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King County Metro Transit

 Serves Seattle and King County, WA
 Service area about 2,000 square miles
 Metro area population about 3.5 million

 214 bus and electric trolley routes
 Fixed route fleet – 1,400 coaches
 Ridership – 118M in 2013

King County Metro Website: http://metro.kingcounty.gov/
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KCM’s Customer Information Includes: 

 Metro Online Website
 Automated Trip Planner
 Tracker (bus location and departures)
 Eye on Your Commute — blog updates
 Interactive Voice Response System
 Transit alerts via email subscription
 Twitter alerts and interaction
 On-board stop announcements & displays
 Real-Time Information Signs on RapidRide 

corridors 
 Static and real-time data available to 3rd

party developers

3



Development of Real-Time Info at KCM

 1993: First Computer-Aided Dispatch and 
Automatic Vehicle Location system at KCM

 2001: First real-time applications with KCM 
data were developed by University of 
Washington, expanded through Model 
Deployment Initiative, Smart Trek

 2004: UW applications brought under Metro 
Online, branded as KCM’s “Tracker”

 2012: Completed installation of new 
Automatic Vehicle Location system

 2013: Replaced UW applications as part of 
a Trip Planner upgrade
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Transit Data Provided by KCM

 King County Gov’t has made significant 
commitments to open data
 More info: https://data.kingcounty.gov/

 King County Metro Transit provides:
 General Transit Feed Specification (GTFS) 

data feed with planned route and schedule 
data

 GTFS Real Time data feed with vehicle 
location updates

 KCM also distributes other relevant 
information, but not in an open data format
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Terms & Conditions for Use of KCM Data

 Click-through, limited license to use the data
 Data will change over time, without notice
 Data is provided AS IS and WITH ALL FAULTS, 

without warranty of any kind
 Use at your own risk, and verify independently
 King County assumes no responsibility or 

liability for accuracy, completeness, timeliness 
or usefulness

 Developer must post required language:
"Transit scheduling, geographic, and real-time data 
provided by permission of King County" 

 Developer may not use KC logo

More information, including fine print, is available here:
http://www.kingcounty.gov/transportation/kcdot/MetroTransit/Developers.aspx  
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Serving Up Real Time Information
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Static Layer
•Schedules, routes, trips and stops for planned service
•General Transit Feed Specification (GTFS) data
•Distributed periodically; ideal if based on calendar days

Dynamic Layer
•GTFS Real-Time data—vehicle location and progress
•Predictions are calculated from vehicle location updates  
•Depends on operational actions – operator logins

Exceptions Layer
•Includes unplanned changes, reroutes and stop closures
•Also “dynamic,” but open data elements may not exist
•Most content not linked to Static and Dynamic Layers

Presentation Layer
•Multiple applications, with various update cycles
•Various presentation formats and user contexts
•Customer sometimes has to connect the dots



In Essence —

 Real-time information systems work best 
under relatively normal conditions, but —

 Customers’ greatest information need is 
often during abnormal conditions, and —

 Transit agencies’ greatest information 
management challenges occur at those 
times, and —

 Some of those conditions occur every day
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Real Time Information… and Frustration

“You shouldn’t have these signs 
if they aren’t going to be right.”

— A Frustrated Rider

“The *last* thing we want is overly optimistic, 
incorrect information”

— Another Frustrated Rider



…And Don’t You Have GPS?

10

 Yes, we have GPS
Bus location with GPS

 But is it enough during 
abnormal conditions? 

It doesn’t tell you very much

 It would be helpful to know 
the alternate route and stops

Alternate path and stops 

 But KCM doesn’t have this 
data in open data format for 
distribution



Planning A Trip?  Read This! 

 Note: “There is a service 
advisory for one or more 
routes in this itinerary. 
After making a notes of 
your itinerary, select 
Service Advisories for more 
information.”
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Checking Alerts & Updates

 Each alert is provided in 
Portable Document 
Format (PDF)

 User can sort by:
 Agency 
 Route Number
 Start Date 

 Note: “Unexpected or 
last minute changes 
may not be available on 
this page”
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http://metro.kingcounty.gov/alerts/



Checking A Reroute
 Written in “transit English” and 

distributed internally for staff use
 Information not machine-readable 

for automated distribution
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• Route changes are text
• Not geographically traced
• Not linked to route or trip data

• Stop changes are text 
• Not geographically placed
• Not associated with Stop IDs



Checking Other Alerts
 Sent to Transit Alert subscribers
 “Just enough” quick information 

for a knowledgeable rider
 Short term updates not always 

posted on Alerts & Updates page
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• Alternate routing not described 
in detail

• Affected stops not identified



Customers Have to Connect the Dots…
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…and even then may not get all the information they need 
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Next Open Data Steps for KCM
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 Static Layer improvements
 Implement calendar-based GTFS data to improve 

accuracy of scheduled service information
 Restructure KCM’s internal data model to support 

stop-based scheduling, and integrate revised data 
into consuming systems and processes

 Dynamic Layer improvements
 Continue to explore dispatch system features that 

would provide improved dynamic data for internal 
use and export in open data format

 Work with local partner Sound Transit to 
implement their vision for a regional data portal



Next Open Data Steps for KCM, cont’d
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 Exceptions Layer improvements
 Streamline internal processes for creating, 

managing and distributing Service Alerts
 Develop processes to provide Exceptions data to 

regional data portal

 Presentation Layer improvements
 Conduct more research on customer priorities and 

information needs
 Develop priorities and phasing for improvements 

to open data 
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