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SUBJECT

Today’s briefing will cover youth use of transit since the free youth fare was implemented in 2022. 

SUMMARY

In 2022, the State Legislature passed, and the Governor signed the Move Ahead Washington transportation investment program,[footnoteRef:1] which included $3 billion in funding for transit programs and projects, including $1.45 billion in transit support grants. Move Ahead Washington stipulated that a transit agency would only be eligible to compete for transit support grants, beginning with the 2023-2025 biennium, if it implemented a fare-free policy for youth 18 years and under for all modes provided by the agency and submitted documentation of this zero-fare policy by October 1, 2022. [1:  Chapter 47.66 RCW (per ESSB 5974, C 182 L 22)] 


In response, the RTC and Council approved legislation to set Metro fares for youth 18 and younger to zero as of September 1, 2022.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ordinance 19474] 


Since the adoption of the free youth fare, youth are allowed to board transit with no fare card or by showing a middle school or high school student ID. However, Metro staff have indicated that they prefer that youth use a Youth Orca Card,[footnoteRef:3] both so that youth become familiar with tapping to pay for transit and so that Metro can better assess the number of youth using transit. Youth Orca Cards convert to adult Orca Cards when the cardholder turns 19. [3:  My Orca Home, Youth Ride Transit for Free (link)] 


During today’s briefing, Metro staff will provide an update on youth use of transit and Metro’s work to promote and distribute Youth Orca Cards. 



BACKGROUND 

King County Metro’s fares are adopted by the King County Council and codified in the King County Code.[footnoteRef:4] Until September 2022, when Metro’s free youth fare was implemented, children under six rode free on all Metro services and the youth fare (ages six through 18) was set at $1.50 for Metro buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, or streetcars (youth Access paratransit riders paid the full $1.75 fare); $3.75 for the West Seattle water taxi route; and $4.50 for the Vashon Island water taxi route. To access this youth fare, Metro had created a Youth Orca card, which also offered youth fares on the services of the Orca partner agencies.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  KCC 4A.700.010 covers fares for buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, and streetcars. KCC 4A.700.820 covers passenger ferry (water taxi) fares.]  [5:  The Orca partner agencies are King County Metro, Sound Transit, Community Transit, Kitsap Transit, Pierce Transit, Everett Transit, and Washington State Ferries (link)] 


During the 2022 legislative session, the Washington State Legislature approved Move Ahead Washington, a $17 billion, 16-year transportation investment program. The plan included $3 billion in funding for transit programs and projects, including $1.45 billion in transit support grants.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Chapter 47.66 RCW (per ESSB 5974, C 182 L 22)] 


However, Move Ahead Washington stipulated that a transit agency would only be eligible to compete for a transit support grant, beginning with the 2023-2025 biennium, if it implemented a fare-free policy for youth 18 years and under for all modes provided by the agency and submitted documentation of this zero-fare policy by October 1, 2022. The transit agency would then be required to report to the state on the number of trips that were taken. At the time the Move Ahead Washington program was approved, the Washington State Transit Association estimated that Metro could potentially receive $31.7 million each year during the 2023-2025 biennium in annual formula allocations through the transit support grant program.

In response to the requirements in Move Ahead Washington, the RTC and Council approved legislation[footnoteRef:7] amending the King County Code to set the transit fare to zero for youth from six to 18 years of age[footnoteRef:8] for all Metro’s modes of transit. (Children under six would continue to be able ride Metro services for free.) The free youth fare took effect September 1, 2022. [7:  Ordinance 19474]  [8:  As well as those over 18 who receive student passes under KCC 4A.700.450] 


When the free youth fare took effect, Metro staff noted that youth could continue to use Orca fare media when boarding transit to help Metro track ridership trends and to minimize fare disputes between youth customers and operators. However, Metro stated that no young person would be turned away if they did not have an Orca card, and that youth could show a student ID or board with no card. Metro staff noted at the time that the Orca system will eventually allow for mobile apps and other types of fare media, such as wristbands or stickers that could be affixed to a student ID.

During 2023 and 2024 (through August), Metro noted that approximately 23,000 Youth Orca cards were ordered online throughout the Orca region. In addition, Metro and its partners distributed 16,000 Youth Orca cards to schools and at public events.

In terms of youth ridership, Metro estimates that approximately 10% of riders are youth riding (although most youth riders do not use an Orca card), and estimates the following Metro youth bus boardings: 

· 2023 (January through December): 7,002,000 (583,500/month)
· 2024 (January through August): 4,845,000 (605,625/month)

During today’s presentation, Metro staff will provide an update on youth transit ridership, as well as the steps Metro and its partner Orca agencies have taken to distribute Youth Orca Cards. Specifically, Metro will discuss its efforts on:

· Outreach, including community partnerships and events
· Education, including class workshops and partnerships with schools
· Opportunities for paid internships and career pathways


INVITED

· Chris O’Claire, Director, Mobility Division, Metro Transit Department
· Ina Percival, Section Manager, Market Innovation, Metro Transit Department
· Melanie Mayock, Program Manager, Youth Mobility, Metro Transit Department
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