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SUBJECT:  A proposed ordinance related to the provision of transit tickets to human services agencies. 

SUMMARY:

Proposed Ordinance 2014-0445 revises the King County Code to increase the value of bus tickets that human service agencies can purchase for distribution to low-income and homeless clients.  The increase in total ticket value would be effective starting January 1, 2015.  The proposed increase would cover the increased costs when ticket prices rise on March 1, 2015, and would allow for the purchase of additional tickets compared to what is allowed now.  Section 1 of the proposed ordinance would be effective in 2015-2016, when donated tickets from the Congestion Reduction Charge (CRC) Transit Incentives Program are available; Section 2 of the proposed ordinance would be effective in 2017 and future years, when there are no more CRC donated tickets available.

BACKGROUND:

Since 1993, the County has authorized the sale of transit tickets to human service agencies at a discount:  The agency pays for part of the ticket cost, and K.C.C. 4A.700.210 defines the discount as a percentage of the ticket cost and as a maximum dollar value.  As bus ticket prices increase, the number of tickets that agencies can purchase declines.  For this reason, K.C.C. 4A.700.210 has been amended every few years.

In 2009, the total amount of the 80 percent discount was set at $1,875,000.  This corresponds to a total ticket value of $2,343,750 (the discount of $1,875,000 plus the 20 percent agency match of $468,750).

When the County Council approved the temporary Congestion Reduction Charge (CRC) in 2012, the Transit Incentives Program was established allowing households paying the CRC to receive eight free transit tickets.  Individuals were permitted to donate the ticket value to the human services ticket program.  The Council amended K.C.C. 4A.700.210 to allow a temporary increase of up to $200,000 per year in the amount of discounted ticket value, until the value of the CRC donated tickets is exhausted.  This resulted in a total discount of $2,075,000 and a total ticket value of $2,593,750.

Program administration – For 2014 and 2015, the County Department of Community and Human Services (DCHS) and the City of Seattle Human Services Department jointly issued a Request for Proposals (RFP) to the agencies.  Agencies are awarded an allotment of the available tickets and purchase a combination of adult two-zone peak, adult one-zone peak, adult off-peak, youth, and regional reduced fare permit (RRFP) tickets.  In 2013 and in 2014, the agency requests exceeded the value of tickets that was available, so not all requests were filled. 

Proposed Ordinance 2014-0445 addresses three conditions:
(1) The CRC donated ticket value will be exhausted in 2016, allowing for the Code to be revised;
(2) The March 2015 ticket price increases will have the consequence that under the  existing Code language, fewer tickets can be bought through the human services ticket program; and
(3) Human services agencies have asked for more tickets than have been available in 2013 and 2014. 

Table I compares the current value of the discounts with the values in the proposed ordinance.

Table I.  Ticket Discounts and Total Value, Current and Proposed Ordinance 2014-0445
	
	KCC 4A.700.210
	PO 2014-0445

	
	2014
	2015-2016
	2017-

	80% Discount - base amount
	$1,875,000
	$2,550,000
	$2,750,000

	Additional 80% Discount from CRC Donated Tickets 
	Up to $200,000
	Up to $200,000
	0

	Total 80% Discount
	Up to $2,075,000
	Up to $2,750,000
	$2,750,000

	
	
	
	

	Total Ticket Value (80% Discount + 20% Agency Share)
	$2,593,750
	$3,437,500
	$3,437,500



Proposed Ordinance 2014-0445 would increase the value of the discount by $675,000.  Some of the increase covers the higher cost of tickets, while a majority of the increase would allow agencies to purchase more tickets.

Staff does not know what the total value of the tickets would be because it will depend on the combination of adult, youth, and regional reduced fare permit tickets purchased by the agencies.  If the same combination of tickets is purchased in a future year as in 2014, under the proposed new $2,750,000 discount value: 

· $259,391 – Amount of new subsidy that covers the fare increase[footnoteRef:1] [1: In 2015 only, the current ticket prices would be available in January-February; the $259,391 figure is an estimate for the full 12 months of a future year such 2016 or 2017 when only the higher fares are in effect.] 

· $415,609 – Amount of new subsidy that allows additional ticket purchases


ANALYSIS:

Approval of Proposed Ordinance 2014-0445 would allow human service agencies to purchase more tickets for distribution to their low-income and homeless clients and address the impact of transit fare increases.  

The impact of the human services ticket program is incorporated in the average fare per boarding calculation and farebox recovery ratios (both are assumed to be lower due to the human service tickets), but it is not known how many of the trips would have been taken anyway if the client had to pay the fare instead of using a human services ticket.  If the trip would not have been made, there is no foregone revenue lost to Transit.  It is also unclear how many tickets are used to fill empty seats, at minimal cost to Transit, versus how many are used on crowded bus routes.

A state audit in 2013, addressing program implementation in 2011-2012, found that program administration could be improved with respect to control of the tickets and record-keeping.  Council staff understands that Transit has implemented procedural changes and that agencies must track ticket distribution and report lost or stolen tickets. 

While the impact of a new Low-Income Fare (LIF) on this program is uncertain, the LIF Advisory Panel report expressed support for retaining the human services tickets program:

Recommendation #3: “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.”

The LIF itself is only available on an ORCA card, so no bus tickets are available for adults at the low-income fare rate of $1.50.
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