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Summary
Metro has policy direction to transition to cashless payment on board buses. This report details the planning, research, community engagement and implementation of this transition while utilizing Metro’s Mobility Framework. The framework centers community voices and demonstrates Metro’s commitment to amplifying the voices of priority populations, including those affected by racism, bias, poverty, language diversity, disability, or immigration status. Throughout the cashless on-board transition, Metro has engaged priority populations in its decision-making and planning processes. Community engagement has occurred through advisory groups, workshops, focus groups, surveys and direct conversations with agencies serving priority populations.

Engagement has focused on hearing from those most impacted by the cashless on-board transition—seniors, low-income individuals, multilingual riders, and service agencies that use the Human Service Bus Ticket (HSBT) program. Their feedback has informed Metro’s plans to deliver on a series of milestones before it ceases accepting cash on board buses. The priority populations have identified the following as the most important milestones: 

· Restart fare inspection and implement fare education (complete)
· Launch payment via physical or virtual credit by tapping on the ORCA reader (complete)
· Launch virtual ORCA cards on all major cellular mobile devices
· Expand the ORCA Retail Network and ways for riders to pay their fare with cash at off-board bus locations1
· Address identified barriers to reduced fare programs by implementing program design and eligibility changes 
· Modernize the Human Service Bus Ticket (HSBT) program and develop an alternative to paper tickets
· Develop and implement a marketing and communications campaign that prioritizes priority populations and riders who are primarily cash-dependent
In this biennium, Metro is supporting outreach to priority populations and partnering with Community-Based Organizations (CBOs) on fare education. Metro is now developing a communications strategy and fare education approach to support priority populations as they transition to cashless on-board fare payment. 
Metro is taking a milestone-based approach to the cashless on-board transition, informed by community feedback. Metro is working to complete each of the milestones provided by community before the final phase of the transition is complete, which would be when Metro stops accepting cash on-board buses and removal of cash fare boxes on board. Metro expects to complete these commitments no sooner than late 2027. 

Background
Implementing a cashless on-board fare payment system is a component of Metro’s strategy to improve bus speed and reliability. Metro Connects, Metro’s long-range plan adopted by Ordinance 19367 in 2021, envisions a future “system without cash payment on board buses, paper tickets, and paper transfers.” This vision sees the elimination of on-board cash collection through a conventional farebox system. Cash would remain a viable fare payment option for riders at off-board ticket vending machines, Metro Customer Service Centers, and third-party retail points of sale. The removal of on-board cash fare payment is anticipated to speed boarding, improve safety for operators, reduce cash processing costs, and address aging fareboxes which are expensive to maintain with parts no longer available.

In Metro’s 2022 proviso response (The Future of Metro Transit Department’s Fare Collection System, adopted via Motion 16152[footnoteRef:2]), Metro detailed the state of the current fare payment system and identified initial aspects of what moving to a cashless on-board fare payment system may require. This led to the establishment of the Fares Cabinet and Partner Review Board. The purpose of the cabinet is to engage the community in planning for a cashless on-board transition. The Partner Review Board engaged advocacy, human service agencies, and Council staff to provide input on and stay connected to Metro’s planning effort. [2:  Motion 16152, adopted 7/5/22. LINK] 


Metro partnered with priority populations, including those affected by racism, bias, poverty, language diversity, disability, and/or immigration status, in 2024 and 2025 to discuss what was needed to support riders during a cashless on-board transition. Through these discussions, the community emphasized that Metro's efforts must remain flexible and adaptable as resources change, technology advances, and the community's fare payment needs continue to evolve.

Metro is working towards a fare system that makes paying for transit easy, fair, and affordable. Metro’s fare policy strategy is influenced by community guidance, current policy direction, and regional coordination. More information about Metro’s fare policy vision and strategy are shared in  Appendix A.
Report Requirements 

Summary of the Engagement Efforts Related to the Cashless On-board Transition
Metro is dedicated to elevating the voices of priority populations and has prioritized their engagement in decision-making and planning. The department will continue to engage these groups as it implements activities and commitments identified in the cashless on-board transition planning. These efforts include discussions on how to maintain transit access and offer expanded fare payment options when cash is no longer accepted on board buses. The following section describes how Metro has engaged the community and plans to conduct outreach to priority populations. 
Engagement During Decision-making and Planning
Fare Collection Stakeholder Advisory Group (2021)
As part of developing “The Future of Metro Transit Department’s Fare Collection System” report, Metro convened a Stakeholder Advisory Group made up of representatives from 24 CBOs that provide direct services, with a focus on those that are led by and for Black, Indigenous, People of Color, immigrants and refugees, multilingual people, people with low and/or no incomes, and/or people with disabilities (a list of participating organizations is included as Appendix B).

The Stakeholder Advisory Group analyzed and recommended alternatives to on-board cash fare payment. The group focused on methods that do not rely on cash payment while considering potential impacts on equity, both positive and negative. The Stakeholder Advisory Group met three times between September and October 2021. The group shared feedback on the financial, technological and cultural barriers their clients face when using public transportation and paying fares. They also shared ideas on ways Metro can support riders in a cashless fare payment system.

Cashless On-board Transition Planning (2024 to 2025)
Since 2024, Metro has worked with priority populations to plan for a cashless on-board transition. Riders and CBOs were engaged to discuss and share feedback on:

· The barriers cash-dependent riders may face when cash is no longer accepted on board buses
· Priority strategies to address the identified barriers for cash-dependent riders
· Ways to support cash-dependent riders in accessing non-cash fare payment options on board, or to use cash to pay their fare off-board
· A phased approach to implementation with performance measures for Metro to track progress and inform when the department is ready to discontinue cash on-board fare payment
Engagement on the cashless on-board transition process occurred in the following ways.

· Fares Cabinet: In 2024, Metro convened a group of community members from priority populations who have diverse experiences with transit. The group’s goal was to support the development of Metro’s cashless on-board transition process by identifying barriers riders might face. The members helped prioritize these barriers, align Metro's available tools to address them, and develop transition milestones. 

· Fares Partner Review Board: In 2024, Metro convened the Fares Partner Review Board. The group consisted of CBOs, Jurisdictional Partners, and County Council staff members (see Appendix C for participants). The board guided the development of the cashless on-board transition by reviewing all content that the Fares Cabinet was working on and provide feedback from their perspective as organizations that support priority population groups. 

· Additional CBO Engagement: Metro engaged with CBOs serving specific priority population groups. The CBOs provided feedback specific to the groups they serve and how they might be affected by a cashless on-board transition.
Outreach to Priority Populations
Metro’s 2026-27 biennial budget included investments to support outreach to priority populations and partnerships with CBOs to provide fare education. These efforts will support riders and prepare them for a transition to cashless on-board fare payment. Metro is developing a communication strategy and a fare education plan to help the most cash-dependent transit riders switch to cashless payments. In 2026, Metro is partnering with multilingual CBOs to develop fare education materials and outreach toolkits, and in 2027 will focus on community outreach. Additionally, Metro is partnering on with the Regional ORCA Operations Team (ROOT) and regional peer transit agencies on outreach to priority populations regarding cashless payment options. Part of this outreach includes informing riders how to enroll in and use various reduced fare programs, including ORCA LIFT, the Regional Reduced Fare Program, the Subsidized Annual Pass, and the Human Service Bus Ticket (HSBT) Program3.

Metro will continue to work with the community to develop and refine an outreach strategy that supports priority populations. 

Seniors
Seniors have been engaged in planning for the cashless on-board transition and in discussions about improving access to reduced-fare options. Several Fares Cabinet members are seniors or work closely with seniors. 

Metro frequently conducts outreach to seniors to help them access the Regional Reduced Fare Permit (RRFP) program. Outreach to seniors includes community events where they can receive an RRFP ORCA card, as well as marketing and communications materials. Metro also works with CBOs that partner with organizations working with and serving seniors, including the Asian Counseling and Referral Service and Disability Rights WA. 

One Metro program that continues to engage seniors is Neighborhood Pop Up (NPU). Formerly known as ORCA To-Go, NPU brings Metro’s pass sales and customer service directly into local communities. At the NPU mobile customer service event, Metro staff assist riders with applying for reduced fare programs; purchasing, loading, and managing ORCA cards; and providing trip-planning and transit schedule information. NPU is particularly successful in reaching seniors and people with disabilities, who make up about 65% of those served. NPU works closely with local senior centers, transitional programs, and senior housing communities to reach community where they are and expand access to fare payment options.

Low-income
Low-income riders have been engaged in developing the cashless on-board transition plan and in conversations about improving access to reduced fares. Several Fares Cabinet members are low-income, and many of the organizations on the Fares Partner Review Board work with low-income community members (e.g., Low Income Housing Institute, Issaquah Food and Clothing Bank, Meals Partnership Coalition, and the Seattle King County Coalition on Homelessness). In addition to cashless engagement, Metro continues to reach out to riders with low incomes to improve access to and increase the affordability of reduced fares. 

Reduced Fare Simplification
In 2024, Metro established a process to identify innovative solutions for reduced fare offerings. The process included collaboration with the seven ORCA transit agencies, riders and supporting CBOs. The process reimagined how reduced fare products are used and administered. Both qualitative and quantitative research methods were used to engage priority populations. First, Metro administered a survey to gather quantitative data on riders' experiences, including trends in how they pay for and value transit and reduced-fare programs. Additionally, Metro gathered qualitative data from 15 focus groups on the challenges and opportunities in reduced-fare programs.

The information from the survey and focus groups was used as input for a two-day workshop on September 30 and October 1, 2024. Over 65 participants attended, including riders who use reduced fare products and transit benefits, representatives of CBOs that manage and distribute reduced fare products, employees of transit agency partners, and King County Metro employees. Rider and human/community service attendees were compensated for their time. 

Workshop participants identified four areas to improve Metro’s reduced fare programs:

1. Make it easier for reduced-fare riders to become eligible and enroll in reduced-fare programs.
2. Make it easier for organizations and agencies to purchase bulk transit fares for riders by improving the ORCA Business account user interface and developing a new option for short-term/limited-use fare media.
3. Improve rider access and information by simplifying the regional fare structure and centralizing fare communications
4. Ensure that fare options align with fare enforcement changes.
Neighborhood Pop Up (NPU)
In addition to supporting seniors, NPU also engages with low-income riders and partners with Metro’s Reduced Fares Teams and King County Public Health to host outreach events. At NPU events, riders can replace lost or damaged ORCA LIFT cards and receive information and referrals to income-based ORCA programs. 

Multilingual Communities and Multilingual Outreach
Metro consistently engages with and offers outreach to multilingual communities. Metro produces materials in multiple languages, provides interpretation services, and partners with a variety of organizations to connect with multilingual communities. Outreach and communication regarding the transition to cashless on-board fare payment will take multilingual needs into account.

Multilingual riders have been engaged in developing the cashless on-board transition and the conversations about improving access to reduced fares. Several Fares Cabinet members and many of the organizations on the Fares Partner Review Board are multilingual and work closely with multilingual community members (e.g., World Relief, Casa Latina, and Refugee Women’s Alliance). 

Metro considers language access when developing communications and marketing efforts to inform riders about major changes to the transit system. Metro's communication and marketing tactics approach language access by centering the needs of multilingual communities from the outset of each project. For every campaign, Metro assesses languages spoken via census reports to determine translation needs. Metro collaborates on translation and transcreation with language service providers within identified language communities, uses icons in graphics and signage, places in-language advertisements, and works with media outlets that reach specific communities or cultural groups.

Community Mobility Program
Metro's Transportation Demand Management Team operates the Community Mobility Program (CMP). This program focuses on reaching priority populations and those historically excluded from transit engagement and communications. These programs collaborate with specific CBOs to deliver targeted, in-language, and culturally competent transit education and information tailored to the needs of the communities they serve. In 2026, CMP will work with four CBOs to develop fare education materials to encourage riders to use non-cash fare payment options. These materials will be in-language and support future outreach events, trainings, and education efforts in 2027.

Coordination with Human Service Agencies that Purchase Fare Payment Media in the Human Service Bus Ticket Program
Metro received funding in the 2026-27 biennium to test and develop alternatives to paper tickets, including options to replace the paper tickets used in the HSBT program. Metro has been engaging with and working with human service agencies participating in the program and HSBT recipients to improve the program and make reduced-fare ORCA products more accessible. 

HSBT Program Focus Groups (2024 and 2025)
In 2024, Metro conducted focus groups with 44 human service agency staff members (representing 23 different agencies) who participated in the HSBT program. In these discussions, Metro heard that transit access is essential for this community of riders who need to travel outside of King County and are often hesitant to share personal information4. Metro also conducted focus groups with HSBT riders in 2025 in collaboration with two HSBT participating agencies (Aurora Commons and Villa Comunitaria). In these focus groups, riders shared that tickets are an essential lifeline for accessing school, work, appointments, human service agencies and various social interactions. Riders shared that there is confusion around which transit agencies accept these tickets and a feeling of being judged for using paper tickets.

HSBT ORCA Modernization Pilot (2025 and 2026)
In 2025, Metro launched an ORCA modernization pilot with 11 HSBT agencies to inform the design of a future approach that works for riders who are low-income and/or unhoused. This pilot was built on learnings from the 2020-21 Human Service ORCA LIFT demonstration project. The first phase of the ORCA modernization pilot was completed in March 2026, and the second phase is in development. Participating HSBT agencies received access to ORCA business accounts, allowing them to purchase and load fare products on ORCA cards for their clients. These agencies were able to purchase 4-ride and 20-ride passes at the HSBT pricing. While considering needs of the HSBT agencies, the pilot is evaluating:

· how use of the business account platform can be simplified, 
· what kind of ORCA products work best,
· if this type of program is sustainable for King County Metro and partners, and 
· if this type of program minimizes on-board cash fare payment.

Fares Partner Review Board (2024 to 2026)
Metro will continue engaging and communicating with HSBT agencies to develop solutions to improve the delivery of the HSBT program through ORCA. Metro also seeks to find a replacement for paper tickets, ahead of the transition away from cash and paper tickets on Metro buses. Any significant changes to the HSBT program will involve feedback and input from participating agencies and will be communicated in advance as the program evolves.

Update on the Proposed Timeline in Which Cash Fares Are No Longer Accepted On Board Buses
Community feedback was clear that no single tool or strategy alone addresses the varied and significant barriers cash-paying riders may encounter when transitioning to a cashless on-board fare payment system. Therefore, Metro is committed to implementing tools and strategies that collectively address the barriers faced by different cash-paying riders. Many of the identified tools and strategies improve Metro’s fare payment system, regardless of whether cash is accepted on the bus. Implementing these strategies will continue to make it easier for all riders to access and use transit. 

In discussions with the Fares Cabinet, the Fares Partner Review Board, and Metro staff, the following milestones were identified as critical to Metro's transition to a cashless on-board fare payment system:

· Restart fare inspection and implement fare education (launched May 2025)
· Launch payment via physical or virtual credit by tapping on the ORCA reader, so riders maintain an option to pay on-board (launched February 2026)
· Launch a virtual ORCA card on all major cellular mobile devices
· Expand the ORCA Retail Network and ways for riders to pay their fare with cash at off-board locations
· Address identified barriers to reduced fare programs by updating program design and eligibility changes (e.g., improve consistency of reduced fare information, deepen partnerships with CBOs to support reduced fare riders enrolling, and expanding access to ORCA LIFT for low-income riders)
· Modernize the HSBT program and develop an alternative to paper tickets
· Develop and implement a marketing and communications campaign that prioritizes priority populations and riders who are primarily cash-dependent
In addition to these milestones, Metro plans to implement additional community-prioritized strategies. These strategies build on the milestones, ensuring a more effective transition that supports the most transit-dependent riders’ access to transit and their ability to pay the right fare. These strategies are described in Appendix D.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Timing for implementing remaining milestones is contingent on multiple factors, including regional transit partner alignment, ORCA and other technology improvements, and product changes. The earliest Metro estimates the major milestones will be delivered is late 2027. 

KCC 4A.700.010 currently reads “A fare ...is paid when a person pays the appropriate amount in cash or presents an appropriate pass, transfer, or other fare payment media”.  The Council would need to approve revisions to remove reference to cash and transfers as an accepted form of fare payment before Metro could stop collecting cash fares on board.  



End Notes
1 The ORCA Retail Network is a collection of local businesses, grocery stores, and gas station convenience stores where riders can purchase and load funds onto an ORCA card.

2 Ordinance 19210

3 The Human Services Bus Ticket Program (HSBTP) provides subsidized bus tickets to eligible human service agencies serving persons who are low-income and/or are experiencing homelessness. Agencies can apply for the program through an annual application process administered by the Department of Community and Human Services (DCHS). Agencies awarded an allocation pay approximately 10 percent of the ticket value, with King County Metro covering the remaining 90 percent.

4 Riders using Human Service Bus Tickets receive a paper transfer on Metro and can transfer to a different Metro bus within the two-hour transfer window. Transfers to other transit agencies, such as Sound Transit, Community Transit, or Pierce Transit, are not accepted. While Sound Transit offers Human Service Bus Tickets, they are different from Metro bus tickets, and a rider needs both tickets to make trips on Metro buses and Sound Transit Link light rail.


Appendix A

Metro’s fare policy strategy is guided by a vision of making a fare system that is easy, fair, and affordable. This vision strives to ensure:

· It is easy for riders to pay the right fare, easy for businesses to cover transit costs for users, and easy to travel seamlessly in the region.
· Everyone pays a fair share to fund transit service, and expectations are clear and consistent for all riders.
· It is affordable for customers to ride transit, and affordable for Metro to operate the transit system.
Metro’s fare policy strategy was developed in the context of community guidance, existing policy, and regional coordination.

Community guidance
Community feedback on fare policy strategy focuses on:
· Invest upstream where needs are greatest
· Prioritize awareness, access and ease of use

Existing policy
County policy provides guidance and priorities for Metro’s fare policy strategy, including:
· Taking an income-based approach to fares, and prioritizing equitable access, meeting revenue targets, and regional alignment
· Preparing for a future without on-board cash fare payment
· Following the Executives’ stated priorities of
· Breaking the cycle
· Building for affordability
· Be in community
· Better government

Regional coordination 
Over the course of four meetings, leaders representing eight public transit agencies gathered for the 2025 Regional Fare Forum. The meetings focused on simplifying transit fares, improving reduced fare programs and equitable access, and delivering new features via the ORCA regional fare payment system. The goal of the 2025 Regional Fare Forum was to generate a roadmap for regional coordination, fare structures, and policy making over the next decade. 

The forum prioritized three outcomes for the region to focus on, including:
· Prioritize eligibility and enrollment so that enrolling in reduced fare programs and the enrollment requirements and documentation are simple. 
· Prioritize alignment so that fares are structured in a way that is easy to understand and navigate.
· Prioritize affordability so that Transit fares are affordable, and riders who need fare assistance have easy access.

To achieve Metro’s fare policy strategy, the department is working to create a future fare payment system where all riders have choices and options that work for them. Implementing efforts to raise awareness of fare options, making reduced fares more accessible and affordable, and offering new ways for organizations to sponsor and distribute fares to the communities they serve will significantly improve riders’ ability to access transit. By prioritizing people who currently have the fewest options and pathways, Metro is not only preparing riders for cashless on-board fare payment but also developing a pathway to offer an equitable and accessible fare system.



Appendix B
List of Community-Based Organizations that participated in the engagement process to support the development of “The Future of Metro Transit Department’s Fare Collection System.”

	· Alliance of People with disAbilities
· API Chaya
· Asian Counseling and Referral Service
· Byrd Barr Place
· Catholic Community Services
· Chief Seattle Club
· Elizabeth Gregory Home
· Entre Hermanos
· Eritrean Association in Greater Seattle
· Evergreen Services' REACH Program
· International Rescue Committee
· Issaquah Food & Clothing Bank
	· Lifelong
· Low Income Housing Institute
· Millionaire Club Inc. DBA Uplift Northwest
· POCAAN
· Real Change
· Recovery Café
· Refugee Women's Alliance
· Sea Mar Community Health Centers
· Teen Feed Service Links for Youth
· University District Food Bank
· Weld Seattle





Appendix C
List of Community-Based Organizations and jurisdictional partners who participate on the Fares Partner Review Board and shared feedback on the cashless on-board transition planning.

	· Alliance of People with disAbilities 
· API Chaya 
· Asian Counseling and Referral Services 
· Byrd Barr Place 
· Casa Latina 
· Catholic Community Services
· Chief Seattle Club 
· Commute Seattle
· Disability Rights WA
· Downtown Seattle Association
· Elizabeth Gregory Home 
· El Centro de la Raza 
· Eritrean Association in Greater Seattle 
· Evergreen Services' REACH Program
· Fare Start 
· Gay City 
· Global to Local 
· Health Point - Tukwila
· Homeless Riders Coalition
· International Community Health Services
· International Rescue Committee 
	· Issaquah Food & Clothing Bank 
· Lifelong 
· Low Income Housing Institute 
· Meals Partnership Coalition
· Millionaire Club Inc. DBA Uplift Northwest 
· Mobility Justice
· NeighborCare 
· POCAAN 
· Real Change 
· Recovery Cafe 
· Refugee Women's Alliance 
· SAGE
· Seattle Children’s Hospital
· Seattle King County Coalition on Homelessness 
· Sea Mar Community Health Centers 
· Transportation Choices Coalition
· Trac and Associates 
· University of Washington
· Within Reach 
· World Relief Seattle





Appendix D
Recommendations from the Fares Cabinet and the Fares Partner Review Board for Metro to pursue to support riders in the cashless on-board transition. Priority was determined by which recommendations best address barriers faced by priority populations impacted by going cashless.

	Recommendations
	Priority

	1
	Restart fare inspection and implement fare education
	Milestone

	2
	Develop and roll out open payment on ORCA
	Milestone

	3
	Develop and roll out virtual ORCA card across all mobile platforms
	Milestone

	4
	Significantly expand the ORCA retail network
	Milestone

	5
	Pursue and implement concepts developed through the Reduced Fares Simplification design effort
	Milestone

	6
	Modernize the Human Service Bus Ticket Program
	Milestone

	7
	Develop and implement a marketing and communications fares campaign geared towards priority populations and riders who are primarily cash-dependent
	Milestone

	8
	Conduct continued community engagement on the implementation of the cashless on-board transition and develop accountability structures
	High

	9
	Expand Community-Based Organization (CBO) transit education and Community Navigator programs to focus on riders who will be significantly impacted  by the transition to cashless on-board payment 
	High

	10
	Develop and update customer communications to support easy access to fare information
	High

	11
	Restart the in-person Neighborhood Pop Up and expand its ability to reach priority communities
	High

	12
	Pilot and expand Metro Ticket Vending Machines (TVMs) to key transit locations in King County
	High

	13
	Continue offering in-person and over-the-phone fare payment support through Metro’s customer service
	Medium

	14
	Continue the Fare Ambassadors program to offer in-person support at Metro transit facilities
	Medium

	15
	Develop and implement fare capping
	Medium

	16
	Lengthen the ORCA transfer window
	Medium

	17
	Consider how to expand ORCA Business Programs (Passport, Choice, and Seasonal) to support current cash-paying riders
	Medium

	18
	Continue to operate the Transit Go Ticket App and consider ways to expand its reach and use
	Medium

	19
	Develop Transportation Demand Management efforts to support behavior change for riders who currently pay cash to utilize non-cash fare payment options
	Medium

	20
	Change ORCA card fees and minimum load amount requirements
	Medium

	21
	Pursue opportunities to expand the Health Through Housing program and the universal basic mobility options being tested
	Medium

	22
	Develop additional alternative fare media options for riders
	Low

	23
	Allow for customizable or limited-edition ORCA cards
	Low

	24
	Offer Wi-Fi on board buses
	Low
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