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Metropolitan King County Council
Budget and Fiscal Management Committee

STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	6
	Name:
	Mary Bourguignon

	Proposed No.:
	2024-0310
	Date:
	October 30, 2024



SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance 2024-0310 would increase the regular adult fare on Metro buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars from $2.75 to $3.00, effective September 1, 2025.

SUMMARY

King County Metro’s fares are adopted by the Council and codified in the Code. As currently established, Metro’s fare structure has several key attributes:

· Income-based approach. Metro’s Strategic Plan for Public Transportation[footnoteRef:1] calls for an income-based approach to fares, with free or reduced fares for children, youth, seniors, people with disabilities, low-income, and very-low-income people.  [1:  Ordinance 19367, Attachment A] 

· Business-focused revenue base. Approximately half Metro’s fare revenue but only a quarter of boardings come from business Passport accounts.
· Flat fares for Metro services. Since 2018, Metro has charged a flat $2.75 adult fare for buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars. 

Table 1, below, shows the current and proposed fares for Metro buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars, proposed effective date, and fiscal impact:

Table 1. Transit Fares: Current and Proposed
	Current Adult Fare:
	$2.75

	Proposed Adult Fare:
	$3.00

	Effective Date:
	September 1, 2025

	Fiscal Impact 2025:
	+$2,617,884

	Fiscal Impact 2026-2027:
	+$16,884,694



The required Title VI equity analysis indicates no disparate impact on minority populations or disproportionate burden on low-income populations. 

BACKGROUND 

King County Metro fare structure and policies. King County Metro’s fares are adopted by the Council and codified in the Code.[footnoteRef:2] Fare categories are shown in Tables 2 and 3. Regional and institutional passes are available. [2:  KCC 4A.700.010 covers fares for buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, streetcars, and paratransit. KCC 4A.700.820 covers passenger ferry (water taxi) fares.] 


Table 2. Transit Fares in King County Code[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  KCC 4A.700.010] 

[bookmark: _Hlk97812916](Buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, streetcars, paratransit)

	Category
	One-way fare
	Fare media

	Regular fare
	$2.75
	Cash, transfer, ORCA[footnoteRef:4] [4:  The One Regional Card for All (ORCA) is used by seven regional transit agencies: King County Metro, Sound Transit, Community Transit, Kitsap Transit, Pierce Transit, Everett Transit, and Washington State Ferries. The fare listed in this staff report are for Metro services only. (link)] 


	Child fare (0-5)
	No charge
	--

	Youth fare (6-18, 18+ with student pass)
	No charge
	Free Youth Transit Pass[footnoteRef:5] [5:  The free youth fare was established through Ordinance 19474 and began September 1, 2022. Metro distributes free Youth Transit Passes, though student IDs are also accepted, and youth can ride free without a pass. (link)] 


	Senior (65+) and person with disabilities fare
	$1.00
	RRFP[footnoteRef:6] [6:  The Regional Reduced Fare Permit (RRFP) is established in K.C.C. 28.94.255. (link)] 


	Low-income fare (200% of federal poverty level)
	$1.00
($1.50 on 1/1/25)[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ordinances 19532 and 19705 set the ORCA LIFT fare to $1.00 during 2023 and 2024. Unless action is taken, the ORCA LIFT fare will return to $1.50 on January 1, 2025.] 

	ORCA LIFT[footnoteRef:8] [8:  The ORCA LIFT low-income fare program is established in K.C.C. 4A.700.490 (link)] 


	Access paratransit youth fare 
(6-18, 18+ with student pass)
	No charge
	--

	Access paratransit (Adult fare)
	$1.75
	Cash, paper ticket, Transit GO ticket, monthly Access pass[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Fares for paratransit are established in 4A.700.010.D (link)] 




Table 3. Water Taxi Transit Fares in King County Code[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  KCC 4A.700.820] 

(King County Metro passenger ferries)

	One-way water taxi fare category
	West 
Seattle 
	Vashon 
Island
	Fare Media

	Cash fare
	$5.75
	$6.75
	Cash

	Regular prepaid fare
	$5.00
	$5.75
	ORCA

	Child fare (0-5)
	No charge
	No charge
	--

	Youth fare (6-18, 18+ with student pass)
	No charge
	No charge
	--

	Senior (65+) and person with disabilities fare
	$2.50
	$3.00
	RRFP

	Bicycle fare
	No charge
	No charge
	--

	Low-income fare (200% of federal poverty level)
	$3.75
	$4.50
	ORCA LIFT





The policy framework for Metro fares is established in the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation 2021-2031.[footnoteRef:11] The Strategic Plan’s Stewardship goal includes a strategy to “Align fares with other service providers, meet revenue targets, and advance equity through Metro’s income-based approach to fares.”  [11:  Ordinance 19367] 


The revenue framework for Metro fares is established in Metro’s fund management policies, which call for a farebox recovery ratio of at least 25% of passenger related operating costs, with a target of 30%.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Ordinance 18321. Note that Ordinances 19206 and 19531 suspended the farebox recovery section of the fund management policies during the 2021-2022 and 2023-2024 biennia. Proposed Ordinance 2024-0319 would change the required farebox recovery rate to 10%.] 


History of Metro fares.[footnoteRef:13] In 1973, following voter approval, an existing regional entity, the Municipality of Metropolitan Seattle (called Metro), began operating a regional bus system, taking over operations from the City of Seattle’s Seattle Transit System and the private Metropolitan Transit Corporation.[footnoteRef:14] When Metro began operating transit service in 1973, it used the 38 fare zones that had been established by its predecessors. The adult fare was $0.20, with a $0.10 surcharge for each zone that was crossed.  [13:  King County Metro, “Report on Transit Fares,” August 2014, response to Ordinance 17476, Section 116, Proviso P1 (2014-RPT0100) (link)]  [14:  King County Department of Metropolitan Services, 1995, “Better than Promised: An Informal History of the Municipality of Metropolitan Seattle,” Bob Lane (link) ] 


In 1977, the Metro Council reduced the number of zones to two (inside Seattle and outside Seattle) with a fare surcharge for crossing from one zone to the other. 

In 1982, the Metro Council added a surcharge for trips during peak hours (6:00-9:00 am and 3:00-6:00 pm) to reflect the higher cost of providing peak-hour service.

In 1992, voters approved the merger of Metro’s functions into King County.[footnoteRef:15] As part of this merger, King County assumed operations of Metro Transit.  [15:  King County, History of the Charter Review (link)] 


In 1999, the King County Council eliminated the zone surcharge during off-peak periods, to simplify fares and reduce fare impacts on low-income riders.

Over the years, both the Metro Council and the King County Council developed reduced-fare options for youth, seniors, people with disabilities, and low-income people, as well as riders who could pre-pay their fare.

· In 1982, Metro developed the Regional Reduced Fare Permit (RRFP)[footnoteRef:16] system to simplify and streamline existing fare discounts for seniors and people with disabilities. The RRFP is now available on an ORCA card. [16:  The Regional Reduced Fare Permit (RRFP) is established in K.C.C. 28.94.255. (link)] 


· In 1991, Metro developed the first pass partnership with an employer through the University of Washington’s U-Pass program for students, faculty, and staff. Metro’s Passport program, through which local employers provide a full or partial subsidy for employees’ transit trips, remains in effect today.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  The business program is established in KCC 4A.700.470.] 


· In 1993, Metro developed a flat reduced fare for youth and reduced the cost of student passes that school districts purchased from Metro.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  The youth fare is established in KCC 4A.700.010, 4A.700.450, and 4A.700.820. As of September 1, 2022, youth fare is free (Ordinance 19474).] 


· In 1993, Metro developed the Human Services Ticket Program to provide reduced-rate bus tickets to human services agencies to provide to their clients. This program remains in existence, with Metro providing up to $4 million in discounts on tickets each year.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  The human service ticket program is established in KCC 4A.700.210.] 


· In 1999, through the Regional Fare Agreement, Metro, Sound Transit, Pierce Transit, Community Transit, and Everett Transit established a system of regional monthly passes priced at 36 times the equivalent cash fare. This system continued when the ORCA fare card[footnoteRef:20] was launched in 2009. [20:  King County Metro is one of seven regional transit agencies (King County Metro, Sound Transit, Community Transit, Kitsap Transit, Pierce Transit, Everett Transit and Washington State Ferries) that partnered on a smart card technology, called One Regional Card for All (ORCA), to establish a common, noncash fare system throughout the regional participants’ service areas.] 


· In 2015, Metro developed the ORCA LIFT program to provide a reduced-fare rate for people with incomes at or below 200% of the federal poverty level.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  The ORCA LIFT low-income fare program is established in K.C.C. 4A.700.490 (link)] 


In 2016, the ORCA partners convened a series of Regional Fare Forums[footnoteRef:22] to discuss regional fare coordination and simplification as the Next Generation ORCA[footnoteRef:23] system was developed. Based on this work, the Council approved a $2.75 flat fare ($1.75 for Access paratransit) for implementation beginning July 1, 2018, for Metro buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars.[footnoteRef:24] This fare change eliminated the adult peak and zone fare categories. The youth fare for ages six to 18 was set at $1.50.[footnoteRef:25] For King County’s water taxi services, the adult fare was set at $5.75 for the West Seattle route and $6.75 for the Vashon Island route, with prepaid youth fare set at $3.75 for West Seattle and $4.50 for Vashon Island.[footnoteRef:26] Children under six continued to ride free. [22:  The Regional Fare Forum Summary Report was issued in March 2017 (link)]  [23:  The Next Generation ORCA, also called New ORCA, launched in spring 2022 (link)]  [24:  Ordinance 18608]  [25:  The youth fare was set to zero in 2022 (Ordinance 19474).]  [26:  Note that the Marine Division did not become part of Metro until 2019 (Ordinance 18777), so fare changes prior to 2019 were not coordinated by Metro.] 


In 2022, following the State Legislature’s passage of the Move Ahead Washington transportation investment program, which offered transit support grants for transit agencies with a free fare for youth, the Council approved a free fare on buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, streetcars, paratransit, and water taxi for youth younger than 19 or with a student transit pass.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Ordinance 19474] 


As currently established, Metro’s fare structure has several key attributes:

· Income-based approach. Metro’s fare structure is based on the income-based approach called for in the adopted Strategic Plan for Public Transportation,[footnoteRef:28] with free or reduced fares, as described above, for children, youth, seniors, people with disabilities, and low-income and very-low-income people.  [28:  Ordinance 19367, Attachment A] 


· Business-focused revenue base. At least in part because many of Metro’s passengers pay low or no fare, approximately half Metro’s fare revenue (53% between July 2023 and April 2024) but only a quarter of all boardings come from business Passport accounts, through which local employers can subsidize their employees’ transit fares.[footnoteRef:29],[footnoteRef:30]  [29:  As of September 2024, Metro has 760 active business Passport accounts serving 420,000 employees.]  [30:  Metro’s largest single source of revenue is a dedicated 0.9% sales tax, which is anticipated to make up 56% of Metro’s 2025 operating revenues. Farebox revenue is anticipated to make up 7.8% of Metro’s operating revenues in 2025. ] 


· Flat fares for Metro services. As described earlier in this staff report, Metro had historically charged fares based on geographic zones. In 2018, Metro eliminated all zone and peak price differentials to create a flat adult fare of $2.75.[footnoteRef:31] More recently, Sound Transit has implemented a flat $3.00 fare for adult passengers on Link light rail, which became effective on August 30, 2024.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Ordinance 18608]  [32:  Sound Transit Resolution 2023-37 (link)] 


ANALYSIS

Proposed Ordinance 2024-0310 would increase the regular adult fare on Metro buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars from $2.75 to $3.00, effective September 1, 2025.

As noted above, the fare change implemented in 2018[footnoteRef:33] eliminated zone and peak fare differentials and set a flat adult fare of $2.75 for Metro buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars. Prior to the implementation of the flat fare in 2018, fare increases of between $0.25 to $0.50 were implemented in 2001, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, and 2015.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Ordinance 18608]  [34:  Ordinance 14064, 15959, 16299 (included two rounds of fare increases), 16702, 17757 (included the first ORCA LIFT fare, as well as an increase to regular fares)] 


At the time the 2018 flat fare proposal was being considered (during Fall 2017), the Executive indicated that a $0.25 fare increase would be needed at some point in the 2020-2021 timeframe. Due to the onset of the pandemic, a fare increase was not proposed during that timeframe. The Executive’s 2021-2022 budget proposal indicated that Metro would seek a fare increase in 2023. However, due to lingering pandemic impacts to service and ridership, the Executive’s 2023-2024 budget proposal did not include a fare increase proposal. Instead, the Executive indicated that a fare increase would be proposed for 2025. Proposed Ordinance 2024-0310 would approve that proposal. Like most of the fare changes implemented between 2001 and 2015, the proposed fare increase would be for $0.25, from $2.75 to $3.00. The proposal would affect only full fares for adult riders. It would not make any changes to Metro’s adopted policies and would not change the free or reduced fares for children, youth, seniors, people with disabilities, and low-income and very-low-income people.[footnoteRef:35] The proposed fare would be aligned with Sound Transit’s $3.00 flat fare for adult passengers on Link light rail, which became effective on August 30, 2024.[footnoteRef:36] [35:  Note that Proposed Ordinance 2024-0309 would change water taxi fares; Proposed Ordinance 2024-0317 would make permanent the $1.00 ORCA LIFT low-income fare for Metro buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars; and Proposed Ordinance 2024-0308 would reduce the water taxi ORCA LIFT fare to $1.00.]  [36:  Sound Transit Resolution 2023-37 (link)] 


Equity impacts. Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color, and national origin, including people with limited English proficiency. The Federal Transit Administration (FTA) requires all transit agencies that receive federal funding to report every three years on how they have complied with Title VI. In addition, transit agencies must prepare a Title VI equity analysis for any major service change and for all fare changes.[footnoteRef:37] FTA-required Title VI reports on transit service or fare changes must analyze a number of factors, including: [37:  US Department of Transportation, Federal Transit Administration, Circular FTA C 4702.1B, “Title VI Requirements and Guidelines for Federal Transit Administration Recipients” (link) ] 


· Adverse effect: whether negative effects of the service or fare change are predominantly borne by a population protected by Title VI due to race/ethnicity, income, or national origin, and whether those effects are greater in magnitude than negative effects borne by non-protected populations.  

· Disparate impact: whether Title VI-protected populations based on race/ ethnicity are more impacted by the service or fare changes than non-protected populations.

· Disproportionate burden: whether Title VI-protected populations based on household income are more burdened by the service or fare changes than non-protected populations.

The required Title VI equity analysis submitted with Proposed Ordinance 2024-0310 (Attachment 4 to this staff report) indicates no disparate impact on minority populations or disproportionate burden on low-income populations.

Fiscal impacts. The fiscal note (Attachment 3 to this staff report), projects that the impact of the fare increase is estimated to be $2.6 million in additional farebox revenue in 2025 and $16.9 million in 2026-2027.
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