Report to the Legislature

Amtrak Thruway Bus Service from Sacramento to South Lake Tahoe

Introduction 

Senate Bill (SB) 684, Chapter 200, Statutes of 2007, amended California Government Code section 14035.55 and requires that the California Department of Transportation (Department):
“…shall undertake a two-year study of patronage on the bus service operated between the City of Sacramento and the City of South Lake Tahoe and intermediate points pursuant to subdivision (g), identifying the number of passengers who are transferring to an Amtrak rail service and those who are traveling solely on the bus service.  The study shall identify the revenue from each category of passengers and include other pertinent ridership information.  The report shall be submitted to the transportation policy committees of the Legislature no later than March 1, 2010.”
Under Government Code section 14035.55, Amtrak Thruway bus service can be provided only to passengers who also have an Amtrak intercity rail ticket.  For example, a potential passenger attempting to travel from Chico to Red Bluff would not be able to use Amtrak, as no train is included in this Amtrak Thruway bus-only trip.  There are a few exceptions to this requirement.

SB 684, which went into effect January 1, 2008, adds an additional exception.  The bill allows Amtrak Thruway bus passengers traveling to points between and including Sacramento and South Lake Tahoe to travel on the bus without possessing a through ticket to connect to a train.  Under the law, this service could only be implemented if no private intercity bus company provides service between Sacramento and South Lake Tahoe.  The option to allow passengers to purchase local bus tickets without a rail ticket was implemented in November 2008.  

This report provides information on the impact of allowing local passengers on the Sacramento-South Lake Tahoe bus route.  Route 20c has one daily round-trip from the Sacramento Amtrak station, with an intermediate stop in Placerville, to three South Lake Tahoe stops (Tahoe Wye, Stateline Transit Center, and Stateline – Kingsbury).  This bus route has guaranteed connections with the Capitol Corridor train service (San Jose-Sacramento and Auburn).  San Joaquin Route (Bakersfield – Sacramento and Oakland) passengers and Amtrak long distance passengers on the Coast Starlight (Seattle - Los Angeles) also can make a guaranteed connection with bus Route 20c in Sacramento.

This report finds the implementation of local bus service on the Sacramento-South Lake Tahoe Amtrak Thruway bus route in November 2008 has improved ridership.  Therefore, it is recommended that local bus service on the route be continued.


Analysis

The Department obtained from Amtrak bus ridership on bus Route 20c for Federal Fiscal Year (FFY) 2009 (October 2008-September 2009).  Table 1 below summarizes the bus ridership and revenue data for bus Route 20c for FFY 2009.  This year of data includes less than ten months that include bus service because the service was implemented in November of 2008.  Therefore, the data will undercount the true annual impact of allowing local bus passengers on this route.  Local passengers are defined as those that do not use a train during their trip, traveling only on the bus.
	Table 1

Sacramento to South Lake Tahoe Thruway Bus

FFY 2009 Ridership and Ticket Revenue

	Connecting Train Route
	Ridership
	Revenue
	Ridership Share

	Coast Starlight
	135
	$1,740
	3 %

	San Joaquin
	964
	$11,111
	19 %

	Capitol Corridor
	3,102
	$45,674
	60 %

	Total Connecting
	4,201
	$58,525
	81 %

	 Bus
	992
	$29,467
	19 %

	Total FFY 2009
	5,193
	$87,992
	100 %


Table 1 shows that local ridership is approximately 19 percent of total ridership on Route 20c.  Bus riders connecting to train routes total 81 percent of total bus ridership.  Sixty percent of the bus ridership connects to the Capitol Corridor, 19 percent connects to the San Joaquin Route, and three percent connects to the Amtrak Coast Starlight, an interstate service of the national system.  In rounded numbers, the average bus carries seven passengers, six of which transfer to a train and one of which is a local bus passenger.  

Table 1 also provides information about Route 20c bus revenue.  The total recorded revenue for this route was almost $88,000 for FFY 2009.  Bus revenue from passengers connecting to a train was just under $60,000, while revenue from local bus passengers was almost $30,000. 

However, the bus revenue attributed to passengers connecting to a train is significantly under counted.  This is because of a temporary change in the Amtrak revenue accounting system during a portion of the first half of calendar year 2009.  During this time, Amtrak’s revenue accounting system credited all Amtrak Thruway bus revenue to the rail portion of a ticket, and no revenue was credited to the bus portion of a ticket.  Amtrak is unable to provide corrected revenue data for the first half of 2009.  



Though exact numbers are difficult to quantify, analysis of actual bus and train fares suggests that actual bus revenue from Route 20c on through train/bus tickets in FFY 2009 may be in the range of $95,000 rather than $60,000.  Using the adjusted figures, the average revenue per passenger for a local bus ticket was about $30.25 and the average bus revenue for a bus ticket where the rider connected to a train was about $22.60.

The adjusted average revenue per passenger for the bus portion of a train/bus ticket is lower than for a local bus ticket.  This is because the rail and bus segments are both discounted on through train/bus tickets.  This pricing methodology encourages the purchase of through train/bus tickets.

State law requires the calculation of profitability of Amtrak Thruway bus routes considers the revenue contributed from the train portion of through tickets to state-supported services.  Based on Amtrak data, the average train revenue per passenger in FFY 2009 on the Capitol Corridor was $13.81, and on the San Joaquin Route the average was $22.11.  Using these averages as a rough estimate, the total contributing train revenue for the route for FFY 2009 is approximately $66,000.  When contributed train revenue is combined with bus revenue, total revenue for bus Route 20c is approximately $154,000, of which $29,000 (19 percent) is from local bus revenue alone.

Conclusion
The implementation of local bus service on the Sacramento-South Lake Tahoe Amtrak Thruway bus route in November 2008 has improved ridership.  Local bus ridership accounted for about 20 percent of the total ridership on the route in FFY 2009.  The cost effectiveness of the bus route also improved as the result of the addition of local bus service, as there is no additional expense associated with the local bus ridership.  Therefore, it is recommended that local bus service on the route be continued.
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