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SUBJECT

A briefing on progress developing an income-based fare program in King County.

SUMMARY

As part of the 2019-2020 biennial budget, the King County Council required implementation of an income-based fare program by March 2020. Today’s briefing provides an update on work done to-date towards developing such a program. That work includes convening a stakeholder group, researching peer agency programs, implementing pilot programs to gather information, and seeking the Council’s input through this briefing. Additional work that will be undertaken is further customer outreach. The briefing will also provide an overview of the themes and tradeoffs that are emerging from the stakeholder input received so far.

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 2011-2021, which was adopted by the Regional Transit Committee and King County Council in 2011[footnoteRef:1] and most recently updated in 2016[footnoteRef:2]. Strategy 6.3.2 is to: “Establish fare structures and fare levels that are simple to understand, aligned with other service providers, and meet revenue targets established by Metro’s fund management policies.” Metro’s Fund Management Policies call for a farebox recovery ratio of at least 25 percent, with a target of 30 percent. The Fund Management Policies also call for achieving fare parity, defined as a one to one ratio, between the Access fare and the regular fare over time. [1:  Ordinance 17143]  [2:  Ordinance 18301] 


ORCA Fare Card System

King County is one of seven regional transit agencies[footnoteRef:3] 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.  [3:  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 and the youth fare.

In 2018, more than 134 million transit trips across the region were made using ORCA cards[footnoteRef:4], and approximately 66 percent of trips on Metro Transit are made using ORCA[footnoteRef:5].  [4:  Joint Board Program Management Report 4th Quarter – 2018]  [5:  According to 2017 ridership data.] 


ORCA LIFT

The King County Council enacted a low-income fare program in 2014[footnoteRef:6], which is marketed as ORCA LIFT. ORCA LIFT allows people with incomes below 200 percent of the federal poverty limit using an ORCA card to qualify for a reduced Metro fare of $1.50, which is approximately a 45 percent discount on the current regular fare. Reduced fares through ORCA LIFT are also currently available on other ORCA partner services including Kitsap Transit, Sound Transit, the Seattle Streetcar, the King County Water Taxi, and, starting in July 2019, Everett and Community Transit. [6:  Ordinance 17757] 


Prior to the establishment of the low-income fare program, the Council and Executive convened a Low-Income Fare Options Advisory Committee to assist in developing new King County public transportation fare options for people with low incomes. The advisory committee issued a report in July 2013[footnoteRef:7].  The report recommended the County "pursue a low‐income fare program for working poor individuals and families with incomes in the range of up to 100% – 200% of federal poverty level."  The report details significant tradeoffs in eligibility, important principles associated with the establishment of a low- income transit fare, and includes the following recommendations: [7:  Motion 13968] 


1. A low‐income fare program should be created. 
1. All fare categories, and the policy bases for them, should be evaluated in an effort to rationalize the fare structure and ensure greater equity.
1. The Human Services ticket program should be maintained due to its important role in providing mobility for the homeless and those with no income through distribution of free tickets.
1. A low‐income fare program should minimize the burden on Transit, other agencies, and the people served.
3. Rather than create a new entity, existing eligibility verification systems run by third‐party agency partners that determine eligibility for existing benefit programs should be leveraged.
3. An option to verify eligibility based on income should be made available for those not enrolled in other benefit programs and explored with agencies that already verify income or that would be willing to provide this service.
1. Multiple funding sources should be evaluated to offset the financial impacts of a low‐income fare program, including revising the existing fare box structure and other revenue sources.
1. A low‐income fare program should be considered as a beneficiary if the County has new or increased revenue.
1. This report should be transmitted to the heads of the agencies included in the ORCA Joint Board.
1. King County and Sound Transit should coordinate on the implementation of a low‐income fare when it is approved.

Metro made ORCA LIFT available to the public on March 1, 2015. Enrollment for ORCA LIFT is done in partnership with Public Health and other human services agencies such as Hopelink and Catholic Community Services. Participants can verify that their income qualifies them for the program by providing documentation that they are enrolled in another public benefit program such as Medicaid or providing documentation about their income such as pay stubs, tax returns, or an Employment Security verification form (for individuals with no income).

According to Metro’s quarterly report on ORCA LIFT, there were nearly 59,000 people actively enrolled in ORCA LIFT and over 1.2 million ORCA LIFT trips were taken on Metro in the first quarter of 2019.

Human Services Ticket Program

Since 1993, the County has authorized the sale of transit tickets to human services agencies at a discount through the Human Services Ticket Program[footnoteRef:8]. Human services agencies pay for part of the ticket cost. K.C.C. 4A.700.210 defines the discount the agencies receive as a percentage of the ticket cost and as a maximum dollar value. [8:  Ordinance 12643] 


To distribute these tickets, the King County Department of Community and Human Services (DCHS) issues a Request for Proposals (RFP) to the agencies.  Agencies are awarded an allotment of the available tickets and purchase a combination of regular, youth, and regional reduced fare permit (RRFP) tickets. The ORCA LIFT adult low-income fare is only available through the ORCA LIFT card, not in ticket form.

In 2016, Metro worked with Sound Transit to allow the sale of fare media combining Metro tickets with Sound Transit Link day passes through the Human Services Ticket program. These “combo” fare media were priced to allow human services agencies to avoid having to pay for both Metro tickets and the Link day pass for clients who needed to make a trip involving a transfer between Metro and Link. The King County Council also reduced the amount human services agencies pay for tickets under the Human Services Ticket Program from 20 percent of ticket price to 10 percent.

The Council increased the amount of the annual subsidy for transit tickets available through the Human Services Ticket Program by $400,000 beginning in 2018, for a total annual subsidy of $4,000,000[footnoteRef:9].  [9:  Ordinance 18609] 


Income-based Fare Program Development

Recognizing that some people in King County experience transit access and affordability challenges despite existing fare discount programs, the Council included a proviso[footnoteRef:10] in the 2019-2020 Biennial Budget calling for creation of an income-based fare program by March 2020. The proviso called for a briefing in the Mobility and Environment Committee on progress to develop the program, and required an implementation plan to be transmitted by September 30, 2019. The full text of the proviso states: [10:  Ordinance 18835, Section 109, Proviso P3] 


Of this appropriation, $1,000,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive transmits an income-based fare program implementation plan and a motion that should approve the income-based fare program implementation plan, and the motion is passed by the council.  The motion should reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance, ordinance section and proviso number in both the title and body of the motion.

A.  The income-based fare program implementation plan shall be informed by:

                       1.  Input from an income-based fare stakeholder group convened by the Metro transit department and that includes participants from populations that experience low income, to include but not limited be to: representatives from communities of color, immigrants and refugees and limited-English-speaking populations; youth; students attending postsecondary educational institutions and in job training and apprenticeship programs; affordable-housing residents; low-income King County employees; and representatives from human service providers.  The Metro transit department shall solicit from the councilmembers and the executive suggestions of possible participants for the stakeholder group.  The stakeholder group should provide input on: barriers to accessing transit for low-income individuals; program alignment with the Metro transit department's policy objectives; pricing; eligibility; verification and other business processes; funding and partnership opportunities; and program evaluation. The stakeholder group should consider and evaluate providing no or very low cost access to transit for residents earning one hundred thirty-five percent[footnoteRef:11] of the federal poverty level or less; [11:  The policy intent of the stated 135 percent threshold was to align with the income eligibility for Medicaid, which is 138 percent. Therefore, Metro is developing options for residents earning 138 percent of federal poverty level or less.] 


                       2.  Guidance from academic or private sector experts in designing and evaluating programs to improve access to economic opportunities for low-income individuals;

                       3.  Data and market research on the transportation needs and access barriers of low-income populations in the Metro transit department's service area; and

                       4.  King County's Equity and Social Justice Strategic Plan.

B.  The income-based fare program implementation plan shall include:

                       1.  A description of an income-based fare program, including, but not limited to:

                         a.  individuals who would be served by the program, including income eligibility and demographics;

                         b.  how the program would be designed, including fare media to be used and income-verification methods;

                         c.  estimated program costs and proposed funding sources and potential partners, including a discussion of tradeoffs between using resources for such a program compared to other purposes such as transit service hours.  Proposed funding of the program shall adhere to the Metro transit department's fund management policies, including maintaining a farebox recovery minimum of twenty-five percent;

                         d.  potential policy changes that would be needed to implement an income-based fare program;

                         e.  how the program would be marketed to eligible populations, including enrollment goals and regular performance reporting.  Enrollment shall be as low-barrier as possible in terms of proof of qualifications and ability to enroll;

                         f.  how the Metro transit department will partner or seek partners to market the program, enroll eligible populations, and whether there should be program cost sharing.  The program should be coordinated with human service provider agencies in order to streamline participants' access to a range of income-based services; and

                         g.  how this broad income-based program is proposed to interface with existing fare programs such as ORCA LIFT, the human services ticket program and the passport and business choice account programs;

                       2.  A description of how the program will be evaluated, including collecting data on rider demographics and travel needs, and will develop performance goals and reporting; and

                       3.  A discussion of whether or how the income-based fare program will be integrated with the ORCA system, including the financial, policy or technological barriers to implementing an income-based fare program within the ORCA system and the potential for future enhancements to an income-based fare program with implementation of Next Generation ORCA.

The executive should provide an oral briefing to the mobility committee, or its successor, on the progress of developing the program by June 30, 2019, and should file the income-based fare program implementation plan and a motion required by this proviso by September 30, 2019, along with any necessary legislation to implement the program by March 31, 2020, in the form of a paper original and an electronic copy with the clerk of the council, who shall retain the original and provide an electronic copy to all councilmembers, the council chief of staff and the lead staff for the mobility committee, or its successor.

Metro began work in January 2019 to design and develop an income-based fare program.  According to Metro staff, those efforts include convening a stakeholder group, conducting peer agency outreach, and implementing pilot projects to gather information.

At the time of this briefing, the stakeholder group has met twice and plans to meet for at least one additional time in June. Attachment 2 provides the organizations participating in the income-based fares stakeholder group.

According to Metro staff, the goal of their peer agency outreach is to examine fare policies and equity considerations among peer agencies, particularly looking at strategies and practices for reduced fare programs. To date, Metro has surveyed 45 transit agencies to ask about reduced fare programs. Of those, Metro identified six agencies that discount programs with design elements they wanted to learn more about. A list of those agencies and summary of current findings (at the time of this briefing, the work is on-going) can be found in Attachment 3.
 
Metro is also undertaking the following pilot projects that will inform the design and evolution[footnoteRef:12] of an Income-Based Fare Program: [12:  Because the evaluations from these pilots will not be completed prior to transmittal of the income-based fare program implementation plan, the results will inform potential adjustments or expansions of the Income-Based Fare Program after it is implemented.] 


	Pilot project
	Description
	Timeline

	DSHS pilot/
ORCA LIFT study
	Randomized controlled trial conducted in partnership with Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS), Notre Dame, and UC Irvine to observe how transit subsidies affect individuals’ use of public transportation.
	March through summer 2019

	Courts pilot
	Randomized distribution of 10-ride ORCA LIFT (low-income fare) cards to low-income juvenile defendants to see if getting the card reduces failure to appear rates. This project is also being done in partnership with King County DPD, Notre Dame and Stanford.
	Begin summer 2019 and run for one year

	ORCA human service ticket pilot
	Demonstration giving human service agencies the opportunity to use ORCA products instead of paper tickets.
	Begin May 2019



[bookmark: _GoBack]In addition to these stakeholder input and research efforts, Metro plans to begin customer outreach by contracting with community-based organizations to hold community conservations and engage target populations. Beginning in June, Metro will then incorporate what they’ve learned from stakeholders and peer agencies and begin developing the program, with the implementation plan submitted to Council by September 30, 2019.

INVITED

· Carol Cooper, Managing Director Market Innovations, Metro Transit Department
· Lindsey Greto, Income Based Fares Program Manager, Metro Transit Department
· Daphne Pie, Health Services Administrator, Public Health

ATTACHMENTS

1. Metro’s Presentation: Income-Based Fares Update
2. Income-Based Fare Stakeholder Group Participation
3. Summary of Metro’s Peer Agency Fare Discount Program Research
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