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Metropolitan King County Council
Budget and Fiscal Management Committee

STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	7
	Name:
	Mary Bourguignon

	Proposed No.:
	2024-0317
	Date:
	November 13, 2024



SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance 2024-0317 would permanently lower the ORCA LIFT fare for Metro buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars from $1.50 to $1.00, effective January 1, 2025. The ORCA LIFT fare has been $1.00 since September 2022, but will revert to $1.50 on January 1, 2025, unless action is taken. 

SUMMARY

ORCA LIFT is a reduced fare transit program for people with incomes at or below 200% of the federal poverty level. Passengers with an ORCA LIFT fare card receive a reduced fare on many transit services throughout the region. 

The ORCA LIFT fare for Metro buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars has been $1.00 since September 2022,[footnoteRef:1] but will revert to $1.50 on January 1, 2025, unless action is taken. [1:  Ordinances 19532, 19705] 


Proposed Ordinance 2024-0317 would make permanent the $1.00 ORCA LIFT fare, effective January 1, 2025, for Metro buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars. Table 1, below, shows the current and proposed ORCA LIFT fares, proposed effective date, and fiscal impact.

Table 1. ORCA LIFT Transit Fares: Current and Proposed
	Current ORCA LIFT Fare:
	$1.00
Reverts to $1.50 on 1/1/25 unless action is taken

	Proposed ORCA LIFT Fare:
	$1.00

	Effective Date:
	January 1, 2025

	Fiscal Impact 2025:
	($423,307)

	Fiscal Impact 2026-2027:
	($910,335)



The required Title VI equity analysis indicates that Metro did not find that the proposed fare change will have a disparate impact on minority populations, nor a 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 is working to distribute 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%.] 


ORCA LIFT fare. ORCA LIFT is a reduced fare transit program for people with incomes at or below 200% of the federal poverty level. Passengers with an ORCA LIFT fare card receive a reduced fare on Metro services, including buses, water taxi, Trailhead Direct, and flexible services, such as DART and Metro Flex;[footnoteRef:13] Community Transit; Everett Transit; Kitsap Transit; Pierce Transit; the Seattle Monorail; the Seattle Streetcar; and Sound Transit’s Link light rail, express buses, and Sounder commuter rail. [13:  There is no ORCA LIFT fare reduction for Access paratransit, which is $1.75 for all adult passengers.] 


The concept that would become ORCA LIFT originated in 2012, when the Council established the Low-Income Fare Options Advisory Committee,[footnoteRef:14] which was asked to identify opportunities and recommendations for regional low-income fare programs for potential consideration by King County and its ORCA partners. The advisory committee issued a report in 2013 recommending that the ORCA partners pursue a low‐income fare program for people with incomes in the range of 100% to 200% of the federal poverty level.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Motion 13806]  [15:  Motion 13968 (link)] 


In 2014, the Council approved a new low-income fare to take effect in March 2015,[footnoteRef:16] as well as an implementation plan[footnoteRef:17] that outlined how Metro would operate the new fare program (called LIFT for low-income fare for transit) in partnership with third-party agencies.[footnoteRef:18] The new fare would be available for people earning 200% of the federal poverty level or below, who applied, met the income eligibility threshold, and used an ORCA LIFT fare card on transit. [16:  Ordinance 17757]  [17:  Motion 14246]  [18:  Locations for health insurance enrollment and ORCA LIFT cards (link) ] 


Under the terms of the implementation plan, Metro was to be responsible for procuring and preparing ORCA LIFT cards, providing them to agencies, resolving disputes, and monitoring and evaluating performance. The third-party agencies, to be comprised of existing human services organizations, would be responsible for verifying customers’ eligibility for the ORCA LIFT program and distributing ORCA LIFT cards to those determined to be eligible.

For King County’s transit services, the ORCA LIFT fare was set at $1.50 for buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars; at $3.75 for the West Seattle water taxi; and at $4.50 for the Vashon Island water taxi. There is no ORCA LIFT fare reduction for Access paratransit, which is $1.75 for adult passengers.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  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.] 


As noted above, the income eligibility threshold for ORCA LIFT was set at 200% of the federal poverty level, as established by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. ORCA LIFT cardholders must renew their card every two years by re-verifying their income eligibility. Current eligibility levels, based on family size, are shown in Table 4, below.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Note that Metro also provides a fully subsidized annual pass to very-low-income passengers with incomes at or below 80% of the federal poverty level, who are enrolled in one of six State benefit programs (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families; Refugee Cash Assistance; Aged, Blind, or Disabled Cash Assistance; Pregnant Women Assistance; Supplemental Security Income; and Housing & Essential Needs). (KCC 4A.700.490) (link)] 


Table 4. ORCA LIFT Eligibility, 2024[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Poverty guidelines are available through the US Department of Health and Human Services (link). The figures in Table 3 are available at the ORCA LIFT application information web site (link).] 

(200% of federal poverty level)

	Family Size
	Monthly Income

	1
	$2,510

	2
	$3,407

	3
	$4,303

	4
	$5,200

	5
	$6,097

	6
	$6,993

	7
	$7,890

	8
	$8,787



Over the last several years, Metro and Sound Transit have taken actions to further reduce the ORCA LIFT fare.

· 2022: Sound Transit six-month pilot. In April 2022, as part of a package of changes to Sound Transit’s approach to fare compliance, the Sound Transit Board approved a six-month pilot program[footnoteRef:22] to take effect September 1, 2022,[footnoteRef:23] to lower the ORCA LIFT fare for Link light rail, Sound Transit express buses, and Sounder commuter rail from $1.50 to $1.00.  [22:  Sound Transit Motion No. M2022-27 (link)]  [23:  Sound Transit, “Board adopts updated fare compliance approaches, lowering ORCA LIFT fare and extending subsidized pass and ambassador programs,” May 26, 2022 (link)] 


The Sound Transit motion approving the temporary fare reduction directed Sound Transit staff to conduct a public outreach process to obtain feedback and develop a fare equity analysis to support a possible Board decision to make the lower ORCA LIFT fare a permanent change. The motion also directed staff to work to enroll 80% of likely ORCA LIFT riders in the region, with a likely rider defined as a rider eligible for ORCA LIFT who regularly rides transit for five or more trips per month, as well as very-low-income riders who are eligible for the fully subsidized annual pass.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  In September 2020, Sound Transit began participating in Metro’s fully subsidized annual pass program, which provides a fully subsidized ORCA LIFT card to very-low-income passengers with incomes at or below 80 percent of the federal poverty level, who are enrolled in one of six State benefit programs. (Metro’s program is established at KCC 4A.700.490) (link)] 


· 2022: Metro emergency fare reduction. In response to Sound Transit’s six-month pilot to test a lower ORCA LIFT fare, Metro’s General Manager issued an emergency directive[footnoteRef:25] on August 22, 2022, lowering the ORCA LIFT fare for buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars from $1.50 to $1.00 for the period from September 1, 2022, to December 31, 2022.[footnoteRef:26]  [25:  The emergency directive was issued under the General Manager’s emergency powers in KCC 28.94.020(B)(2)(b)]  [26:  The emergency directive did not change the existing ORCA LIFT fare for Metro’s two water taxi routes and did not add an ORCA LIFT fare for Access paratransit.] 


Metro’s emergency directive stated that Metro took this emergency action to comply with the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation’s strategy of aligning fares with other service providers, noting that, “more than half of riders enrolled in ORCA LIFT who begin a trip on Sound Transit transfer to Metro services, highlighting the importance of fare alignment for the two agencies.”

The emergency directive concluded by stating that the Council would be asked to consider a pilot $1.00 ORCA LIFT fare as part of the 2023-2024 biennial budget.

· 2023 and 2024: Metro pilot fare reduction. As part of the proposed 2023-2024 biennial budget, the King County Executive proposed to reduce the ORCA LIFT fare for buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars from $1.50 to $1.00[footnoteRef:27] for twelve months, from January 1, 2023, until January 1, 2024, and then again from January 1, 2024, until January 1, 2025. The Council approved these temporary reductions.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Water taxi ORCA LIFT fares remained $3.75 for West Seattle and $4.50 for Vashon Island.]  [28:  Ordinances 19532, 19705] 


The required Title VI equity analyses submitted for the temporary fare reductions indicated that a lower ORCA LIFT fare would have a favorable impact on low-income riders and would not impose either disproportionate adverse impacts on minority riders or disparate burdens on low-income riders.

The two one-year pilots did not make any additional policy changes. The policy framework for Metro fares, as established in the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation 2021-2031,[footnoteRef:29] and the revenue framework for fares, as established in Metro’s fund management policies,[footnoteRef:30] were not changed, and analysis at the time noted that lowering the ORCA LIFT fare would not be inconsistent with these policy frameworks. [29:  Ordinance 19367]  [30:  Ordinance 18321. Note that Ordinances 19206 and 19531 suspend the farebox recovery section of the fund management policies during the 2021-2022 and 2023-2024 biennia due to pandemic impacts.] 


· 2023: Sound Transit permanent fare reduction. On January 26, 2023, the Sound Transit Board voted to make the $1.00 fare for ORCA LIFT riders permanent, effective March 1, 2023.[footnoteRef:31] The Resolution adopting the permanent fare reduction notes that outreach conducted by Sound Transit during November and December 2022 showed that 88% of survey respondents supported the $1.00 ORCA LIFT fare or further reductions in the fare. Fiscal analysis indicated that retaining the $1.00 ORCA LIFT fare rather than reverting to the previous $1.50 fare would result in $25 million less in fare revenue through 2046. [31:  Sound Transit Resolution R2023-05 (link)] 


In terms of ORCA LIFT use and ridership trends, Metro reports that, as of September 15, 2024, there were 81,794 ORCA LIFT customers with an unexpired ORCA LIFT card. The count of unexpired ORCA LIFT holders has steadily increased in 2024, from 58,625 at the end of 2023. Metro states the current total represents the highest number of active cardholders in the history of the program.

The average weekly boardings from ORCA LIFT riders is 136,271 across all the transit systems that accept LIFT. For Metro, it is 92,607. As of September 15, 2024, there were 3.6 million ORCA LIFT boardings on Metro services in 2024, which represents 13% of all ORCA boardings during that time. For August 2024, there were 450,610 ORCA LIFT boardings, representing 14% of all ORCA boardings. 

ANALYSIS

Proposed Ordinance 2024-0317 would make permanent the $1.00 ORCA LIFT fare for Metro buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars. As noted above, because the $1.00 fare was set through a pilot program that ends at the end of 2024, action must be taken before the end of 2024 or it will revert to $1.50 on January 1, 2025.

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:32] FTA-required Title VI reports on transit service or fare changes must analyze a number of factors, including: [32:  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 2024-0317 (Attachment 4 to this staff report) indicates that a lower ORCA LIFT fare would not have a disparate impact on minority populations, nor a disproportionate burden on low-income populations.

Fiscal impacts. The fiscal note (Attachment 3 to this staff report), projects a reduction of $423,307 in farebox revenue in 2025 and $910,335 in 2026-2027. 

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Ordinance 2024-0317 
2. Transmittal Letter
3. Fiscal Note
4. Title VI Fare Equity Analysis Report
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