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SUBJECT

A motion acknowledging receipt of a report on the future of King County Metro's fare collection system, transmitted in response to a proviso in the 2021-2022 Biennial Budget.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Ordinance 19210, Section 113, Proviso P4] 


SUMMARY

In response to Proviso P4 in the 2021-2022 Biennial Budget, the Executive transmitted "The Future of Metro Transit Department's Fare Collection System."  The report considers potential adverse impacts from Metro's planned future transition to a cashless onboard fare payment system, and ways to address those potential impacts.  The report states that Metro currently has adequate parts to maintain the current cash fare collection system until at least the end of 2024, and that Metro currently has no timeline for moving to a cashless on-board fare collection system.  The report further states that Metro is committed to working with potentially adversely impacted rider populations to improve access and affordability to Mero Transit system.

BACKGROUND 

King County Metro Fare Structure and Policies. King County Metro’s fares are adopted by the King County Council and established in King County Code section 4A.700.010. The current fare categories include regular, child, youth, senior and persons with disabilities, and low-income. Regional and institutional passes are also available. 

The policy framework for these fare structures and rules is established by the Strategic Plan for Public Transportation 2021-2031, which was adopted by the Regional Transit Committee and King County Council in 2021,[footnoteRef:2] which includes the following fare-related strategies: [2:  Ordinance 19367] 

· “Employ an income-based approach to Metro’s fare structure, ensuring discounts are provided to those who cannot afford to pay full fare;” and
· "Align fares with other service providers, meet revenue targets, and advance equity through Metro’s income-based approach to fares."

Metro’s Fund Management Policies[footnoteRef:3] call for a farebox recovery ratio of at least 25 percent, with a target of 30 percent. [3:  Ordinance 18321] 


Fare Payment Options, ORCA Fare Card System, and Reduced Fare Programs. Metro currently accepts the following forms of fare payment: ORCA card, cash, paper tickets[footnoteRef:4] or paper transfers,[footnoteRef:5] and mobile tickets through the Transit Go Ticket app. [4:  Metro accepts tickets issued through the Human Services Ticket Program and Free Ride Tickets provided for promotional purposes.]  [5:  Provided for riders paying with cash.  Paper transfers are only valid on Metro services and cannot be used to transfer to services by other regional transit providers such as Sound Transit.] 


King County is one of seven regional transit agencies[footnoteRef:6] 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.  [6:  The transit agencies that have partnered to form the ORCA system are King County, Sound Transit, Community Transit, Kitsap Transit, Pierce Transit, Everett Transit and Washington State Ferries.] 


An ORCA card allows users to purchase electronic daily or monthly passes for unlimited rides, or load value on an E-purse that works like a debit card to deduct the cost of individual trips. The card is valid on transit services within all the ORCA partner agencies and allows for free transfers between services (except Washington State Ferries) within a two-hour window. 

Qualified ORCA users can obtain reduced fares through the Regional Reduced Fare Permit (RRFP) for seniors and disabled riders, the youth fare, the ORCA LIFT low-income fare program, and the subsidized annual pass program.

The RRFP is governed by a Memorandum of Agreement among 14 Puget Sound Region transit agencies, including Metro Transit.[footnoteRef:7] The program is available to seniors over age 65 and people with disabilities, and makes permit holders eligible for discounted fares among Puget Sound transit providers and on the Washington State Ferry System. [7:  King County first entered into the RRFP Memorandum of Understanding in 1997 through Ordinance 12643.] 


In order to obtain an ORCA card that allows eligible customers to access RRFP, ORCA LIFT, or Youth discounts, customers must complete an application and provide documentation to verify their eligibility. The application process can be done in person at Metro's Pass Sales Office in downtown Seattle, in person at a Metro Neighborhood Pop-Up mobile outreach event,[footnoteRef:8] by mail, and online.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  In-person applications were suspended during the COVID-19 pandemic, and Metro Pop-Up events were conducted virtually during that time.]  [9:  Apply online at Home - REDUCED FARE PORTAL (kingcounty.gov)] 


Future Fare Collection Proviso. In the 2021-2022 Biennial Budget, the King County Council included Proviso P4, Section 113, which states:

Of this appropriation, $1,000,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until Metro transit department transmits a report on the future of Metro transit department's fare collection system and a motion that should acknowledge receipt of the report and a motion acknowledging the report is passed by the council. The motion should reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance number, ordinance section and proviso number in both the title and body of the motion. The report shall include, but not be limited to, the following:

A.  A description of Metro transit department's current fare collection system, including the condition of Metro transit department's fare boxes, and identification of fare collection system components in need of replacement and rationale for proposing changes to the current fare collection system;
B.  An equity impact review, including identification of communities that could be disproportionately adversely impacted by the transition to a contactless fare system and therefore should be priority populations in the design of a contactless fare collection system;
C.  A summary of the community engagement process, conducted by the Metro transit department and cocreated by stakeholders identified as representing priority populations, including fare collection system alternatives considered in the community engagement process and recommendations made by priority populations;
D.  Options and cost estimates for potential fare collection alternatives, including continuing current fare collection methods and replacing fare boxes on buses;
E.  An identification of potential cost savings from each fare collection option, including transitioning to contactless fare collection, and how those savings could be reinvested in improving the accessibility or affordability of fares for priority populations; and
F.  Discussion of policy changes necessary to implement the identified options for potential fare collection alternatives.

The executive should file electronically the report and motion required by this proviso no later than March 25, 2022, with the clerk of the council, who shall retain an electronic copy and provide an electronic copy to all councilmembers, the council chief of staff and the lead staff for the mobility and environment committee, or its successor

Proposed Motion 2022-0158 was transmitted in response to this proviso.

ANALYSIS

The Future of Metro Transit Department’s Fare Collection System Report. In response to the above proviso, Metro transmitted a report discussing the potential impacts of transitioning away from cash collection onboard transit vehicles and ways to mitigate potential adverse impacts and improve access for impacted populations.  The report includes:
· Discussion of the current state of Metro's fare collection system, including the necessary components to collect cash fares,
· A summary of an equity impact review and stakeholder engagement process to better understand the barriers and impacts of potentially moving away from accepting cash onboard transit vehicles,
· Recommendations for options to reduce such barriers for those most adversely impacted,
· Information about the cost of maintaining Metro's cash fare collection long-term, and
· Discussion of next steps for improvement fare payment options, accessibility and affordability for Metro's priority populations.

In the report, Metro states that recent updates to Metro Connects[footnoteRef:10] affirm Metro's intention of transitioning to a cashless on-board fare collection system.  According to Metro, the percentage of customers paying fares with cash has continued to decline, with 11 percent of riders reporting they pay with cash in the 2019 Rider/Non-Rider survey, the most recent survey conducted by Metro prior to the disruptions to ridership and fare payment during the pandemic.  The fareboxes currently in use on Metro buses are over 30 years old, are past their designed lifespan, and require refurbishment using parts that are subject to potential supply chain issues.  Metro reports that they currently have enough spare parts to maintain the current fareboxes through at least 2024.  Long term, however, replacing the cash fare collection system on Metro's buses and bases would cost an estimated $29 million in 2020 dollars, according to Metro. [10:  Ordinance 19367] 


In order to identify populations that may be disproportionately adversely impacted by a transition to a contactless fare system, Metro used an Equity Impact Review tool and identified the riders most likely to pay with cash, and therefore most likely to be adversely impacted.  Those riders are ORCA LIFT-eligible riders; BIPOC riders and those whose primary language is not English, particularly the segments of those riders who are also ORCA LIFT-eligible, and riders with disabilities.

Metro conducted a stakeholder process that involved virtual meetings with a 24-member Stakeholder Advisory Group that represented the identified priority populations and interviews with representative cash-paying riders, including many who with people whose primary language is not English.  Concerns identified through that process included technological, financial, and language barriers to using contactless fare payment, difficulty understanding the fare system, prohibitive cost of ORCA card fees, and interest in expanding eligibility for reduced and subsided fare programs.

Stakeholders considered the following alternatives to address the transition to a cashless on-board fare collection system:
· Expanding retail networks where ORCA cards are sold and reloaded to include social and human service agencies and other sites where priority populations already frequent,
· Making available wearable and sticker-based fare media,
· Making available limited-use tickets, and
· Making more ticket vending machines available in culturally relevant locations.

The report also discussed advancements that will or may potentially become available with rollout of the new ORCA card system later in 2022.  Those include a negative balance allowance of -$2.75, an improved mobile application accessible in multiple languages, open payment with credit or debit cards, decreased ORCA card fees, and ability to use an ORCA app on a mobile phone as fare media.

Further, the report considered additional opportunities for improving accessibility and affordability for priority populations.  All alternatives considered in the report are identified in Table 1, which was provided in the report. 

Metro states that the agency recognizes the impacts to riders that a future transition to a cashless on-board fare collection system would have and commits to pursue actions that will make accessing transit easier for impacted populations and all riders.  Metro also states that the agency does not currently have a timeline for phasing out cash fare payments onboard and will continue current fare collection practices while working with stakeholders to address barriers identified in the report.

Table 1. 
Fare Accessibility and Affordability Actions Identified by Metro

	Fare Collection Alternative or Investment Opportunity
	Policy Change
	ORCA Joint Board Approval or Coordination
	Other Network or Agency
Approval or Coordination

	Additional Service Frequency/Coverage
	Yes
	No
	Sound Transit 
(Coordination)

	Enhance Neighborhood Pop-Up Program
	No
	No
	No

	Integrate Access Paratransit Enrollment with Other Programs
	No
	No
	RRFP Network 
(Coordination)

	Human Service Bus Ticket ORCA Program
	Yes
(amendment to 
King County Code 
to change Human Service Ticket budget allocation)
	No
	Sound Transit, 
King County Dept. of Community and Human Services 
(Coordination)

	Expand Pre-Paid, Bulk Purchase
Fare Options
	No
	Yes 
(Coordination)
	No

	Create New ORCA Fare Products
	No
	Yes 
(Approval or Coordination, depending on new product scope)
	Yes, if new fare products include other agencies 
(Approval)

	
Fare Capping
	Yes, ORCA fare allocation policy
	Yes 
(Approval [Policy and Budget])
	No

	ORCA LIFT Eligibility Criteria
	Yes, 
King County Code
	Yes 
(Approval)
	Public Health - Seattle & 
King County 
(Coordination)

	Subsidized Annual 
Pass Policies
	Yes,
King County Code
	Yes 
(Coordination)
	Sound Transit, 
Seattle Department of Transportation, 
Seattle Monorail Services, 
Washington State Department of Social & Health Services, 
Public Health - Seattle & King County 
(Approval)

	Additional Service Frequency/Coverage
	Yes
	No
	Sound Transit (Coordination)

	Enhance Neighborhood Pop-Up Program
	No
	No
	No

	Integrate Access Paratransit Enrollment with Other Programs
	No
	No
	RRFP Network (Coordination)

	Human Service Bus Ticket ORCA Program
	Yes, 
amendment to 
King County Code to change Human 
Service Ticket 
budget allocation
	No
	Sound Transit, King County Dept. of Community and Human Services (Coordination)

	Expand Pre-Paid, Bulk Purchase
Fare Options
	No
	Yes (Coordination)
	No

	Create New ORCA Fare Products
	No
	Yes 
(Approval or Coordination, depending on new product scope)
	Yes, if new fare products 
include other agencies 
(Approval)

	Fare Capping
	Yes, ORCA fare allocation policy
	Yes 
(Approval 
[Policy and Budget])
	No

	ORCA LIFT Eligibility Criteria
	Yes, 
King County Code
	Yes (Approval)
	Public Health - Seattle & 
King County 
(Coordination)

	Subsidized Annual Pass Policies
	Yes, King County Code
	Yes 
(Coordination)
	Sound Transit, 
Seattle Department of Transportation, 
Seattle Monorail Services, Washington State Department of Social & Health Services, 
Public Health - Seattle & King County 
(Approval)



Responsiveness. The proposed motion and future and fare collection report appear to be responsive to the requirements of Proviso P4.

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2022-0158, and its attachments
2. Transmittal Letter
3. Metro PPT presented to Regional Transit Committee April 20, 2022
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