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SUBJECT

During today’s briefing, Metro staff will share information about fare enforcement based on Metro’s annual required Bus Fare Enforcement and Fare Violation Program report.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Report 2026-RPT0033 (link) (K.C.C. 2.16.142)] 


SUMMARY

In 2018, following a report by the King County Auditor, the Executive and Council made changes to Metro’s fare enforcement process, including making fare non-payment a civil rather than criminal infraction. As part of those changes, the Council asked Metro to transmit a Bus Fare Enforcement and Fare Violation Program report each year.

In March 2020, Metro suspended fare collection and fare enforcement. Although fare collection resumed in October 2020, enforcement remained suspended until May 2025.

Metro’s 2025 Bus Fare Enforcement and Fare Violation Program report, which was transmitted April 1, 2026, is the first report since 2020 to summarize the results of active fare enforcement efforts. The report, which appears to meet the requirements in the Code, states that:

· Beginning in May 2025, Metro deployed Fare Enforcement Officers (who are a subset of Metro’s 275 contracted Transit Security Officers) to 10 bus routes with high ridership and high rates of fare evasion: RapidRide lines A, B, C, D, E, and F, as well as routes 7, 36, 40, and 106.

· Between May and December of 2025, Metro’s Fare Enforcement Officers issued a total of 2,186 warnings, eight citations, and zero suspensions. No citations were resolved and no criminal trespasses were issued. 

· Passenger education, including helping passengers obtain reduced-fare ORCA cards, was the focus of Metro’s fare enforcement effort during 2025.

Metro staff will provide more information on fare enforcement efforts at today’s meeting.


BACKGROUND 

2018 changes to fare enforcement. Prior to 2010, Metro did not have a separate fare enforcement function. Passengers were expected to pay as they boarded the bus, with bus operators responsible for enforcing fare payment. Because this could pose a risk to operators’ safety in some cases, operators were generally instructed not to challenge passengers who refused to pay.

With the launch of the first RapidRide bus line in 2010 and the ability for passengers to pay off board at ORCA readers mounted at many RapidRide bus stops, Metro began a separate fare enforcement program. As of 2018, Metro estimated that one out of every six weekday boardings occurred on the RapidRide routes that were in operation at that time, and that the fare enforcement program Metro had in place at the time enabled approximately 1.8% of RapidRide trips to be inspected for fare payment.

A 2018 report by the King County Auditor about fare evasion and enforcement on RapidRide[footnoteRef:2] found that Metro could not determine whether its model of fare enforcement was effective in terms of costs and outcomes and that it disproportionately affected passengers experiencing homelessness or housing instability, who received nearly 25% of citations between 2015 and 2017. [2:  King County Auditor, RapidRide Fare Enforcement: Efforts Needed to Ensure Efficiency and Address Equity Issues, April 4, 2018 (link)] 


In response, the Council requested changes and the Executive responded with a proposal that the Council adopted through Ordinance 18789, which:
· Made fare non-payment a civil rather than criminal infraction,[footnoteRef:3] [3:  K.C.C. 28.96.010] 

· Established a new decriminalized fare enforcement process,[footnoteRef:4] and  [4:  K.C.C. 28.96.500] 

· Required Metro to transmit an annual fare enforcement report.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  K.C.C. 2.16.142] 


Suspension of fare enforcement and changes since 2020. In March 2020, at the onset of the pandemic, Metro suspended fare collection to avoid having passengers near the bus operator. Fare collection resumed in October 2020, but fare enforcement did not.

During 2021 and 2022, Metro developed the SaFE Reform initiative,[footnoteRef:6] with the goal of managing safety and security functions, and resuming fare enforcement functions, in a more equitable and accessible manner, with a focus on behavioral health support. [6:  Metro SaFE Reform Initiative (link), see Motion 15878] 


During 2025, Metro participated with County and regional leaders in the King County Regional Transit Safety Task Force,[footnoteRef:7] to identify and implement actions to improve transit worker and passenger safety and security, including through fare enforcement.  [7:  King County Regional Transit Safety Task Force (link)] 


During the years following 2020, Metro also implemented policy and technological changes that affect who pays fares and how they can be paid:
· Youth now ride free on transit,[footnoteRef:8] and are not required to tap to board, following the Legislature’s 2022 Move Ahead Washington transportation investment program. [8:  Ordinance 19474] 

· The ORCA LIFT low-income fare for people at or below 200% of the federal poverty level was reduced from $1.50 to $1.00.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ordinances 19532, 19852, 19858] 

· Metro mounted ORCA readers at all bus doors, allowing for all-door boarding.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  “King County Metro expands bus service and launches systemwide all-door boarding starting March 28,” Metro Matters, King County Metro, March 12, 2026 (link)] 

· Metro and other transit agencies introduced Tap to Pay, allowing passengers without an ORCA card to use a credit card to pay their fare.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Tap to Pay, Metro Transit Department (link)] 

· Metro is moving forward with a plan to eliminate the use of cash on board buses and will report to Council on this initiative via a proviso report due July 30.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Ordinance 2023, Section 116, Proviso P10 ] 


Resumption of fare enforcement. Metro resumed fare enforcement in May 2025, deploying Fare Enforcement Officers to 10 bus routes, which, as Table 1 shows, accounted for just over 26% of average weekday boardings on all Metro bus routes as of March 2026. 

Table 1. Ridership on enforced routes, March 2026[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Data is for March 2026 average weekday boardings from Metro's Rider Dashboard (link)] 

	Route
	Average Weekday Boardings
	Percent

	A
	7,028
	2.38%

	B
	4,465
	1.51%

	C
	7,617
	2.58%

	D
	9,551
	3.23%

	E
	12,229
	4.14%

	F
	4,752
	1.61%

	7
	11,076
	3.75%

	36
	7,240
	2.45%

	40
	8,310
	2.81%

	106
	5,012
	1.70%

	ALL BUS
	295,454
	



Note that, although Metro operates Link light rail and ST Express bus under contract to Sound Transit, Sound Transit is responsible for its own transit security and fare enforcement. Sound Transit has implemented a Fare Ambassador program for light rail fare enforcement and is considering installing fare gates at light rail stations. Metro’s fare enforcement program, therefore, covers only Metro-branded bus routes.



ANALYSIS

Metro’s 2025 Bus Fare Enforcement and Fare Violation Program report,[footnoteRef:14] which was transmitted April 1, 2026, as required, is the first Fare Enforcement report since 2020 to summarize the results of active fare enforcement efforts.  [14:  Report 2026-RPT0033 (link) (K.C.C. 2.16.142)] 


The report as transmitted appears to meet the requirements in the Code. 

The report states that:

· Beginning in May 2025, Metro deployed Fare Enforcement Officers (who are a subset of Metro’s 275 contracted Transit Security Officers) to 10 bus routes with high ridership and high rates of fare evasion: RapidRide lines A, B, C, D, E, and F, as well as routes 7, 36, 40, and 106.

· Between May and December of 2025, Metro’s Fare Enforcement Officers issued a total of 2,186 warnings, eight citations, and zero suspensions. No citations were resolved and no criminal trespasses were issued. 

· Passenger education, including helping passengers obtain reduced-fare ORCA cards, was the focus of its fare enforcement effort during 2025.

Council action on the 2025 Fare Enforcement report is not required, as the Code provisions are satisfied simply by the transmittal of the annual report. 

During today’s meeting, Metro staff will provide more information on the Fare Enforcement report and Metro’s fare enforcement efforts in general.

INVITED

· DeAnna Martin, Chief of Staff, Metro Transit Department
· Michelle Allison, General Manager, Metro Transit Department

ATTACHMENTS

1. Report 2026-RPT0033 (2025 Fare Enforcement Report)
2. Metro presentation on fare enforcement
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