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FARES 
The Whatcom Transportation Authority (WTA) fare study is a comprehensive evaluation of 

WTA’s existing fare structures and policies. The study offers an in-depth analysis of the current 

fare program, peer review of WTA’s fare policies with other agencies, and evaluation of potential 

future fare alternatives. The fare study was conducted as part of WTA’s Six-Year Strategic Plan, 

which aims to provide a blueprint for WTA practices over the next six years.  

GOALS 

A comprehensive evaluation of WTA’s existing fare structures and policies has been completed to 

inform this fare analysis. Because there is no one right way to design a fare collection system, 

goals and objectives help contextualize what problem(s) the transit agency is attempting to solve. 

It is important to define goals at the beginning of analysis so that the preferred recommendation 

maintains a policy direction consistent with the agency’s vision. The primary goals for the fare 

study include: 

 Maintain farebox recovery. WTA’s current farebox recovery goal for fixed-route 

service is set at 15%.  

 Align agency policies with best practices. This fare study identifies best practices 

and peer agency policies, particularly related to university funding partnerships, pass 

structure, and pricing, to inform WTA’s fare policies. 

These goals are used as a reference throughout the project and are key factors in the development 

of fare structure scenarios and policy recommendations.  

FARE STRUCTURE   

Fare Categories 

There are five main categories for WTA fare products: adult, children, reduced fare, 

youth/student, and Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) certified persons for paratransit. Each 

is described below. 

Adult 

Adult fares are a full-fare category and do not require any additional identification beyond valid 

fare payment. 

Children 

Children under the age of 8 ride free with a paying adult. 

Reduced 

Reduced fare are available for seniors, veterans, and riders with disabilities. WTA offers a reduced 

cash fare, as well as discounted rates for the monthly pass, County Connector 31-day pass, or 

quarterly pass. Adults 75 years and older ride free with a Gold Card. Seniors between the ages of 

65 and 75 are eligible for reduced fare. 
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Youth/Students 

Youth and students are eligible for a reduced rate monthly pass, County Connector 31-day pass, 

and quarterly pass. WTA does not offer a youth/student cash fare. A youth is defined as being 

between the ages of 8 and 18.  A student is enrolled in a college or university with a physical 

location in WTA’s service area.  

ADA-Certified Persons for Paratransit 

WTA offers paratransit service that provides accessible curb to curb (and door-to-door if needed) 

paratransit service for riders who are eligible under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). 

Paratransit service is only available to riders who have a disability that prevents them from using 

fixed-route service. Personal care attendants ride for free. 

Fare Structure  

The fare structure for fixed-route service is detailed in Figure 1 and described in this section. On 

WTA fixed-route service, passengers can pay with a variety of fare media including cash and 

passes.  

Cash Fares 

Single adult general fares and trips on Route 80X within Whatcom County are $1. Trips using 

Route 80X between Whatcom County and Skagit County are $2. Route 80X is a commuter route 

connecting Bellingham, several park-and-rides, and Mount Vernon. The reduced fare for these 

services is half the standard rate. 

Tokens 

Prepaid tokens are good for one ride and are accepted on WTA routes, except for Route 80X.  

Paratransit  

WTA provides accessible curb-to-curb (and door-to-door if needed) paratransit service to eligible 

people with disabilities in the WTA service area. WTA’s paratransit hours of operation mirror 

those of their fixed-route services. Fare is $1.00 per one-way trip. Paratransit monthly passes are 

available for $13 and a quarterly pass is $35. Riders who are 75 and older ride paratransit for free. 

If a rider is able to ride fixed-route service but qualifies for paratransit service, they may ride 

fixed-route service for free. Future plans include a “virtual pass” for paratransit.  
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Figure 1 Fare Structure 

Fare Type Price 

Adult Single Ride $1 

Reduced Fare $0.50 

Route 80X Traveling within Whatcom County 

Adult Single Fare $1 

Reduced Fare $0.50 

Route 80X Traveling between Whatcom and Skagit Counties 

Adult Single Fare $2 

Reduced Fare $1 

Passes 

Day Pass $3 

Skagit-Whatcom Day Pass $6 

Monthly Pass $25 

County Connector 31-Day Pass $50 

Quarterly Pass $70 

Gold Card Free 

Reduced Passes 

Reduced Monthly Pass $13 

Reduced County Connector 31-Day Pass $25 

Reduced Quarterly Pass $35 

Youth/Student Passes 

Youth/Student Monthly Pass $15 

Youth/Student County Connector 31-Day Pass $25 

Youth/Student Quarterly Pass $40 

WWU Student Transportation Fee per Quarter $26.25* 

Paratransit 

Paratransit Single Ride $1 

Paratransit Monthly Pass $13 

Paratransit Quarterly Pass $35 

*WWU Student Transportation fee pays for late night shuttle in addition to WTA Student Pass. The per-quarter rate as of Spring 2016 is $26.25, 
which is the fee paid to WWU. WTA receives approximately $21.77 per student, per quarter. 
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Pass Products  

WTA offers several transit pass options for frequent transit riders: daily, monthly, and quarterly. 

Gold Cards for adults 75 years and older are free. These passes can be used for all WTA routes 

(excluding 80X).  

Additionally, daily and monthly passes are offered for multi-county trips. For multi-county 

service, passengers must have a multi-county pass: either a Skagit Whatcom Day Pass, 31-Day 

County Connector Pass, or a Gold Card. Cash is also accepted on multi-county routes. In 2014, 

WTA and Skagit Transit agreed to standardize fare structures between agencies, in addition to 

jointly operating Route 80X. General WTA day or monthly passes are not valid on Skagit Transit 

routes or Whatcom-Skagit routes.  

In addition, select educational partners have quarterly passes: WWU Student ID or Faculty/Staff 

Pass, Skagit Valley College Pass, with Whatcom Community College Student IDs joining in 

September 2016. These are not traditional “pass products” in that there is nowhere a student can 

go to buy them; the transportation fee is a part of required student fees. 

Pass prices are discounted over regular cash fares for regular and multi-county services, though 

the amount of the discount varies by pass product. Day Pass 

For local service and multi-county service, the day pass is priced at three times the price of a one-

way fare. The Skagit-Whatcom Day Pass allows passengers to ride all WTA and Skagit Transit 

routes (except Route 90X to Everett Station); however, no reduced price option is offered. 

Monthly Pass 

The local monthly pass allows passengers to ride all WTA routes, including 80X within Whatcom 

County. The monthly pass is a good deal for frequent transit riders, with a multiplier of 25-26 for 

adult and reduced price eligible riders. Youth/student monthly passes have a lower multiplier of 

only 15, since no reduced single ride fare is offered for these customers. 

A County Connector 31-day pass allows passengers to ride all WTA and Skagit Transit routes, 

including 80X and 90X. This pass begins on the first use of the pass and does not need to follow a 

calendar month. A Reduced Fare or Youth/student County Connector 31-day pass is available for 

$25. The County Connector has the same multiplier as the local monthly pass. 

Quarterly Pass 

WTA offers a quarterly pass at a bigger discount than the day or monthly passes for regular or 

reduced price pass holders, with a break even number of 1.16 rides per weekday. Youth/student 

riders need to use the service 0.67 times per weekday to break even, while WWU riders need to 

ride only 0.44 times per weekday.  
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Figure 2 shows the “multiplier” for each of WTA’s pass products—in other words, the number of 

one-way rides that a customer would have to take to break even using the pass product—as well as 

the number of times per weekday a customer would have to ride transit to break even and the 

discount from the cash fare, if applicable.  

Day Pass 

For local service and multi-county service, the day pass is priced at three times the price of a one-

way fare. The Skagit-Whatcom Day Pass allows passengers to ride all WTA and Skagit Transit 

routes (except Route 90X to Everett Station); however, no reduced price option is offered. 

Monthly Pass 

The local monthly pass allows passengers to ride all WTA routes, including 80X within Whatcom 

County. The monthly pass is a good deal for frequent transit riders, with a multiplier of 25-26 for 

adult and reduced price eligible riders. Youth/student monthly passes have a lower multiplier of 

only 15, since no reduced single ride fare is offered for these customers. 

A County Connector 31-day pass allows passengers to ride all WTA and Skagit Transit routes, 

including 80X and 90X. This pass begins on the first use of the pass and does not need to follow a 

calendar month. A Reduced Fare or Youth/student County Connector 31-day pass is available for 

$25. The County Connector has the same multiplier as the local monthly pass. 

Quarterly Pass 

WTA offers a quarterly pass at a bigger discount than the day or monthly passes for regular or 

reduced price pass holders, with a break even number of 1.16 rides per weekday. Youth/student 

riders need to use the service 0.67 times per weekday to break even, while WWU riders need to 

ride only 0.44 times per weekday.  
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Figure 2 Pass Products 

Pass Product Price 
Overall 

Multiplier 
Monthly 

Multiplier 

Uses per 
Weekday1 to 
“Break Even” 

Adult 

Day Pass $3 3 N/A 3 

Skagit-Whatcom Day Pass $6 3 N/A 3 

Monthly Pass $25 25 25 1.25 

County Connector 31-Day Pass $50 25 25 1.25 

Quarterly Pass $70 70 23.33 1.16 

Reduced 

Reduced Monthly Pass / Paratransit 
Monthly Pass 

$13 26 26 1.30 

Reduced County Connector 31-Day Pass $25 25 25 1.25 

Reduced Quarterly Pass / Paratransit 
Quarterly Pass 

$35 70 23.33 1.16 

Youth/Student 

Student Monthly Pass $15 15 15 0.75 

Student County Connector 31-Day Pass $25 25 25 1.25 

Student Quarterly Pass $40 40 13.33 0.67 

WWU Quarterly Student Pass* $26.25 26.25 8.75 0.44 

* WWU Student Transportation fee pays for late night shuttle in addition to WTA Student Pass. The per-quarter rate as of Spring 2016 is $26.25, 
which is the fee paid to WWU. WTA receives approximately $21.77 per student, per quarter. 

  

                                                             

1 This analysis assumes 20 weekdays per month. 
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Vanpool 

WTA has a vanpool program where at least five riders group together with a driver and commit to 

carpooling in a van for 6 months to save money over driving alone. Vanpool fare pricing is based 

on monthly miles traveled regardless of the van’s size, and covers fuel, maintenance, and 

insurance. All of WTA’s vanpools are employer subsidized. A sample of vanpool fare pricing is 

provided in Figure 3. 

Figure 3 Vanpool Monthly Fares (December 2014) 

Monthly Miles Vanpool Regular Fare Vanpool BP Fare (No Fuel) 

250 $370 $332 

500 $447 $371 

750 $524 $410 

1,000 $601 $449 

2,000 $909 $605 

3,000 $1,217 $761 

4,000 $1,525 $917 

5,000 $1,833 $1,073 

PASS DISTRIBUTION 

As of May 2016, WTA is in the process of transitioning to a smartcard program. As part of this 

program, WTA has initiated a Fare Collection System Replacement Project to replace both 

hardware and software on board transit vehicles. Although all fareboxes have been replaced with 

ones that can read smartcards, present WTA passes are only in the form of magnetic stripe fare 

media and flash passes. Current pass distribution locations and methods are outlined below: 

 WTA Day Passes are issued only from fareboxes on the bus. Skagit-Whatcom Day 

Passes are available on the bus or from customer service at Bellingham Station.  

 Customer Service Representatives sell passes from within the terminal lobby at 

Bellingham Station and from the Reception desk at the Bakerview Spur office location. In 

addition, they take phone and email orders for all passes, which are mailed to the 

customer. 

 Bellingham Station Pass Machine offers general public monthly bus passes (cash 

only) from within the terminal lobby. About 1,000 passes are sold annually from the 

machine. 

 Cordata Station Pass Machine sells about 1,500 monthly passes per year. It accepts 

cash and credit cards.  

 Outlets (e.g., grocery stores, schools, etc.) sell WTA passes for a 5% commission. 

Accounting distributes passes to outlets on a monthly basis and issues credit memos for 

unused, returned passes. 

 Website Sales allow riders to order monthly and quarterly passes and packages of 

tokens using a credit card.   
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 Social and Health Service Agencies (e.g., government agencies, churches, and non-

profits) can buy passes in two ways. First by emailing, faxing, or phoning in an order, 

which is then mailed with an invoice to the agency (or to be picked up at Bellingham 

Station). Second, agencies can give vouchers to customers who then exchange them for a 

pass with a customer service representative at Bellingham Station. Accounting then sends 

an invoice plus the used vouchers back to the agency for payment.  

 Bulk Pass Sales allow employers to purchase quarterly fare passes at a reduced rate. To 

do so, the employer must enter a contract with Service Development and the Revenue 

Manager. Additionally, WTA offers the City of Bellingham developer bulk passes which 

are for developers who agree to provide tenants/occupants with passes in lieu of paying 

certain fees. The City pays WTA in a manner similar to the employer process. Bulk 

quarterly passes account for 85% of quarterly pass sales. 

 WTA Employees & Families and Retirees & Spouses are eligible to receive passes. 

Employee ID badges are smart card bus passes. Employee dependents are issued mag 

stripe passes on a quarterly basis. Retirees and spouses have a special Gold Card (flash 

pass) that does not expire. 

 The Board of Directors and the Community Advisory Committee receive 

Quarterly passes but will be early recipients of smart cards.   

 WWU Student Bus Pass provides unlimited rides on all WTA bus routes. Pass 

information is encoded onto student’s WWU ID card and then swiped. This arrangement 

is the product of a multi-year contract negotiated between WWU and WTA. Currently, 

students pay a flat fee to WWU for transportation services. The transportation fee is 

$26.25 per academic quarter and $21 per summer quarter. WTA receives approximately 

$21.77 per student, per quarter, of that fee. In addition, faculty and staff became a bulk 

pass (quarterly) buyer in 2015. There are approximately 13,000 student passes and 500 

faculty staff passes in use during each academic year. 

 Free Passes are distributed under various programs and initiatives, including: 

 Free on Fixed-Route ID mag stripe cards are mailed to paratransit riders who agree 

to ride fixed-route service in lieu of paratransit. 

 Classroom Passes are available for teachers to take students on field trips served by 

fixed-route service. Once receiving an application, WTA’s Service Development will 

send a pass (provided there is capacity), and the operator will be alerted to expect the 

group. 

 Student Training Passes are available through the Service Development Department. 

These allow special needs students to learn how to ride a fixed-route bus with the 

help of their instructors.    

 Free Day Passes are provided (50,000 each year) to community organizations that 

assist disadvantaged or disabled citizens. The organizations must apply each year 

through Service Development. 

 WTA also offers free rides to people with approved credentials during local 

conferences. 

 Promotions include free Day Passes distributed with ridership promotions throughout 

the year and free Monthly Bus Passes offered to first-time bus riders employed by 

participating Smart Trips employers. Additionally, a limited number of Free Monthly Bus 
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Passes are made available for door prizes or auction items for a relevant non-profit 

organization.  

FARE TYPES  

The fare type that earns the largest percentage of revenue is the WWU Quarterly Student Pass, 

with 33% of total 2015 fare revenue. The cash fare earns 22% of fare revenue, and the monthly 

pass earns 17%. A breakdown of fare type as a percentage of fare revenue is found in Figure 4.  

A breakdown of fare type as a percentage of ridership is shown in in Figure 5. The WWU 

Quarterly Student Pass is used by 39% of riders and earns 33% of fare revenue, which suggests 

that other fare products are helping to subsidize the WWU Quarterly Student Pass, although it is 

recognized that most WWU trips are very short. The regular cash fare and monthly pass are each 

used by 11% of riders. Free rides are given to 9% of riders.  

Figure 4 Fare Type as a Percentage of Fare Revenue 

 

Source: WTA (2015) 

33% 

22% 

17% 

6% 5% 5% 5% 5% 
1% 1% 1% 0% 0% 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

P
e
rc

e
n
t 
o
f 

F
a
re

 C
a
te

g
o
ry

 b
y
 R

e
v
e
n
u
e
  



SIX-YEAR STRATEGIC PLAN 

Whatcom Transportation Authority 
 

Nelson\Nygaard Consulting Associates, Inc. | 11 

Figure 5 Fare Type as a Percentage of Ridership 

 

Source: WTA (2015) 
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OPERATOR FEEDBACK 

Operators have reported to WTA the following issues with pass implementation. All of the 

feedback is related to dwell time delay and is summarized below: 

 Operators Key-in Each Type of Pass and therefore the burden is on the operators to 

know each of the keys corresponding to each type of pass, of which there are many 

variations. Due to long lines or schedule delays, this can account in inaccurate counts and 

incorrect fare payment.  

 Swipe Style Passes Can Cause Boarding Delays due to the nature of the card and 

occasionally cards will require more than one try to successfully pay fare. This motion can 

be especially difficult for passengers with bags, babies or strollers. Machines also 

malfunction, requiring Operator intervention which causes delay.  

 Some Passengers Are Given Several Free Day Passes and often they don’t keep 

track which day passes have already been activated, which occasionally causes delay. 

SMART CARDS 

WTA is currently in the process of transitioning to a smartcard program. The Fare Collection 

System Replacement Project began as an effort to place an aging system that was nearing the end 

of its functional life. Old CentsaBill fareboxes were replaced with new FastFare fareboxes installed 

in April 2014. The new fareboxes are able to read both magnetic cards and smartcards and will 

have improved data and reporting capabilities. WTA continues to use magnetic stripe passes 

pending implementation of the new point-of-sale system. Backend systems have also been 

upgraded. Roll-out of smartcards is planned for 2016 although there is no firm date set for go-

live.  

FIXED-ROUTE PERFORMANCE TRENDS 

Figure 6 shows WTA’s fixed-route performance trend data from 2010-2014 using data available 

from the National Transit Database (NTD). The figures represent fixed-route motorbus service 

trends only, which include deviated fixed-route services but do not include ADA paratransit 

service. Figure 7 to Figure 11 visually illustrate these performance trends. Analysis of this data 

reveals several trends for WTA’s fixed-route service: 

 Declining revenue hours and miles: Annual revenue miles decreased by 3%, or 

roughly 58,000 miles, from 2010 to 2014. Similarly, annual revenue hours decreased by 

4%. These numbers are shown in Figure 7. Despite these decreases in fixed-route service, 

total operating expenses increased by 11%, from $14.7 million in 2010 to $16.4 million in 

2014. 

 Increasing ridership: Total passenger trips increased from 4.7 million in 2010 to 5 

million in 2014, an increase of 5%. Passenger trips per revenue hour, a measure of service 

efficiency, increased by 9% in the same time period, from 35 trips to 38 trips per service 

hour. Ridership and productivity trends are shown in Figure 8. 

 Increasing operating costs and improved efficiency: Operating expenses per 

revenue hour rose by 16% over the five-year period, from $109.34 in 2010 to $126.40 in 

2014. Operating expenses per passenger trip likewise increased over the same period, to 

$3.30 in 2014 from $3.13 in 2010, an increase of 5%. The average subsidy per passenger 

trip, which is the difference between the operating cost and fare paid per passenger trip, 
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likewise increased by 4% over the five-year period. Operating costs and productivity 

figures are shown in Figure 9.  

 Increasing farebox recovery: Increases in ridership and operating costs were 

matched by increases in farebox revenues. Overall annual farebox revenues increased by 

22%, from $2.1 million in 2010 to $2.6 million in 2014. The average fare per passenger 

also increased over the five-year time period, from $0.45 to $0.53 per passenger. The 

farebox recovery rate, which is an indicator of the share of total operating costs that are 

covered by passenger fares, increased slightly over the 2010-2014 period, from 14.5% to 

15.9%. However, in recent years it has been receding from a high point of 17.1% in 2012. 

The trend suggests that a return to 2010 farebox recovery is likely unless unforeseen 

external influences or direct actions by WTA change the trend. Farebox revenue trends 

can be seen in Figure 10. 

Figure 6 WTA Fixed-Route Transit Performance Trends (2010-2014) 

  2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
Percent 

Change 

Passenger Trips* 4,720,951 4,686,695 4,934,530 4,986,650 4,972,217 5.3% 

Revenue Miles 1,853,845 1,735,209 1,771,736 1,777,273 1,788,497 -3.5% 

Revenue Hours 135,071 125,386 129,135 130,117 129,869 -3.9% 

Total Operating Expense $14,763,313 $14,274,228 $15,235,999 $15,627,243 $16,415,896 11.2% 

Annual Passenger Fares** $2,143,766 $2,407,637 $2,610,670 $2,651,779 $2,615,173 22.0% 

Passenger Trips per Revenue Hour 35.0 37.4 38.2 38.3 38.3 9.4% 

Passenger Miles* 14,876,111 15,344,966 15,874,735 15,833,752 17,592,201 18.3% 

Passenger Miles per Revenue Hour 110.1 122.4 122.9 121.7 135.5 23.1% 

Operating Expense per Revenue Hour $109.34 $113.84 $117.99 $120.10 $126.40 15.6% 

Operating Expense per Passenger Trip $3.13 $3.05 $3.09 $3.13 $3.30 5.4% 

Operating Expense per Passenger Mile $0.99 $0.93 $0.96 $0.99 $0.93 -6.1% 

Average Fare per Passenger Trip $0.45 $0.51 $0.53 $0.53 $0.53 17.8% 

Average Fare per Passenger Mile $0.14 $0.16 $0.16 $0.17 $0.15 7.1% 

Average Subsidy per Passenger Trip $2.68 $2.54 $2.56 $2.60 $2.77 3.4% 

Average Subsidy per Passenger Mile $0.85 $0.77 $0.80 $0.82 $0.78 -8.2% 

Farebox Recovery (%) 14.5% 16.9% 17.1% 17.0% 15.9% 9.7% 

* Used data from Fixed Route Performance Report for each year as they don't include linked trips. 

  ** NTD Revenues with WWU added.  Had been reported in Special Transit Fares category, will change in upcoming years.  

Source: National Transit Database 
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Figure 7 Service Level Trends 

  

Source: National Transit Database 

Figure 8 Ridership and Productivity Trends 

 

Source: National Transit Database 
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Figure 9 Operating Cost Per Passenger and Average Fare Trends 

 

Source: National Transit Database 

 

Figure 10 Fare Recovery and Farebox Recovery Ratio 

 

Source: National Transit Database 
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Figure 11 Fare Recovery and Costs 

 

Source: National Transit Database 

Summary 

The performance trends show that fixed-route service ridership has increased from 2010 to 2014, 

while annual service hours have declined. This has led to an overall increase in productivity, as 

WTA is serving more passengers per service hour and service mile. Total operating expenses have 

also increased over the five-year period. WTA’s farebox recovery ratio has fluctuated between 

14.5% and 15.9% over the same period. The agency is currently meeting the farebox recovery goal 
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PEER ANALYSIS 

Peer reviews are a useful technique to understand the “state of the practice” with regard to fare 

levels, structures, and policies. The purpose of this peer review is to provide current and accurate 

information about fare structures and policies at other comparable transit agencies around the 

region. The peer agencies were selected based on various attributes, including service area, 

service population, operating characteristics, and feedback from WTA staff. The nine agencies in 

this peer review are: 

 Ben Franklin Transit, Richland, WA 

 Clark County Public Transportation (C-Tran), Vancouver, WA 

 Intercity Transit, Olympia, WA 

 Kitsap Transit, Kitsap County, WA 

 Lane Transit District (LTD), Eugene, OR 

 Link Transit, Wenatchee, WA 

 Skagit Transit, Burlington, WA 

 Snohomish County Public Transportation (Community Transit), Snohomish County, WA 

 Spokane Transit Authority, Spokane, WA 

Data for this peer review was collected from the most recently available data from NTD (2014), 

agency websites, and other agency-related materials.  

Fixed-Route Service 

The majority of the agencies selected for this peer review are in Washington State, with the 

exception of Lane Transit District (LTD) in Oregon. The agencies serve populations ranging from 

108,660 (Link Transit) to 705,977 (Community Transit). The service coverage areas range from 

80 square miles for Ben Franklin to 776 square miles for WTA. WTA covers the largest 

geographical service area and serves 207,416 people.  

The population density for WTA’s service area is the second lowest of the peer agencies, with 267 

people per square mile. Community Transit and Ben Franklin serve areas with the highest 

population density with over 2,600 people per square mile, and Skagit Transit’s service area has 

the lowest density, at 144 persons per square mile. Demographic information for WTA and its 

peer agencies is presented in Figure 12. 
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Figure 12 Peer Agency Demographic Information  

 

Service Area 
(square miles) 

Service Area 
Population 

Service Area 
Density* 

Largest 
Incorporated City 

Ben Franklin 80 222,392 2,780 Richland, WA 

Community Transit 260 705,977 2,715 Everett, WA 

C-Tran 142 376,366 2,650 Vancouver, WA 

Intercity Transit 97 169,350 1,746 Olympia, WA 

Kitsap Transit 396 252,687 638 Bremerton, WA 

Link Transit 197 108,660 552 Wenatchee, WA 

LTD 482 297,500 617 Eugene, OR 

Skagit Transit 760 109,198 144 Burlington, WA 

Spokane Transit 
Authority 

248 409,271 1,650 Spokane, WA 

WTA 776 207,416 267 Bellingham, WA 

Sources: NTD Database  

*Density is population per square mile.  

Figure 13 describes the operating statistics of fixed-route motorbus services for each of the 

agencies. The peer agencies each provide a range of fixed route service levels. Community Transit 

is the largest agency in this peer review, providing over 4 million annual revenue miles. Spokane 

Transit Authority has the highest ridership, with over 11 million passenger trips in 2014. Skagit 

Transit is the smallest system in this review, providing 906,721 annual revenue miles and 701,676 

passenger trips each year.  

WTA provides the second-lowest number of annual revenue miles compared to peer agencies 

(1,788,497) but serves more than the average number of passengers, with 4,972,217 passenger 

trips in 2014. WTA and LTD have the highest productivity of the peer systems, averaging 38 and 

39 passengers per revenue hour, respectively. Both of these agencies are county-wide and operate 

in cities serving college and university students. 
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 Figure 13 WTA and Peer Agency Fixed-Route Operating Statistics 

  
Ben 

Franklin 

Community 

Transit 
C-Tran 

Intercity 

Transit 

Kitsap 

Transit 
Link Transit LTD 

Skagit 

Transit 

Spokane 

Transit 

Authority 

WTA 
Non-WTA 

Averages 
WTA % Diff. 

Peak Vehicles 68 110 62 60 113 55 93 22 143 45** 81 -44% 

Annual Revenue Hours 131,093 297,021 219,568 183,609 124,538 75,503 214,601 58,326 392,087 129,869 188,483 -31% 

Annual Revenue Miles 2,120,371 4,422,817 3,081,042 2,343,831 1,935,876 1,610,108 2,942,773 906,721 5,446,828 1,788,497 2,756,707 -35% 

Annual Passenger Trips 2,824,121 5,871,816 5,330,291 4,257,903 2,818,352 987,371 8,402,250 701,676 11,324,434 4,972,217 4,724,246 5% 

Annual Passenger Miles 11,648,045 31,986,481 27,785,985 15,569,714 14,800,545 11,965,356 33,457,629 3,571,671 52,036,133 17,592,201 22,535,729 -22% 

Passenger Trips/ Revenue Hour 22 20 24 23 23 13 39 12 29 38 25 53% 

Passenger Miles/ Revenue Hour 89 108 127 85 119 158 156 61 133 135 120 13% 

Passenger Miles/ Passenger Trips 

(Avg. Passenger Trip Length) 
4.1 5.4 5.2 3.7 5.3 12.1 4.0 5.1 4.6 3.5 4.8 -26% 

Annual Operating Cost $14,016,906 $50,287,853 $28,220,247 $21,373,262 $18,250,837 $8,984,896 $30,245,940 $5,867,202 $45,605,199 $16,415,896 24,761,371 -34% 

Annual Passenger Fares* $1,461,664 $7,533,895 $3,948,890 $2,608,098 $5,027,829 $651,347 $5,335,641 $359,291 $8,475,543 $2,615,173 $3,933,578 -34% 

Farebox Recovery Ratio 10.4% 15.0% 14.0% 12.2% 27.5% 7.2% 17.6% 6.1% 18.6% 15.9% 15.9% 0% 

Cost/Revenue Hour $106.92 $169.31 $128.53 $116.41 $146.55 $119.00 $140.94 $100.59 $116.31 $126.40 $131.37 -4% 

Cost/Passenger Trip $4.96 $8.56 $5.29 $5.02 $6.48 $9.10 $3.60 $8.36 $4.03 $3.30 $5.24 -37% 

Cost/Passenger Mile $1.20 $1.57 $1.02 $1.37 $1.23 $0.75 $0.90 $1.64 $0.88 $0.93 $1.10 -15% 

Average Fare/ Passenger Trip $0.52  $1.28  $0.74  $0.61  $1.78  $0.66  $0.64  $0.51  $0.75  $0.53  $0.83  -37% 

Average Fare/ Passenger Mile $0.13  $0.24  $0.14  $0.17  $0.34  $0.05  $0.16  $0.10  $0.16  $0.15  $0.17  -15% 

Subsidy/Passenger Trip $4.45  $7.28  $4.55  $4.41  $4.69  $8.44  $2.96  $7.85  $3.28  $2.78  $4.41  -37% 

Subsidy/Passenger Mile $1.08  $1.34  $0.87  $1.21  $0.89  $0.70  $0.74  $1.54  $0.71  $0.78  $0.92  -15% 

* Data from the Fixed Route Performance Report for each year was used because the data source does not include linked trips and does include WWU student fees. 

      ** Per WTA Service Development 
            Source: National Transit Database, 2014. Does not include fare revenues from ferryboat or Bus Rapid Transit service. 
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The following figures compare the 2014 fixed-route service operating statistics for each of the 

peer transit agencies, using data acquired from NTD.  

Operating Costs per Revenue Hour 

Figure 14 shows operating costs per revenue hour, a measure of operating efficiency. Ben Franklin 

and Skagit Transit have operating costs per revenue hour close to $100, while Community Transit 

has the highest operating costs per revenue hour at $169.31. WTA has average operating costs per 

revenue compared with peer agencies, at $126.40. 

Figure 14 Operating Cost per Revenue Hour  

 

  

Source: National Transit Database (2014) 
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Operating Cost per Passenger 

Figure 15 shows the operating cost per passenger for each of the agencies. Link Transit and 

Community Transit have the highest operating costs per passenger trip at $9.10 and $8.56. The 

average operating cost per passenger for peer agencies is $5.87. WTA has the lowest operating 

costs per passenger out of all the peer agencies, at $3.30. 

Figure 15 Operating Cost per Passenger  

 

 

Source: National Transit Database (2014) 
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Farebox Recovery 

Figure 16 illustrates the farebox recovery ratios for each of the peer agencies. This is a measure of 

the share of operating expenses that are recovered by farebox revenues. Peer agencies average a 

14.5% recovery ratio. Skagit Transit has the lowest farebox recovery ratio at 6.1%. WTA’s farebox 

recovery ratio of 15.9% is just above average.  

Figure 16 Farebox Recovery Ratio (Fixed-Route Services) 

 

 

Source: National Transit Database (2014) 

  

28% 

18.6% 
17.6% 

15.9% 
15.0% 

14.0% 
12.2% 

10.4% 

7% 
6.1% 

Average = 
[VALUE] 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

F
a
re

b
o
x
 R

e
co

v
e
ry

 R
a
ti
o

 



SIX-YEAR STRATEGIC PLAN 

Whatcom Transportation Authority 
 

Nelson\Nygaard Consulting Associates, Inc. | 23 

Figure 17 highlights the average fare per passenger for each for the peer systems. Average fare per 

passenger for peer agencies is $0.80 per passenger. Kitsap Transit has the highest average fare at 

$1.78 and WTA has the third lowest, averaging $0.53 per passenger trip.  

Figure 17 Average Fare per Passenger  

 

 

Source: National Transit Database (2014) 

Fare Structure for Peer Agencies 

Figure 18 compares the fixed-route fare structure for WTA and its peer agencies. All of the peer 

transit agencies in this study have a standard cash adult fare and a reduced cash fare for seniors 

and disabled populations. In addition, most transit agencies offer a discount for students or 

youth. All systems allow children (ranging from under the age of five to eight) to ride free when 

accompanied by a paying adult. 

WTA and its Washington peers offer a Regional Reduced Fare Permit (RRFP) that entitles people 

65 years of age and older, people with a Medicare card, and people with a disability to reduced 

fares throughout the Puget Sound region. The region includes the counties of Jefferson, King, 

Kitsap, Mason, Pierce, Skagit, Snohomish, Thurston, and Whatcom. The permit costs $3 and can 

be temporary or permanent. Applications are available at transit centers in most counties.  
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Figure 18 WTA and Peer Agency Fare Structure 

 WTA Intercity Transit 
Skagit 
Transit 

Ben 
Franklin 

C-Tran LTD 
Spokane 
Transit 

Authority 

Community 
Transit 

Kitsap 
Transit 

Link 
Transit 

Cash Fares 

Adult  

$1 Local 

$2 County 
Connector 

$1.25 Local 

$3 Express 

$1 Local 

$2 County 
Connector 

$1.50 
Regular 

$3 Trans+ 
Night Service 

$1.80 C-Zone 

$2.50 All-Zone 

$3.85 Express 
to Portland 

$1.75 $1.50 $2.25 Local 

$4.25 
Commuter-
South 

$5.50 
Commuter-
North 

$2.00 Local 

$3.50 
Regional 

 

$1.00 One-
Zone 

$2.50 Two-
Zone 

Reduced  

$0.50 
Local 

$1 County 
Connector 

$0.50 Local 

$1.25 Express 

$0.50 Local 

$1 County 
Connector 

$0.75 for 
disabled 

Free for 
Ages 65 and 
over  

$0.90 C-Zone 

$1.25 All-Zone 

$3.85 Express 
to Portland 

$0.85 for 
disabled 

Free for 
Ages 65 
and over 

$0.75 $1 Local 

$2 Commuter-
South 

$2.50 
Commuter-
North 

$1.00 Local 

$1.75 
Regional 

$0.50 One-
Zone 

$1.25 Two-
Zone 

Student/Youth  

$1 Local 

$2 County 
Connector 

$1.25 Local 

$3 Express 

$1 Local 

$2 County 
Connector 

$1 $0.90 C-Zone 

$1.25 All-Zone 

$3.85 Express 
to Portland 

$0.85 $1.50 $1.50 Local 

$3 Commuter-
South 

$4 Commuter-
North 

$1.00 Local 

$1.75 
Regional 
(Under 18) 

$1.00 One-
Zone 

$2.50 Two-
Zone 

Child (under 5) 

Free 
(under 8) 

Free Free (under 
7) 

Free Free (under 6) Free Free - Free Free (under 
12) 

Transfers 

- - Free for 90 
minutes on 
local buses 
only 
(excludes 
80X and 
90X) 

Free for 90 
minutes 

Issued only for 
All-Zone and 
Express fares 
that are paid 
with cash or 
punch card. 

- Free for 
two hours 

Free for two 
hours on 
ORCA card 

 

Free for two 
hours on 
ORCA card or 
request paper 
transfer 

- 
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 WTA Intercity Transit 
Skagit 
Transit 

Ben 
Franklin 

C-Tran LTD 
Spokane 
Transit 

Authority 

Community 
Transit 

Kitsap 
Transit 

Link 
Transit 

Agency 
Partnerships 

Skagit 
Transit 

WWU 

Employers 

WA State; South Puget 
Sound Community 
College; Evergreen 
State College; St. 
Martin’s University; 
Thurston County; 
Thurston Regional 
Planning Council; City 
of Olympia 

- - TriMet; WSU 
Vancouver; 
Clark College; 
Employers 

- EWU; 
WSU 
Spokane; 
Community 
Colleges 

- - - 

Passes 

Quarterly 

Adult 
$70 - - - - $135 - - - - 

Senior/Disabled 

$35 - - - - $67.50  

Free for 65 
and up 

- - - - 

Student/Youth 

$40 - - Summer 
youth pass 
$25 

Summer youth 
pass  

$67.50  

 

- - - - 

Monthly or 31-Day 

Adult 

$25 Local 

$50 County 
Connector 

$36-$90 $25 Local 

$50 County 
Connector 

$25 Regular 

 

$62 C-Zone 
($31 for low-
income) 

$100 All-Zone 

$125 Express to 
Portland 

$50 $45 $81 Local 

$153 
Commuter-
South 

$198 
Commuter-
North 

$30.00 One-
Zone 

$70.00 Two-
Zone 

 

$30.00 One-
Zone 

$70.00 Two-
Zone 

 

 

Senior/Disabled 
$13 Local 

$25 County 

$15-$37.50 $12.50 Local 

$25 County 

$12.50 for 
Disabled 

$30 C-Zone $25  

Free for 65 

$22.50 $36 Local 

$72 

$25.00 KT 
Pass 

$22.50 One-
Zone 
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 WTA Intercity Transit 
Skagit 
Transit 

Ben 
Franklin 

C-Tran LTD 
Spokane 
Transit 

Authority 

Community 
Transit 

Kitsap 
Transit 

Link 
Transit 

Connector Connector Free for 65 
and up 

$34 All-Zone 

$125 Express to 
Portland 

and up Commuter-
South 

$90 
Commuter-
North 

$36.00 
PugetPass 

$52.50 Two-
Zone 

Student/Youth 

$15 Local 

$25 County 
Connector 

$15 $12.50 Local 

$25 County 
Connector 

$14 $30 C-Zone 

$34 All-Zone 

$125 Express to 
Portland 

$25  

 

$30 $54 Local 

$108 
Commuter-
South 

$144 
Commuter-
North 

$25.00 Under 
18 

$15.00 All 
Zones 

Daily 

Adult 

$3 Local  

$6 Skagit-
Whatcom  

$2.50 $2 Local 

$6 Skagit-
Whatcom 

$4 $4.25 C-Zone  

$5 All-Zone 

$7.70 Express 
to Portland 

$3.50 $3.50 - $8 Regional 
Day Pass 

$2.00 One-
Zone 

$5.00 Two-
Zone 

Senior/Disabled 

- $1 $3 Skagit-
Whatcom 

- $2 C-Zone  

$2 All-Zone 

$7.70 Express 
to Portland 

$1.75  

Free for 65 
and up 

$3.50 - $4 Regional 
Day Pass 

- 

Student/Youth 

- $2.50 $3 Skagit-
Whatcom 

$4 $2 C-Zone  

$2 All-Zone 

$7.70 Express 
to Portland 

$1.75  

 

$3.50 - $4 Under 18 
Regional Day 
Pass 

- 

10-Ride 

Adult  

- $12.50 for single ride 

$25 for daily pass 

- $12 $18.00 C-Zone 

$38.50 Express 
to Portland 

- - - - - 
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 WTA Intercity Transit 
Skagit 
Transit 

Ben 
Franklin 

C-Tran LTD 
Spokane 
Transit 

Authority 

Community 
Transit 

Kitsap 
Transit 

Link 
Transit 

Senior/Disabled 

- $10 for daily pass - $6 for 
Disabled 

Free for 65 
and up 

$9.00 C-Zone 

$38.50 Express 
to Portland 

- - - - - 

Student/Youth 

- 

$10 for daily pass 

- $8 $9.00 C-Zone 

$38.50 Express 
to Portland 

- - - - - 

Paratransit  

Cash Fare 

$1 $1.25 By donation $1.50 

$3 beyond ¾ 
mile of fixed 
routes 

$1.80 C-Zone 

$2.50 All-Zone 

$3.50 $1.50 $2.25 $2.00 

+$1.00 
Surcharge to 
outlying areas 

$1.50 One-
Zone 

$3.00 Two-
Zones 

Daily pass 
- $2.50 - - $4.25 C-Zone 

$5 All-Zone 

- - - - - 

Dial-A-Ride 10 
tickets 

- $12.50 - $12 $18 C-Zone 

$38.50 All-Zone 

-  Yes - $15.00 
Punch card: 
one punch 
for One-
Zone, two 
punches for 
Two-Zones 

Monthly or 31-
day pass 

$13 $15 - $36 - $25 

$50 Freedom 
Pass 

$59 C-Zone 

$100 All-Zone 

- $45 $72.00 $25.00  

+$1.00  
Surcharge to 
outlying areas 
per ride 

- 

Quarterly pass $35 - - - - - - - - - 

Annual Pass - $180 - - - - - - - - 

Source: Agency websites, 2016.
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Cash Fares 

WTA, Link Transit, and Skagit Transit offer the lowest cash fares ($1 for local routes) among peer 

agencies. The highest cash fares are offered by Community Transit, at $2.25 for local routes and 

$4.50 to 5.50 for commuter routes.  

Most of the peer agencies offer higher fare for express services, specialized services, or service to 

other counties. Peer agencies typically require exact change when paying a cash fare. Uniquely, 

Skagit Transit offers a “change card” for riders without exact change. The change card can be used 

on subsequent rides and is stamped by the farebox with the remaining balance after each use. 

Transfers  

Many peer agencies offer free transfers on local routes within 90 minutes to two hours of initial 

boarding. WTA offers daily passes in lieu of transfers, along with Intercity Transit, Link Transit, 

and LTD. Skagit Transit offers a transfer card that can be requested when boarding the bus. 

Pass Products 

Figure 19 describes the multipliers for the various pass products offered by peer agencies. Details 

about peer agency pass products are described below. 

Day Passes 

Day passes are available for nearly all of the peer systems, except Community Transit. Most 

agencies also offer a discounted day pass for students/youth, seniors, and persons with 

disabilities. Day passes are priced between two and three times the price of a single ride fare for 

most agencies. WTA offers a $3 day pass for local services and a $6 day pass for Skagit-Whatcom 

service. 

Multi-Trip Passes 

Three agencies offer discounts for 10 or 11 rides. When smartcards become fully implemented and 

available to passengers, WTA also plans to offer a multi-trip pass that provides 11 rides for $10. 

Monthly Passes 

Monthly passes are available for all peer systems presented, with prices ranging from $25 for 

WTA, Skagit, and Ben Franklin local routes, to $198 for commuter routes offered by Community 

Transit. Monthly pass costs differ between local and express routes. Most peer agencies offer 

discounts for seniors and persons with disabilities. Additionally, C-Tran offers a discounted 

monthly pass for qualified low-income persons.  

Quarterly Passes 

WTA and LTD are the only agencies offering quarterly passes. Two agencies (Ben Franklin and C-

Tran) also offer a summer transit pass for youth.  
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Figure 19 Peer Agency Pass Product Multipliers 

 WTA 
Intercity 
Transit 

Skagit 
Transit 

Ben 
Franklin 

C-Tran LTD 
Spokane 
Transit 

Authority 

Community 
Transit 

Kitsap 
Transit 

Link Transit 

Monthly or 31-Day 

Adult 
25 (Local and 

Express) 

28 (Local) 

30 (Express) 
25 16 

34 C-Zone 

40 All-Zone 

32 Express to 
Portland 

28 30 36 25 KT Pass 30 

Senior/Disabled 26 30 25 16 

15 C-Zone 

17 All-Zone 

16 Express to 
Portland 

29 30 36 25 KT Pass 
45 One-Zone 

42 Two-Zone 

Student/Youth 

15 (Local) 

12 (County 
Connector) 

12 12 14 

15 C-Zone 

17 All-Zone 

16 Express to 
Portland 

29 20 36 25 
10 One-Zone 

6 Two-Zone 

Daily  

Adult 3 2 2 2.6 

2.4 C-Zone 

2 All-Zone 

2 Express to 
Portland 

2 2.3 - 2.2 2 

Senior/Disabled - 2 3 - 

2.2 C-Zone 

1.6 All-Zone 

2 Express to 
Portland 

2 4 - 2.2 - 

Student/Youth - 2 1.5 4 

2.2 C-Zone 

1.6 All-Zone 

2 Express to 
Portland 

2 2.3 - 2.2 - 
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10-Ride (discount from regular cash fare) 

Adult  - 0% - 20% 0% - - - - - 

Senior/Disabled - - - 20% 0% - - - - - 

Student/Youth - - - 20% 0% - - - - - 

Quarterly 

Adult  70 - - - - 77 - - - - 

Senior/Disabled 35 - - - - 79 - - - - 

Student/Youth 40 - - 25 - 79 - - - - 
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Vanpool  

All peer agencies except for Link Transit have a vanpool program, which organizes five to twelve 

commuters who ride to work together in a van provided by the transit agency. The vanpools 

generally follow a set schedule and route, set by the passengers. Each vanpool has at least one 

driver and one bookkeeper. Most vanpool programs allow passengers to pay their monthly 

vanpool fare online.  

Figure 20 compares the vanpool fare structure for WTA and its peer agencies. Based on 1,260 

average monthly commute miles, passengers in all of the peer agencies pay between $70.83 and 

$121.83 per month. WTA is the second highest, which charges passengers $113.51 per month, 

roughly $13.52 or higher than average peer fare of $99.99. Figure 21 shows monthly vanpool fare 

per passenger.  

Figure 20 Peer Agency Vanpool Fares 

 
Ben 

Franklin 
Community 

Transit 
C-Tran 

Intercity 
Transit 

Kitsap 
Transit 

LTD 
Skagit 
Transit 

Spokane 
Transit 

Authority 
WTA 

Average 
Monthly 
Commute 
Miles* 

1,260 1,260 1,260 1,260 1,260 1,260 1,260 1,260 1,260 

Average 
Weekday 
Commute 
Round-Trip 
Miles 

60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 

Monthly 
Fare Per 
Van** 

$548 $731 $579 $612 $643 $425 $578 $602 $681 

Monthly 
Fare Per 
Passenger** 

$91.33 $121.83 $96.53 $102.00 $107.17 $70.83 $96.33 $100.33 $113.51 

*Based on 21 commute days per month.  

**Based on a mini-van of 6 passengers.  
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Figure 21 Vanpool Monthly Fare per Passenger at 60 Round-Trip Miles 
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Paratransit Service 

All ten of the transit agencies in the peer review also operate paratransit, or demand response, 

services. WTA, LTD, and Ben Franklin also have demand-response taxi programs. The following 

operating statistics summarize paratransit service and do not include information on demand 

response taxi or other taxi voucher programs.  

The paratransit service offered by the peer agencies requires ADA-eligibility determination. Any 

resident with disabilities or inability to ride the regular fixed-route buses may apply. Figure 22 

compares the paratransit fare structure among peer agencies. For most agencies, riders must pay 

a fare that is equal or greater than the adult base fare. Uniquely, Skagit Transit paratransit 

services is donation-based.  

Figure 23 describes the paratransit operating statistics for each of the transit agencies compared 

to WTA. The peer agencies provide a similar range of ADA service levels within their 

communities. Service ranges from 25,827 revenue hours (C-Tran) to 160,503 revenue hours 

(Spokane Transit Authority) per year. WTA provides the second-least paratransit service with 

59,575 revenue hours annually. 

Although smaller than peer systems, WTA provides a productive and cost-effective paratransit 

service. WTA is similarly cost effective to Intercity, C-Tran, and Skagit Transit, with $116.80 in 

operating costs per revenue hour. WTA also has an average cost per passenger, at $36.47 per 

passenger, compared to a low of $26.39 per passenger for LTD and a high of $48.94 per 

passenger for Skagit Transit. Additionally, WTA paratransit is the second most productive system 

among peer agencies, serving an average of 3.2 passengers per revenue hour. 

WTA has the second lowest farebox recovery ratio compared to its peers, at 1.2%. The median 

farebox recovery ratio for peer agencies is 2.8%. The average fare paid per passenger on WTA 

paratransit services is also relatively low, at $0.42 per passenger. Skagit Transit has an even lower 

average paratransit fare, $0.09, likely due to their donation-based fare system for paratransit 

services. Other peer agencies receive between $0.85 and $1.70 per passenger.  

Figure 24 to Figure 28 detail paratransit performance measures for WTA and its peer agencies.
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Figure 22 Demand Response Fare Structure 

 
WTA 

Intercity 
Transit 

Skagit 
Transit 

Ben Franklin C-Tran LTD Spokane  
Community 

Transit 
Kitsap Link 

Paratransit 
Eligible Fare 

$1 $1.25 
By 

donation 

$1.50 

$3  beyond ¾ 
mile of fixed 

routes 

$1.80 C-
Zone 

$2.50 All-
Zone 

$3.50 $1.50 $2.25 

$2.00 

+$1.00 Surcharge 
to outlying areas 

$1.50 One-Zone 

$3.00 Two-Zones 

Multiplier of 
Regular Adult 
Cash Fare 

1 1 - 1 1 2 1 1 
  

Pass Books 

10-Ride - $12.50 - $12 

$18 C-
Zone 

$38.50 All-
Zone 

- - Yes - - 

Discount % - 0% - 20% 

0% C-Zone 

+50% All-
Zone 

- - - -  

Monthly $13 $15 - $36 - 

$25 

$50 Freedom 
Pass 

$59 C-
Zone 

$100 All-
Zone 

- $45 $72.00 

$25.00 

+$1.00  Surcharge 
to outlying areas 

per ride 

- 

Multiplier 13 12 - 16 
32 C-Zone 

40 All-Zone 
- 30 32 12  

Other 

Quarterly 
pass $35 

Monthly 
pass $13 

Day pass 
$2.50 

Annual 
pass $180 

- - 

Day Pass 
$4.25 C-

Zone 

Day Pass 
$5 All-Zone 

- - -  
$15.00 Punch card: one 
punch for One-Zone, two 
punches for Two-Zones 

* All-Zone 10-Ride Pass priced at Express to Portland price, representing 50% higher fare than buying 10 individual rides. 
Source: Agency websites (2016) 
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Figure 23 Paratransit Operating Statistics  

 

Ben 
Franklin 

Communit
y Transit 

C-Tran 
Intercity 
Transit 

Kitsap 
Transit 

Link 
Transit 

LTD 
Skagit 
Transit 

Spokane 
Transit 

Authority 
WTA 

Peak Vehicles 139 54 52 38 113 22 61 19 111 37 

Annual Revenue Hours 116,452 84,349 86,327 69,268 83,410 18,932 118,873 25,827 160,503 59,575 

Annual Revenue Miles 2,022,964 1,565,104 1,333,555 889,045 1,281,903 238,606 1,468,755 281,524 2,462,003 814,831 

Annual Boardings 379,530 192,633 235,508 160,046 298,757 55,259 206,673 61,370 475,171 190,772 

Annual Operating Cost $12,763,301  $7,554,172  $9,879,660  $7,777,832  $9,871,037  $1,908,969  $5,453,926  $3,003,743  $12,626,614 $6,958,107 

Annual Passenger Fares  $320,745  $321,724  $400,362  $236,646  $295,423  $37,743  $285,891  $5,601  $628,458 $87,908 

Farebox Recovery Ratio 2.50% 4.30% 4.10% 3.00% 2.99 1.98 5.20% 0.20% 5.00% 1.20% 

Cost Revenue Hour $109.60  $89.56  $114.44  $112.29  $118.34  $100.83  $45.88  $116.30  $78.67 $116.80 

Cost per Passenger $33.63  $39.22  $41.95  $48.60  $33.04  $34.55  $26.39  $48.94  $26.57 $36.47 

Passengers per 

Revenue Hour 
3.3 2.3 2.7 2.3 3.6 2.9 1.7 2.4 3 3.2 

Subsidy per Passenger $32.78  $37.55  $40.25  $47.12  $32.05  $33.87  $25.01  $48.85  $25.25 $36.05 

Average Fare per 

Passenger 
$0.85  $1.67  $1.70  $1.48  $0.99  $0.68  $1.38  $0.09  $1.32 $0.42 

Source: National Transit Database (2014) 
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Figure 24 Cost per Revenue Hour - Demand Response  

  

Source: National Transit Database (2014)  

 

Figure 25 Cost per Passenger - Demand Response 

  

Source: National Transit Database (2014)  
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Figure 26 Passengers per Revenue Hour - Demand Response  

  

Source: National Transit Database (2014)  

 

Figure 27 Farebox Recovery Ratio - Demand Response  

 

Source: National Transit Database (2014)  
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Figure 28 Average Fare per Passenger - Demand Response  

  

Source: National Transit Database (2014)  

 

Summary of Peer Findings 

This section provides an in-depth review of the key fare policies and findings from ten transit agencies 

serving Washington and Oregon. Peer agencies were selected based on various attributes, including 

service area, operating characteristics, and direction from WTA staff. The following is a high-level 

summary of the key findings from this peer review: 

 WTA is the most productive system of the peer agencies reviewed. WTA has the highest 

productivity of the peer systems, averaging 46 passengers per revenue hour, followed by LTD with 

39 passengers per revenue hour. Both of these agencies operate in cities serving college and 

university students, as well as rural county areas. 

 WTA spends its revenues efficiently. Compared with peer agencies, WTA has the lowest operating 

costs per passenger ($2.77), and average operating costs per revenue hour ($126.40). 

 WTA has the lowest average fare per passenger, averaging $0.31 per passenger trip. In 

comparison, peer agencies receive between $0.51 and $1.78 in fares per passenger. As such, WTA 

has lower than average farebox recovery ratio compared with peer agencies, at 11.1%. 

 Although smaller than peer systems, WTA provides a productive and cost-effective paratransit 

service. The cost per passenger and average subsidy per passenger for paratransit service are 

average. However, WTA’s farebox recovery ratio for paratransit is on the low end compared with 

peer agencies.  
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BEST PRACTICES 

Fare Classification System  

Transit agencies often choose to offer discounted or differentiated fare prices in special circumstances. 

This can take many forms, including offering differentiated fares based on rider classifications, time of 

day, or the type of service being offered. There is much to be gained by using a fare classification system; 

differentiated fares can help make more expensive routes cost-effective, can help low income, disabled, or 

elderly residents access the transit system, and can increase ridership levels. One way WTA classifies a 

longer-distance route with a more expensive fare is through Route 80X, as a jointly operated route with 

Skagit Transit.  

However, it is important to remember that fare classification systems can also be overly complex; the 

more levels a payment system has, the harder it will be for a new rider to determine what they need to pay 

to ride the bus. Thus, it is important for transit agencies to carefully consider both the costs and benefits 

of fare classification systems before making system wide changes.  

Fare Categories 

Transit agencies often offer many ways that a customer can pay for a trip. Many also use a multi-level fare 

pricing system to differentiate between rider characteristics and trip characteristics. While there are many 

different variations in fare categories, allowing customers to pay for their trip through a variety of 

mechanisms is a key piece of providing a customer-friendly fare classification system. There are three 

basic types of trip-payment methods; these are described below. 

Individual Trip Payment 

In this case, a rider pays for each trip separately. This can be completed either through a cash transaction, 

a fare ticket, a fare token, or through the use of an “e-purse”, a stored-value transit card that can be 

reloaded multiple times.  

Multiple-Ride Tickets 

Multiple-ride tickets allow a passenger to pay for a specific number of trips in one transaction. Usually, a 

ticket will be good for 1, 10, 20, or 30 rides. Often, the per-ride fare is a better value for multi-ride tickets 

than the single-ride trip fare. A multi-ride pass can be either a paper ticket that is stamped or otherwise 

marked when a rider gets on board or it can be a smartcard that records the number of trips taken and 

subtracts that number from the number remaining on the pass. Usually, multiple-ride tickets are sold at 

stations or at off-board kiosks to avoid increasing dwell time through complex fare payment transactions. 

WTA does not currently offer a multiple-ride ticket option, but implementation of an 11-ride pass has 

been approved in conjunction with smartcard deployment. 

Unlimited-Ride Passes  

Unlimited-ride passes allow passengers to purchase a pass that guarantees unlimited trips for a certain 

amount of time, usually a week or a month. These passes can be magnetic tickets or smartcards that 

record the date of pass purchase and expiration. The unlimited ride pass is an attractive option to riders 

because it usually offers a substantial discount over the per-trip fare. Unlimited passes are also attractive 

to transit agencies because they reduce the administrative overhead of handling cash fares as well as dwell 

time as passengers board the vehicle. 
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Day Pass 

Day passes can be a useful amenity for individuals who need to make more than two trips per day. Usually 

day passes are priced so that they are more cost effective than paying for three separate fares but are more 

expensive than paying two full-price fares. Thus, day passes are designed to encourage non-commute use 

of transit services.  However, it is important to think about the interaction between service classifications 

and pass pricing if a transit agency uses a different pricing level for select routes. It is best practice to 

accept passes on all routes, so it is important that passes are priced appropriately.  

For example, TriMet in Portland, Oregon offers a one-day pass for $5 (twice the regular adult fare) that is 

valid on any bus, light rail line, commuter rail, or streetcar operated by the agency until the end of the 

service day. The day pass is priced at different levels based on rider classifications (adult, youth, or 

honored citizen).2 The pass information makes it clear that the ticket is good for any route for the day of 

purchase. This creates a legible, easy to use system for riders.  

WTA offers a day pass for WTA routes and a Skagit-Whatcom day pass, both priced at three times the full-

price fares. The price of the WTA and Skagit-Whatcom day passes is at the high end of what is typical for a 

day pass.  

Figure 29 TriMet Unlimited Ride Day Pass 

 

Monthly Pass 

Encouraging the use of monthly transit passes has positive benefits for both customers and the transit 

agency. From the customer’s perspective, providing an unlimited monthly pass option removes the need 

to carry cash to pay fares. From the transit agency’s perspective, unlimited monthly passes can help 

reduce dwell time associated with fare payment transactions and can simplify the overall fare structure. 

Also, monthly passes offered at a discount can help build a committed ridership base.  

Across the industry, most unlimited monthly pass multipliers fall with the range of 25 and 40, with many 

agencies offering passes priced toward the middle of that range. However, lower multipliers incentivize 

use of passes over cash fares. In terms of peer agencies, WTA is on the low end in terms of pass pricing, 

particularly when considering the quarterly pass. WTA’s regular monthly pass multiplier is 25, and the 

quarterly pass equivalent multiplier per month is 23.3.  

Service Classifications 

Fares can also be set at different levels based on the different type of service provided. For example, in 

areas where long-distance commuter buses are an essential part of transit service, the base price for a trip 

                                                             

2 Source: https://trimet.org/fares/index.htm#adult 
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on the commuter route might be higher than the fare for a local route. This is the case in transit agencies 

from California to New Jersey. In fact, WTA uses a special fare of $2 for Route 80X, which provides 

connections across counties from Bellingham to Mount Vernon.  

Zone-based fares can be a good fit for agencies that have long routes that serve multiple communities. On 

these routes, the fare is set based on how long the rider stays on the bus. This fare structure is well-suited 

to transit routes that operate both as a commuter route and as a local route. One challenge with this fare 

structure is that fare collection can be difficult; it places much more responsibility on bus drivers to 

ensure that everyone pays the right fare. Monthly commuter express passes, with prices set for premium 

services, help to address that challenge.  

Rider Classifications 

Rider classifications are another important way that transit agencies can boost ridership while ensuring 

that transit service remains both accessible and affordable. Many agencies offer a discount to seniors over 

the age of 65, and the Americans with Disabilities Act requires that individuals with disabilities not be 

charged more than 50% of the peak-hour fare during non-peak service hours.3 Often, transit agencies will 

choose to offer the same fare rates to both seniors and people with disabilities because it simplifies the 

fare structure. Also offering a single fare for both groups is preferred because a rider may both be a senior 

and have a disability. Thus, instead of having to choose between two fares, the rider will be able to easily 

determine the appropriate fare.  

Transit agencies can also offer discounted fares and passes to youth and/or students in high school. 

TriMet in Portland, OR offers reduced fares to youth ages seven to seventeen, and students in high school 

or pursuing a GED. The pass is valid for unlimited rides on TriMet services and youth can provide proof of 

age or those in GED programs can contact their program administrator for proof of eligibility. 

Additionally, Portland public school students can show their student ID during the school year as a valid 

youth pass. It should be noted that the Portland Public School District has a special partnership with 

TriMet, as the district does not offer yellow bus service to its students.4   

Figure 30 Youth Pass offered by TriMet and Portland State University transit FlexPass for students 

 

  

                                                             

3 Source: http://www.marylandtransit.org/docs/ADA-Paratransit-Riders-Guide.pdf 

4 For more information on TriMet’s youth and student passes, see https://trimet.org/fares/youth.htm.  

https://trimet.org/fares/youth.htm
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Smartcard Implementation 

WTA is currently in the process of transitioning to a smartcard program, through their Fare Collection 

System Replacement Project. Old fareboxes were replaced with SPX/Genfare FastFare fareboxes, able to 

read both magnetic cards and smartcards, and installed in April 2014. The new fareboxes will have 

improved data and reporting capabilities, essential for service planning. WTA continues to use magnetic 

stripe passes, pending the implementation of the new point-of-sale system. Backend systems have also 

been upgraded. Roll-out of smartcards is planned for 2016 although there is no firm date set for roll-out.  

The number of systems in the U.S. using contactless and reloadable smartcards has grown exponentially 

in the past decade. Best practices and lessons learned include the following: 

 One challenge some agencies have encountered is finding a vendor that will produce a smartcard 

farebox that also works with the system’s current fare media. WTA has already located a vendor 

and smartcard farebox that will also read magnetic cards. A concern among agencies 

implementing a smartcard system is the cost of each card.  

 Many agencies charge for the purchase of a card, usually $5, in attempt to defer the high cost of 

each card and to encourage customers to retain their card. Another strategy to counter the cost of 

a smartcard is to design a system to catch the spent smartcards and recycle them.5  

 Using smartcards in a proof-of-payment system may require new procedures for fare validation; 

some agencies employing fare enforcement officers with hand-held card readers.  

 Smartcards can work especially well in a regional transit system by allowing agencies to retain 

their pricing structure while providing seamless travel between services for the passenger 

(assuming participating agencies also use smartcards). Implementation of fare collection across 

multiple agencies can involve many layers of coordination, and one way agencies in a region have 

solved this is by procuring a separate firm to manage the processes.  

 Smartcards are gaining popularity in other services (bike share, car share, parking, roadway tolls, 

student IDs, and banking) and transit payment functionality can be integrated with other services 

on one card.  

Vanpool Pricing  

Vanpool groups function as an attractive door-to-door transit alternative to driving alone to work, 

providing a high-capacity option where traditional fixed-route transit is not cost-effective or convenient 

for commuters. Vanpool benefits include reducing congestion on corridors or at a large work site, 

conserving energy, reducing pollution, reducing parking demand, and allowing commuters a cheaper and 

more relaxing commute compared to driving alone. Vanpools can be organized by the transit agency, 

employer, individual, or ridesharing company. Vanpooling increased sharply in Washington State after 

legislation in Washington’s Commute Trip Reduction Act set vanpools at a minimum of five passengers. 

WTA’s vanpool fares are well above fares charged by peer agency vanpool programs, as discussed 

previously.  

One strategy some agencies have used to charge vanpool passengers lower monthly rates is to over-

subscribe the vanpool by one person and assume on any given day, one person will be absent. This 

method works better for larger vans rather than a six-person minivan. The irregular usage is a dilemma is 

a problem also faced by airlines when a plane’s carrying capacity is not maximized, and therefore per-

passenger costs are not minimized. Another strategy is to use trip-based pricing used in conjunction with 

a monthly base fare. A third way to circumvent this problem is to allow part-time vanpool membership, 

                                                             

5 TCRP Report 94: Fare Policies, Structures and Technologies: Update, 2003.  
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specifically geared toward part-time workers.6 Nearly all vanpool programs have a guaranteed ride home, 

usually through a taxi service, for unexpected needs to leave work early.  

Vanpooling is not typically done in real-time, but strategies that ridesharing companies are currently 

piloting may be applicable to vanpool and intelligent transportation system technologies.  

EXISTING FARE PARTNERSHIPS 

City of Bellingham Bulk Pass Sales Agreement 

In 2010, WTA and the City of Bellingham entered an Interlocal Agreement whereby WTA provides 

discounted quarterly bus passes through its bulk pass program, discussed in more detail below. The 

contract covers the period of one year, to be renewed annually upon mutual approval by both parties. The 

number of passes purchased each quarter may vary, so long as the quantity sold is 15% of the full-time 

employees at a given worksite. Currently, WTA sells quarterly passes to the City at a 25% discount ($52.50 

per pass).   

Skagit Transit 

In 2014, WTA and Skagit agreed to standardize fare structures between agencies, especially to facilitate 

Route 80X that is jointly operated. The agencies also agreed to share key ridership and running data as 

needed for ongoing evaluation of the partnership. The agreement was motivated by the adoption by both 

agencies of new farebox technologies accepting magnetic passes. Under the agreement, both agencies 

retain sole ownership of fare revenues received by each respective agency. Agencies retain revenues based 

on the original pass sale.  

Several new pass media are now available, including co-branded County Connector 31-day passes and 

one-day passes for both agencies. As part of the agreement, the agencies launched a joint advertising 

campaign to highlight fare changes and educate the public. Eligible students from WWU, Skagit 

Community College, and students enrolled at college, university, or vocational schools located in 

Whatcom or Skagit County are issued WTA or Skagit Transit passes with magnetic fare media or have 

passes encoded onto their student ID.  

BULK PASS PROGRAMS 

Overview 

In recent years, growing numbers of transit agencies have teamed with universities, employers, or 

residential neighborhoods to provide universal transit passes. These passes typically provide unlimited 

rides on local or regional transit providers for low monthly fees, often absorbed entirely by the employer, 

school, or developers. Universal transit passes provide multiple benefits, as discussed in Figure 31. 

While bulk pass programs tend to be affiliated with bus service, in most cases they are part of a broader 

multi-modal transportation strategy that includes improved bike programs, carshare programs, 

carpooling/vanpooling strategies, and often, increased parking rates. 

                                                             

6 Source: TCRP Report 95: Vanpools and Buspools, 2005.  
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Figure 31 Bulk Pass Program Benefits 

Beneficiary Bulk Pass Benefit 

Transit Riders 

Free access to transit 

Rewards existing riders, attracts new ones 

For employees who drive, making existing transit free can effectively create convenient park-
and-ride shuttles to existing underused remote parking areas 

Transit Agencies 

Provides a stable source of income 

Increases transit ridership, helping to meet agency ridership goals 

Can help improve cost recovery, reduce agency subsidy, and/or fund service improvements 

Communities 
Reduces traffic congestion and increases transit ridership 

Reduces existing, unmet, and future growth in parking demand 

Developers 

Bulk pass programs can benefit developers if implemented concurrently with reduced parking 
requirements, which consequently lower construction costs 

Providing free cost transit passes for large developments provides an amenity that can help 
attract renters or home buyers as part of a lifestyle marketing campaign appealing to those 
seeking a “new urban lifestyle” 

Employees/Employers 
Reduces demand for parking on-site 

Provides a tax-advantaged transportation benefit that can help recruit and retain employees 

Source: City of Pasadena Traffic Reduction Strategies Study, 2007 

Negotiations and Pricing 

A review of existing universal transit pass programs found that the annual per-employee fees are between 

1% and 17% of the retail price for an equivalent annual transit pass. 7 The principle of employee or 

residential transit passes is similar to that of group insurance plans—transit agencies can offer deep bulk 

discounts when selling passes to a large group with universal enrollment, on the basis that not all those 

offered the pass will actually use them regularly. The key to success is to spread the costs of the trips so 

that the cost per person remains quite low. The reason behind the shared cost is that additional transit 

riders benefit drivers by reducing traffic and parking congestion. 

Federal Tax Incentives 

There are potential tax benefits for both employers and employees participating in employee pass 

programs. If employers fund the pass, it can be offered as a benefit that is not subject to payroll taxes, and 

it qualifies as a tax-deductible expense for the company. If the pass is paid for by the employee, the payroll 

amount reserved for the pass is no longer treated as taxable salary. The IRS limit for the 2016 tax year is 

up to $255/month per employee for vanpool, bus, ferry, or rail (all public transportation). 

Marketing 

For bulk pass programs to be successful, they must be properly marketed. This is a measure that costs 

little in relation to many other strategies, but can reap large rewards in increased ridership and ultimately 

greenhouse gas reduction. Measuring the effects of marketing campaigns can be difficult, but in general 

making sure the public is aware and knowledgeable about available transit service is a critical step in 

                                                             

7 Source: City of Pasadena Traffic Reduction Strategies Study, 2007. 
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attracting riders. Marketing should capitalize on the cost benefits to riders and the environmental benefits 

associated with the program, as well as including information about how to use transit and/or other 

transportation programs. A variety of marketing strategies are shown in Figure 32. 

Figure 32 Bulk Pass Marketing Strategies 

Marketing Strategy Program Description 

Information Kiosk 
An on-site information kiosk provides information on transit routes, schedules, 
and fares; carshare and vanpool ridematching services; bicycle maps and 
resources; and other ways to help people travel by using alternative modes. 

Transportation Coordinator 
A Transportation Coordinator is a trained, designated employee on-site who is 
responsible for providing transportation options information to employees and 
facilitate employee surveying. 

Individualized Marketing 

Individualized marketing campaigns typically target a neighborhood, corridor, or 
employment site. These campaigns provide individualized marketing travel 
options materials in a designated area to encourage people to use alternative 
modes. 

Employer Bulk Pass Programs 

Employer bulk passes are a useful tool for a transit agency to create additional revenue sources and attract 

choice riders. Depending on the number of passes offered, the program can offer discounts that are 

attractive to employers.  

WTA offers bulk pass agreements whereby employers can receive discounted passes for their employees 

when buying them in bulk. In 2015, Western Washington University (WWU) began offering employee 

passes through a partnership between WWU Sustainable Transportation Services and WTA. Under the 

agreement, WWU will offer 525 discounted passes for each quarter during the academic year (to be 

renewed on an annual basis provided there is mutual approval). The number of passes purchased must be 

at least 15% of the number of total employees in order to remain eligible for the 35% discount. It is 

mutually understood that the cost of discounted passes will rise when the actual cost of quarterly passes 

increases. 

With the adoption of smartcards, it will be even easier for employers and WTA to manage organizational 

usage of quarterly passes. Instead of delivering and distributing passes every quarter, smartcard passes 

will be reauthorized remotely. The adoption of smartcard payment technology will be prime opportunity 

for WTA to market their bulk pass program to potential employers. Employers that are unable or 

unwilling to cover the costs of transit benefits can still incentivize employees to purchase quarterly passes 

through the pre-tax transit benefit program. Employers can administer this program either through a 

payroll service company, or if they use in-house payroll, by contracting through a commuter benefit 

provider.  

The following list includes select Bellingham employers with at least 300 that are served by transit, 

representing potential low-hanging opportunities to expand the bulk pass program, increase revenue, and 

boost ridership: 

1) St. Joseph Hospital 

2) Bellingham and Ferndale School Districts 

3) Whatcom County 

4) Fred Meyer 

5) Zodiac Interiors 
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6) Lummi Nation 

7) Matrix Service, Inc.  

8) Alpha Technologies 

9) T-Mobile Call Center 

10) Bellingham Technical College  

11) Smith Gardens 

12) The Markets, LLC 

13) Family Care Network 

14) Faithlife Corporation 

Employer Discount Program Pricing Case Studies 

The structure of employer pass programs varies throughout the U.S. Three examples—King County Metro, 

Alameda-Contra Costa (AC) Transit, and Denver Regional Transportation District (RTD)—offer best 

practices for pricing of pass programs.  

King County Metro 

King County Metro offers two models of providing ORCA passes for employees through its employer 

commute services program. 

The ORCA business passport program is only available as an employer-provided benefit. The pass 

provides a $5.75 trip value that is eligible anywhere ORCA cards are accepted. The business passport is an 

annual transit pass that must be purchased for all benefits-eligible employees. Additionally, the employer 

must subsidize at least 50% of the cost of each pass. Businesses with 20-499 employees, or as few as 5 

employees for employers in downtown Seattle and Bellevue, pay standard pricing. Businesses with over 

500 employees receive a subsidy and several add-ons including a “home free guarantee” (HFG), and 100% 

subsidy of vanpool and vanshare. Pricing is based on the location of the company and estimated ridership.  

The ORCA business choice pass program offers monthly passes or e-purse deposits at retail prices. There 

is no requirement to purchase passes for all employees—employers may purchase as many or as few as 

needed. The pricing is based on the length of the transit trip. For both programs, the total monthly costs 

cannot exceed the federal limit of $255 per month. 

AC Transit 

AC Transit defines its EasyPass program as being established for a defined employee pool—for example, 
all full-time employees or all employees who live in AC Transit’s service district. According to AC Transit 
policy, employers must provide passes for all employees in the defined pool regardless of current or 
anticipated usage, and EasyPass is not refundable or transferable to anyone else. Pricing of EasyPass is 
based on a tiered system that factors in the size of the participant pool and level of transit service (  
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Figure 33). Employers pay an annual per-participant price based on the matrix shown below. Employers 

can choose to subsidize the cost of the pass (in part or in whole) or to pass the cost on to employees as a 

group benefit. 

  



STRATEGIC PLAN | BUSINESS PLAN 

Whatcom Transportation Authority 
 

Nelson\Nygaard Consulting Associates, Inc. | 49 

Figure 33 AC Transit EasyPass Pricing Structure 

 

Annual Price Per Participant by Number of Program Participants 

Level of Transit 
Service 

100-500 501-1,000 1,001-5,000 
5,001-
10,000 

10,001+ 

1 $121 $103 $86 $68 $51 

2 $108 $93 $78 $64 $48 

3 $93 $82 $69 $58 $45 

4 $81 $70 $62 $53 $43 

Source: AC Transit 

Note: Level of Transit Service is a numerical score that reflects the frequency and concentration of commuter bus service available within the ¼ mile of 
worksite(s). Scores range from 1-4 with 1 representing the highest level of service and 4 the lowest. Only peak-hour service is considered when calculating a 
score, and adjustments are made for gaps in service, impediments to pedestrian access, and whether the lines in the immediate vicinity provide service to and 
from San Francisco or the Peninsula. 

Denver RTD 

Denver RTD’s Business EcoPass provides unlimited usage of RTD services and is an annual transit pass 

purchased by a company and its employees or a collection of residences. Similar to AC Transit’s policy, 

companies purchase the EcoPass for all full-time employees with an option to include part-time 

employees. Transit service levels are also accounted for through a tiered pricing structure (Figure 34). 

Pricing for businesses is determined by two factors—location of the business (and corresponding level of 

service for that area) and total number of full-time employees or total number of full/part-time employees 

on the payroll. Contract minimum rates apply for businesses with a per-person rate that equals less than 

the contract minimum. 

Additionally, Boulder County offers a multi-year EcoPass discount (60% off of the first year's purchase 

price, 30% off of the second year's contract price) to all businesses and neighborhoods signing up for their 

initial EcoPass contract. EcoPass is also tax deductible to employers and tax free to employees. 

Figure 34 Denver RTD Business EcoPass Pricing Structure (2016) 

Cost per Employee per Year (2016) 

Service 
Level Area Number of 

Employees 
Contract 
Minimum 
Per Year 

1-24 
Employees 25-249  

Employees 250-999 
Employees 

1,000-
1,999 

Employees 
2,000+ 

Employees 
A: Outer 

Suburban 

1-10 
11-20 
21+ 

$1,150 
$2,300 
$3,448 

$98 $85 $75 $64 $60 

B: Major 
Transit 
Centers 

1-10 
11-20 
21+ 

$2,108 
$4,215 
$6,322 

$209 $189 $173 $160 $151 

C:Downtown 
Denver CBD 

1-10 
11-20 
21+ 

$2,874 
$5,748 
$8,621 

$532 $493 $470 $459 $434 

D: DIA and 
home 

businesses 

1-10 
11-20 
21+ 

$2,874 
$5,748 
$8,621 

$544 $522 $483 $470 $445 

Source: Denver RTD 



STRATEGIC PLAN | BUSINESS PLAN 

Whatcom Transportation Authority 
 

Nelson\Nygaard Consulting Associates, Inc. | 50 

Lessons Learned for WTA 

 Large employers in Bellingham (300 employees or more) that are served by transit are strong 

candidates for expanding the bulk pass program which will increase revenue and boost ridership. 

 Being that most employers in Bellingham are not as large as the ones served by the agencies 

described above, WTA would need to adjust its discount categories if it were to move forward with 

an advertised employer pricing structure for its bulk pass program.  

University Pass Programs 

Student pass programs can be mutually beneficial partnerships for both transit agencies and institutions 

of higher education. For transit agencies, these partnerships can effectively boost ridership and guarantee 

a relatively steady stream of funding. Conversely, colleges and universities are able to market the program 

to students as a convenient and cheaper alternative to driving and parking, and as a way to improve 

livability by reducing congestion on campus. For many universities, campus transit services is a 

sustainable and economic alternative to providing parking.8   

The Interlocal Agreement between WTA and WWU allows enrolled university students to ride fixed-route 

services with their student IDs. The price is adjusted annually based on the average change in student 

enrollment over the previous three years. From the 2014-2015 academic year, the total cost divided 

among all enrolled students was approximately $60. Money for these funds comes from the Student 

Transportation Fee, which is $26.259 per quarter (and $21 for the summer quarter). Students taking at 

least six credits are automatically enrolled in the program. Graduate students, students with 1-5 credits, 

and summer employee students may opt into the program. The WWU Student Transportation Fee was 

originally approved in 2007 and stipulated that fee increases would be limited to 5% per year unless 

approved by the students through a vote. In 2013, a quarterly fee increase (from $25 to $26.25) was 

approved by AS Board and WWU Board of Trustees. 

Revenue Sources for Student Pass Programs 

The most common partnership between a university and a transit agency is through a service contract. 

The majority of these involve some form of a prepaid or unlimited access service, whereby students (and 

sometimes faculty/staff) gain access to service that is funded by any combination of student fees, parking 

permits, parking fees, and university general funds. Student fees (the most prevalent source of funding for 

these partnerships) can range from less than $10 to well over $50 per semester10. For most universities 

that pay for transit with student fees, the fee per student must be approved by a student referendum, with 

many of these agreements requiring periodic referendums to renew student fees. According to a 

Transportation Cooperative Research Program (TCRP) report on transit services on college campuses, 

passing this referendum is one of the most important, yet most time consuming, steps toward expanding 

transit service for university students11.  

In addition, many universities use revenue generated from parking permits and fees to supplement (or 

serve in place of) student fees that support transit operations. Using parking revenue to fund university 

transit operations makes sense logistically (shuttle services often connect with student parking), 

                                                             

8 The national average for structured parking construction is $19,000 per space (Carl Walker, 2016, Mean Construction Costs, 
Carl Walker Consulting) 

9 Of the $26.25 collected from students, WTA sees approximately $21.77. 

10 The University of Florida, for example, charges a mandatory Transportation Access Fee of $7.88 per credit hour (as of 2013), 
which serves to fund the university’s $62.94 per service hour payment to the Regional Transit System. Full-time students typically 
enroll for 12 to 15 credits per semester and subsequently pay fees ranging from approximately $94 to $118. 

11 TCRP Synthesis 39, Transportation on College and University Campuses: A Synthesis of Transit Practice. 
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financially (parking funds are typically stable sources of revenue), and philosophically (universities that 

want to discourage drive-alone trips can do so by incentivizing transit and charging for parking). 

Currently, WWU does not apply parking revenue towards transit operations.  

Cost Reimbursement Methods for Student Pass Programs 

The most common type of reimbursement method between universities and transit agencies is similar to 

the one between WTA and WWU. In these cases, the university pays one lump sum per year based on the 

number of students (and faculty and staff, if they are also part of the agreement) that will be eligible to 

access transit service for “free.”  

Another strategy is for universities to make payments based on actual usage levels (typically at a 

discounted rate). One example is the UCLA BruinGO! Transit program. For $33 per quarter, students are 

able to ride all routes on Santa Monica Big Blue Bus and Culver CityBus. For each ride, UCLA reimburses 

the transit agency at a discounted rate of 84%. Enrolled students who do not opt into the program can still 

ride for a reduced fare or “co-pay” (currently $0.50) with UCLA reimbursing the agency for the remainder 

of the discounted fare (currently $0.34). The “co-pay” option is not available during Summer Quarter. 

One final method is for universities to reimburse the transit agency based on the amount of service 

provided. Payment based on service provided is typically negotiated explicitly (i.e., setting an hourly rate) 

or implicitly (i.e., both sides considering required service hours but negotiating specific dollar amounts). 

Michigan State University has an agreement with the Capital Area Transportation Authority (CATA) that 

includes costing methodology to determine cost per hour for fixed-route and paratransit service. CATA 

operates 23 fixed routes, five of which serve campus on weekdays. Students can elect to purchase a 

semester pass ($50) to access unlimited rides from August to December or January to Mid-June. Students 

who do not purchase the pass are still eligible for discounted fares, monthly passes, or 10-Ride passes. 

Finally, CATA also offers a $20 semester pass that is good only on a special route that serves a commuter 

lot and Central Campus.  

Figure 35 describes the three main methods for universities contributing to transit agencies, with pros 

and cons as they relate to the current agreement between WTA and WWU.            

Figure 35 Reimbursement Methods Pros and Cons 

Contribution  Method Pros Cons 

Enrollment- 
Based 

University pays 
a lump sum 
determined by 
anticipated 
enrollment 

 Process is well established and 
fees are already agreed upon 

 Relatively stable funding 

 Funds may not be commensurate with 
level of service offered or level of use 

 Renegotiating student fees can be 
difficult 

 Service unlikely to expand if funding 
remains the same 

Ridership- 
Based 

University 
reimburses 
agency based 
on actual or 
projected usage 

 Proportional to actual usage 

 Could boost revenue for WTA 

 

 Percentage increases/decreases may be 
more volatile than changes in enrollment 

 May require post-processing 

 Would likely result in higher student fees 

Service- 
Based 

University pays 
agency cost per 
hour for service   

 Proportional to actual services 
offered 

 Could boost revenue for WTA 

 Could allow WTA to easily 
expand service for WWU 

 WTA would need to develop 
methodology to indicate which 
routes/trips are primarily student-oriented   

 Would likely result in higher student fees 
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Putting It in Context 

In 2015, there were 1.9 million student pass boardings, accounting for 39% of total ridership. Divided into 

the annual sum paid to WTA that year ($798,580), the reimbursement rate for these boardings would be 

41%, even cheaper than the reduced fare for seniors and riders with disabilities. Put in this context, it is 

clear that WTA provides a valuable service to WWU at a relatively low cost. In addition to the expanded 

service it offers to meet student demand on routes that serve both students and the general public (e.g., 

Routes 105 and 190), WTA also operates several shuttle services that are entirely geared toward the 

commuting needs of university students (e.g., Routes 14S, 80S, 90A, 90B, 105S, 108S) and thus collects 

negligible farebox revenue from them.  

If WTA is to continue offering a high-quality service that meets the travel demands of WWU students, it 

needs to revisit its agreement with WWU. As it stands, a contract that effectively pays $0.41 per ride 

should not warrant the provision of university-only shuttle routes. WWU officials and students should 

understand that slightly higher fees to support student-tailored transit service is a much better alternative 

(financially and environmentally) than having to build the extra parking necessary to accommodate 

unmet demand from underfunded transit services.  

If WTA aims to revisit their contract with WWU, it seems unlikely that students would agree to raise fees 

high enough to cover a reimbursement rate similar to that of UCLA’s (84% of regular cash fare). However, 

if WTA and WWU were able to agree on a reimbursement rate of even 50%, contributed funds based on 

2015 ridership would increase by 19%. While the ridership-based and service-based funding examples 

described above illustrate a scenario in which WTA would be able to recuperate a cost more 

commensurate with the service offered to WWU, a revised agreement should not require WTA and WWU 

to reinvent the wheel. WTA should frame the discussion in a way that emphasizes the value they bring to 

the university, the services that the university may lose if funding does not increase, and (most 

importantly) the potential improvements students could gain from increased funding.    

Regardless of the reimbursement strategy, obtaining funding that is more commensurate with the level of 

transit service offered/used will most likely require WWU to revisit their level of contribution from 

student fees (unless they plan to reapportion parking revenue). TCRP’s review of partnership case studies 

reveals that a successful campaign to implement or raise student fees for transit service requires four 

main ingredients: student support (ideally with a student leader to champion the initiative), university 

cooperation (with open and honest communication between all parties), a capable transit system (WTA), 

and last, but not least, patience. 

Lessons Learned for UPass Programs 

 Reimbursement strategies can be enrollment-based, ridership-based, or service-based.  

 WWU riders effectively pay $0.41 per ride, which is lower than the discount for other passengers 

including seniors and people with disabilities. 

 Changing student fees for transit service would require support from students, cooperation with 

the university, and patience. 

Residential Pass Programs 

A few forward-thinking transit agencies in the U.S. are viewing multifamily buildings and neighborhoods 

as an opportunity to provide a bulk transit pass, much like an employer or a university.  
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King County Metro Transit (Seattle, WA) 

King County Metro Transit is currently developing a pass program called ORCA Multifamily Development 

Passport as an annual transportation pass that property owners can offer to residents. This pass gives 

residents access to bus, light rail, streetcar, commuter rail, and some ferry services, much in the same way 

a U-Pass or Employer Pass works. Participating property managers purchase Passport-loaded ORCA 

smartcards to offer to their residents. The pass must be offered to every residential unit, and the cost to 

the property manager for the first year is calculated by the existing transit use in the surrounding 

neighborhood. The cost in subsequent years will likely be based on actual transit use for the building. 

Property managers are able to market this amenity in a competitive real estate market to prospective 

residents, who may want to be a car-lite or car-free household.12 The program is still in development and 

will enter a pilot phase soon.  

RTD (Denver, CO) 

Denver RTD currently offers a new pass called the Neighborhood EcoPass, which is a discounted pass, 

purchased by neighborhoods inside the RTD district for all its residents. A Neighborhood EcoPass 

program that can be started by any contiguous group of residences (houses, condominiums, apartments, 

etc.). Residents are issued an EcoPass smartcard valid for up to one year of unlimited rides on all Local, 

Express, and Regional bus and rail service. To be eligible for the neighborhood EcoPass program, the 

neighborhood must be represented by either a county or city government entity or a registered 

homeowners association and must meet the following criteria: neighborhood must be located within the 

Regional Transportation District area, all homes must be included in the contract, and residents holding 

the pass must reside in the specified neighborhood.13 There is no minimum or maximum size for a 

neighborhood, and all full-time members of a household are eligible to receive the EcoPass. 

Pricing for the Neighborhood EcoPass program is determined by a direct mail RTD survey that looks at 

the neighborhood's current level of RTD ridership. Based upon the survey results, a per-household rate is 

determined and ranges from $80-$250 per household. The per-household rate is then multiplied by the 

total number of households to determine a final contract price. Smaller neighborhoods are subject to a 

contract minimum of $8,494. 

RTD recommends starting the program with 30 to 70 households in the first year and expanding in 

subsequent years. As with their Business EcoPass program, new Neighborhood EcoPass contracts in their 

first year are eligible for a 60% subsidy through Boulder County and a 30% subsidy in the second year. 

Lessons Learned for WTA 

 Bulk passes can be offered to multifamily apartment buildings or entire neighborhoods as a new 

way to coordinate transit usage beyond the traditional model of employers and universities.  

 Neighborhood bulk pass rates can be determined by assessing an area’s current level of demand 

through ridership survey. 

  

                                                             

12 For more details on King County Metro Transit’s ORCA Multifamily Development Passport, visit the program website: 
http://metro.kingcounty.gov/programs-projects/orca-multifamily-passport/ 

13 For more information on Denver RTD’s Neighborhood EcoPass program, visit the website: http://www.rtd-
denver.com/Neco.shtml 
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FARE CONCEPTS AND SCENARIOS 

The purpose of this section is to revisit the key findings and introduce a range of fare concepts for further 

analysis and review. Fare concepts are strategies that may be used to meet the goals and objectives 

described earlier in this chapter. However, concepts are preliminary. Some concepts may continue on to 

be further refined as part of an alternatives package while others will not.  

Fare scenarios are more specific and combine select concepts that can be compared against one another. 

This chapter describes six specific scenarios. Following the analysis of fare scenarios, a series of fare 

recommendations will bring together various concepts to make a final fare policy and structure 

recommendation. This analysis demonstrates the ridership and revenue impacts of a recommended fare 

structure and pass multipliers. 

 

Fare Concepts 

In keeping with the fare analysis goals, the following fare concepts were considered as part of the 

evaluation process in this study: 

 Prioritize Increased Revenue. While WTA seeks to keep the service affordable for customers, 

the agency has also committed to meeting a 15% farebox recovery goal each year. 

 Implement New Bulk Pass Programs. WTA should implement additional and revised bulk 

pass programs to encourage ridership and revenue growth.  

 Modify Pass Prices. The multipliers for monthly and quarterly passes are on the low end 

compared to passes offered by peer agencies. WTA offers additional discounts to youth/students, 

seniors, and people with disabilities. According to Federal rules, only a discount on non-peak 

period cash fares is required; additional pass discounts are simply a community benefit.  

 Increase Demand Response Fare. WTA could consider increasing the fare for demand 

response service to twice the regular fixed-route fare in keeping with industry standard14. 

Furthermore, an increase in demand response fares may help shift a proportion of riders to fixed-

route service, which is substantially less expensive to operate. 

 Increase Fare Revenue Generated from WWU. WTA should seek methods to ensure 

contributions from WWU match current ridership and level of service provided. 

  

                                                             

14 However, transit providers in Washington State typically charge the same base price for fixed-route and demand response 
service per regional guidance. 

Existing Conditions Concepts Scenarios Recommendations 
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Fare Model Approach and Assumptions 

Specific concepts related to potential fare structure and pricing changes were developed to evaluate 

potential impacts to WTA ridership and revenue. The fare model developed for this project is based on 

existing ridership and revenue data (FY 2015) and assumptions on average fare per passenger for each 

WTA fare product. This information is then used as a baseline to understand order of magnitude changes 

to fare revenues as a result of pricing changes. County Connector service was not included in this analysis. 

Consumption of transit, like other goods and services, reacts to cost. Significant research over time has 

examined the sensitivity of transit ridership to fare increases. In transit, the standard measurement of 

sensitivity to fare changes means that for every 10% increase in fares, ridership will decrease by 3% (and 

vice-versa).  

As such, elasticity factors are common in fare modeling, as they define the price sensitivity of riders to fare 

changes. An elastic factor suggests a larger change in ridership relative to a fare change. An inelastic factor 

suggests a relatively small change in ridership relative to a fare change. The model has been structured to 

use a relatively inelastic factor (-0.33) which is consistent with industry standards for regular fares; 

additionally, the model incorporates a “reduced” elasticity factor (-0.21) to account for observations 

associated with student, elderly, and disabled patrons.15 Using these elasticity factors, ridership changes 

(on a fare product basis) are determined from the proposed fare increase or decrease. A new average fare 

for each fare product is also calculated from the percentage change in the fare product price. Finally, 

multiplying the new ridership estimate by the new average fare produces a revenue estimate for that fare 

product.  

It should be cautioned that any estimation model is an approximation based on a set of assumptions and 

is highly dependent on accurate data inputs to ensure quality outputs. The fare model bases ridership and 

revenue changes strictly on price variation. Qualitative factors such as customer simplicity or other factors 

are not considered here, but are certainly factors in reality that influence ridership and revenue levels. 

Based on the perceived simplicity gains, it is likely that ridership benefits in each alternative are 

understated. As a result, the findings in this memo are simply estimates but offer a valuable means to 

compare different alternatives against one another. 

 

  

                                                             

15 Source: TCRP Report 95, Chapter 12, Transit Pricing and Fares. 
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Fare Scenarios 

Scenario 1: Combine Youth/Student and Reduced Pass Tiers 

This scenario evaluates the ridership and revenue impacts of increasing monthly and quarterly pass 

prices, as well as combining the pass price levels for youth/student and reduced fare categories. Full-

priced monthly and quarterly passes are increased to $30 and $80, respectively. Youth/student pass 

prices are held constant, while the reduced monthly pass is increased to $15 and the reduced quarterly 

pass is increased to $40. The Scenario 1 fare structure is shown in Figure 36. 

Figure 36 Scenario 1 Evaluation Fare Structure 

Fare Category Existing Fare 
Existing 
Monthly 

Multiplier 
Proposed Fare 

Proposed 
Monthly 

Multiplier 

Cash Fare  $1.00 - $1.00 - 

Reduced Cash Fare $0.50 - $0.50 - 

Day Pass $3.00 - $3.00 - 

WWU Quarterly Student Pass $21.77 7.3 $21.77 7.3 

Monthly Pass $25.00 25.0 $30.00 30.0 

Quarterly Pass $70.00 23.3 $80.00 26.7 

Youth/Student Monthly Pass $15.00 15.0 $15.00 15.0 

Youth/Student Quarterly Pass $40.00 13.3 $40.00 13.3 

Reduced Monthly Pass $13.00 26.0 $15.00 30.0 

Reduced Quarterly Pass $35.00 23.3 $40.00 26.7 
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Scenario 2: Combine All Pass Tiers 

In this scenario, all full fare, youth/student, and reduced pass tiers are combined and offered at the same 

price point—$30 for a monthly pass and $80 for a quarterly pass. The Scenario 2 fare structure is shown 

in Figure 37. 

Figure 37 Scenario 2 Evaluation Fare Structure 

Fare Category Existing Fare 
Existing 
Monthly 

Multiplier 
Proposed Fare 

Proposed 
Monthly 

Multiplier 

Cash Fare  $1.00 - $1.00 - 

Reduced Cash Fare $0.50 - $0.50 - 

Day Pass $3.00 - $3.00 - 

WWU Quarterly Student Pass $21.77 7.3 $21.77 7.3 

Monthly Pass $25.00 25.0 $30.00 30.0 

Quarterly Pass $70.00 23.3 $80.00 26.7 

Youth/Student Monthly Pass $15.00 15.0 $30.00 30.0 

Youth/Student Quarterly Pass $40.00 13.3 $80.00 26.7 

Reduced Monthly Pass $13.00 26.0 $30.00 60.0 

Reduced Quarterly Pass $35.00 23.3 $80.00 53.3 

Scenario 3: Increase Pass Prices by $5 

This scenario evaluates the ridership and revenue implications of increasing all pass prices by $5, 

including WWU quarterly student passes. The Scenario 3 fare structure is provided in Figure 38. 

Figure 38 Scenario 3 Evaluation Fare Structure 

Fare Category Existing Fare 
Existing 
Monthly 

Multiplier 
Proposed Fare 

Proposed 
Monthly 

Multiplier 

Cash Fare  $1.00 - $1.00 - 

Reduced Cash Fare $0.50 - $0.50 - 

Day Pass $3.00 - $3.00 - 

WWU Quarterly Student Pass $21.77 7.3 $26.77 8.9 

Monthly Pass $25.00 25.0 $30.00 30.0 

Quarterly Pass $70.00 23.3 $75.00 25.0 

Youth/Student Monthly Pass $15.00 15.0 $20.00 20.0 

Youth/Student Quarterly Pass $40.00 13.3 $45.00 15.0 

Reduced Monthly Pass $13.00 26.0 $18.00 36.0 

Reduced Quarterly Pass $35.00 23.3 $40.00 26.7 
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Scenario 4: Increase All Pass Prices by $10 

This scenario evaluates the ridership and revenue implications of increasing all pass prices by $10, 

including WWU quarterly student passes. The Scenario 3 fare structure is provided in Figure 39. 

Figure 39 Scenario 4 Evaluation Fare Structure 

Fare Category Existing Fare 
Existing 
Monthly 

Multiplier 
Proposed Fare 

Proposed 
Monthly 

Multiplier 

Cash Fare  $1.00 - $1.00 - 

Reduced Cash Fare $0.50 - $0.50 - 

Day Pass $3.00 - $3.00 - 

WWU Quarterly Student Pass $21.77 7.3 $31.77 10.6 

Monthly Pass $25.00 25.0 $35.00 35.0 

Quarterly Pass $70.00 23.3 $80.00 26.7 

Youth/Student Monthly Pass $15.00 15.0 $25.00 25.0 

Youth/Student Quarterly Pass $40.00 13.3 $50.00 16.7 

Reduced Monthly Pass $13.00 26.0 $23.00 46.0 

Reduced Quarterly Pass $35.00 23.3 $45.00 30.0 

Scenario 5: Prioritize Increased Farebox Recovery 

This scenario prioritizes increasing farebox recovery. WTA currently has a goal of achieving 15% farebox 

recovery for all services. FY 2015 total fixed-route operating expense was $21,226,500. The goal of this 

scenario is to exceed WTA’s 15% farebox recovery goal using fixed-route revenue only, which equates to 

approximately $3 million per year. WWU’s pass price increases, but the multiplier remains consistent 

with the existing level (7.3 per month). The Scenario 5 evaluation fare structure is provided in Figure 40. 

Figure 40 Scenario 5 Evaluation Fare Structure 

Fare Category Existing Fare 
Existing 
Monthly 

Multiplier 
Proposed Fare 

Proposed 
Monthly 

Multiplier 

Cash Fare  $1.00 - $1.50 - 

Reduced Cash Fare $0.50 - $0.75 - 

Day Pass $3.00 - $4.00 - 

WWU Quarterly Student Pass $21.77 7.3 $33.00 7.3 

Monthly Pass $25.00 25.0 $45.00 30.0 

Quarterly Pass $70.00 23.3 $120.00 26.7 

Youth/Student Monthly Pass $15.00 15.0 $35.00 23.3 

Youth/Student Quarterly Pass $40.00 13.3 $90.00 20.0 

Reduced Monthly Pass $13.00 26.0 $35.00 46.7 

Reduced Quarterly Pass $35.00 23.3 $90.00 40.0 
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Scenario 6: Increase WWU Quarterly Student Pass Price 

This scenario evaluates the ridership and revenue impacts of increasing WWU quarterly student pass 

pricing at three different levels—$30, $35, and $40. All other fare pricing remains the same. It should be 

noted that ridership loss in this scenario is likely overstated; many students would continue riding at 

existing levels since the student pass is included with payment of university fees. WWU fare levels and 

multipliers are shown in Figure 41. 

Figure 41 Scenario 6 Evaluation Fare Structure 

Fare Category Existing Fare 
Existing 
Monthly 

Multiplier 
Proposed Fare 

Proposed 
Monthly 

Multiplier 

WWU Quarterly Student Pass $21.77 7.3 

$30.00 10.0 

$35.00 11.7 

$40.00 13.3 

Scenario 7: Increase Zone Service Pricing 

This scenario evaluates the ridership and revenue impacts of increasing Zone Service pricing at three 

different levels—$1.50, $2.00, and $3.00. All other fare pricing remains the same. Zone Service fare levels 

are shown in Figure 41. Overall impacts in this scenario are minimal given the low existing ridership and 

revenue generated through Zone Service. 

Figure 42 Scenario 6 Evaluation Fare Structure 

Fare Category Existing Fare Proposed Fare 

Zone Service $1.00 

$1.50 

$2.00 

$3.00 
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Fare Scenario Summary 

A summary of estimated ridership and revenue impacts for each scenario is shown in Figure 43 and 

Figure 44. Scenario 1 and Scenario 6A have the most minimal effect on fixed-route ridership and revenue. 

Modifying zone service pricing in Scenario 7 also has a minimal effect on ridership and revenue. In 

contrast, Scenario 5 increases farebox revenue by approximately $1 million but could also lead to 

ridership loss in the range of 17%. These fare scenarios provide the basis for overall recommendations 

described in the next section. 

Figure 43 Scenario Annual Ridership and Revenue Impacts 

 

Estimated 
Annual 

Ridership 

Estimated 
Annual 

Ridership 
Change 

Ridership 
Percent 
Change 

Estimated 
Annual 

Revenue 

Estimated 
Annual 

Revenue 
Change 

Revenue 
Percent 
Change 

Existing Ridership and Revenue (FY 15) 4,934,429 - - $2,537,052 - - 

Scenario 1: Combine Youth/Student and 
Reduced Pass Tiers 

4,872,000 -62,200 -1% $2,630,000 $92,500 4% 

Scenario 2: Combine All Pass Tiers 4,638,000 -296,300 -6% $2,916,000 $378,500 15% 

Scenario 3: Increase Pass Prices by $5 4,747,000 -187,900 -4% $2,830,000 $292,700 12% 

Scenario 4: Increase Pass Prices by $10 4,559,000 -375,800 -8% $3,076,000 $538,700 21% 

Scenario 5: Prioritize Increased Farebox 
Recovery 

4,104,000 -830,100 -17% $3,527,000 $990,000 39% 

Scenario 6A: Increase WWU Quarterly 
Student Pass Price ($30) 

4,780,000 -154,300 -3% $2,762,000 $224,712 9% 

Scenario 6B: Increase WWU Quarterly 
Student Pass Price ($35) 

4,686,000 -248,000 -5% $2,874,000 $336,700 13% 

Scenario 6C: Increase WWU Quarterly 
Student Pass Price ($40) 

4,593,000 -341,800 -7% $2,967,000 $430,200 17% 

Scenario 7A: Increase Zone Service Pricing 
($1.50) 

4,936,205 -209 -0.004% $2,539,717 $680 0.027% 

Scenario 7B: Increase Zone Service Pricing 
($2.00) 

4,935,997 -417 -0.008% $2,540,188 $1,151 0.045% 

Scenario 7C: Increase Zone Service Pricing 
($3.00) 

4,935,580 -834 -0.017% $2,540,506 $1,469 0.058% 

 

  



STRATEGIC PLAN | BUSINESS PLAN 

Whatcom Transportation Authority 
 

Nelson\Nygaard Consulting Associates, Inc. | 61 

Figure 44 Scenario Annual Ridership and Revenue Impacts 
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FARE RECOMMENDATIONS 

Fare Pricing 

Adjust Pass Prices 

Several pricing adjustments are recommended for pass products, including the following:  

 To allow for multipliers more in keeping with peer agencies, increase monthly and 

quarterly pass pricing by $5. 

 To encourage fare structure simplicity, increase the reduced monthly and quarterly pass 

pricing to match youth/student product pricing. 

 Increase WWU quarterly student fees in keeping with current usage and level of service 

provided16. 

The recommended short-term fare structure is provided in Adjust Vanpool 
Pricing 

WTA has seen gradually reduced use in the existing vanpool program. According to the peer 

analysis, WTA’s fees are approximately 20% higher than peer agencies—likely a contributing 

factor to decreasing ridership, especially when combined with the low gas prices seen in 2016. It 

is recommended that WTA adjust current vanpool pricing levels to be more in line with peers, or 

approximately $100 per month based on 1,260 average monthly commute miles.  

  

                                                             

16 WWU is a negotiated agreement and any fare increases must be approved by the university. 
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Figure 45. According to scenario modeling, this fare structure results in a ridership loss of 6% and 

a 16% increase in revenue; however, it should be noted that ridership loss resulting from increases 

to the WWU quarterly pass is likely overstated. Ridership and revenue impacts are shown in 

Figure 46 and Figure 47. 

Cash Fare and Zone Service Pricing 

WTA prides itself on providing a high quality and affordable service for the community. Given 

that WTA is currently well-situated in terms of revenue and cash flow, local appetite for 

increasing fares is low at the current time. As such, this plan recommends maintaining the 

existing $1 cash fare in the near-term. It is recommended that Zone Service pricing remains 

aligned with regular cash fare pricing to retain simplicity in the fare structure. However, WTA 

should continue to evaluate the fare structure moving forward and ensure pricing continues to 

meet the agency’s goals. 

Adjust Vanpool Pricing 

WTA has seen gradually reduced use in the existing vanpool program. According to the peer 

analysis, WTA’s fees are approximately 20% higher than peer agencies—likely a contributing 

factor to decreasing ridership, especially when combined with the low gas prices seen in 2016. It 

is recommended that WTA adjust current vanpool pricing levels to be more in line with peers, or 

approximately $100 per month based on 1,260 average monthly commute miles.  
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Figure 45 Recommended Fare Structure 

Fare Category Existing Fare 
Existing Monthly 

Multiplier 
Proposed Fare 

Proposed 
Monthly 

Multiplier 

Cash Fare  $1.00 - $1.00 - 

Reduced Cash Fare $0.50 - $0.50 - 

Day Pass $3.00 - $3.00 - 

WWU Quarterly Student Pass $21.77 7.3 $34.00 11.3 

Monthly Pass $25.00 25.0 $30.00 30.0 

Quarterly Pass $70.00 23.3 $75.00 25.0 

Youth/Student Monthly Pass $15.00 15.0 $15.00 15.0 

Youth/Student Quarterly Pass $40.00 13.3 $40.00 13.3 

Reduced Monthly Pass $13.00 26.0 $15.00 30.0 

Reduced Quarterly Pass $35.00 23.3 $40.00 26.7 

Figure 46 Recommended Fare Structure Annual Ridership and Revenue Impacts 

 

Estimated 
Annual 

Ridership 

Estimated 
Annual 

Ridership 
Change 

Ridership 
Percent 
Change 

Estimated 
Annual 

Revenue 

Estimated 
Annual 

Revenue 
Change 

Revenue 
Percent 
Change 

Existing Ridership and Revenue (FY 15) 4,934,429 - - $2,537,052 - - 

Recommended Fare Structure 4,648,000 -286,000 -6% $2,940,000 $402,800 16% 

 

Figure 47 Recommended Fare Structure Annual Ridership and Revenue Impacts 
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Fare Policies 

Establish Guidelines for Fare Increases and Farebox Recovery 

Several factors need to be considered when raising fares, ranging from how fares are perceived by 

the transit riding public, whether they are “in-line” with peer agencies, to what is the 

“appropriate” ratio between passenger fares and operating costs. In the future, WTA should 

consider a transparent fare increase policy that enables more regular fare increases to stay in-line 

with inflation, farebox recovery, and other revenue-related trends. The following guidelines are 

provided for WTA’s consideration: 

 On a semi-annual basis, WTA should review the average fare, subsidy per passenger, and 

the farebox recovery ratio for transit services when developing the annual operating 

budget.  If all three ratios are declining and costs to operate the service are increasing, 

consider a fare adjustment.  

 Develop farebox recovery goals for different types of service, including fixed-route, zone, 

and demand response. 

 Develop preferred policies for pass discounts and multipliers. 

 Monitor the local consumer price index, and if increases are greater than 5% in any given 

year, consider increasing fares to keep pace with inflation. 

 Monitor and track use of all passes and if there is a significant drop in sales with any fare 

product, consider a fare adjustment for that product. Similar to an underperforming 

route, underperforming fare products should be evaluated for adjustments or 

elimination. 

 For all future fare increases, pass product prices should be rounded to the nearest dollar. 

Single-ride prices and/or day pass products should be rounded to the nearest quarter. 

 Fuel prices should be considered as part of a fare adjustment policy. However, given the 

volatility in fuel prices, it may be difficult to use average cost of fuel as a consistent 

barometer for a fare increase policy. 

 “Across the board” fare increases are simple and transparent, but will often create 

disproportionate impacts. These types of fare increases should be avoided unless 

supported by evidence that the strategy meets specific goals at the time of evaluation.  

 These guidelines assume that service levels would remain constant. Fare increases paired 

with service level increases may be warranted assuming support exists for both. Fare 

increases paired with service cuts should be avoided when possible.  

 “Premium” services, or services that offer a competitive time or comfort advantage over 

vehicle or transit alternatives, should continue to be considered for pricing at a higher 

level to differentiate the product. 

A potential fare structure for future implementation is provided in Figure 48.  
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Figure 48 Potential Future Fare Structure 

Fare Category Existing Fare 
Existing 
Monthly 

Multiplier 
Proposed Fare 

Proposed 
Monthly 

Multiplier 

Cash Fare  $1.00 - $1.50 - 

Reduced Cash Fare $0.50 - $0.75 - 

Day Pass $3.00 - $3.50 - 

WWU Quarterly Student Pass $26.25 8.8 $50.00 11.1 

Monthly Pass $25.00 25.0 $45.00 30.0 

Quarterly Pass $70.00 23.3 $115.00 25.6 

Youth/Student Monthly Pass $15.00 15.0 $25.00 16.7 

Youth/Student Quarterly Pass $40.00 13.3 $60.00 13.3 

Reduced Monthly Pass $13.00 26.0 $25.00 33.3 

Reduced Quarterly Pass $35.00 23.3 $60.00 26.7 

Implement New and Revised Bulk Pass Programs 

WTA should continue to explore potential partnerships related to bulk pass programs, 

particularly for large employers in Whatcom County. The benefit to major institutions is that a 

well-designed program provides a simple, packaged solution to help solve transportation access 

issues to their organization. 

It is recommended that the cost of a WTA’s bulk pass program be based on the number of trips 

taken by pass holders and the pre-determined cost per trip. Bulk pass agreements should be 

formalized with a contract to ensure that WTA is adequately reimbursed for ridership. At the 

same time, the partner entity can be confident that they benefit from the relationship through 

improved access to service for employees and discounted rates associated with a pre-paid fare. 

WTA should consider the following in developing pricing structures and contracts for bulk pass 

programs:  

 Discounted per trip rates: Bulk pass programs almost always offer a discounted trip 

rate. The amount of the discount must balance the benefit of a large, bulk purchase with 

the actual cost of providing the service. 

 Actual trips taken by bulk pass holders: The number of trips taken together with 

the fare determines the cost of the program, and thus agreement on how the number of 

trips taken is measured is critical. Depending on the type of fare collection system used by 

a transit agency, pass usage may be easily measured at the farebox. In other cases, the 

bulk pass program can measure trip levels through surveys. 

 Escalation rates: Bulk pass programs are nearly always effective in increasing transit 

ridership. Consequently, program costs can increase substantially after the first year. 

Transit agencies and universities often negotiate escalation rates to ensure program cost 

increases are manageable for end users, especially in the early years of the program. Bulk 

pass programs with existing institutions such as WWU should be revised to allow for 

periodic adjustment of pricing according to changes in ridership, operating cost, and level 

of service provided. 



BUSINESS PLAN | STRATEGIC PLAN 

Whatcom Transportation Authority 

Nelson\Nygaard Consulting Associates, Inc. | 68 

 Program marketing: For bulk pass programs to be successful, they must be 

successfully marketed. Marketing should capitalize on the cost benefits to riders and the 

environmental benefits associated with the program and should include information 

about how to use transit and/or other transportation programs. 

Consider Best Practices for Smart Card Deployment 

WTA is currently in the process of transitioning to a smart card program. WTA should consider 

best practices for the following conditions as implementation nears: 

 Pricing of the smart card  

 Proof-of-payment system  

 Coordination with other transit providers, including Skagit Transit 

 Payment mechanism, including ticket vending machines, retail partners, and online 

account management 

Summary of Recommendations 

Fare recommendations for WTA are comprised of fare pricing and fare policies to meet agency 

goals and align with peers. Figure 49 provides a summary of recommendations developed as part 

of the WTA fare study. 

Figure 49 Fare Recommendations Summary 

 

 

Fare Recommendations 

Fare Pricing Recommendations 

 Increase regular adult monthly pass and quarterly pass pricing 

 Increase the reduced monthly and quarterly pass pricing to match 
youth/student product pricing 

 Increase WWU quarterly student fees in keeping with current usage and 
level of service provided 

 Adjust vanpool pricing 

Fare Policy Recommendations 

 Establish guidelines for fare increases and farebox recovery 

 Implement new and revised bulk pass programs 

 Consider best practices for smart card deployment 


