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Executive Summary
Responding to Ordinance 18409, Section 115, Proviso PI of the 2017-2018 budget, this report examines the feasibility of establishing a very-low-income Metro Transit fare and recommends increasing the subsidy cap for the Human Services Ticket Program, partnering with agencies to launch a Human Services ORCA pilot program, and further researching and finding ways to work to address the needs of our very-low-income riders.
Increases in the region’s income inequality and suburbanization of poverty means that King County has a growing population of very-low-income residents who have greater needs for transportation and are inherently disproportionately impacted by fares. Our priority populations – lower income populations, communities of color, limited English-speaking communities, and immigrants and refugees – pay a greater percentage of their income towards transportation and heavily rely on transit to access basic needs such as jobs, food, housing, education, and health and social services. That is why equitable access to safe and efficient transportation is a Determinant of Equity.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  King County Determinants of Equity Report, 2015] 

Metro leads its national peers in implementing successful programs that make transit more affordable for low or very-low-income people as well as youth, seniors, and people with disabilities. These include:
the ORCA LIFT program, which offers a $1.50 fare for low-income adults (200 percent of the federal poverty level) and waives the ORCA card fee for their children
the Regional Reduced Fare Permit program, which offers a discounted fare of $1.00 for senior/disabled riders 
discounted fares of $1.50 for youth (ages 6-18), and a reduced ORCA youth fare of $0.50, plus a free youth ORCA card, during the summer of 2017
the Human Services Ticket Program, which offers deeply discounted tickets to human service agencies that serve very-low-income and homeless populations. 

And yet, we know that some King County residents still struggle to access and afford public transportation. Many people who qualify for ORCA LIFT, for example, still do not access the program. While we do not know all the reasons why qualifying individuals do not access the program, we do know that as long as these gaps exist, major fares changes will continue to impact low-income residents. 
Our initial study into this work has concluded that the creation of a very-low-income fare would present significant challenges in terms of cost, income verification, regional coordination, revenue impacts, and community partnerships. For these reasons, Metro does not suggest moving forward with a very-low-income fare at this time. However, Metro recognizes that existing discounted fares remain too expensive for some, and believes working with human service agencies to meet the needs of their very-low-income clients is the most effective strategy as we conduct additional research to determine longer-term solutions. 
In addition to continuing our work to increase ORCA LIFT enrollment and re-enrollment, Metro recommends a three-part approach to improving access to transit for very-low-income riders: 
1. Near-term: Increase the Human Services Ticket Program subsidy by $400,000 in 2018, bringing the total from $3.6 to $4 million. This would allow agencies to provide more transportation services to their clients immediately and help mitigate some of the negative impacts of the proposed $2.75 flat fare on agencies. Through this 11 percent increase, Metro would respond to some of the need identified by agencies in a 2017 survey while meeting revenue and farebox recovery targets. 
2. Medium-term: Launch a pilot program that will test the use of ORCA cards to improve the Human Services Ticket Program. Metro is currently engaging agencies to get input on their needs and program design. Metro realizes transitions can be challenging and some agencies and clients could struggle with testing a new system, which is partly why we will involve agencies in planning. Many agencies have already indicated interest in participating because it could result in less administrative work and a potential discount for them, depending on program design. It could also make the system easier for their clients to use. 
3. Long-term: Conduct additional research to better understand the needs of the very-low-income population and potential strategies for addressing those needs immediately and as part of Next Generation ORCA.
This approach will help Metro align more consistently with the vision and goals of the King County Strategic Plan for Equity and Social Justice, particularly focusing on where needs are greatest and investing in community partnerships with human service agencies. It also reflects goals outlined in Metro’s Fares Work Program, Strategic Plan for Public Transportation, and Fund Management Policies. We will continue to partner with King County’s Office of Equity and Social Justice to better understand how we can meet the transportation needs of populations disproporationately burdened by inequities.

Introduction
This report responds to Ordinance 18409, Section 115, Proviso P1:
Of this appropriation, $1,000,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive transmits a report on very-low-income fare options and a motion that should approve the report and a motion is passed by the council. The motion shall reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance, ordinance section and proviso number in both the title and body of the motion. The report shall be prepared in consultation with the department of community and human services and the office of performance, strategy and budget. The report shall include, but not be limited to:
A. A study of the feasibility of establishing a very-low-income Metro fare for individuals who are in households with incomes of two hundred percent or less of the federal poverty level and are unable to afford the ORCA LIFT fare;
B. Estimates of changes in ridership, fare revenue and farebox recovery ratio resulting from the implementation of a very-low-income Metro fare;
C. Strategies to minimize any impacts on the farebox recovery ratio;
D. Analysis of how implementing a very-low-income Metro fare will effectuate the county's Equity and Social Justice Initiative; and
E. The financial and technical considerations that would affect implementation of the very-low-income Metro fare program.
The executive should file the report and motion required by this proviso by September 30, 2017, 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, the policy staff director and the lead staff for the transportation, economy and environment committee, or its successor.
To respond to this proviso, Metro considered demographic information for very-low-income people in King County, reviewed current programs, surveyed human service providers that serve very-low-income populations, and analyzed the feasibility and the pros and cons of establishing a very-low-income fare. Based on this work we developed a final recommendation that is presented in detail on page 12 and referred to throughout this report.
Background and Overview of Existing Programs 
Homelessness in King County has grown by 32 percent since 2012. In 2017, the annual homeless count reached 11,623 individuals. The number of unsheltered homeless people in the county increased by 111 percent since 2012 and 22 percent in the last year alone.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Seattle/King County Point-In-Time Count of Persons Experiencing Homelessness (2017)] 

The suburbanization of poverty has also increased over the past two decades. Using 2010 data, more than 140,000 people below the poverty line lived in King County outside of Seattle, compared with approximately 80,000 people in Seattle. Between 2011 and 2015, the King County poverty rate increased by 11.2 percent. While the poverty rate in some areas of King County is growing at a lower rate, poverty in South King County is growing at a higher rate (13 percent).[footnoteRef:3] [3:  “Poverty and Inequality in King County,” Demographer, King County Office of Performance, Strategy, and Budget] 

Discounted fares: Metro’s programs to increase affordability of and equitable access to transit among King County’s low-income, homeless, and other populations historically overburdened by inequities, are some of the most innovative in the nation. As the only transit program for low-income people of its kind, ORCA LIFT, which launched in 2015 and provides a reduced fare of $1.50 to adults below 200 percent of the federal poverty level, remains a model for the country. Metro also waives the ORCA card fee for the children of LIFT recipients. As of June 2017, nearly 49,000 customers were enrolled in LIFT. Once we reach 50,000 enrollees Metro will have reached 60 to 75 percent of the estimated low-income rider market[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  Census data shows approximately 302,000 adults in King County ages 19-64 who qualify for LIFT. After removing disabled adults—who qualify for Regional Reduced Fare Permits—Metro estimates a market of 245,000 non-disabled low-income adults. We can make some broad assumptions about how many LIFT-eligible individuals ride the bus. If low-income adults were 1.5 times as likely to be riders as all county residents, the total ORCA LIFT “market” would be 83,000 riders. The market would be about 107,000 riders if low-income adults were twice as likely to ride. Metro’s Rider/Nonrider survey indicates that about 20 percent of low-income riders participate in the U-Pass or employer pass programs. That brings the market for likely riders who qualify for LIFT to somewhere between 66,000 and 86,000 riders.  ] 

We aim to build on our existing progress with ORCA LIFT in part by working to increase our knowledge of how many of those LIFT likely eligible adults actually use public transportation. We also commit to developing strategies to expand ORCA LIFT enrollment and help close that gap in the number of people who potentially qualify for this program yet do not participate in it. In addition to ORCA LIFT, Metro also provides discounted fares of $1.50 to youth (ages 6-18) and, through the Regional Reduced Fare Permit (RRFP), $1.00 for senior/disabled riders. Metro is piloting a reduced summer ORCA youth fare of $0.50 (with a free ORCA card) during the summer of 2017. 
Human Service Ticket Program: Metro’s Human Services Ticket Program helps human service agencies better serve King County’s homeless and very-low-income populations who are unable to afford the discounted ORCA LIFT fare. It allows agencies to purchase tickets for their clients at a discounted rate. Since its inception in 1993, Metro’s subsidy for this program has grown to 18 times its original size to meet growing demand and agency interest. In 2016, Metro provided over 1.5 million discounted tickets through this program and increased the subsidy cap by $400,000, or 12.5 percent. The King County Council also reduced the portion agencies pay for their tickets from 20 percent to 10 percent, effectively doubling Human Service agency buying power. Agencies purchase tickets discounted off of the full-fare, instead of the ORCA LIFT fare, because LIFT is offered only via ORCA fare media and is designed to provide a discount to qualifying individuals, rather than to agencies or organizations. 
Partnerships: Metro also partners with local organizations to better serve low income populations, various communities of color, limited English-speaking communities, and immigrant and refugee communities. In the last year, Metro has promoted ORCA LIFT at events throughout King County, including Hispanic Heritage celebrations, the Duwamish River Festival, Seattle Summer Parkways, a Somali Health Board event, the Shoreline Transportation Fair, the Bellevue Resource Fair, a Stand Down event, and others. Metro has ongoing partnerships with King County Public Health, Casa Latina, Ventures, and Hopelink. Currently Metro provides JARC funding (Job Access Reverse Commute program) to Casa Latina, Refugee Women’s Alliance, Hero House, and Youth Care, so those organizations can provide transportation to their low-income customers. Recently Metro launched an In Motion Campaign in partnership with El Centro de La Raza, to connect people with transportation options and use community-based social marketing to encourage people to drive less. 
Outreach to Human Services Ticket Program Participants
In April and May 2017, Metro surveyed the 166 human service agencies in our Human Services Ticket Program; 120 responded. Responding agencies reported about 221,000 client interactions, though we do not know how many of these clients participate in multiple programs or visit the same agency repeatedly. Almost all agencies indicated they planned to purchase all of their 2017 ticket allocation. 
A majority of respondents said they understood the impact of Metro’s reducing the agencies’ required copayment from 20 percent to 10 percent in 2016. Approximately 21 percent noted the lower cost of tickets allowed them to help more clients, but their need continued to grow. Nearly two-thirds of respondents said they applied savings from ticket purchases to other agency programs. After the decrease in copayment, 46 agencies indicated they wanted and could spend additional funds to purchase more tickets. About 57 percent of agencies expressed thanks and appreciation for this program. For a full summary of survey results, see Appendix 1, Summary of 2017 Human Service Agencies Survey Results.
At many outreach events, Fares Stakeholder Advisory Group meetings[footnoteRef:5], and briefings with County Council staff, Metro learned about the potential for more demand for tickets. We told our advisory group and others about the survey, and that we would consider ways to improve the Human Services Ticket Program after identifying unmet demand. The survey clearly indicates the agencies’ desire for and willingness to use a subsidy cap increase.  [5:  Description of advisory group members and meetings in “fares simplification” and public engagement reports included in this fares transmittal package] 

This outreach, along with recommendations from the King County Low-Income Fare Options Advisory Committee, helped inform Metro’s recommendations to expand the Human Services Ticket Program by increasing the subsidy cap and launching a pilot program. In 2013, the Low-Income Fare Options Advisory Committee recommended that the Human Services Ticket Program be maintained because of its role in providing mobility for people who are homeless and have very low or no income.
Responses to Proviso Questions
A. A study of the feasibility of establishing a very-low-income Metro fare for individuals who are in households with incomes of two hundred percent or less of the federal poverty level and are unable to afford the ORCA LIFT fare;
As mentioned above, Metro leads the nation in implementing programs that reduce affordability barriers for low and very-low-income riders, including the ORCA LIFT and Human Services Ticket program. However, we understand there are individuals who cannot afford the $1.50 ORCA LIFT fare and acknowledge the importance of providing a way for those individuals to access transit.
At this time, Metro does not have enough information to determine what the barriers are to utilizing our current systems or what the additional needs are that are not being met by existing programs. Though we have a number of existing programs in place (outlined above), we want to better understand the specific needs of groups most in need before launching a new fare category, which would have significant challenges. Establishing a new fare is not feasible at this time because of limitations within the ORCA system (explained further in the response to question “E” on page 11), the need to coordinate with ORCA partners, Metro’s focus on simplifying fares, and the need for more information about our target audience for this fare category. 
Given these challenges, Metro does not recommend creating a separate very-low-income fare at this time. Improving the Human Services Ticket Program by increasing the subsidy would help Metro address the immediate need for more services for very-low-income riders. It would also help to mitigate the small increase in agencies’ costs caused by adoption of the recommended $2.75 simplified fare. 
We also propose working collaboratively with agencies to launch and evaluate a pilot program testing the use of ORCA fare media, which could help agencies run their programs more efficiently and better serve clients. It could also aid Metro in understanding potential methods of growing the market of riders served. Finally, continued research could help us identify how many riders cannot afford to pay Metro’s reduced fares and how to address their needs. 
B. Estimates of changes in ridership, fare revenue and farebox recovery ratio resulting from the implementation of a very-low-income Metro fare;
Estimates of changes in ridership, fare revenue, and farebox recovery that would result from a very-low-income Metro fare would depend entirely on the qualifying income level and the rate of fare. In order to understand the needs of very low income residents of King County, Metro would need to futher analyze data and work more instenively with stakeholders to determine a new decreased fare or other actions to increase affordability and decrease barriers to access. This effort would impact ridership, revenue, and farebox recovery, which could impact the amount of service Metro could provide. Metro would have to balance all of these considerations to ensure that a new fare category would meet the intended needs.
Conducting additional studies and engaging more deeply with community-based organizations serving this population will require more and deliberate time, planning, and resources. Metro instead recommends the near-term step of increasing the Human Services Ticket program subsidy cap, in response to a 2017 survey in which human service agencies indicated they could spend more on tickets. Increasing the cap by $400,000 per year would result in up to $400,000 in revenue loss, which would decrease 2020 farebox recovery by 0.06 percent. 

As part of our efforts to simplify fares and respond to the King County Council’s proviso relating to ORCA card fees, Metro is recommending other changes that would impact revenue and farebox recovery. Recommendations include implementing a $2.75 flat fare for full-fare adults, regardless of time and distance traveled, eliminating the $3 RRFP fee, and working to reduce the adult and youth card fees from $5 to $3. Metro’s recommendation to increase the Human Services Ticket Program subsidy would offset the two percent increase in ticket costs that agencies would experience from simplification, since they purchase a significant portion of off-peak tickets, which will increase by $0.25. In 2016, 44 percent of tickets sold through the program were off-peak.

Table 1 illustrates the revenue and farebox recovery implications of increasing the Human Services Ticket Program subsidy, in the context of all of Metro’s proposed changes:

Table 1: Projected Revenue Effects of REcommended Fares-Related Changes (1)
	
	2020 Projections – No Changes to Fare Structure or Rate 

 (3)
	[bookmark: _GoBack]2020 Projectioned w/ $2.75 Flat Fare, Increase in HS Ticket Cap, and Changes to Card Fees (impact)  
	Est. 2020 Total Revenue Impact w/ $2.75 Flat Fare, Increase in HS Ticket Cap, and Changes to Card Fees 

	KC Metro Service Fare Revenue
	$160,727,000 
	$3,488,000 
	$164,215,000 

	Seattle CMC Service Fare Revenue (2)
	$12,334,000
	$268,000
	$12,602,000

	Seattle’s Community Mobility Contract Fare Credit (2)
	($12,334,000)
	($268,000)
	($12,602,000)

	HS Ticket Cap (4)
	($3,600,000)
	($400,000)
	($4,000,000)

	RRFP Administrative Fee
	$75,000 
	($75,000)
	$0 

	Youth/Adult Card Fee (5)
	$1,587,000 
	($700,000)
	$887,000 

	Estimated Net Revenue
	$158,789,000 
	$2,313,000 
	$161,102,000 

	Estimated 2020 Farebox Recovery
	25.9%
	0.3%
	26.2%


1. Projections - Actual revenue and farebox recovery amounts depend on actual ridership, economic conditions, fuel prices, etc. 
2. King County Metro provides transit service to the City of Seattle under a Community Mobility Contract (CMC).  Metro operates the service and the City of Seattle reimburses King County for 100% of the operating costs for this service.  However, the payment due to King County is reduced by the fare revenue earned on the City of Seattle CMC service.  The proposed $2.75 fare simplification measure would increase fares on City of Seattle routes, but would also result in a reduction of the funds owed to Metro for the operating service, resulting in a next zero impact on Metro. 
3. The fiscal impact to revenue shown here is the variance from current state (i.e., current fare structure and fare rate carried into the future years). The 2017/2018 adopted budget anticipated a fare increase in 2020, which would have generated $12-15 million additional revenue per year. Therefore, while fare simplification generates some additional revenue per year, it is less than would be generated from an across-the-board fare increase. Metro will regularly evaluate farebox recovery to identify the need for a fare increase in the future.  
4. The amount of revenue loss illustrated here is the maximum revenue loss anticipated as it assumes that all new trips taken with tickets purchased with the increased subsidy amount would be taken even without the increase in the subsidy.
5. These numbers are estimates of 2016 impacts and are not adjusted to reflect 2020 projections

C. Strategies to minimize any impacts on the farebox recovery ratio;
Overall, based on current assumptions for expenses and revenue, Metro estimates that, in 2020, the proposed fare changes would result in a net revenue gain of $2,313,000 over revenue projections without any fare increases. This change would also result in $9-12 million less fare-related revenue than planned in the 2017-2018 adopted budget associated with a 25 cent fare increase in 2020.  The adopted budget assumptions of the current fare structure and a fare increase in 2020 would have resulted in an estimated farebox recovery of 27.5 percent in 2020. 
Farebox recovery depends on many factors, including rate of fares, ridership, economic conditions, and fuel prices. Though Metro cannot control all factors, Metro and the King County Council could consider several strategies for minimizing the impact of the cap increase on farebox recovery. 
Since Metro estimates moving to a $2.75 flat fare would increase 2020 revenue and farebox recovery as compared to what would be expected with the current fare structure and fare rates, the gains from fare simplification would absorb the loss from the subsidy increase of the Human Services Ticket Program. Metro could consider raising the regular adult fare to minimize the impact on farebox recovery. We could also consider asking human service agencies to bear a greater burden of program costs by increasing their co-payment above 10 percent. Metro could eliminate or reduce the 90 percent discount on tickets for government agencies. Both options would require agencies to pay more (generating more revenue) and reduce Metro’s costs—thus minimizing the impact on farebox recovery. Finally, Metro could look for state, local, and jurisdictional partners to expand the availability of reduced fares to the very-low-income. That would help Metro share the cost of addressing the needs of the very-low-income. 
D. Analysis of how implementing a very-low-income Metro fare will effectuate the county's Equity and Social Justice Initiative; and
Transportation is a one of the 14 determinant of equity identified by the King County Determinants of Equity Project. It helps individuals achieve the mobility needed to reach their full human potential, creates equity, and leads to better outcomes. By offering discounted fares to low-income riders through ORCA LIFT, Metro aims to provide travel opportunities for low-income, historically disadvantaged people, minimizing the impacts of fares on those least able to pay, and investing where needs are greatest. 
A thorough and data-driven analysis of how implementing a very-low-income fare would affect equity and social justice cannot be done until we know more about the specific needs that are not being met by the human service ticket program and existing discounted fares, how a new fare category would be implemented, who would qualify, and how much the fare would be. However, we do know that further discounting fares through a very-low-income fare would decrease revenue and farebox recovery. That could force Metro to reduce other programs, or cut or slow the expansion of service, which would impact the low and very-low-income riders who most depend on transit. Creating a separate fare without first engaging with social service agencies and vulnerable populations also runs counter to some of the goals and values in the Strategic Plan for Equity and Social Justice, including providing “resource support to community-based organizations to leverage their expertise towards advancing ESJ outcomes.” Creating a separate fare would not help the County achieve this and invest in community partnerships. It would also not be “inclusive and collaborative” with human service agencies. 
If Metro were to create a new fare category, we would try to partner with ORCA agencies. If partners did not agree and Metro acted alone, that would counter the fare goal of regional coordination. It would complicate fares for riders, which could disproportionately impact the very-low-income. 
Metro’s proposal to increase the subsidy for the Human Services Ticket Program and partner with agencies on a pilot program would advance ESJ goals in the Strategic Plan for Equity and Social Justice. Since the Human Services Ticket Program serves the homeless and very-low-income, it would minimize the impact of fares on those least able to pay and allow Metro to invest where needs are greatest. Increasing the cap by $400,000 would enable agencies to purchase approximately 165,000 more tickets for their clients. The 2017 homelessness survey indicated that 25 percent of 867 respondents felt transportation would help them obtain permanent housing. Increasing resources available to agencies serving the homeless could help those individuals access transit to obtain housing, improve their conditions, and reach their potential[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  Seattle/King County Point-In-Time Count of Persons Experiencing Homelessness (2017)] 

Strengthening partnerships by giving agencies more resources and tools to better serve their low-income clients would reflect the plan’s emphasis on investing in community partnerships and aiding partners in leveraging their experience toward advancing equity and social justice outcomes. Additionally, launching the pilot program would further the plan’s goal of providing “non-monetary support to community-based partners that builds their internal capacities.” 
E. The financial and technical considerations that would affect implementation of the very-low-income Metro fare program.
Creating a new very-low-income fare would likely have many financial and technical considerations, including:
1) If Metro acts alone, regional fare coordination could become more complicated and transferring between systems could become more confusing for customers. This would counter policies outlined in Metro’s Strategic Plan for Public Transportation.
By 2040, Metro anticipates that 70 percent of trips will require transfers, compared to 30 percent now. Making it more confusing to transfer is counter to the future vision of our system.
If Sound Transit chose not to honor Metro’s very-low-income fare, this would significantly limit mobility for very-low-income customers because they could not transfer to the Link Light Rail/Sound Transit bus/Sounder train.
2) Adding a new customer category could decrease safety for operators by complicating payment verification. As with any new customer category, additional payment verification would mean more interactions with customers and the potential for more disputes. 
3) It could also cause crowding, which would slow boarding.
4) A new customer category would require a change  to the ORCA system. 
a. As with any ORCA system change, creating a new customer category is a regional decision. All ORCA partners would have to agree to prioritize this for the ORCA vendor. 
b. Changing the ORCA system would require significant investments of time and money.
c. It might be more effective to consider this potential change as part of Next Generation ORCA, in which we will have more flexible technology and potentially a new vendor. 
5) Defining “very-low-income” and an appropriate fare level would likely require a stakeholder process to produce the best results, which would take time and delay any implementation of a very-low-income fare. 
6) Adding a new discount could have significant revenue implications, depending on the income level and fare determined appropriate throughout the stakeholder process. 
a. For comparison, Metro estimates we forgo $2.4 million annually[footnoteRef:7] in fare revenue through the ORCA LIFT program [7:  In In 2016 there were 4,794,962 ORCA LIFT boardings, generating $4,208,044 in fare revenue. If ORCA LIFT boardings paid regular fares, Metro would have collected an additional $2.38 million.
] 

b. Metro also budgets just over $3 million annually for administrative costs of the ORCA LIFT program
c. Bus fare revenue contributes to the maintenance and expansion of Metro service. The King County Council set a goal that fare revenue recover 30 percent of transit operating costs, with a required minimum 25 percent farebox recovery. If farebox recovery were to fall below the 25 percent minimum Metro would have to reduce costs and/or increase fare revenue to restore the ratio to the 25 percent floor. Reducing costs could mean slowing or forgoing planned growth in bus service, or in extreme circumstances such as a recession, potentially cutting service. Either could negatively impact low- and very-low-income riders who most depend on transit.
7) Creating a new income-based category could require additional income verification administrative work and costs. 
Metro’s recommendation to increase the Human Services Ticket Program subsidy cap by $400,000 would result in a revenue loss of up to $400,000. However, it would likely have fewer technical considerations than would a very-low income fare because Metro currently runs the program and King County has a mechanism for increasing the cap. 
Implementing a pilot program to test the use of ORCA fare media to improve the Human Services Ticket Program would have some technical considerations, depending on program design. However, launching a pilot program would not require additional income verification and would necessitate fewer changes to the ORCA system. Since Metro can implement the program without agreement from ORCA partners, Metro could move more quickly. A pilot program would also provide Metro and participating agencies with information to refine program design and administration. 
Final Recommendation
In summary, after analyzing how to improve services for the very-low-income and considering near and long-term effectiveness, Metro proposes to pursue a three-part approach: 
1) Near-term: Raise the Human Services Ticket Program subsidy cap by $400,000 in 2018, bringing the total from $3.6 to $4 million per year.
2) Medium-term: Launch a pilot program to test the use of ORCA fare media to improve the Human Services Ticket Program.
3) Long-term: Conduct additional research to better understand and work to address the needs of the very-low-income population immediately, when possible, and as part of Next Generation ORCA. Consider how we work with our partners to better meet the needs of King County residents who have disproportionately limited ability to afford and access the transit system.
As mentioned above, this slate of recommendations helps advance the policies and goals outlined in King County’s Strategic Plan for Equity and Social Justice and Metro’s Strategic Plan for Transportation, Fund Management Policies, and Fares Work Program. 
Additionally, Metro will continue working to increase ORCA LIFT enrollment and re-enrollment by providing information about ORCA LIFT to the human services agencies that requested it for their clients, using new tools such as infographics and videos, addressing barriers identified by community-based organizations, and considering the development of a general “How to Use ORCA” campapign. Metro will also promote the $0 ORCA card fee for youth (ages 6-18) of ORCA LIFT recipients and provide additional translatioins of ORCA LIFT materials. Finally, Metro will expand outreach about ORCA LIFT re-enrollment by notifying customers through mail, email, and posters, and utilizing an online verification system for re-enrollment. 
Metro believes working with the agencies on mutually beneficially solutions that benefit their very-low-income clients is currently the most effective path forward as we conduct additional research to consider longer-term solutions. 
Increase the Human Services Ticket Program Subsidy Cap by $400,000 in 2018
The Human Services Ticket Program—and Metro’s investment—have grown significantly over the last several years. Adjusted for inflation, the Human Services Ticket program subsidy cap has increased by 135 percent since 2008. Agencies continue requesting more tickets, demonstrating ongoing demand for tickets. 
Raising the annual subsidy cap from $3.6 to $4 million (a $400,000 annual increase) will help agencies better serve more of their low- and very-low-income clients immediately. Though this 11 percent increase does not entirely cover the agencies’ need and willingness to pay as shown in Metro’s 2017 survey, it will significantly increase their resources. It will allow Metro to monitor the impacts of recent increases and balance the program’s revenue impacts with revenue targets. 
Since agencies purchase a significant portion of tickets at the off-peak fare, simplifying fares and moving to a $2.75 flat fare would increase their costs by approximately two percent. Increasing the subsidy cap would help alleviate that impact and provide additional subsidized tickets to serve their clients. Furthermore, increasing the amount of tickets available to agencies and clients would help reduce fare evasion and fare disputes with operators, though it could increase the potential for ticket fraud. 
Finally, if Metro can help agencies better serve their homeless clients, we could play a part in improving living conditions for those individuals and potentially improving the homelessness crisis. In the future, Metro will continue to periodically survey agencies to understand their needs and identify when, and if, future subsidy increases may be needed.
Move Forward with an ORCA PilotPprogram Among Human Service Agencies
Metro proposes testing the use of ORCA fare media in the Human Services Ticket Program in 2018. This pilot program would aim to improve the agencies’ ability to serve their clients and test ORCA as a means of providing transportation benefits to very-low-income clients. If the pilot program is successful and implemented broadly, it could help Metro increase affordability, increase ORCA market share, speed boarding, increase safety, and meet revenue and farebox recovery targets. Metro is currently planning this program’s design, implementation, and evaluation, and will involve agencies throughout the process. The demonstration approach minimizes Metro’s risk by allowing for incremental program refinement and expansion based upon experience. 
This pilot program could provide several benefits to agencies, their clients, and transit operators. Depending on program and ORCA product design, it could simplify program administration for agencies and provide them with a discount. Instead of distributing combo-tickets and tickets of various denominations, they could give clients one ORCA card. It could also allow agencies to provide clients with passes they could use for longer, which would decrease their need to return to agencies for more fare media. It could make the system easier to use for riders and reduce the number of fare media they need to keep. If Metro’s ORCA partners expressed interest in participating, the pilot could provide clients with some transfer benefits. Finally, it could increase safety for operators by decreasing interactions with clients about tickets that could lead to disputes.
Metro has developed criteria for participating agencies, as well as a list of preferred partners, and is examining ORCA fare media options. We plan to convene a group of select agencies in summer and early fall of 2017 to discuss their needs and ORCA fare media options. We will make final decisions about product design, timeline, implementation, and evaluation after receiving stakeholder input, with a goal of launching this demonstration program in 2018. 

Conduct Additional Research into Needs of and Strategies for Serving the Very-Low-Income Population 
Through outreach with community-based organizations, including the White Center Community Development Agency, Hopelink, and World Relief, and other research, Metro learned more about the very-low-income riders served by those organizations and their barriers to transit use. For detailed results of this outreach, see the Public Engagement Report, Attachment D in the fares simplification legislative package. However, we want to learn more about the very-low-income riders for whom ORCA LIFT is too expensive and whether ongoing barriers to accessing transit exist.
Metro plans to further evaluate results of pilot programs, idenitify the needs of riders, and conduct additional outreach or research to make thoughtful recommendations in the longer term to continue serving our county’s populations with the greatest needs. We are also working with community-based organizations to explore the possibility of continued partnership around outreach and distribution of appropriate products to very-low-income communities. We will also partner with King County’s Office of Equity and Social Justice to make better use of equity tools and engagement to maximize human potential.
Research program design and implementation will begin in the second half of 2017. If Metro continues its mobile ticketing pilot, we could consider expanding it to examine how clients of human service agencies might use mobile ticketing to access transit. Metro will also continue evaluating all options for very-low-income riders as part of Next Generation ORCA. 


Appendix A: Summary of 2017 Survey of Human Services Ticket Program Agencies
Background
In 2016, the King County Council reduced the copayment required of agencies participating in the Human Services Ticket Program from 20 percent to 10 percent, which increased Metro’s ticket discount from 80 percent to 90 percent. After King County DCHS allocated all the tickets to agencies in early 2017, Metro heard from some agencies that the subsidy cap prohibited them from purchasing all the tickets they could afford to at the higher discount level. 

Subsequently, Metro worked with the King County’s Department of Community and Human Services to develop a survey of human services agencies to determine the extent to which agencies wanted and were able to purchase more tickets. Metro surveyed the 166 agencies participating in the Human Services Ticket Program in April and May, 2017. Of these, 120 agencies responded to the survey (72%).
Survey Results
Awareness of program change: Nearly 30% of agencies responded that they were not aware of the change in co-payment percentage with the 2017 program.


Understanding impact of program change: Similarly, 30% were unaware of the impacts of the reduction in the copay. 
The 2017 reduction in the required copayment from 20% to 10% means that either: 1) a given budget could allow twice as many tickets to be purchased, or 2) there will be savings that can be applied to your agency’s other programs.  Did you understand the impacts of this change when you applied for 2017 tickets?


Savings from program change: Nearly two-thirds of agencies said they were able to apply savings from ticket purchases to other agency programs.


Clients served: Responding agencies reported an estimated 221,000 individual client interactions with their ticket programs. There is no way of knowing how many of these clients participate in multiple programs or visit the same agency repeatedly. 
2017 Ticket Allocation: Almost all agencies planned to purchase 100% of their 2017 ticket allocation.


Additional tickets: Nearly half of responding agencies indicated they would be able to purchase additional tickets in 2017.


Purposes for additional tickets: Most agencies responded that additional tickets would allow them to provide more tickets to the same group of clients and to additional clients for the same purpose.


ORCA LIFT Awareness: Ninety percent of agencies were aware of the ORCA LIFT Program.


ORCA LIFT Help: Agencies help clients with ORCA LIFT eligibility in a number of ways, but nearly 30% do not.


Additional Info about ORCA LIFT: About 40 percent of agencies would like information about the ORCA LIFT program for clients.


What purposes/uses do your clients use their tickets? The agencies that disperse tickets report their clients use their tickets for accessing needed services and help them with bettering themselves. Specifically, 25% of the agencies said their clients use tickets for medical appointments and another 16% said clients use tickets for visits to additional social services. Additionally, a combined 25% reported using tickets to both look for work and to go to work.


Comments/suggestions you have regarding the Human Service Ticket Program: 57% of the agencies who disperse tickets made comments expressing their thanks and appreciation to King County for this program. Many told of the direct benefits to their clients. Additionally, almost 21% expressed that the lower cost for the tickets meant they could help more clients, but that the need for tickets for clients was even greater.

 
When you submitted your 2017 application, were you aware of the change in the copayment from 20% to 10%?

Yes	No	0.70099999999999996	0.29899999999999999	

 Did you understand the impact of this change when you applied in 2017?

Yes	No	Unsure	0.69499999999999995	0.20300000000000001	0.10199999999999999	

Were you able to take savings from your purchase of tickets in 2017 and apply these to your agency’s other programs?

Yes	No	Unsure	0.63800000000000001	0.18100000000000002	0.18100000000000002	

Have you or do you plan to purchase 100% of your agency’s 2017 award?

Yes	No	Not sure	0.94	9.0000000000000011E-3	5.2000000000000005E-2	

If additional tickets were available through Metro’s Human Services Ticket program in 2017, would your agency want to purchase more tickets this year?

Yes	No	Not sure	0.49099999999999999	0.14699999999999999	0.36200000000000004	

Would additional tickets be used to (check all that apply):

Provide more tickets to the same group of individuals	Provide tickets to additional individuals for the same purpose	Provide tickets for an additional / different purpose	0.77800000000000002	0.76800000000000002	0.192	


Have you heard of the ORCA Lift program?

Yes	No	0.90400000000000003	9.6000000000000002E-2	

How do you help your clients obtain or use ORCA LIFT cards? (check all that apply)

Refer clients to verification agencies	Add value to ORCA LIFT cards or provide vouchers	Provide information on ORCA LIFT	NA	0.5	0.24	0.55799999999999994	0.28800000000000003	


Would you like information about ORCA Lift for your clients?

Yes	No	0.42899999999999999	0.57100000000000006	

What purposes/uses do your clients use their tickets?
What purposes/uses do your clients use their tickets?	
Medical appts. (also includes mental and chemical)	Misc. (incl. Other social svc., hygiene, bus is only transport)	Looking for work	Going to work	Going to school 	&	 job training	Looking for housing	Foodbank/meal programs/shopping	Traveling to a shelter	Legal assistance	0.247	0.16	0.13	0.11700000000000001	0.112	9.4E-2	7.2999999999999995E-2	3.6999999999999998E-2	0.03	
Comments/suggestions you have regarding the Human Service Ticket Program
Comments/suggestions you have regarding the Human Service Ticket Program.	
Thank you KC - appreciate program.	Need more tickets.	Problems, issues 	&	 suggestions.	Cost lower, but ticket allocation lower.	0.57499999999999996	0.20599999999999999	0.192	2.7E-2	
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