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SUBJECT: The time limit for the use of bus transfers 
SUMMARY: The proposed legislation would amend the King County Code to allow a waiver of the two-hour time limit for the use of a bus transfer during adverse weather. The waiver decision would be made by the director of the King County Department of Transportation ("KCDOT") when weather conditions have so disrupted transit service as to make the two-hour time limit for transfer from one bus to another unrealistic for some trips. 
BACKGROUND: The paper transfers, issued by transit operators when a person pays a cash fare, are configured to show how long it can be used. During that two-hour window, the rider may use a transfer any number of times for travel in any direction, including a return trip on the same route. In lieu of paying another fare on each subsequent trip, the rider must show the transfer to the operator.
During the late December 2008 snowstorm, when transit service was severely disrupted for a number of days, the two-hour time limit for transfers was unworkable for many riders. In many cases, with the two-hour transfer clock ticking, the initial trip took substantially longer than normal and/or the bus providing the second trip was very late. While it is likely that many operators decided to be flexible under the circumstances, this legislation would standardize that by allowing the KCDOT director to make a waiver determination that would be uniformly applied. The legislation would authorize, but not require, the waiver during adverse weather or an emergency and it would not specify the extent of the waiver (e.g. three hours instead of two) as these decisions would be left to the director. 
By mid-year 2009 King County Metro will be in the midst of a conversion to Smart Card electronic fare media, replacing the current array of Puget passes with ORCA passes for various denominations and time periods (e.g. a monthly pass for $2.00 trips). Holders of these passes are not affected by any policy related to transfers. When the ORCA passes replace Puget passes, riders will still have the option of paying cash for a trip and getting a paper transfer good for travel on other Metro service for two hours. A decision to waive the time limit would affect these riders and it would also affect another group: riders who pay for individual trips using the “electronic purse” embedded in each ORCA card. 
If a cardholder chooses, the purse can be loaded (and reloaded repeatedly) with cash value from which a fare can be deducted each time the cardholder “tags” the card on a reader on the bus. When that card is tagged, the holder gets a virtual transfer in the sense that the purse will not be charged for subsequent trips taken within two hours. Waiving the time limit for these virtual transfers is more complicated than for paper transfers. The on-bus readers would have to be modified in some way to ensure that, when the transfer waiver is in effect, value will not be automatically deducted from an electronic purse once the programmed two-hour time limit has elapsed. 
The feasibility and cost of that have not been explored, but before it could happen the change would require approval of the other regional public transportation agencies participating in the ORCA project. Alternatively, if the KCDOT director issued a transfer time limit waiver, electronic purse users could participate by getting a paper transfer when they tag their cards for the initial trip. There would, however, be some potential for cheating under this alternative scenario as the rider would be holding two viable fare media at that point: a paper transfer with the time limit waived and an ORCA card with a two-hour virtual transfer.
There has been no attempt to estimate the potential lost fare revenue under that scenario but it would likely be small both because such weather waivers for transfers would be infrequent and because only a small number of riders who could take advantage the situation likely would. An additional issue in considering potential revenue loss is the fact that, during extreme weather events such as the recent snow storms, fare collection is already somewhat chaotic as operators and riders focus on reaching their destinations in very trying conditions. 
ATTACMENT:

1. Proposed Ordinance 2009-0117
-2-

