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SUBJECT

A motion approving a report entitled “Improving Access to ORCA LIFT and Improving Access to ORCA Subsidies for College and University Students.”

SUMMARY

Motion 2016-0412 would approve the report “Improving Access to ORCA LIFT and Improving Access to ORCA Subsidies for College and University Students.” The report was developed in response to Proviso P9, Section 35, Ordinance 18239. The report identifies six options for improving ORCA LIFT and ORCA subsidy access for students:

1. Make more and better ORCA LIFT information available to colleges and universities.
2. Better coordinate ORCA LIFT and ORCA-to-Go outreach events with the start of college quarters, starting with fall 2016.
3. Assist colleges and universities in managing ORCA cards and subsidies.
4. Explore establishing colleges and universities as ORCA LIFT income verification and card distribution agents.
5. Explore a standard college and university student pass program.
6. Explore a college and university student fare type.

In response to the report, Metro conducted a series of ORCA LIFT and ORCA-to-Go events on college and university campuses and conducted an ongoing series of workshops with stakeholders. These efforts have resulted in improved access to ORCA LIFT and ORCA subsidies for college students, and improved student transportation program administration for colleges and universities, although work to implement further improvements is ongoing. The option of creating a student fare is proposed to be considered during Metro’s comprehensive review of fare policies in 2017 or in 2018 as part of the 2019/2020 Budget.


BACKGROUND 

ORCA LIFT

The King County Council created a low income transit fare, branded ORCA LIFT, in 2014 (Ordinance 17757). ORCA LIFT became available to the public in March 2015. Adults ages 18 through 64[footnoteRef:1] with family incomes below 200 percent of the federal poverty line paying with an ORCA LIFT fare payment card are eligible for the discounted fare. Individuals may obtain an ORCA LIFT card through an application process involving an in-person identity and income verification. In order to use an ORCA LIFT card to pay transit fares, the cardholder must regularly add value to it by visiting a ticket vending machine, participating retail location, orcacard.com, or an ORCA-to-Go mobile sales event. [1:  Youth and Senior fares are available to transit riders outside this age range.] 


The low-income fare program is implemented and administered by the King County Transportation Director (K.C.C. 4A.700.490). The Council reviewed and accepted the initial ORCA LIFT implementation plan in 2014 (Motion 14246). King County contracts with Public Health – Seattle & King County and eight human service agencies to process ORCA LIFT applications, including income verification, and distribute cards to eligible customers. These agencies provide a network of 50 sites across King County where customers can sign up for ORCA LIFT.

Proviso P9

In February 2016, the Council adopted Ordinance 18239, supplemental appropriations that amended the 2015/2016 Biennial Budget, Ordinance 17941. Ordinance 18239, Section 35, included Proviso P9, which states:
Of this appropriation, $500,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive transmits a report on options for low-income college or university students to apply for ORCA LIFT cards at locations more convenient to their colleges or universities and integrate college- or university-provided transit fare credit to ORCA LIFT cards, and a motion approving the report.  At a minimum, the scope of the study shall include community colleges and technical institutes in King County and colleges in the Seattle Colleges District.  The executive shall determine any additional colleges or universities that will be considered in the scope of the study.  The motion shall reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance, ordinance section and proviso number in the title of the motion.  The report shall include, but not be limited to:
A.	A study of the feasibility of providing locations more convenient to low-income college or university students to apply for OCRA LIFT cards that integrate college- or university-provided transit fare credit into their ORCA LIFT cards.  The study shall be based on a review of current transit operational practices and on the transit division outreach to college or university administrators and students, other stakeholders, and members of the public;
B.	A summary of the outreach efforts required by subsection A. of this proviso;
C.	An estimate of the number of affected students, broken out by educational institution, including students for whom English is a second language;
D.	A range of options to facilitate locations more convenient to low-income college or university students at which they may apply for OCRA LIFT cards that integrate college- or university-provided transit fare credit into their ORCA LIFT cards, which may include any implementation of options taken by the transit division before completion of the report;
E.	Estimates of the cost for each option including any fare revenue impacts; and
F.	A plan to timely report to the council the results of the transit division implementing any of the options identified in the report.

Motion 2016-0412 and a report entitled “Improving Access to ORCA LIFT and Improving Access to ORCA Subsidies for College and University Students” (“the report”) were transmitted to the Council on August 15, 2016. The report includes the information listed in sections A through F of P9.

Summary of the Report

Metro identified 39[footnoteRef:2] colleges and universities in King County, four of which have access to ORCA LIFT verification on-site through Public Health – Seattle & King County, while most others are connected to verification sites by public transit.  [2:  Metro identified 36 colleges and universities in King County at the time of drafting of the report but has since updated the number to 39 to include the two University of Washington campuses (which already has a student pass program) and a second location of Everett College Seattle.] 


Colleges and universities provide transit subsidies to students through two methods.[footnoteRef:3] The majority make bulk purchases of ORCA cards with a pre-loaded e-purse value and sell them to students at a subsidized cost. This method presents barriers for students who qualify for ORCA LIFT fares in combining the college-provided subsidy with their ORCA LIFT discount. It also results in redundancies for colleges and for Metro. Another approach is for colleges to provide subsidized ORCA cards through a business account, but this method is seen as a greater administrative burden for colleges and universities. [3:  Except the University of Washington, which has the U-Pass program.] 


Metro scheduled 27 ORCA-to-Go and ORCA LIFT verification events at colleges and universities in 2015. According to Metro staff, an additional 21 events were conducted at the start of the fall 2016 quarter. Metro also conducted a workshop with college and university stakeholders to gain an understanding of the issues and brainstorm solutions.

The report includes six options for improving access to ORCA LIFT for college and university students, which are summarized below:

1. Make more and better ORCA LIFT information available to colleges and universities.
2. Better coordinate ORCA LIFT and ORCA-to-Go outreach events with the start of college quarters, starting with fall 2016.
3. Assist colleges and universities in managing ORCA cards and subsidies.
4. Explore establishing colleges and universities as ORCA LIFT income verification and card distribution agents.
5. Explore a standard college and university student pass program.
6. Explore a college and university student fare type.

The cost estimates for the first four options are that they can be accomplished within existing resources. Cost estimates are not yet available for options 5 and 6. Metro proposes to report on the status of pursuing these options by March 15, 2017.

ANALYSIS

[bookmark: _GoBack]Responsiveness. The report is responsive to the requirements of Proviso P9. Since the drafting of the report, according to Metro staff, Metro has continued efforts to improve the convenience of ORCA LIFT and ORCA subsidy access for students. These efforts include increased informational outreach to all 39 colleges and universities, 21 additional ORCA LIFT and ORCA-to-Go outreach events at college and university campuses that assisted over 700 students, and additional workshops with stakeholders to further options 3-6 above. 

Ongoing Efforts. According to Metro staff, information shared at the workshops has resulted in colleges gaining better strategies for managing their student transportation programs and learning how to better make use of existing Public Health programs on campus to enroll students in ORCA LIFT. Conversations are continuing regarding Seattle Colleges becoming ORCA LIFT verification providers, and development of a standard college and university student transportation benefit program. Workshop participants have indicated a desire to continue meeting in 2017. Metro proposes to further report to the Council in March 2017 on the progress of these efforts, including progress on creation of a standard college and university student transportation benefit program. Metro also proposes to include exploration of a student fare (option 6) in Metro’s comprehensive review of fare policies in 2017 or in 2018 as part of the 2019/2020 Budget proposal.

Next Steps. According to the information provided by Metro on the outcomes and ongoing efforts related to the report, access to ORCA LIFT and ORCA subsidies for college and university students has improved and may continue to improve as a result of proviso P9 and the agency’s response. The Council may wish to get an update on additional progress in the first quarter of 2017 and consider creation of a student fare as part of the larger fare policy review or budget review in 2017 or 2018.



ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2016-0412 (and its attachments)
2. Transmittal Letter

INVITED

· Matt Hansen, Customer Communications and Services Manager, Metro Transit Division
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