Draft Comments on the Proposed Metro Fare Changes for Review by AFA Committee

At the January 26, 2012 meeting of the AFA committee, members reviewed and discussed the changes to WMATA’s fare policy that are proposed for fiscal year 2013.   The AFA will draft a letter to the WMATA Board with the comments and concerns that were expressed concerning the proposed changes. TPB staff has compiled the comments below.   Comments have been organized into two sections: 1. those concerning fixed route transit fare changes and 2. those concerning MetroAccess fare changes. 

Please review and send your comments and/or concurrence with these points to Dan Sonenklar by Friday, February 17.  If you have any clarifying questions for WMATA staff, they can be forwarded to WMATA as an attachment.  At the February 23 meeting the agenda will include a short item to finalize these comments.

Fixed Route Fare Changes: 

The AFA is concerned that increasing the surcharge for using paper fare-cards on MetroRail could significantly disadvantage people with limited incomes throughout the region. 

· The surcharge and flat-fare proposals on paper fare cards impose an excessive penalty to those that choose to use this method to access the MetroRail system. Paper fare cards are often used by low-income MetroRail riders who either cannot afford a SmartTrip® card, are not able to afford the lost card replacement fee if the card is misplaced.  Applying increased surcharges on those who use the paper fare card system will unfairly increase the cost of transit services for low-income individuals. 
· The AFA understands that WMATA would like to discourage the use of paper fare cards, but economic incentives have already proven inadequate to entice a significant number of low-income riders to switch to using SmarTrip.  Many riders with limited incomes already have foregone the free bus-to-bus transfer, preferring to pay full fare twice.  Many have also already have foregone the $15 7-Day Regional Bus Pass, which is the least expensive way to use transit services. Imposing more stringent economic incentives is not likely to influence this.
· In addition this proposed increase significantly disadvantages those that do not use the SmarTrip® system for either lack of trust in the system or lack of understanding.  There is a significant population of un-documented immigrant residents that simply do not trust SmarTrip® due to concerns with their immigration status.  In addition there is a significant portion of the population that is unfamiliar with the technology and do not understand how the SmarTrip® system works. 
The AFA is very concerned that increasing the cash payment surcharge on MetroBus to $2.00 will significantly disadvantage riders who are reliant on cash payments, as well as low-income and minority populations throughout the region.

· The proposed $0.40 surcharge for cash payments on MetroBus imposes an excessive penalty that will significantly disadvantage riders that are reliant on cash payments to access the bus system.  
· The increase in surcharge will have significant impacts specifically on low-income and minority riders. According the WMATA’s 2011 Title VI Equity Evaluation, nearly half of MetroBus riders who pay with cash are low-income residents, and a majority are minority residents. This indicates that an increase in the surcharge will be felt more by riders from these population groups.  
· In addition, the benefits of using a SmarTrip® card on MetroBus are only available to those with the resources and knowledge of the system to purchase one ahead of time.  SmarTrip® cards are not available for purchase at the point of service on the MetroBus system and  a limited retail locations throughout the region offer SmarTrip® cards for purchase. In addition, WMATA does not currently have a quality control system to ensure that retail outlets for these cards are enabling users to add fare to those cards.  Acquiring a SmarTrip® card and adding value to it requires extra time and effort on the part of the rider. 

The AFA is concerned that an increase in the charge for senior and disabled passengers on MetroRail and MetroBus will create a greater burden on these population groups. 

· The proposed fares for senior and disabled Metro passengers, though determined the same way as they are currently, will increase based on increases in the regular fares system-wide. The resulting senior and disabled fare increases may negatively impact users, many of whom have significant constraints on their income.  The fixed incomes of many MetroBus riders will not increase at the same rate as the fare increases.  
The AFA recommends that WMATA include provisions in the fare changes that would increase the availability of SmarTrip® cards to the low-income population and the general public.   

· If the goal of increasing the paper fare card and cash surcharges throughout Metro’s fixed route system is to incentivize SmarTrip® use, the new fare policy should include provisions that would increase the ability of all Metro users to obtain a SmarTrip® card.  This can be accomplished by:

1. Making SmarTrip® cards available for purchase at all MetroRail Stations ,

2. Distributing free SmarTrip® cards to low-income, senior, limited English proficiency populations and to those with disabilities 

3. Reducing or eliminating the cost of a SmarTrip® card, and 

4. Reducing or eliminating the cost of replacing a lost card. 
5. Making the SmarTrip® registration process simpler 
6. Implementing a sliding fee scale for low-income Metro users.  

Paratransit (MetroAccess) Fare Changes

The AFA opposes raising MetroAccess fares, and is concerned that this increase will negatively impact the most vulnerable populations in the region.  

· The current MetroAccess fares are already making it difficult for people reliant on paratransit service to meet their daily transportation needs and the increase will make it even worse. With the fare increase implemented last year, many MetroAccess users have found it difficult to pay for the much needed service.  Currently 52% of all MetroAccess trips are taken by low-income individuals.  Some of these riders are living on fixed-incomes with very little wiggle room in their budgets.  Whereas today the maximum fee per trip is $7, increasing this maximum to $7.40 will pose a larger burden on those that depend on paratransit services every day. 
The AFA recommends that WMATA should restructure the MetroAccess fare system to simplify and lower rates, not raise them.

· Currently MetroAccess prices are set at a rate that is twice the fastest comparable fixed route price.  This system is complex and unpredictable to users, and prices have become too high for many paratransit users to sustain.  While some paratransit users would choose alternative destinations or times for some trips to reduce their MetroAccess fares, this fare system makes that task very difficult.
