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SUBJECT

A briefing on the ORCA replacement project.

SUMMARY

King County Metro is a member of a partnership of regional transit agencies that has developed a streamlined fare payment system called ORCA (One Regional Card for All) that allows transit riders to use one card to pay fares and make transfers on the transit services offered by all the participating agencies.  Those participating agencies are Community Transit, Everett Transit, Kitsap Transit, Washington State Ferry System, Sound Transit, and Pierce Transit.

The system has been in operation since 2009. The contract with the vendor for the smart card technology behind ORCA will expire at the end of 2020, and, in preparation, regional planning for the next generation of ORCA, ORCA 2, has begun. The Council appropriated planning funds for King County’s participation as part of the 2015/2016 Biennial Budget.[footnoteRef:1]  ORCA 2 is expected to take advantage of technological advancements since ORCA was first established, to improve the ease of use and customer satisfaction of ORCA. [1:  Ordinance 17941 CIP Fund 3641, Project 1124456. Note that the current estimate of King County’s cost for the ORCA replacement project is $29.86 million.] 


Today’s briefing will provide an overview of how ORCA works as well as an update on the regional planning process and a discussion of what changes customers may experience with ORCA 2. 

This briefing will also give Councilmembers a chance to engage with Executive staff prior to the Executive's transmission of a report on the ORCA replacement planning process that is due in March in response to a budget proviso.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Ordinance 17941 Section 129 Proviso P1] 



BACKGROUND 

ORCA Smart card

On April 7, 2003, the Council authorized the Executive to execute an Interlocal Cooperation Agreement for Design, Implementation, Operation and Maintenance of the Regional Fare Coordination System. The system, which became known as One Regional Card for All (ORCA), was deployed in 2009 and uses a smart card technology to establish a common, noncash fare system throughout the regional participants’ service areas. The ORCA system includes Community Transit (Snohomish County), Everett Transit, Kitsap Transit, Washington State Ferry System, Sound Transit, and Pierce Transit. The system is governed by a Joint Board, with Metro’s General Manager representing King County.  The ORCA system was provided through a contract with a vendor and is funded by the participating agencies in proportion to their size.

An ORCA card allows users to purchase electronic daily or monthly passes for unlimited rides, or load value on an E-purse that works like a debit card to deduct the cost of individual trips. The card is valid on transit services within all the ORCA partner agencies and allows for free transfers between services (except Washington State Ferries) within a two-hour window. Qualified ORCA users can obtain reduced fares through the Regional Reduced Fare Permit for seniors and disabled riders, youth fare, and ORCA LIFT for low income riders.

ORCA Replacement Project

The current operating and maintenance contract for the ORCA system is scheduled to end in 2020. In preparation, the regional partners are developing a project to plan for the next generation of ORCA. The Council approved $748,000 for planning and preliminary design in the 2015/2016 Biennial Budget and included a proviso requiring a motion approving a report on the ORCA Replacement Capital Project by March 31, 2016.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ordinance 17941 Section 129 Proviso P1] 


King County’s preliminary estimated cost of the total replacement project, still in the very preliminary stages of development, is $29,864,000. According to Metro, the ORCA replacement system is expected to include the following elements:

· Fare card readers or validators at all fare collection points, including buses, rail and streetcar stations; 
· Operator displays and functionality to collect and manage fares while delivering service;
· Fare inspection equipment for fare enforcement officers; 
· Agency servers and other equipment needed to collect fares from readers, and otherwise manage system devices and functions; 
· A central clearinghouse and associated financial processing to manage, reconcile and settle transactions; 
· System websites for agency management, business accounts and customer uses; 
· Reporting and management processes required for system implementation and ongoing maintenance.
· Software development for devices and backend systems.
· Interface controls between existing equipment and new fare system equipment.
· Customer service equipment and tools for addressing customer requests.
· Retail point of sale equipment and/or interfaces for fare media distribution.

Cost and scope information is expected to be refined further through the planning process.

ORCA Replacement Project Status

The ORCA replacement project is currently in the planning phase. The participating agencies have formed a steering committee, staffed for King County by Metro Customer Communications and Services Manager Matt Hansen, and hired a project manager, who is housed at Sound Transit. Sound Transit led a process to select a consultant team to assist with ORCA 2 system design and vendor selection.  Project planning is expected to be completed at the end of 2016, followed by vendor procurement and design through 2018, with ORCA 2 expected to be fully implemented by the end of 2021.

Customer Experience with ORCA 2

Though planning of ORCA 2 is still in the early phase, it’s likely that the next generation of ORCA would transition from the card-based system used today to an account-based system that would increase customer payment options and improve customer service. For example, today customers have limited options for purchasing and loading value onto their ORCA cards, and those transactions take 24-72 hours to take effect; with an account-based system, customers would be able to “load value” almost instantaneously, such as using a smartphone while waiting at a bus stop, and might experience new options such as paying with their smart phone or contactless credit card. 

INVITED

· Brittany Esdaile, Sound Transit, Regional Project Manager for ORCA 2
· Matt Hansen, Manager, Customer Communications and Services, Metro Transit
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