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SUBJECT

Today’s briefing will provide a summary of Metro’s efforts to expand ORCA youth card distribution and transit education in schools, in response to a budget proviso. 

SUMMARY

The 2019-2020 budget included a proviso[footnoteRef:1] requiring Metro to develop a Reduced Fare ORCA Procurement Locations Implementation Plan[footnoteRef:2] focused on expanding access to three categories of reduced fare ORCA cards: Regional Reduced Fare Permit (RRFP) cards for seniors, RRFP cards for people with disabilities, and ORCA youth cards.  [1:  Ordinance 18835, Section 109, Proviso P7, as amended by Ordinance 18930, Section 75, Proviso P7]  [2:  Motion 15681] 


The 2021-2022 budget followed up on that implementation plan with an expenditure restriction[footnoteRef:3] that encumbered $330,000 to implement the plan’s strategies to expand ORCA youth card distribution and transit education in schools, with a goal of starting this effort in the 2021-2022 school year, focusing on districts ready to partner, and starting once students had begun receiving at least some in-person instruction in school.[footnoteRef:4] The expenditure restriction requires Metro to brief the committee on these efforts by September 9, 2022. [3:  Ordinance 19210, Section 113, Expenditure Restriction ER1]  [4:  In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Governor closed all schools to in-person instruction on March 13, 2020 (link). Districts’ return to in-person learning varied, but the Governor required at least part-time in-person instruction by April 2021 (link). ] 


During today’s briefing, Metro staff will summarize their efforts during the 2021-2022 school year to expand distribution of ORCA youth cards and to educate staff and students on how to access and use transit, in response to the budget requirement. 

In addition, following the requirement in the recently adopted Move Ahead Washington transportation investment program that transit agencies implement a free fare policy for youth 18 years and under by October 1, 2022,[footnoteRef:5] Metro staff will preview Metro’s plans for transit education and youth ORCA card distribution once there is no fare for youth. 
 [5:  The committee is currently considering legislation to establish a zero fare for youth (2022-0205)] 


BACKGROUND 

ORCA fare card system and reduced fare ORCA categories. King County Metro is one of seven regional transit agencies (King County Metro, Sound Transit, Community Transit, Kitsap Transit, Pierce Transit, Everett Transit and Washington State Ferries) that partner on a smart card technology, called One Regional Card for All (ORCA),[footnoteRef:6] that provides a common, noncash fare system throughout the participants’ service areas.  [6:  Introducing the new ORCA (link)] 


An ORCA card allows users to purchase electronic daily or monthly passes for unlimited rides or to load value to an “E-purse” that works like a debit card to deduct the fare for individual trips from the balance on the card. The ORCA card is valid on all partner agencies’ transit services and allows for free transfers between services (except Washington State Ferries) within a two-hour window. 

The current Metro adult bus fare is $2.75.[footnoteRef:7] Instead of paying the adult fare, however, qualified riders can apply to receive a reduced fare ORCA card. Riders who obtain one of these cards have a lower amount charged to their card when they tap to pay: [7:  The fare for Metro buses, trolleys, transit vans, dial-a-ride vehicles, streetcars is established in KCC 4A.700.010] 


· ORCA LIFT[footnoteRef:8] offers a $1.50 fare to riders with income at or below 200 percent of the federal poverty level.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  The ORCA LIFT low-income fare program is established in K.C.C. 4A.700.490 and is available for riders traveling on Metro Transit, Kitsap Transit, Sound Transit, the Seattle Streetcar, and King County Water Taxi (link)]  [9:  Metro also provides a fully subsidized annual pass for very low-income riders with income at or below 80 percent of the federal poverty level and enrolled in one of six state benefit programs (link)] 


· Regional Reduced Fare Permit (RRFP)[footnoteRef:10] offers a $1.00 fare to seniors ages 65 and older and to riders with disabilities.  [10:  The Regional Reduced Fare Permit (RRFP) is established in K.C.C. 28.94.255. (link)] 


· ORCA youth card[footnoteRef:11] currently offers a $1.50 fare to youth ages six through 18 (children under six ride free with a paying adult), as well as to youth 18 or older with a student pass. As noted above, the Move Ahead Washington transportation investment program requires that the youth fare be set to zero by October 1, 2022.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  The ORCA Youth Card fare is established in KCC 4A.700.010. (link)]  [12:  The committee is currently considering legislation to establish a zero fare for youth (2022-0205)] 


Reduced Fare ORCA Card Procurement Locations Implementation Plan. Obtaining an RRFP or youth reduced fare ORCA card requires completing an application and submitting documentation. As a result, these cards cannot be obtained at the full network[footnoteRef:13] of retail locations available for obtaining adult ORCA cards. In response to that challenge, the Council included a proviso in the 2019-2020 budget[footnoteRef:14] requiring Metro to develop an implementation plan to expand RRFP and youth reduced fare ORCA card procurement locations.  [13:  ORCA retail locations (as of March 2022) offer the opportunity to add value to an ORCA card or purchase a new adult ORCA card (link)]  [14:  Ordinance 18835, Section 109, as amended by Ordinance 18930, Section 75] 


The implementation plan Metro developed[footnoteRef:15] outlined several strategies that could be used to expand reduced fare ORCA card procurement locations: [15:  The Reduced Fare ORCA Card Procurement Locations Implementation Plan was approved through Motion 15681] 


· Build a network of verifying agencies to assist with applications and to approve the documentation for these card types. Implementing this strategy would require developing an online portal to accept applications for RRFP and youth reduced fare ORCA cards, as well as partnering with community-based organizations and other agencies that could provide verification services at locations in the community. 

· Evaluate opportunities to work with school districts to develop a more comprehensive school program to distribute ORCA youth cards and educate students and staff about how to access and use transit. 

· Expand Metro’s Neighborhood Pop-Up program[footnoteRef:16] to offer additional mobile outreach, verification, and distribution. (Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Neighborhood Pop-Up program was visiting approximately 30 sites throughout the county each month.)  [16:  Metro's Neighborhood Pop-Up program provides mobile outreach to sell and provide information about ORCA cards. In-person Pop-Up events have been suspended due to the COVID-19 pandemic (link)] 


· Improve customer communications about these fare products, how to apply for them, and how to use them by developing new and improved marketing materials and addressing confusion about reduced fare products and the application process.

The implementation plan estimated that implementing these strategies would cost $5.1 million between 2021 and 2026, while the estimated fare revenue that would result from the strategies would be $5.8 million between 2021 and 2026.[footnoteRef:17] However, Metro did not have funding designated to implement the strategies. [17:  These estimates were developed prior to ridership changes brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic] 


2021-2022 budget proviso requirement. The 2021-2022 budget followed up on the implementation plan with an expenditure restriction[footnoteRef:18] that encumbered $330,000 to implement the plan’s strategies to expand ORCA youth card distribution and transit education in schools. The expenditure restriction expressed the goal of starting this effort in the 2021-2022 school year, focusing on districts that were ready to partner and starting once students had begun receiving at least some in-person instruction in school.[footnoteRef:19] The expenditure restriction, which requires Metro to provide a briefing on these efforts to the committee by September 9, 2022, states: [18:  Ordinance 19210, Section 113, Expenditure Restriction ER1]  [19:  In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Governor closed all schools to in-person instruction on March 13, 2020 (link). Districts’ return to in-person learning varied, but the Governor required at least part-time in-person instruction by April 2021 (link). ] 


	ER1 EXPENDITURE RESTRICTION:[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Ordinance 19210, Section 113, Expenditure Restriction ER1] 


	Of this appropriation, $330,000 shall be expended or encumbered solely for expanding youth ORCA card distribution and transit education in schools, as described in the reduced fare ORCA card procurement location implementation plan approved by Motion 15681.  With a goal of starting distribution for the 2021-2022 school year, the Metro transit department shall initiate the ORCA card distribution portion of the program once the department determines a school district is ready to partner and only after students are receiving at least some in-person instruction at school.  The Metro transit department should brief the mobility and environment committee, or its successor, on efforts to expand youth ORCA card distribution and transit education in schools by September 9, 2022.

2021-2022 school year ORCA youth card distribution and transit education. The King County Code allows Metro to execute agreements with school districts to sell ORCA youth cards to school districts to provide to their students.[footnoteRef:21] During the 2021-2022 school year, Metro had agreements in place with five school districts and two local private schools (Bellevue, Highline, Lake Washington, Renton, and Seattle school districts and Lakeside School and The Northwest School). Metro notes that out of an estimated 329,000 students enrolled in K-12 public and private schools in King County, approximately 22,000 possessed subsidized ORCA youth cards during the 2021-2022 school year.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  KCC 4A.700.450 (note that if Proposed Ordinance 2022-0205 is approved, Metro would continue to be able to work with school districts to provide ORCA youth cards, but would no longer charge school districts for these passes)]  [22:  Metro Matters, Executive Constantine moves Free Youth Transit Pass forward, aiming for implementation in time for school June 2, 2022 (link)] 


Table 1 shows revenue and boardings for the last several years from youth ridership of Metro services, based on contracts with school districts, as well as youth use of ORCA youth cards, the Transit GO ticketing app,[footnoteRef:23] and cash. As the table shows, youth boardings, like all Metro boardings, declined in 2020 due to the onset of the pandemic. [23:  Transit GO Ticket (link)] 


Table 1. 
Metro Youth Revenue and Boardings[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Source: King County Metro, March 2022 (2019 boarding figures are based on the Title VI report submitted along with Proposed Ordinance 2022-0205)] 

All figures are in millions
	Year
	School District Revenue
	ORCA Youth Revenue
	Youth TransitGO Revenue
	Youth Cash Revenue
	Total Youth Revenue
	Youth Boardings
	TOTAL Boardings
	% Youth Boardings

	2018
	$5.110
	$1.542
	$0.149
	$3.164
	$9.967*
	12.228*
	120.156
	10.2%*

	2019
	$4.852
	$1.323
	$0.288
	$2.978*
	$9.443*[footnoteRef:25] [25:  The 2019-2020 biennial budget forecasted total fare revenue of $372 million (pre-pandemic estimate), which would equate to $186 million for 2019 and place youth fare revenue for that year at approximately five percent of total fare revenue.] 

	13*
	116
	11.2%*

	2020
	$0.926*
	$0.291
	$0.104
	$0.725*
	$2.048*
	6.497*
	57.251
	11.3%*

	2021
	$1.404*
	$0.243*
	$0.193
	$1.175*
	$3.015*
	6.585*
	50.070
	13.2%


*Estimate

Next steps. With the new state requirement to implement a zero fare for youth,[footnoteRef:26] Metro staff have noted that youth will continue to use ORCA fare media when boarding transit to help Metro track ridership trends and to minimize fare disputes between youth customers and operators. However, consistent with Metro’s current approach, no young person will be turned away if they do not have an ORCA card. Because not all youth will have an ORCA youth card when the new free fare policy takes effect, Metro staff note that they are working with school districts both to coordinate bulk ORCA card distribution and to explore options such as using student IDs as an interim measure. Metro staff note that the ORCA system will eventually allow for mobile apps and other types of fare media (such as wristbands or stickers to be affixed to a student ID). [26:  The committee is currently considering legislation to establish a zero fare for youth (2022-0205)] 


INVITED

· Chris O’Claire, Director, Mobility Division, Metro Transit Department
· Carol Cooper, Managing Director of Market Innovation, Metro Transit Department
· Dani Hurula, Youth Mobility Program Lead, Metro Transit Department
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