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[bookmark: _Toc147144746]Overview:
The purpose of this memorandum is to provide early analysis of data on the temporary pilot reduction of Metro’s $1.50 ORCA LIFT fare for low-income riders to $1.00 from September 1, 2022, through June 30, 2023. 
Based on early assessment of the pilot, Metro recommends extension of the $1.00 pilot fare to allow for further engagement and data collection through the end of 2024. Extending the pilot period would ensure Metro has a minimum of one year of ridership and payment data to evaluate prior to determining whether the $1.00 fare should become permanent. In 2024 Metro will undertake a broader effort to improve reduced fare programs including ORCA LIFT. Extending the pilot period would allow Metro to incorporate survey and engagement findings from that effort into analysis of the $1.00 pilot fare.   
1. [bookmark: _Toc147144747][bookmark: _Toc147151102]Background:
Metro charges transit fares to recoup a portion of operating costs. Metro’s 2021 updates to its guiding policies, including the Metro Connects Long Range Plan[footnoteRef:2] and the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation[footnoteRef:3] made clear that while transit fares comprise an important piece of Metro’s revenue picture, they should not create barriers to utilizing transit. The policies directed Metro to take an income-based approach to fares, with reduced fares available to riders with low incomes.  [2:  Metro Connects Long Range Plan [LINK]]  [3:  Strategic Plan for Public Transportation [LINK] ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk145946342]In 2021 (the last full year of data prior to implementation of the $1.00 LIFT fare pilot), Metro collected approximately $48.1 million in transit fares[footnoteRef:4]. ORCA LIFT fares comprised $1.3 million, or approximately 2.7 percent, of fare revenues during that time period.  This compares to $4.1 million in ORCA LIFT fares, or 2.5 percent, of all fare revenue in 2019.  [4:  This figure includes bus, trolley, DART, and alternative services. It excludes fare revenue from Water taxi, Streetcar, Vanpool, Access, and subsidized annual Pass. ] 

A. [bookmark: _Toc147144748][bookmark: _Toc147151103]ORCA LIFT Program
Metro launched ORCA LIFT, a reduced fare program for low-income riders, in response to community engagement in 2014. [footnoteRef:5] The program[footnoteRef:6] is open to riders with household incomes at or below 200 percent of the federal poverty level. To enroll, riders must work through an ORCA partner agency such as Seattle-King County Public Health or the King County Department of Community and Human Services. Participation in the program gives riders access to a reduced fare on Metro services including buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and water taxis. ORCA LIFT participants also pay a reduced fare on Community Transit, Everett Transit, Kitsap Transit, Pierce Transit, Sound Transit, the Seattle Monorail, and the Seattle Streetcar. [5:  Ordinance 17757 [LINK] ]  [6:  ORCA LIFT web page [LINK]] 

B. [bookmark: _Toc147144749][bookmark: _Toc147151104]Reduction of ORCA LIFT Fares
On September 1, 2022, Sound Transit reduced its $1.50 bus and Link light rail fare for ORCA LIFT participants to $1.00[footnoteRef:7]. In Metro’s 2022 Rider/Non-Rider survey[footnoteRef:8], more than half of respondents enrolled in ORCA LIFT who begin a trip on Sound Transit transfer to Metro services, and the service areas of the two agencies have substantial overlap.  [7:  Sound Transit Board Resolution No. R2022-07 [LINK]]  [8:  The Rider/Non-Rider survey is an address-based, random sample survey of King County residents, which provides a representative picture of County residents. The 2022 survey was administered quarterly, with each quarter’s sample including more than 2,400 responses.] 

To preserve consistency across services, support a positive customer experience, and explore potential equity benefits, Metro’s General Manager used an Emergency Order to temporarily reduce Metro’s LIFT fare from $1.50 to $1.00 effective September 1, 2022.[footnoteRef:9] Subsequently, Ordinance 19532[footnoteRef:10] adopted the reduced fare on a pilot basis with an expiration date of January 1, 2024.   [9:  King County Metro General Manager’s Emergency Order [LINK]]  [10:  Ordinance 19532 [LINK]] 

2. [bookmark: _Toc147151094][bookmark: _Toc147151106][bookmark: _Toc147144750][bookmark: _Toc147151107]Analysis:
To assess the impact of a $1.00 ORCA LIFT fare, Metro analyzed the reduction in revenue, the frequency with which LIFT enrollees ride transit, and barriers to riding transit as identified by low-income riders. 
A. [bookmark: _Toc147144751][bookmark: _Toc147151108]Cost: 
Prior to implementation of the pilot, Metro estimated the reduction of LIFT fare to $1.00 would result in a projected loss of $554,000 in fare revenue in 2023. 
This projection was based on several  assumptions by Metro related to ridership and average fare per boarding, as described below:
· Metro assumed there would be a baseline increase in ridership for the LIFT population between 2022 and 2023, in line with growth in overall ridership.  
· Metro assumed  that the reduction in fare price would encourage additional ridership among LIFT participants. Reducing the price from $1.50 to $1.00 represents a 33 percent reduction is price. With this reduction, Metro expected to see a 5 percent increase in ridership from the baseline. 
· Metro recalculated the average fare recovered per boarding, based on the ridership assumptions. The recovery rate of a $1.00 fare was calculated at $0.59 per boarding, assuming pass holders continue with similar trip behaviors. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Metro’s average fare per boarding is impacted by inter and intra system transfers leading to reduced fare collections.  In 2021, Metro provided 1.48 million LIFT boardings but only collected $1.3 million in fares, an average of $0.89 per boarding.  Since the LIFT fare is $1.50, Metro is only averaging 59% of the full value of the fare per boarding. For estimating revenue collections at a rate of $1.00, Metro assumed transfer activity would be relatively similar, so estimated fare recovery of only 59% of $1.00, or $0.59 per boarding.] 

Using these assumptions and figures, Metro projected revenue reduction by estimating the difference between revenue collected under the baseline ridership projection at the $1.50 fare and revenue collected under the expanded baseline ridership at the $1.00 fare. The projected revenue reduction was $554,000 in 2023.
As noted above, actual revenues are not yet available for comparison with the estimated loss. Extending the pilot period would ensure Metro has a minimum of one year of ridership and payment data to evaluate prior to determining whether to propose a permanent $1.00 fare. 
B. [bookmark: _Toc147144752][bookmark: _Toc147151109]Enrollment: 
Metro tracks the total number of active ORCA LIFT program participants, as well as the number of new participants enrolled in the ORCA LIFT registry.  
In June 2022, an estimated 30,199 program participants were enrolled in ORCA LIFT (excluding subsidized annual pass holders). In June 2023, 43,289 program participants were counted. Program participation increased by more than 40 percent over the year. In contrast, prior to the fare change between June 2021 and June 2022, non-subsidized-annual-pass LIFT enrollment fell by 17 percent.  It is unclear whether the increase in program participation is attributable to the reduced fare pilot, post-pandemic recovery, or some other factor. Surveying recent ORCA LIFT enrollees to understand their reasons for signing up would provide a clearer picture of the factors behind this growth. 
C. [bookmark: _Toc147151110]Frequency: 
Metro tracks how frequently riders use ORCA cards to pay for transit. In July 2022, the average ORCA LIFT program participant took 7.2 transit trips per week. In June 2023, the average ORCA LIFT participant took 7.4 transit trips per week. During the same period, the frequency of rides among regular adult fare ORCA card holders increased from 3.9 to 4.9 rides per week. Based on these numbers it is not clear whether reducing the ORCA LIFT fare had an impact on riding frequency. Surveying ORCA LIFT riders about how the change has impacted their travel habits would provide additional insight. 
D. [bookmark: _Toc147144754][bookmark: _Toc147151111]Barriers to transit:
Metro conducts surveys to understand rider needs and the factors impacting the choice to take transit. In Metro’s Rider/Non-Rider Survey[footnoteRef:12] the availability of transit and the quality of that service are the most significant factors that all riders, and riders with low incomes, identified. Metro has less clarity about how impactful price and pricing structure are, especially for riders with low incomes.  [12:  The Rider/Non-Rider survey is an address-based, random sample survey of King County residents, which provides a representative picture of County residents. The 2022 survey was administered quarterly, with each quarter’s sample including more than 2,400 responses. In three quarters of 2022, respondents were asked “What, if anything, prevents you from using public transit more often?” Open-ended responses were then sorted on mentioned words. In the first two quarters of 2023, respondents were to identify a trip they would like to make on transit and then were asked “What prevents you from making this trip with public transit? Select all that apply.” ] 

Rider/Non-Rider Survey data suggests that cost alone is not a significant barrier preventing people from choosing transit among all riders and among riders with low incomes.  When participants in the Rider/Non-Rider survey were asked an open-ended question, one percent of responses mentioned cost as a barrier to transit use. When asked a closed-ended barrier question in 2023, two percent of respondents and one percent of respondents at or below 200 percent of the federal poverty level reported cost as a barrier. However, other research indicates that cost remains a central factor for some riders. 
Metro’s Real Hub Learning Profile: Understanding Low-Income Riders (Appendix A) is an unpublished overview completed by Metro staff, summarizing combined findings from multiple research projects, including Metro’s 2022 Rider/Non-Rider Survey, Metro’s 2023 research panel on non-cost barriers to transit, and Metro’s ORCA LIFT Qualitative Assessment. The research found that for riders with low incomes, cost remains a consideration in using public transit, and income-based fare products like ORCA LIFT and a fully subsidized annual transit pass significantly ease the burden of transportation costs for those enrolled.
Metro is preparing to collect additional data to learn more about the factors impacting riders with low incomes.  Beginning in late 2023, staff will undertake an engagement and design effort to improve reduced fare programs, including ORCA LIFT.  This effort will span 2024 and include survey-based outreach, focus groups, and advisory groups comprised of riders, community-based organizations, regional transit agencies, and other interested parties.  Metro does not currently have survey or engagement data responding specifically to the $1.00 ORCA LIFT fare pilot. If the pilot is extended, Metro will conduct engagement on this topic as part of the larger reduced fare improvement effort. 
3. [bookmark: _Toc147144755][bookmark: _Toc147151112]Conclusions:
During the pilot period, Metro observed some shifts in enrollment and frequency of transit ridership among LIFT participants. However, due to the limited timeframe and a lack of engagement or surveying on this specific topic, Metro cannot draw meaningful conclusions about the impact of the pilot program relative to other factors, including post-pandemic recovery and shifting travel patterns. 
Extending the pilot by a year would give Metro more time to observe ridership trends, conduct surveying and engagement, and more accurately assess and document benefits, burdens, and community perspectives on the $1.00 ORCA LIFT pilot fare. Also in 2024, Metro will complete an engagement and design effort to simplify and improve reduced fare programs, including ORCA LIFT. This work offers additional opportunities to collect input about the pilot from LIFT-eligible riders, community-based organizations, and others. 
Metro recommends extending the $1.00 ORCA LIFT pilot program through the end of 2024 to allow for further study and community engagement. 


4. [bookmark: _Toc147151113]Appendix A: Understanding Low Income RidersAppendix A 
Understanding Low Income Riders

Metro’s Learning Profile: Understanding Low Income Riders is an unpublished overview completed by Metro research staff, summarizing combined findings from multiple research projects, including Metro’s 2022 Rider/Non-Rider Survey, Metro’s 2023 research panel on non-cost barriers to transit, and Metro’s ORCA LIFT Qualitative Assessment. An excerpt from the learning profile is included in this appendix.
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