues related to the WAT program that require further study and 
recommendations.  These include:  
 

• Seattle has rulemaking projects in progress – issuance of WAT licenses (Rule R-
6.310.500.A), eligibility for WAT license application (Rule R-6.310.500.D).  A 
public hearing on the final draft proposed rules is expected in June 2009. 

• Taxicab regulators are concerned that the issuance of WAT may create some 
oversupply of taxicab service during the current economic recession and declining 
demand. 

• Dual-license issuance must be coordinated between the City of Seattle and King 
County.  For example, the King County Code specifies that all new taxicab 
licenses are non-transferable while the Seattle Municipal Code (and recent 
Ordinance No. 122763) keeps them transferable. 

• It is unknown whether agency demand – Hopelink (Medicaid trips), Metro/Access 
(ADA trips) – will use WAT capacity and require the issuance of additional WAT 
licenses for private payer demand. 

• The WAT demonstration project was done with side-entry low floor minivans.  
Full-sized vans with lift-equipment would present additional passenger safety and 
driver training issues. 

• Oversize wheelchairs cannot be accommodated by minivans because the ramps 
are too narrow.  These would require lift-equipped full-sized vans. 

• There is a growing problem of illegal competition from unregulated cabulance39  
operators.  No for-profit cabulance operators are regulated presently although 
RCW 46.72.160 and SMC 6.310/KCC 6.64 authorize Seattle and King County to 
license drivers and vehicles as “for-hire vehicles,” conduct safety inspections of 
vehicles and enforce code requirements on the street.  There has been a rapid 
growth of this industry, and especially the so-called “ambulatory” cabulance  
vehicle which is simply a sedan with no special equipment for wheelchairs.  The 
problem is exacerbated by contracts between these operators and government  
agencies.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
39 “Cabulance” refers to a specially equipped van (e.g., wheelchair accessible – ramps, lifts) for 
transporting persons with mobility impairments (e.g., wheelchairs, scooters).  Originally, these vehicles 
were licensed taxicabs but, later, they formed a separate industry.  Nonprofit cabulances are regulated by 
the Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission but for-profit cabulances are not regulated by any 
agency.  Cabulances are sometimes referred to as paratransit vehicles or special needs transportation.  In 
recent years, cabulance operators have added ordinary sedans and vans for ambulatory passengers.  DSHS 
has opposed regulation of the for-profit cabulance industry by local government as for-hire vehicles and, 
instead, proposes that a state agency regulate this industry.  There has been no progress on this issue for 
several years. 
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WAT CODE AND RULE REQUIREMENTS 
 
There are several code (law) and rule requirements related to WAT and the 
demonstration project.  If the recommendation regarding 3% WAT is adopted as a 
taxicab association license requirement, it will require an ordinance to revise the Seattle 
Municipal Code and the King County Code.   
 

• Existing Code and Rule requirements related to WAT licensing and operations; 
o SMC 6.310.340A6.310.500C – all new Seattle taxicab licenses are not 

transferable for five years after issuance 
o KCC 6.64.710 – all new King County taxicab licenses are non- 

transferable.  
o SMC 6.310.415D /KCC 6.64.570D and SMC 6.310.465P/KCC 6.64.660O 

– WAT driver training 
o SMC 6.310.450J /KCC 6.64.680L – WAT drivers must provide service to 

wheelchair passengers before any others 
o SMC 6.310.500C – WAT licenses not subject to annual/total license caps 

• Proposed Code and Rule requirements related to WAT licensing and operations; 
o Rule R-6.310.330N Taxicab License Transfers (draft) 
o Rule R-6.310.500A Taxicab License Issuance – Determination of Need 

(draft) 
o R-6.310.500D Eligibility for New Taxicab Licenses (draft) 

• Needed Code and Rule requirements related to WAT licensing and operations 
o Ordinance change to make 3% WAT a taxicab association license 

requirement. 
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APPENDIX 
 

Metro/Access.  “Wheelchair Accessible Taxicab Demonstration Project” Revenue 
Trips 2006-2008  
[monthly totals by trip type – source: driver trips sheets, Metro/Access overflow 
trips, Yellow Cab dispatch computer] 
 
City of Seattle (Consumer Affairs Unit).  “Wheelchair Accessible Taxicabs 
(WAT) Taximeter Statistics (Annualized) 2007-2008”  
[taximeter totalizer reading differences and summary information] 
 
Washington Accessible Taxi.  “January 07-December 08 – WAT Summary 
Statement of Economic Performance as Reported”  
[annual gross/net trip revenue and operating expenses for initial 8 WAT] 
 
Washington Accessible Taxi. “January 07-December 08 – WAT Summary 
Statement of Economic Performance LTD” 
[monthly net trip revenue per driver] 
 
Washington Accessible Taxi. “WAT Monthly Expense Summary 2008” 
[one-time and monthly costs per driver] 
 
Metro/Access.  “New Wheelchair-Accessible Taxicab Service”  
[2-sided pamphlet] 
 
City of Seattle (Consumer Affairs Unit).  “Yellow Cab – Taxicab Service 
Response Times 2003-2009 Charts” 
[charts of Yellow Cab response times and dispatched revenue trips – 3 pages] 
 
City of Seattle (Consumer Affairs Unit).  “Summary of Taximeter Operating 
Statistics – City of Seattle: 2004-2005, 2005-2006, and 2006-2007” (Rev. April 
14, 2008) 
[annualized operating statistics from taximeter totalizer readings] 
 
City of Seattle (Consumer Affairs Unit). “Taxicab Driver Survey Results”  
[2008 Seattle and King County driver survey – 2 pages]  
 
City of Seattle (Consumer Affairs Unit).  “Taxicab Owner Survey Results” 
[2008 Seattle and King County driver survey – 2 pages]  
 
DRAFT Rule R-6.310.500.A “Taxicab License Issuance – Determination of 
Need” (May 19, 2009) 
[2 pages] 
 
DRAFT Rule R-6.310.500.D “Taxicab License Eligibility” (May 26, 2009) 
[4 pages] 
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