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SUBJECT: 
 
A MOTION accepting a low-income fare program implementation plan, as required by Ordinance 17757, Section 4.A.1.

SUMMARY: 

Proposed Motion 2014-0226 would adopt an implementation plan for the county’s low income transit fare program, as called for by Ordinance 17757. Action on the proposed motion is required by December 31, 2014 in order for the low income fare program to be launched on March 1, 2015 and to allow for planned fare increases across all fare categories to also become effective on March 1.

Metro is planning to operate the Low Income Fare Program (LIF) in partnership with third-party agencies. Metro would contract with Public Health to coordinate the work of the third party agencies, which includes activities such as verifying customers’ eligibility for the program and distributing ORCA cards to eligible customer. Metro would be responsible for such functions as procuring and preparing low-income ORCA cards, providing them to agencies, resolving disputes, and conducting performance, monitoring and evaluations.

The Executive transmitted a Low Income Fare Implementation Plan to the Council as required on June 1, 2014. The Budget and Fiscal Management Committee held an initial briefing on the June Implementation Plan legislation on July 15. At that time, the Committee deferred action on the proposed motion adopting the plan until additional detail and information on certain aspects of the implementation plan were provided. 

On October 24, the Executive transmitted a revised Low Income Fare Implementation Plan to the Council on, reflecting updated information on the planned operation of the program since the June document. This report provides analysis of the revised implementation plan.

BACKGROUND

In late 2012, the Council established the Low-Income Fare Options Advisory Committee, which issued its report on July 1, 2013.  The report recommended that the County "pursue a low‐income fare program for working poor individuals and families with incomes in the range of up to 100 percent – 200 percent of federal poverty level."  The report details tradeoffs in eligibility and principles associated with the establishment of a low-income transit fare. It included the following recommendations:

1. A low‐income transit fare program should be created in King County
2. All fare categories, and the policy bases for them, should be evaluated in an effort to rationalize the fare structure and ensure greater equity.
3. The county’s 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.
4. A low‐income fare program should minimize the burden on Transit, other agencies, and the people served.
a. 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.
b. 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.
5. 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.
6. A low‐income fare program should be considered as a beneficiary if the County has new or increased revenue.
7. This report should be transmitted to the heads of the region’s transit agencies, which participate in the ORCA Joint Board.
8. King County and Sound Transit should coordinate on the implementation of a low‐income fare when it is approved.

On September 9, 2013, the Council approved Motion 13968 accepting the recommendations of the Low-Income Fare Options Advisory Committee. Councilmembers expressed interest in hearing more about a proposal for a low-income fare. On February 24, 2014, the Council adopted Ordinance 17757, approving a transit fare increase effective March 1, 2015 and identifying the next steps toward implementation of a Low Income Fare in King County, including the following sequence of actions:

· June 1, 2014 – Executive transmittal of proposed motion and Low-Income Fare Program Implementation Plan (the subject of this staff report)
· July 3, 2014 – Transit Division budget submittal to the Office of Performance, Strategy and Budget (PSB), likely including a budget request to implement as adopted the low-income fare (2014 supplemental budget request)
· August 15, 2014 – Low Income Fare Program Implementation Task Force report on the Low Income Fare Program Implementation Plan due to Council
· June-December 2014 – Council review and potential action on motion to accept Low-Income Fare Program Implementation Plan.  When the Council adopts the motion, the Low-Income Fare Program code provision takes effect; the $1.50 low-income fare would take effect March 1, 2015 unless otherwise amended
· September 2, 2014 – adoption of Ordinance 17885 which included a supplemental appropriation to Metro for the Low Income Fare program
· September 2014 – transmittal of the 2015-2016 Executive budget, which includes low-income fare program implementation funding
· October 24 – transmittal of a updated Low Income Fare Implementation Plan
· March 1, 2015 – Fare changes take effect unless otherwise amended

The pending fare increase is as follows:
1. 25-cent fare increases for all fare categories for King County Transit bus service;
2. A 50-cent fare increase for Access paratransit service; and
3. Authorization for the King County Department of Transportation (KCDOT) Director to establish a low-income fare for eligible individuals, contingent on County Council approval of a Program Implementation Plan.  
4. The low-income fare would be set at $1.50.

Even with the new fare increases, seniors and people with disabilities are eligible for a $1.00 fixed route fare that is lower than the $1.50 low-income fare. The youth fare will be $1.50, equal to the low-income fare. 

The effective date of the fare changes is March 1, 2015.  The increases to existing fare categories will take effect on that date if the Council adopts a motion to approve the Program Implementation Plan by December 31, 2014.

Low Income Fare Program: The Low-Income Fare Program (LIF) will function as follows:
· Third party agencies under contract will receive a certain amount of active ORCA cards to distribute to eligible individuals; agencies will track cards and provide reports to Metro on distribution
· Individuals who wish to obtain the LIF ORCA card go to one of the third party agency locations 
· The individual establishes identity (process described below) 
· The conducts income eligibility in meeting the 200 percent or below federal poverty level; if eligible, they will receive card 
· The individual provides name, address, and birthdate so that the agency can register the card to the individual 
· The individual leaves the agency with a card that is ready to have value loaded on it
· The individual loads value at one of 74 retail locations that take cash; at all Sounder and Link stations; all transit tunnel locations in Seattle; Bellevue, Federal Way, Northgate, Burien, and Eastgate Park-and Rides; Metro’s King Street pass sales office; online; or by mail
· The cards are valid for 24 months; renewals are free; lost cards cost $5 to replace  

Low Income Fare Operations Components and Operational Model: Is outlined as follows: 
1. Metro will prepare the low-income fare ORCA cards and provide them to the partner agencies. 
2. Partner agencies, including Public Health, will verify the eligibility of program applicants, including establishing identity.
3. Partner agencies will issue ORCA cards to eligible customers after checking to make sure the customer does not already have a card. Agencies will refer any questions about ineligibility to Public Health.
4. Partner agencies will submit required customer information through the program’s online database and maintain verification documents in their files for audit purposes.
5. Metro will register the customer and card in the ORCA system for security purposes, duplication checks and future card replacement. 

See attachment 6, LIF Verification Process Diagram. 

Initial (June) Implementation Plan: The implementation plan that was submitted on June 6, 2014 provided an initial framework for implementing the Low Income Fare Program called for by Ordinance 17757. The document broadly outlined LIF parameters and identified a proposed operational model for the program. It included an estimated budget for 2014 LIF startup costs along with estimated 2015 budget assumptions. All of the components required by Ordinance 17757 were referenced in the submitted plan, including the required participation of the Department of Community and Human Services and Public Health –Seattle & King County in the plan’s development. However, the June plan clearly stated that it was not a finalized implementation plan, as several key elements of the plan were noted as “to be determined”; additionally, the June plan and transmittal letter specifically acknowledged that the plan was a work in progress, with many key details to be determined. 

Metro stated that the primary reason that the plan was not fully detailed was due to the fact that King County Metro will be one of the first large transit agencies in the country to offer a reduced fare for low income riders. As Metro pointed out in the June plan, “Being one of the first means we did not have an industry-standard template to design our program. Our project team, with guidance from the Low-Income Fare Steering Committee, did extensive research and consultation with others to develop this implementation plan. Still, this is a work in progress. We expect to make modifications as we continue developing the program…”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  June 4, 2014 Low Income Fare Implementation Plan, pg. 3] 

 
Relatedly, Metro is forging new ground in seeking to establish contractual partnerships with human service providers to conduct the eligibility verification activities, and to register and distribute ORCA cards for the LIF. It is important to note that Metro is a transit agency, not a human services agency, so navigating the human services area has been an essentially uncharted landscape for the transit agency. Thus, combining the completely new work of establishing a low-income transit fare with a new service environment, there are many, many implementation questions that were not able to be answered by the time the plan was submitted to the Council in June. Consequently, the Committee deferred action on the plan until additional analysis had been completed by the department.

Low Income Fare Program Implementation Task Force Report: 
On August 15, 2014 the Low Income Fare Program Implementation Task Force transmitted to the Executive and Council its required report on the LIF Implementation Plan (attachment 5). The Task Force reviewed the initial LIF Implementation Plan that was transmitted in June to the Council. The Task Force made 21 recommendations on the LIF program, from developing a short, memorable name for the program to ensuring that program sign up would be available on weekends. The updated LIF Implementation Plan includes a table showing each recommendation and how the LIF program currently or will respond to the recommendation. See pages 9-11 of attachment 4. 

ANALYSIS:

Ordinance 17757 specifies the following elements be reflected in the low-income fare program: 

· The director of transportation may implement and administer a low-income transit fare program using the existing smart card One Regional Card for All, also known as ORCA, system, upon Council acceptance by motion of a low-income fare program implementation plan
· The eligibility threshold for the low-income fare is set at 200 percent of the federal poverty level
· The low-income fare would be set at $1.50 starting on March 1, 2015. The low-income fare is flat—the same at all times of day and for one- or two-zone travel
· The low-income fare is available to persons who apply for and are determined to meet the threshold eligibility requirements for the low-income transit fare program authorized by the ordinance and receive a valid low- -income transit fare card, which allows the ORCA system to accept a low-income fare
· The Executive should transmit a low-income fare program implementation plan to the Council by June 1, 2014. The low-income fare program implementation plan transmitted by the executive must reflect participation by the Department of Community and Human Services and Public Health –Seattle & King County and must document this participation

All of the components required by Ordinance 17757 are addressed in updated LIF Implementation Plan submitted on October 24 (and in the June 1 version) including the required participation of the Department of Community and Human Services and Public Health –Seattle & King County in the plan’s development.

In July, Council staff raised a number of questions focusing on verifying eligibility and program operations. Over the last several months, Metro consulted extensively with Public Health, the Department of Community and Human Services, and other human service agencies about the identity and income documentation methods they use and recommend. Based on this consultation, Executive staff compiled initial lists of documentation that agencies may accept as proof of identity and income. The report states that, “as we work with partner agencies and gain experience operating the program, these lists may be modified.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Low Income Fare Implementation Plan, October 2014 Update, pg. 15] 


Establishing Identity: Metro indicates that the program will offer two options for verifying the identity of anyone who applies for a low-income card. Applicants may either present one document from List 1 OR a combination of documents from List 2, as shown below in Table 1.


TABLE 1.
	Acceptable Documents for Establishing Identity (initial list)

LIST 1:
Government-issued photo ID  
· Driver’s license (any state or country)
· Photo ID card from any state, province, county or country
· Armed Services ID with photo
· ID card from any foreign consulate
· Passport from any country
· School photo ID – university, college, high school
· Tribal ID
· US certificate of citizenship, naturalization (signature, photo)
· Any other form of photo ID issued by a government agency of any country

- OR -
LIST 2:
A combination of two or more documents: 
a. non-government issued document with name and a photo of the applicant as an adult

AND

b. document that indicates the applicant’s name and birthdate, such as: 
· Adoption papers
· Baptismal records
· Birth certificate
· Border crossing card
· Court order
· DHS “Trusted Traveler” cards (NEXUS, SENTRI, FAST)
· Driver’s instruction permit
· DSHS identification letter for those in custodianship 
· Employee ID card
· Immigration ID
· Marriage license
· School records / transcript (certified)
· Social Security card
· Transportation Worker Identification Credential (TWIC)
· Unemployment card
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Income Verification: Table 2 below details the acceptable forms of income verification, as identified on page 17 of the updated plan. The plan notes that the program, including aspects such as income verification, may be amended or retooled base on customer and provider feedback and experiences. 




Table 2.
	Acceptable Documents for Verifying Income (initial list)

1. For those in existing database/benefits systems:
a. Apple Health/Medicaid recipients: ProviderOne medical services card
b. Agency can verify client’s current eligibility on Washingtonconnect.org
c. Washington Basic Food Program recipients: EBT (electronic benefits transfer) Card. Agency can verify client’s current eligibility on Washingtonconnect.org
d. Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) recipients: Agency can verify client’s current eligibility on Washingtonconnect.org, or client can provide copy of award letter

2. For those receiving other defined benefits programs:
a. Employment Security paystub or letter for applicants receiving unemployment benefits 
b. Award letters for SSI, Social Security, or Railroad Retirement recipients 
c. L & I statement for workers’ compensation recipients 

3. For employed applicants: Paystubs – duration last 30 days

4. For self-employed applicants: Copy of their most recent tax return. Income is based on the modified adjusted gross income on their most recent tax return: Form 1040 line 37; Form 1040 A, line 21; Form 1040 EZ, line 4; or completion of the self-employment worksheet

5. For clients paid in cash: Letter from the employer signed and dated with gross income for the client for the last 30 days; or a bank statement from the client if they deposit their paycheck in their account.

6. For clients with no income: Employment Security verification form



Council staff raised a number of operational and protocol questions resulting from the review of the initial implementation plan submitted in June.  Table 3 details responses to coordination, training, and oversight questions raised by staff. 

Table 3.
	Metro Responsibilities
	Public Health Responsibilities
	Community Agency Responsibilities

	
· Procure and prepare low-income ORCA cards, providing them to partner agencies for distribution to eligible clients

· Produce marketing and outreach materials and conduct broad public information campaigns in conjunction with Public Health – Seattle & King County and partner agencies

· Define procedures to be followed by participating agencies to ensure program integrity

· Define procedures to resolve disputes or complaints that may arise when applicants are determined to be ineligible for the low-income fare or have problems with their ORCA cards

· Manage the process of replacing lost or stolen ORCA cards

· Provide space in Metro’s Customer Service Office in downtown Seattle where a partner agency provides income verification/low-income ORCA card distribution services

· Develop and manage the program budget

· Oversee the work of all partner agencies
· Evaluate the program
	
· Provide outreach, income verification and ORCA card distribution services

· Coordinate the network of community-based nonprofit and government agencies selected by Metro to verify applicants’ eligibility and distribute low-income fare cards. Tasks include:
· Help Metro establish low-income fare eligibility verification and enrollment process guidelines
· Coordinate and oversee outreach, eligibility and enrollment processes with partner agencies 

· Train and provide ongoing technical assistance and consultation on income verification process to partner agencies 

· Respond to disputes or complaints due to  ineligibility

· Take referrals from partner agencies for applicants when identification or income verification is unclear
· Provide monthly activity reports to Metro 
	
· Inform clients about the low-income fare program 

· Verify the eligibility of applicants

· Distribute low-income ORCA cards to eligible recipients 

· Refer applicants who are determined to be ineligible, or whose eligibility is unclear, to Public Health for resolution

· Train staff to record customer data and card distribution information in Metro’s online customer tracking system
· Inform recipients about how to use the ORCA card and add value to it

· Securely maintain ORCA cards and customer forms and data 

· Adhere to all program guidelines and procedures with the oversight of Public Health and Metro.




The important question of ensuring geographic access to the LIF program for all parts of King County is responded to on page 14 of the updated LIF Implementation Plan, as noted below. It also addresses the request for proposal (RFP) process that Metro is using to bring in third-party agency contracts: 

In September, Metro issued an RFP to nonprofit and government agencies for income verification, low-income ORCA card distribution and outreach/information services. Metro will enter into contracts with agencies to form a countywide network that enables the low-income fare program to serve diverse populations in the many geographic areas Metro serves. 

The RFP gave agencies the options of proposing to verify eligibility and distribute low-income ORCA cards to their existing client base using the income verification methods they currently use, or proposing to verify eligibility and distribute cards to all applicants, including the general public, using a broader list of verification methods.
Metro intends to sign contracts with selected agencies on about Nov. 1 for a January 1, 2015 start.

The RFP process closed on Oct. 7. Ten proposals were received and are currently under review. The majority of proposals offer multiple sites around the county, and those with single sites identify the specific populations they serve. It appears that the program has an adequate number of potential partners to meet the expected needs.  

Budget – The initial LIF Implementation Plan included an estimated Year One program budget, though no figure for third party contracts was identified. The updated LIF Implementation Plan includes a revised budget and identifies the estimated cost of third party contracts.  However, Council staff has determined that the budget information contained in the October 24th update does not reflect the budget figures included in the Executive’s 2015-2016 adopted budget.  The 2015 LIF budget contained in the October 24th update of $2,883,722, is $123,991 lower than the Executive’s proposed budget transmitted in September. Executive staff indicate that it is a technical error due to utilizing the county’s Hyperion budget system.

The annual budget for the third-party agency contracts for the LIF program is $900,000 – this includes third party providers and for Public Health, apportioned as follows:
· $460,000 for Public Health contract
· $440,000 for community partner contracts

Because the LIF is a completely new line of business for King County it is unclear whether the budgeted amount of $900,000 for community partner contracts will be adequate; however, the Executive may seek supplemental appropriation or an adjusted budget during the mid-biennial update should it be necessary based on program utilization and costs.

Table 4.
2015: Estimated Budget: $2,883,722[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Low Income Fare Implementation Plan, October 2014 Update, pg. 27] 

Year-One Operation – 2015 
	$164,000 
	ORCA card stock

	$174,150
	Program materials for education, outreach and promotion, translation services and miscellaneous office supplies. Also includes rent for verification office space at King Street Center and fuel for outreach vans

	$1,185,492
	Program staffing for card inventory management, ORCA card registration processes, additional sales and outreach activities and technical assistance to community agencies

	$460,080
	ORCA transaction fees paid to software vendor for boardings and revalue of ORCA cards (depends on number of active customers).

	$900,000
	Contracts with community agencies for verification of customers’ eligibility and ORCA card distribution

	$2,883,722
	IMPLEMENTATION PLAN ESTIMATED TOTAL for 2015



The Plan assumes an estimated lost revenue amount of ($3,966,047), based on the expectation that more customers will pay the lower rate of fare.

The updated LIF Implementation Plan acknowledges that a number of specific details to questions posed by Council staff, such as the schedule for training and support, will be determined at a later date through the contracting process that Metro and Public Health will undertake with third party agencies. In some cases, questions raised are still being worked through by Executive staff, with progress being made in areas such as outreach and marketing, in particular with regard to individuals for whom English is not the first language.  

REASONABLENESS:

A majority of issues and questions on the LIF Implementation Plan identified by Council staff in July have been addressed in the revised LIF Implementation Plan or have a timeline for resolution. Metro worked to address each recommendation of the LIF Task Force, thoroughly documenting their responses in the updated LIF Implementation Plan. Additionally, Metro has worked diligently to include Council staff in its planning and developmental work on the LIF program. It appears as though the details of the program have been thoroughly detailed, reviewed and validated.  

An amendment is being prepared that will delete the June plan that is currently attached to Proposed Motion 2014-0226 and insert the revised October LIF Implementation Plan. It will be ready for Council action at the next meeting of this committee. 

ATTACHMENTS:

1. Proposed Ordinance 2014-0226 with Attachments
2. [bookmark: _GoBack]Executive’s Transmittal Letter date June 3, 2014 
3. Revised Implementation Plan, October 2014 Update 
4. Executive’s Transmittal Letter dated October 23, 2014
5. August 2014 Low Income Fare Implementation Task Force Report
6. Low Income Fare Verification Process Diagram
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