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Metro wants new trolley buses to replace older models
Study says trolleys more cost effective than diesel-hybrids

BY SCOTT GUTIERREZ, SEATTLEPI.COM STAFF
Published 09:09 p.m., Wednesday, April 27, 2011
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Trolley bus with auxiliary power unit. Photo: Courtesy Of King County Metro Transit / SL

King County Metro Transit plans to recommend 
purchasing a new fleet of electric trolley buses to replace 
the older models based on a recent study showing trolleys 
are more cost-effective than hybrid diesel buses, a transit 
official said Wednesday.

How to replace the aging trolley fleet has been a 
controversial question since an audit recommended 

switching them out for diesel hybrids to save cash-starved Metro about $8.7 million per year.

Metro needs to replace its trolley fleet because the buses are old, cracking and have outdated 
electrical systems and parts.

A consultant hired at the request of the King County Council did a cost-benefit analysis of both 
bus propulsion systems and found the hybrids would actually cost more money. It considered 
other factors not weighed by the audit, including that the region would lose about $10 million 
annually from a federal subsidy for "fixed guideway" transit if Metro replaced the trolleys 
with hybrids.

Metro officials expect to make a recommendation to the King County Council on May 31.

"We expect to say replace the trolley buses with trolley buses," said Deputy General Manager Jim 
Jacobson during a presentation on the trolley buses at the Plymouth Congregational 
Church downtown.
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WE RECOMMEND MORE FROM OUR PARTNERS

The consultant, Parametrix, still is finalizing a report that analyzed the annualized costs of 
trolleys compared to hybrids. Metro is soliciting feedback on the preliminary findings before 
taking a final version to the council.

In terms of costs, while hybrid buses are cheaper to purchase ($785,000 compared with $1.2 
million for trolleys),  they also have a shorter life span, (12 years to 15 years for a trolley bus). 
Hybrids cost slightly less to maintain (no overhead wires), but also are subject to rising 
gas prices.

Jon Perlic, with Parametrix, said when costs are annualized, meaning all costs -- fuel, 
maintenance, sticker price -- are added and divided over the number of expected service years, 
the trolleys fare better. In addition, they produce far less noise and greenhouse gas pollution.

Plus, Metro receives grant money from the Federal Transit Administration for fixed guideway 
systems that it wouldn't get with hybrids. Even if Metro lost 70 percent of that funding, the 
trolleys still would be more cost–effective.

Overall, trolley buses would cost about $11.8 million per year, compared to $15.5 million for 
hybrids, Perlic said.

Decommissioning the trolley network also would cost Metro at least $37 million because the 
overhead wires and substations would have to be torn down. Metro has 159 electric trolley buses 
that run along nearly 70 miles of overhead wire in Seattle.

And it could cost more because the wires in some cases are anchored to historic buildings. Metro 
has been advised that removing those anchor bolts likely would be subject to the National 
Historic Preservation Act of 1966, which requires federal agencies (the Federal Transit 
Administration, in this case, because it provides funding) to consider the effects of their 
undertakings on historic properties.

That could mean more costs and at least more process, such as a study to determine how the 
bolts should be removed or maintained, said Chris O'Claire, project manager for the trolley 
bus evaluation.

Metro also is studying trolleys with off-line capability from an auxiliary power source, either a 
battery or small diesel engine. Buses with battery backups, like the ones used in Vancouver, B.C., 
can travel up to 2.5 miles off the trolley line -- enough to get around collisions or construction 
sites. Buses with diesel backups can travel up to 150 miles, but get slower acceleration.

Metro's trolleys logged 19.7 million boardings on trolley routes in 2009 – about one-fifth of 
Metro's total average weekday ridership. Residents and city officials love them because they run 
quieter and don't have tailpipe emissions.

The transit agency did a preliminary analysis of several technologies, including hydrogen fuel 
cells and battery-powered buses. But Metro says neither technology currently is commercially 
viable. Metro plans to sign the first order for replacement buses in 2012 after a decision by the 
County Council.

For more information, visit the trolley bus evaluation website.

Read more Seattle transportation news or visit seattlepi.com's home page for more Seattle news. 
Scott Gutierrez can be reached at 206-448-8334 or scottgutierrez@seattlepi.com. Follow Scott 
on Twitter at twitter.com/2_scoops.

2. Seattle unveils yellow pages opt-out registry -
with little time to opt out

3. Phone book co. seeks injunction against Seattle 
opt-out law

4. Hollywood Video late fees canceled after 
investigation

5. Teen involved in deadly Auburn shooting 
released

6. Hax: How one reader is preparing for his 'last 
year'

7. Mailman faulted for 'extreme laziness,' admits to 
burning mail

Printable Version Email This Share 0 0 tweet

Indicted: Retired cop, three others 
accused illegally selling…

Man shot dead by King Co. deputy 
during stakeout

Charge: Convicted pimp kept teens as 
'slaves,' kept stripper…

10 Subtle Signs of Bipolar Disorder
(Health.com)

Can you save on fuel buying a diesel 
car? (BankRate.com)

6 money habits that are illegal
(BankRate.com)

Page 2 of 3Metro wants new trolley buses to replace older models - seattlepi.com#

5/5/2011http://www.seattlepi.com/local/transportation/article/CMetro-wants-new-trolley-buses-to-re...



Norwegian Cruises 75% Off
Save up to 75% on Norwegian 
cruises worldwide.
NorwegianVoyages.com

Cheap Cruises - Save $$
Compare Rates And Book Major 
Cruise Lines Up To 80% Off
CruiseVacationCenter.com

Transportation
Looking For Transportation? Find It 
Nearby With Local.com!
Local.com

Ads by Yahoo!

Reader Services: My account | Mobile | RSS feeds | Follow us on Twitter | Facebook | E-mail newsletters | Corrections | Site index
Company Info: Advertise online | Contact us | Send us tips | Job openings | About the P-I | Hearst Corp. | Terms of use | Privacy policy | About our ads
Advertising Services: SEO by LocalEdge | PPC Management by Metrix4Media

Send comments to newmedia@seattlepi.com

© 2011 Hearst Communications Inc.

Seattle unveils yellow pages opt-out 
registry - with little…

High fuel prices a headache for Metro

I-5 ramps to Mercer Street will be 
closed this weekend

[Sponsored links]

Bipolar Disorder May Be Tied to Body 
Clock (Health.com)

The Worst Loss in the History of 
Every Single NFL Franchise (Bleacher 
Report)

Comments

New to the site?

To use commenting, you 
need to sign up.

Register

(Forgot Password?)

Sign In

Already a member?

Please log in.

Remember Me

Add Your Comment

Email

Password

Page 3 of 3Metro wants new trolley buses to replace older models - seattlepi.com#

5/5/2011http://www.seattlepi.com/local/transportation/article/CMetro-wants-new-trolley-buses-to-re...


