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Metropolitan King County Council
Budget and Fiscal Management Committee



STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	14
	Name:
	Mary Bourguignon

	Proposed No.:
	2023-0356
	Date:
	November 8, 2023



SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance 2023-0356 would increase Metro’s annual limit on farebox revenue loss from waived or discounted fares from $350,000 to $700,000, for 2023 only. 

SUMMARY

The King County Code[footnoteRef:1] allows Metro to waive or discount up to $350,000 in fare or pass prices each year for the purpose of “attracting new ridership, relieving congestion, developing market strategies, testing prices or experimental service, and implementing other special transit programs or promotions.” These waivers or discounts can be applied when they are “not expected to require the addition of regularly scheduled public transportation services and… the value of the program or promotion and the benefit to the public exceeds the expected loss of revenue.” [1:  KCC 4A.700.610] 


On July 10 and 11, 2023, Metro, along with Sound Transit, Kitsap Transit, and the Seattle Streetcar, waived fares for its services to provide access to Major League Baseball’s 2023 All-Star Week events. Metro noted at the time that, “Free fares will help fans get to events, shorten boarding times, and welcome new riders to transit.”[footnoteRef:2] Metro also added special service during All-Star Week to accommodate game-day crowds. [2:  Let transit take you out to the ball game: Ride Metro, Sound Transit, and Kitsap Transit for free July 10-11, Metro Matters blog, July 5, 2023 (link)] 


Metro reports that 239,990 riders used Metro on July 10, and 271,738 riders on July 11, during the two days of the fare waiver, resulting in a $475,000 fiscal impact. With other fare waivers or discounts during the year, including Metro’s traditional waiver of fares on New Year’s Eve, Metro anticipates a total farebox revenue loss of $600,000 in 2023. That amount is higher than the annual cap of $350,000. Proposed Ordinance 2023-0356 would authorize loss of farebox revenue from fare waivers or discounts of up to $700,000 for 2023.

The legislation would not authorize a permanent change in transit fares or service. The fare waiver cap would revert to $350,000 in 2024.

BACKGROUND 

King County Metro fare structure and policies. King County Metro’s fares are adopted by the Council and codified in the Code.[footnoteRef:3] Fare categories are shown in Tables 1 and 2.  [3:  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 1. Transit Fares in King County Code[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  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:5] [5:  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 fares 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:6] [6:  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:7] [7:  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 1/1/24)[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ordinance 19532 set the ORCA LIFT fare to $1.00 until January 1, 2024. Proposed Ordinance 2023-0367 would extend the $1.00 ORCA LIFT fare until January 1, 2025.] 

	ORCA LIFT[footnoteRef:9] [9:  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 (on ORCA)[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Fares for paratransit are established in 4A.700.010.D (link)] 




Table 2. Water Taxi Transit Fares in King County Code[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  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:12] 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.”  [12:  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:13]  [13:  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 due to pandemic impacts.] 


Metro is part of a regional group of transit agencies that share a common fare card, the ORCA card (One Regional Card for All).[footnoteRef:14] Use of an ORCA card allows riders to transfer between the services of different agencies. [14:  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 fares listed in this staff report are for Metro services only. (link)] 


In addition to the rates of fare listed above, the Code authorizes Metro to implement special fares for:

· Regional and institutional passes (such as Metro’s Business Passport program), with a discounted formula applied during the first several years of an agreement to incentivize new transit trips.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  KCC 4A.700.010.C] 


· Animals riding transit, with no fare for service animals and lap pets, and a full adult fare charged for all other animals.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  KCC 4A.700.050] 


· Customized bus service, or limited service to special or seasonal activities or events.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  KCC 4A.700.070, 4A.700.090] 


· Peace officers, who are charged no fare when riding in uniform or when they display their badge to the transit operator.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  KCC 4A.700.110] 


· Human services organizations, which can apply to receive discounted tickets (10 percent of the cash value) for their clients’ use, and for which Metro provides a total discount of up to $4 million a year.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  KCC 4A.700.210] 


· Visitor passes, for which Metro can issue passes for up to seven consecutive days and can also sell passes to travel, convention, and special event groups for quantities over 100 at a rate no less than 70 percent of the established visitor rate.


Waived or discounted fare or pass prices. In addition to these regular and special fares, Metro is authorized to provide up to $350,000 each year in foregone revenue in waived or discounted fares. These waived or discounted fares are to be implemented for “attracting new ridership, relieving congestion, developing market strategies, testing prices or experimental service, and implementing other special transit programs or promotions” when “the waiver or discount is not expected to require the addition of regularly scheduled public transportation services and, in the judgment of the director, the value of the program or promotion and the benefit to the public exceeds the expected loss of revenue.”[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  KCC 4A.700.610 (Note that in recent years, Metro has also offered free fares on New Year’s Eve following a Council request via Motion 14853).] 


The Code separately authorizes Metro to waive or discount fares in an emergency[footnoteRef:21] and requires Metro to waive enforcement of fare collection when the Emergency Snow Network is activated.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  4A.700.630 (Note that Metro fares were waived from March to October 2020 as part of Metro’s emergency pandemic response, with the stated purpose of providing access to transit to essential workers and minimizing contact between passengers and bus operators.)]  [22:  KCC 28.94.020.B.c (Note that the Emergency Snow Network is reduced service that includes only core bus routes and shuttles primarily serving key arterials and transit centers.)] 


MLB 2023 All-Star Week. Major League Baseball (MLB) held its annual All-Star Week in Seattle from July 7 through 11, 2023. This was the third time in Seattle Mariners franchise history that the event was held in Seattle.[footnoteRef:23] Event organizers estimated that more than 100,000 people would visit Seattle during the week, with approximately 48,000 attendees at each of the two culminating events, the Home Run Derby (July 10) and All-Star Game (July 11).[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Seattle Mariners Home of 2023 A00-Star Week (link)]  [24:  Major League Baseball All-Star Week is coming to Seattle July 7-11, bringing fun, crowds, and travel impacts, Seattle Department of Transportation Blog, July 7, 2023 (link)] 


In recognition of the number of people visiting Seattle for All-Star Week events, Metro, along with Sound Transit, Kitsap Transit, and the Seattle Streetcar, waived fares for all services on July 10 and July 11 to provide access to the Home Run Derby and the All-Star Game. 

Metro noted at the time that, “Free fares will help fans get to events, shorten boarding times, and welcome new riders to transit.”[footnoteRef:25] Metro added special service during All-Star Week, which was filled by staff on special assignment.[footnoteRef:26] Metro also assigned Metro Ambassadors to assist riders at stops near the ballpark.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Let transit take you out to the ball game: Ride Metro, Sound Transit, and Kitsap Transit for free July 10-11, Metro Matters blog, July 5, 2023 (link)]  [26:  Specifically, Metro added special service on routes 7, 36, 101, 150, 255, 522, 545, 550, 554, 673 (C Line), 674 (D), 675 (E), and 678 (H). This service was added on July 8, 10, and 11. Additional service hours totaled 220 per day, or 660 for all three days. Metro also added a post-game shuttle from the stadium to downtown. This shuttle also operated July 8, 10, and 11. Service hours for the shuttle totaled 25 hours per day, or 75 hours for all three days.]  [27:  Metro Ambassadors are bus operators on light-duty assignment who provide customer assistance at stops and transit centers (link).] 


Metro reports that 239,990 riders used Metro on July 10, and 271,738 riders on July 11,[footnoteRef:28] during the two days of the fare waiver, resulting in a $475,000 fiscal impact.[footnoteRef:29] With other promotions during 2023, including Metro’s recent practice of waiving fares on New Year’s Eve,[footnoteRef:30] Metro anticipates a total fare waiver expense of $600,000 in 2023. That amount is higher than the annual cap of $350,000 set in the Code.  [28:  For July 10, ridership was 2,800 to 8,000 passengers higher than comparable Mondays during July 2023. For July 11, ridership was 6,600 to 14,000 higher than comparable Tuesdays during July 2023.]  [29:  Note that Metro’s revenue estimates for the 2023-2024 budget indicated farebox revenues at $163.5 million. This compares with the pre-pandemic estimate for 2019-2020 of $372.7 million.]  [30:  Requested by the Council through Motion 14853] 


ANALYSIS

Proposed Ordinance 2023-0356 would allow Metro to exceed its $350,000 annual limit on waived or discounted fares, for 2023 only, with a 2023 limit of $700,000. 

Metro indicates that the combination of the fare waiver on July 10 and 11, 2023, for Major League Baseball’s 2023 All-Star Week events, as well as other Metro fare waivers during 2023, including the practice of offering free fares on New Year’s Eve, is expected to result in a fare waiver revenue loss totaling $600,000 for 2023. 

The legislation would not authorize a permanent change in transit fares or service or a permanent change to the waiver level set in Code. It would instead increase the waiver limit to $700,000 for 2023. The waiver limit would return to $350,000 in 2024.
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