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Transfer Policy Peer Review 

As transit agencies have introduced electronic fare systems, some have adopted transfer policies and 
price differentials designed to encourage customers to adopt and use the new fare systems.  As the City 
and County of Honolulu Department of Transportation Services (DTS) moves towards the 
implementation of an electronic fare system, a review was conducted to better understand whether, 
how, and why other transit agencies have changed their transfer policies.  Information was also 
collected on the introduction of price differentials between cash fare and fares paid using stored value.  
The objectives of the peer review are to collect additional information about the factors that play into 
these decisions. 

Transfer policies refer to the rules that govern the benefits given customers whose trips require more 
than one boarding.  By granting transfers, transit agencies allow customers to make subsequent 
boardings at a reduced price.  Transfer benefits include factors such as the amount of the discount, the 
length of time a transfer is valid, and the routes to which a transfer is allowed (which governs whether 
customers are able to complete a roundtrip or to continue in the same direction on the same route).  
One aspect of this peer review is to determine whether transfers are allowed, the amount of transfer 
discounts allowed, and how transfer benefits are made available to customers, including whether they 
are available to customers paying cash fares and/or customers paying fares with stored value. 

In addition to information about transfer policies, this peer review summarizes the experiences of 
agencies that eliminated, or considered eliminating, cash transfers.  For the agencies that do not allow 
cash transfers, the objectives of this peer review have been to understand: 

• How transfers were eliminated, 

• Whether there was a mitigation plan for eliminating cash transfers, 

• How their policy boards and their customers reacted to plans to eliminate transfers, 

• What the biggest obstacles were to eliminating transfers, 

• What the equity and Title VI implications were, and 

• Whether changes were made to planned changes in response to such concerns.   

For the agencies that continue to allow cash transfers, the peer review summarizes why the agencies 
decided to retain transfers, the media they use to issue transfers, whether they have fare gates, and 
how transfers are handled at fare gates. 

Overview 
Table 1 gives an overview of bus or bus and light rail agencies that have introduced electronic fare 
payment (or are in the process of implementing electronic fare payment) and the decisions they have 
made with respect to transfers and cash/stored value fare differentials.  Where available, agencies’ 
objectives in adopting their transfer policies are noted.  Among these 20 agencies, most have changed 
their transfer policies, although not always directly in connection with the implementation of their 
electronic fare systems.   

Among the agencies that offer discounts to transferring passengers, transfer policies control factors 
such as the transfer validity period, the number of transfers that may be made within the validity period, 
the direction of travel permitted (some agencies prohibit round tripping and/or do not allow transfers to 
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be used to continue travel on the same route or on another route traveling in the same direction).  
Some agencies also assess transfer-related fees.  Transfer upgrade charges are the most common, 
requiring customers transferring from a local service to a more expensive (e.g., express) service to pay 
any difference in fares between the two services.  In some cases, peer agencies charge a fee (e.g., $0.25) 
to obtain a transfer or to use a transfer a second time. 

Overall, eight have limited transfers to electronic fare media, eight have eliminated transfers, and four 
have not changed their transfer policies: 

• Eight agencies have changed their transfer policies to limit transfers to electronic fare media 
with or after the implementation of their electronic fare systems (MARTA (Atlanta), MBTA 
(Boston), CTA (Chicago), Houston METRO, MDT (Miami), Sound Transit (Seattle), UTA (Salt Lake 
City), and WMATA (Washington DC)). 

• Eight agencies eliminated transfers: 

o Two eliminated transfers and introduced electronic day passes (AC Transit (Oakland) 
and MTS (San Diego)). 

o Six agencies eliminated transfers and introduced day passes, prior to and independent 
of the implementation of their electronic fare systems (MTA (Baltimore), LACMTA (Los 
Angeles), Valley Metro (Phoenix), Sacramento RT, SamTrans (San Mateo), and SCVTA 
(San Jose)); all but two (SamTrans and Valley Metro) now offer (and Sacramento RT will 
offer) day passes on electronic fare media. 

• Four agencies have implemented electronic fare systems but have not made changes to their 
transfer policies (Golden Gate Transit (Marin), Metro Transit (Minneapolis), San Francisco Muni, 
and King County Metro (Seattle)); all of these agencies offer both cash and stored value 
transfers. 

Some agencies with gated rail systems, such as Boston and Washington DC, have used their electronic 
fare systems to enable transfers from bus to rail. Limiting transfers to electronic fare media has also 
enabled agencies to implement and enforce transfer policies, such as controlling the number of 
transfers allowed per paid fare and restrictions on round tripping. 
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Table 1:  Fare Differentials and Transfer Policies for Agencies with Electronic Fare Systems 

Region 
(Electronic Fare 

System):  Agency 

Cash/Stored 
Value Fare 

Differentials 

Transfer Policies 

Cash 
Transfers 
Allowed 

Transfers 
Limited 

to Stored 
Value 

 
Transfers 

Eliminated Intra-Agency Transfer Policies Transfer Policy Objectives 
Atlanta (Breeze):  
MARTA 

-  ✓  • Limited transfers to stored value 
• No roundtrips on transfers 

• Capture ridership and revenue data 
to improve scheduling and service 
planning 

• Ability to configure complex fare 
policies and transfer rules 

• Reduce fare evasion 

Baltimore (Charm 
Card):  MTA 

-   ✓ • Eliminated transfers and 
introduced day passes, 
independent of electronic fare 
system implementation 

• Implemented day pass 
accumulator; magnetic stripe 
day passes also available 
onboard buses and at TVMs 

• No cash/stored value transfers  

• Minimize passenger/operator 
conflict 

• Eliminate need to print transfer 
receipts 

• Increase revenue, address revenue 
shortfall 

• Simplify fare structure 
• Eliminate transfer abuse 

Boston (Charlie 
Card):  MBTA 

Bus: 
$2.00/$1.50 
Rail: 
$2.50/$2.00 

 ✓ 
(bus/rail 

transfers) 

 • Expanded free bus-to-bus 
transfers to include bus-to-gated 
rail with smart card 
implementation 

• Rail-to-bus transfers limited to 
electronic fare media on 
CharlieCard; bus-to-bus 
transfers available on 
CharlieTicket 

• 1 transfer within 2 hours; no 
roundtrips 

• Increase electronic media adoption 
• Improve security, accountability, 

data to track transfer usage 
• Reduce costs of maintaining both 

chip-embedded and magnetic fare 
media for transfers 
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Region 
(Electronic Fare 

System):  Agency 

Cash/Stored 
Value Fare 

Differentials 

Transfer Policies 

Cash 
Transfers 
Allowed 

Transfers 
Limited 

to Stored 
Value 

 
Transfers 

Eliminated Intra-Agency Transfer Policies Transfer Policy Objectives 
Chicago (Ventra):  
CTA 

Bus:  
$2.00 
Rail: 
$3.00/$2.25 

 ✓ 
 

 • Transfers limited to stored value 
and limited use tickets 

• $0.25 for first transfer within 2 
hours; second transfer free 

• Limited use tickets from rail 
TVMs assessed a $0.25 transfer 
fee and $0.50 media fee 

• Reduce cash transactions 
• Reduce transfer-related fraud 
• Minimize maintenance of transfer-

issuing equipment 
• Improve bus operations by reducing 

dwell times, eliminating need to 
track transfer issuance and 
maintain onboard inventory 

Houston 
(Q Card):  METRO 

-  ✓ 
 

 • Transfers limited to stored value 
• Recently added day pass 

accumulator  

• Improve revenue recovery 
• Increase electronic media adoption 

Los Angeles (TAP):  
LA Metro 

-   ✓ 
 

• Eliminated transfers, introduced 
day passes, and introduced 
electronic fare media 

• No cash/stored value transfers 

• Minimize transfer-related fare 
abuse 

• Reduce revenue leakage 

Miami (EASY 
Card):  MDT 

-  ✓ 
 

 • Transfers limited to stored value 
and limited use tickets 

• 2 transfers within 3 hours; no 
roundtrips 

• Address fare abuse 
• Reduce revenue leakage 
• Reduce costs of maintaining both 

chip-embedded and magnetic fare 
media for transfers 

Minneapolis (Go-
To Card):  Metro 

- ✓   • Cash and stored value transfers 
available 

• Simplify fare policies 
• Reevaluate fares 

Phoenix (Platinum 
Card):  Valley 
Metro 

N/A 
(stored value 
not supported) 

  ✓ 
 

• Eliminated transfers, 
independent of electronic fare 
system implementation; day 
pass already available 

• Surcharge assessed for day 
passes sold on board buses  

• Address fare abuse 
• Reduce revenue leakage 
• Reduce passenger/operator conflict 
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Region 
(Electronic Fare 

System):  Agency 

Cash/Stored 
Value Fare 

Differentials 

Transfer Policies 

Cash 
Transfers 
Allowed 

Transfers 
Limited 

to Stored 
Value 

 
Transfers 

Eliminated Intra-Agency Transfer Policies Transfer Policy Objectives 
Sacramento 
(Connect Card):  
RT 

N/A   ✓ 
 

• Eliminated transfers, 
independent of stored value 
implementation; day pass 
already available 

• Reduce revenue leakage due to 
transfer-related fare abuse 

• Increase revenue to minimize 
service cuts 

• Reduce operating impacts 
associated with transfers 

Salt Lake City 
(FAREPAY):  UTA 

20% stored 
value discount 
(promotional) 

 ✓ 
 

 • Transfers limited to stored value 
• Cash transfers eliminated 

• Increase electronic fare adoption 
• Reduce transfer abuse 

San Diego 
(Compass):  MTS 

N/A 
(stored value 
not supported) 

  ✓ 
 

• Eliminated transfers; day pass 
already available 

• Surcharge assessed for cash day 
passes  

• Simplify fare structure 
• Speed boardings 
• Reduce passenger/operator conflict 

San Francisco 
(Clipper): 
AC Transit 
 
 

Eff. 7/2014: 
Adult:  
$2.10/$2.00 
S/D/Y: 
$1.05/$1.00 

  ✓ 
 

Eff. 7/2014:  eliminating transfers, 
introducing day pass/day pass 
accumulator 

• Avoid fare increase 
• Improve customer benefits 
• Increase fare payment efficiency, 

convenience 
• Minimize delays at farebox, speed 

boardings 
• Incentivize use of Clipper 

San Francisco 
(Clipper):  Golden 
Gate Transit 

- 
 
 

✓   • Cash and stored value transfers 
available 

• 3 transfers within 3 hours; no 
roundtrips 

 

San Francisco 
(Clipper):  
SamTrans 

-   ✓ • Eliminated transfers and 
implemented day pass, 
independent of electronic fare 
system implementation 
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Region 
(Electronic Fare 

System):  Agency 

Cash/Stored 
Value Fare 

Differentials 

Transfer Policies 

Cash 
Transfers 
Allowed 

Transfers 
Limited 

to Stored 
Value 

 
Transfers 

Eliminated Intra-Agency Transfer Policies Transfer Policy Objectives 
San Francisco 
(Clipper):  
SF Muni 

- ✓   • Cash and stored value transfers 
• Paper transfer serves as proof of 

payment with all door boarding 
• Unlimited travel within 90 

minutes 

 

San Francisco 
(Clipper): SCVTA 
 

-   ✓ • Eliminated transfers and 
implemented day pass, 
independent of stored value 
implementation 

• Implemented day pass 
accumulator 

• Reduce transfer abuse 
• Reduce revenue leakage 

Seattle (ORCA): 
King Co. Metro 

 
- 

✓   • Cash and stored value transfers 
• Cash transfers valid only for 

intra-agency transfers 
• Transfers valid for 2 hours 

• Increase electronic media adoption 
• Simplify fare collection, speed travel 
• Take advantage of ORCA 

discounts/transfers 

Seattle (ORCA): 
Sound Transit 

-  ✓  • Transfers limited to stored value • Increase electronic media adoption 
• Replace expiring regional transfer 

policies to take advantage of ORCA 
discounts/transfers 

• Simplify fare collection, speed travel 

Washington DC 
(SmarTrip): 
WMATA 

Bus: 
$1.80/$1.60 
(S/D 
$0.90/$0.80) 
Express Bus: 
$4.00/$3.65  
(S/D 
$2.00/$1.80) 
Rail: $1.00 
stored value 
discount 

 ✓ 
 

 • Transfers limited to stored value 
• Implementation of an electronic 

fare system enabled bus-to-
gated rail transfers 

• Increase electronic media adoption 
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The peer agencies can be broken into two subgroups: agencies that transitioned from transfers to day 
passes and agencies that offer transfers exclusively on electronic fare media. The 12 agencies, shown in 
Table 2, were selected because they represent a cross-section of transit providers that have eliminated 
transfers as well as agencies that have considered eliminating transfers but ultimately did not. 

Table 2:  Peer Agencies for Transfer Policy Review  

Region Agencies Electronic 
Fare System 

Of Interest Because: 

Peer Agencies that Transitioned from Transfers to Day Passes 

Los Angeles LACMTA TAP Previously eliminated transfers and introduced a day pass 
prior to launch of TAP.  With the current proposed fare 
change, Metro is considering reintroducing transfers, but 
limiting them to TAP stored value 

Sacramento RT Connect Card Will launch its electronic fare system later this year, but 
eliminated transfers several years ago with the objective 
of generating additional fare revenue 

San Diego MTS Compass Eliminated transfers; customers requiring transfers 
transitioned to day pass. $2.00 surcharge to purchase day 
pass Compass card at TVM or paper day pass onboard bus  

San Francisco 
(Alameda 
County) 

AC Transit Clipper Transfers being eliminated as of July 1, 2014 with 
implementation of day pass and day pass accumulator; 
bus fareboxes will issue magnetic stripe day passes 

Baltimore MTA CharmCard Eliminated transfers and introduced day passes prior to 
launch of Charm Card; bus fareboxes and station TVMs 
issue magnetic stripe day passes 

Phoenix Valley Metro N/A Eliminated transfers; customers requiring transfers 
transitioned to day pass. $1.75 surcharge to purchase day 
pass onboard bus 

Peer Agencies that Offer Transfers Exclusively on Electronic Fare Media 

Boston MBTA CharlieCard Eliminated paper transfers and limited transfer discounts 
to Charlie Card at launch 

Washington DC WMATA SmarTrip Eliminated paper transfers and limited transfer discounts 
to SmarTrip 

Chicago CTA Ventra Recently introduced the Ventra system.  Previously 
eliminated cash transfers and limited transfers to 
magnetic and smart card media 

Minneapolis Metro Transit Go-To Card Considered migrating transfers exclusively to their Go-To 
Card, but ultimately did not due to concerns about equity 
impacts on minority and low income customers 

Seattle King County 
Metro 
Sound Transit 

ORCA Both agencies participate in the regional electronic fare 
system program and offer inter-agency transfers only to 
stored value customers. Sound Transit intra-agency 
transfers are also on electronic fare media only; Metro 
still offers cash intra-agency transfers because of 
concerns about impacts on low income customers. 

Houston Houston 
METRO 

Q Card Eliminated paper transfers and limited transfer discounts 
to Q Card at launch; introduced day pass accumulator in 
addition to stored value transfers 
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Peer Agencies that Transitioned from 
Transfers to Day Passes 

The following peers have eliminated or are in the process of eliminating transfers and 
promoting/creating day passes. Among agencies that have eliminated transfers and transitioned to day 
passes (LACMTA (Los Angeles), Sacramento RT, MTS (San Diego), MTA (Baltimore), and Phoenix Valley 
Metro), some introduced a day pass (Baltimore MTA) or initiated on-board sales of day passes (Valley 
Metro) to help offset the impact on customers of eliminating transfers.  Many peers that sell day pass on 
board charge a surcharge to reduce on-board sales. AC Transit (San Francisco) will eliminate transfers 
and begin selling day passes on board buses in July 2014. 

Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority 
Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority (LACMTA) launched the Transit Access Pass 
(TAP), the regional electronic fare collection system, in 2008.  Over the six years since then, adjustments 
have been made to fare policies for LACMTA and other transit providers in the region that have adopted 
TAP.  

Transfer Elimination.  In 2004, LACMTA eliminated intra-agency transfers, primarily to minimize 
transfer-related fare abuse and reduce revenue leakage.  Prior to 2004, LACMTA offered transfers valid 
for one additional boarding.  They were sold for $0.25 for an adult customer and $0.10 for a reduced 
fare customer.  Upon presenting the first transfer, the customer could pay the transfer charge again and 
obtain a second transfer, valid for one more boarding.  Customers could purchase a maximum of two 
transfers.  The paper transfer slips were preprinted with the date, direction, and route number and were 
torn to be valid for 60 minutes from the end of the bus run.  Transfers were accepted on fixed route 
buses and on the Metro rail system, which at the time was not gated and fare collection required proof 
of payment.  Transferring customers were able to continue in the same direction but not on the same 
line.  Initially, customers were not allowed to travel in the reverse direction on any line; that policy was 
changed to enable round tripping, but not on the same line. 

In order to offset potential impacts from the decision to eliminate transfers, LACMTA decreased the 
regular cash fare by $0.10 to $1.25, instituted a day pass, and increased the cost of the monthly pass by 
$10 to $52. The day pass was priced at $5.00, or 3.3 times the price of a cash fare ($1.25) plus a 
(discontinued) transfer charge ($0.25). These changes were made prior to the 2008 launch of TAP. 

Currently, 50% of customers transfer and 11% of customers use day passes on buses and 16% use them 
on rail.  The day pass is particularly valuable to customers who cannot afford a monthly pass because it 
is valid on all LACMTA services for unlimited boardings.   

Introduction of TAP.  LACMTA piloted TAP in late 2007 and launched TAP to the general public in early 
2008. All Metro pass products now are available exclusively on TAP. Launch of the system required 
extensive advertising, operator training, and TAP card distribution.   

Since launch, TAP has expanded to other regional transit operators. Current TAP partners include: 
Antelope Valley Transit Authority (AVTA), Culver City Bus, Foothill Transit, Gardena Municipal Bus Lines, 
Los Angeles Department of Transportation (LADOT), LACMTA Metro, Montebello Bus Lines, Norwalk 
Transit, City of Santa Clarita Transit, and Torrance Transit (Line 4 only). TAP is coming soon for 14 
additional operators. 
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Reduced fare TAP cards are offered for student, senior, and Los Angeles County Transit Operators 
Association (LACTOA)/disabled customers:  K-12 Student TAP Card, College/Vocational TAP ID, Senior 
TAP ID Card, and LACTOA Disabled TAP ID Card. The conversion of ID cards began in January 2010. 
Applications, required documentation, and processing fees can be submitted at any Metro or 
participating Municipal Customer Center location or mailed to the TAP Reduced Fare Office. 
College/Vocational TAP ID, Senior TAP ID, and LACTOA Disabled TAP ID cards require a photo. Senior and 
disabled pass holders were required to transition to reduced fare TAP cards by December 2010. By 
November 2010, 70% of senior and disabled pass holders had converted to TAP cards. 

Gating of Metro Rail Stations.  LACMTA does not accept cash fares at Metro rail stations.  With the 
decision to gate the Metro rail system starting in 2012, paper fare products (single ride tickets, day 
passes) were eliminated in favor of migrating rail fares to TAP.  Cash customers on the rail system must 
purchase a TAP card ($1 at TVMs) and add stored value (the minimum is $5) and/or a pass product from 
a station TVM. 

This transition was heavily marketed and timed to coordinate with the locking of the fare gates. The 
“TAP only” rail campaign started months before launch, and support staff distributed TAP cards to 
customers at Metro rail stations. The rail system was “converted” station-by-station and the transition 
to TAP-only occurred with minimal impact to customers. The last fare gates were locked in summer 
2013. 

TAP Day Pass.  Paper day passes were transitioned exclusively to TAP cards in 2012. For about the first 
year of TAP implementation, TAP cards were available free to bus customers purchasing day passes on 
board.  In six weeks, LACMTA had distributed 500,000 TAP cards on board buses. This initial effort 
required considerable communication, training, and effort by bus operators and customers.  While the 
issuance of TAP day passes on board initially increased dwell times and customer service calls, they both 
improved as TAP card penetration increased. After the first year, LACMTA began charging $1 for TAP 
cards when purchased on board with a day pass.   

Customers can still purchase a day pass from station TVMs or on board buses. The process of purchasing 
day passes on board buses has been refined to minimize operator interaction and dwell time. Customers 
purchasing a day pass on board buses insert cash into the farebox and the operator presses a button on 
the farebox that enables customers to tag their TAP card and load a day pass. For customers without 
TAP cards that want to purchase a day pass, bus operators have a supply of blank TAP cards to sell to 
customers. After the customer inserts money into the farebox, the operator tags a blank TAP card to 
load the day pass. 

Title VI Considerations. A Title VI analysis was conducted when the price of the TAP card was reduced to 
$1 with purchase of stored value/product at TVMs and on board buses. TAP cards sold at retailers and 
Metro Customer Service Centers still cost $2. Infrequent customers were considered when pricing the 
TAP card. Given that a TAP card is required to enter a gated rail station and that day passes are only 
available on a TAP card, charging an infrequent customer the full price for a TAP card could be 
burdensome, particularly since the day pass was (and is) not a regional fare product.  

More recently, LACMTA Operations has considered phasing out the sale of TAP cards on board buses. 
When TAP was introduced, cards were made available on buses as a pilot program to facilitate access to 
cards. As a pilot program, on-board sales should have been discontinued, but cards have continued to 
be made available on buses, even though on-board sales are no longer encouraged.  Since these sales 
were not previously discontinued, LACMTA is now addressing equity issues and Title VI requirements as 
they take steps to eliminate on-board sales of TAP cards. The most significant concern is related to the 
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two-tiered card fee:  $1 on buses versus $2 at retailer locations.   Currently, there is no plan to stop on-
board loading of day passes onto TAP cards already in a customer’s possession. 

Inter-Agency Transfers.  As more regional transit agencies adopt the TAP card and with the installation 
of fare gates at Metro rail stations, paper inter-agency transfers were eliminated and inter-agency 
transfers are issued on TAP cards or LU media.  Non-TAP agencies issue transfers on LU media in order 
to enable access through Metro rail fare gates, but account for only a small percentage of overall 
ridership.  This solution was made feasible by a supply of LU media LACMTA had purchased, but had not 
used, for another purpose.  LACMTA is currently working with the other operators to eliminate the LU 
transfers and to limit inter-agency transfers to TAP. 

The following FAQs from LACMTA’s website describe the process for making inter-agency transfers: 

How do I transfer from a Metro bus to another municipal line? 
Ask the operator for a Metro-to-Muni transfer. Your transfer will be loaded on your existing TAP card or 
you will receive a paper transfer. 
How do I transfer from Metro rail to another municipal line? 
After using your TAP card to board the train, purchase a Metro-to-Muni transfer at a TAP Vending 
Machine before you leave the station. You will have the choice of loading a transfer onto your TAP card 
for TAP-enabled municipal operators, or purchasing a paper transfer (check with your local municipal 
line for transfer details). Both are the same price. 
How do I transfer from a municipal line to Metro bus? 
Your TAP card is valid on any bus operated by Metro as long as it is loaded with a valid Metro pass, 
Stored Value or Interagency Transfer. 
How do I transfer from a municipal line to Metro rail? 
Tell your operator that you would like to buy a transfer to Metro rail. If you already have a TAP card, pay 
the operator and the electronic transfer will be loaded onto your card. If you do not have a TAP card, 
pay the operator and you will receive a one-time use disposable paper TAP card (polka dot). At the 
Metro Rail station, tap your card on the turnstile or validator. Your card is good for one ride only. 
Source: http://www.taptogo.net/tapfaqs.php?hmm=tf 

TAP Distribution.  TAP cards are sold together with stored value or fare products only; blank cards are 
not available. 

Reusable extended-use TAP cards for regular fare customers can be obtained and reloaded in the 
following ways: 

• At LACMTA Customer Service Centers and approximately 400 Metro retail locations, customers 
can purchase and reload TAP cards. Specific locations are listed on taptogo.net or available by 
calling 1-866-TAPTOGO. 

• Online at taptogo.net, customers can order and reload TAP cards. New cards are mailed to the 
customer. 

• At TAP TVMs at Metro rail and Metro Orange Line (BRT) stations, customers can purchase and 
reload TAP cards. 

• Over the phone at 1-866-TAPTOGO, customers can order and reload TAP cards with a minimum 
purchase of $5. 

• On-board Metro buses, customers can purchase a TAP card with purchase of a day pass. 
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The TAP Metro retail network is a result of LACMTA’s longstanding relationships with many check 
cashing and small businesses that date back decades to the sale of tokens and passes.  LACMTA has 
limited relationships with big chain stores. 

Market Penetration.  As a result of fare policies that migrated all LACMTA pass products to TAP, TAP 
penetration had reached about 50% of all boardings by the end o f2012, before Metro rail gates were 
locked.  This rate has almost certainly increased since Metro rail fare gates were locked. The only non-
TAP customers are cash paying bus customers, who account for about 28% of boardings.  TAP 
penetration is expected to increase further if LACMTA introduces free transfers within 90 minutes of 
fare payment on TAP.    

Future Fare Changes.  LACMTA is currently considering a fare change.  A current proposal would 
increase fares and reintroduce transfers for customers paying with TAP stored value.  For the price of a 
stored value fare, customers would be entitled to unlimited travel for 90 minutes; no decisions have 
been made about specific transfer policies such as directional constraints.  Consideration is also being 
given to eliminating most service-type and express surcharges and going to a single zone structure for 
express services. 

The proposed pricing strategy is expected to reduce the demand for day passes and increase demand 
for TAP stored value and therefore, for TAP cards and places to load them. Increasing TAP usage will also 
help decrease dwell times by reducing operator/passenger interactions. Currently, 28% of ridership pays 
cash on board buses.   

There are also efforts underway to reconsider inconsistent inter-agency transfer rules.  For example, 
because LACMTA’s intra-agency transfers were eliminated with the introduction of day passes, 
customers can transfer from a connecting transit provider to an LACMTA bus, but not from one LACMTA 
bus to another.  Inter-agency transfers cost $0.35 and paper transfers have already been eliminated.  
For customers purchasing transfers from connecting TAP agencies, the transfer credit is encoded on 
their TAP cards.  Non-TAP agencies issue LU transfers that allow access to LACMTA buses as well as 
through Metro rail fare gates.  Consideration is being given to eliminating LU transfers, limiting inter-
agency transfers to TAP, and assessing the transfer fee on the second boarding (instead of on the 
originating boarding). 

A Title VI analysis has not yet been conducted for the current fare restructuring proposal.  Since the 
change would reinforce the use of TAP, it is expected that there would be a need to expand the retail 
network in some specific areas.  LACMTA would also need to undertake a regional marketing effort as 
part of the fare change.  According to reports in the Los Angeles Times about recent public hearings on 
the proposed fare change, “Advocates argue the fare increases will disproportionately affect low 
income, minority passengers. More than 80% of bus and rail riders are minorities and their average 
household income is less than $20,000, according to Metro data.”1 

Key Takeaways:  

• Making all of the changes at once, rather than sequentially, can shorten the pain and get to the 
end goal more quickly. 

                                                           
1 “Transit riders assail proposed Metro fare hike at public hearing,” Los Angeles Times, March 29, 2014.  
http://www.latimes.com/local/la-me-0330-mta-hearing-20140330,0,2667192.story#axzz2xSDzfTjt 

 

http://www.latimes.com/local/la-me-0330-mta-hearing-20140330,0,2667192.story#axzz2xSDzfTjt
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• Extending promotions such as onboard sales of EU cards beyond a defined pilot period can result 
in a more formal process to eliminate the promotion, including potentially a Title VI analysis. 

• Deploying an electronic fare system in a region with multiple operating agencies is complicated. 
Because some of the other transit operators in the region are just now adopting TAP, and with 
the gating of the Metro rail system, seamless fare payment has been more difficult, not easier, 
for customers. An interim solution has accommodated non-TAP agencies by enabling them to 
issue inter-agency transfers on LU media. 

• Extensive marketing and outreach are key to successful implementation of both electronic fare 
payment implementation and fare policy changes. The success of LACMTA’s efforts can be 
measured in terms of declining customer complaints and increasing TAP penetration. 

Training of retailers and operators is challenging. For TAP, training was required for all operators 
and the retail outlets contracted to add stored value and products to TAP cards. 

Sacramento Regional Transit 
From 2008 through 2010, Sacramento Regional Transit (RT) underwent three service cuts and two fare 
increases to address budget shortfalls. In 2008, bus service was reduced by 7%. In 2009, bus service was 
cut 4%, at the same time that fares were increased and transfers were eliminated. In 2010, bus and rail 
service were further reduced by 20% and 17%, respectively. 

In 2009, RT needed to balance service cuts and fare increases to address a $9 million budget deficit. In 
attempts to minimize further service cuts, RT sought strategies to increase revenue and reduce revenue 
leakage related to transfer-related fare abuse. In January 2009, single ride fares increased from $2.00 to 
$2.25. In September 2009, single ride fares increased again from $2.25 to $2.50, transfers were 
eliminated, and service was cut by 4%. However, the price of the day pass did not change. At $6.00, the 
price of the day pass equaled two cash fares plus the previous cost of two transfers. The effective 
breakeven point is 2.4 trips; therefore, a customer must board at least three times to justify purchasing 
a day pass. 

RT was unable to generate more revenue through the fare changes since fare increases and the 
elimination of transfers occurred around the same time as service cuts and job losses in the region. One 
continuing concern is the loss of ridership due to mode shifts caused by the high cost to ride transit. 

As show in Table 3, from fiscal year 2009 to fiscal year 2010, ridership decreased by 6% following the 
elimination of transfers, fare increases, service cuts, and other consequences of the recession. During 
this time period, the number of day passes increased from 6.5 million (19% of boardings) to 7.4 million 
(22% of boardings). However, the 0.9 million growth in day pass boardings did not account for the loss 
of 2.4 million transfer boardings. Many of these customers most likely changed modes or forwent trips 
due to fare increases, service cuts, higher cost of one-way trips requiring transfers, and/or other impacts 
of the recession. 
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Table 3: Sacramento RT Boardings by Fare Product Before and After Service Changes and Elimination 
of Transfers in 2009 

 
FY 2009 Boardings FY 2010 Boardings % Change in 

Boardings # (millions) % # (millions) % 

Single Fare 5.8 16% 4.9 15% -15% 

Transfer 2.4 7% - - -100% 

Day Pass 6.5 19% 7.4 22% 14% 

Monthly/Semi-Monthly Pass 10.0 29% 9.7 29% -3% 

No Fare 0.8 2% 1.0 3% 14% 

Other (Non-Revenue and 
Other Pass Types) 

9.5 27% 10.1 31% 6% 

Total 35.0  33.1  -6% 
  

Source: Sacramento RT, 2012 (data provided by RT staff for a peer review conducted by CH2M HILL for St. Louis Metro)  

 

The distribution of boardings by product type has remained relatively constant since the elimination of 
transfers. In 2012, 21% of customers used a day pass. However, overall ridership has decreased almost 
25%.  

Electronic Fare System Launch.  Rollout of the Sacramento area’s regional electronic fare system is 
planned for 2014.  The new electronic fare system will provide electronic fare payment options for 
customers on Sacramento RT, El Dorado Transit, e-tran in Elk Grove, Folsom Stage Line, Yolobus, and 
Yuba-Sutter Transit 

The system has been designed with a day pass accumulator, tentatively planned to accumulate to 
separate caps for each agency.  RT has no plans to reintroduce transfers.  Recognizing the importance of 
retail outlets for electronic fare media sales and reloads, RT is currently negotiating with retailers for 
sales terminals to distribute and load EU cards. 

Key Takeaways:  

• Understanding ridership patterns is important when eliminating transfers and pricing alternative 
fare products. 

• Elimination of transfers, introduction of day passes, and pricing of day passes may increase costs 
to ride transit and customers may shift to alternative modes for their travel. 

San Diego Metropolitan Transit System 
San Diego Metropolitan Transit System (MTS) eliminated transfers in 2009 as part of broader fare 
structure changes that were implemented between January 2008 and July 2009. The primary objectives 
of these changes were to: 

• Simplify the fare structure;  

• Speed up boarding (free transfers caused schedule delays as operators had to take time to read 
and interpret the validity of the transfer based on multiple criteria for each transferring 
customer); and  
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• Reduce confrontations between customers and operators when operators determined a 
transfer had expired or was otherwise invalid.  

When transfers were eliminated in 2009, MTS already offered day passes but usage only made up 
approximately 10% of boardings. Following the elimination of transfers, day pass boardings increased to 
26% as of 2011. Initial resistance to elimination of transfers disappeared as customers migrated to day 
passes priced at two times the base fare. While overall ridership remained constant from 2007 to 2011, 
day pass boardings increased 350% while cash boarding decreased by 71%. 

Table 4: San Diego MTS Boardings by Fare Product Before and After Elimination of Transfers 

 
FY 2007 Boardings FY 2011 Boardings % Change in 

Boardings # (millions) % # (millions) % 

Cash 27.9 33% 8.2 10% -71% 
      

Day Pass 4.9 6% 21.9 26% 350% 
      

Monthly & Semester Pass 46.8 55% 51.0 60% 9% 
      

Non-Revenue 5.2 6% 3.7 4% -29% 
      

      

Total 84.8  84.8  0% 
  
Source: MTS, 2012 (data provided by MTS staff for a peer review conducted by CH2M HILL for St. Louis  Metro) 

 

The decrease in cash boardings may have been a result of the price of one-way fares ($2.25 for shuttle, 
local, and urban bus routes; $2.50 for light rail and express bus routes). MTS is concerned that one-way 
fares may be high and that they may be pricing themselves out of the market. At this time, MTS does 
not plan any further fare changes. 

Senior customers objected to the elimination of transfers since MTS does not offer a 
senior/disabled/Medicare day pass. Instead the senior/disabled/Medicare monthly pass provides a 75% 
discount ($18 instead of $72) with eligibility at 60 years. MTS experienced an increase in doctors 
authorizing senior/disabled/Medicare passes, possibility due to the elimination of transfers. MTS has 
found that many seniors who do not travel regularly mostly go to Padres games; MTS now allows pre-
purchase of two one-way tickets for those events. MTS considered limiting senior/disabled/Medicare 
discounts to off-peak but decided not to pursue this option. 

While the Compass Card was not a factor in the decision to eliminate transfers, it has proven to be the 
solution to minimize the resale of day passes. MTS customers without a Compass Card can purchase a 
day pass for the price of a day pass plus an additional charge of $2.00. At light rail ticket vending 
machines (TVMs), customers receive a Compass Card with a day pass encoded on it. Since Compass 
Cards cannot be issued on buses, bus customers are charged the additional $2.00 but only receive a 
paper day pass that is redeemable on the same day at the Transit Store for a Compass Card with a day 
pass encoded on it. This policy of charging a fee for day passes has helped eliminate the fraudulent 
resale of day passes (especially at the Mexican border during migrant worker shift changes). 

Key Takeaways:  

• Free transfers can cause schedule delays as operators must read and interpret the validity of the 
transfer based on multiple criteria for each transferring customer. 
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• Eliminating free transfers can help reduce confrontations between customers and operators 
when operators determine a transfer had expired or was otherwise invalid. 

• Limiting day passes to EUs or charging a surcharge for paper day passes can minimize resale. 

Alameda County Transit (San Francisco) 
In 2013, Alameda County Transit (AC Transit) held public hearings to initiate the transition from 
transfers to day passes as way to avoid a fare increase and provide improved customer benefits. As part 
of the fare change that will take effect July 1, 2014, customers will be able to purchase a day pass for 
$5.00 ($2.50 for youth, seniors, and disabled). Customers without a Clipper card will be able to purchase 
a paper magnetic stripe day pass with cash when they board the bus. A day pass accumulator on the 
Clipper card will cap the fare paid by Clipper customers at either $5.00 or $2.50 depending on rider 
category. To further incentivize use of the Clipper card, Clipper customers will receive an additional 
$0.10 ($0.05 for youth, seniors, and disabled) discount off of their fares. 

The new fare policy is primarily designed to increase the efficiency and convenience of paying fares in 
order to minimize farebox delays, speed up passenger boardings, and reduce dwell times. AC Transit has 
continued to struggle to increase its Clipper market penetration. Only approximately one-third of AC 
Transit boardings are made using Clipper. The new policy will help attract new customers and incentivize 
Clipper usage by offering fare discounts for Clipper customers. 

Key Takeaways:  

• Issuing paper transfers can cause farebox delays and slow passenger boardings. Eliminating 
transfers and promoting EU usage can help decrease dwell times and increase travel speeds.  

• Eliminating transfers can be used to minimize the need for fare increases. 

• Fare differentials can help incentivize EU adoption and increase ridership. 

Maryland Transit Administration (Baltimore) 
In 1996, Maryland Transit Administration (MTA) in Baltimore eliminated its zone system and 
implemented common fare policies for bus, light rail, and heavy rail. MTA replaced transfers with a day 
pass priced at $0.30 more than two single ride fares. Day passes became available for purchase on-
board buses and at light rail and subway stations. They are valid for the day of purchase and therefore 
cannot be purchased at retail vendors. Initially, passes were thermal visual tickets but now are available 
as magnetic tickets or on the CharmCard. The public has liked the day pass because it saves customers 
money by allowing them to make unlimited trips. 

MTA struggled during implementation of the day pass due to inadequate planning. The elimination of 
transfers and introduction of the day pass went through the public hearing process and received 
approval before MTA had developed an implementation plan and obtained funding. MTA had to find the 
money to buy the equipment, select a vendor, determine where and how to install the equipment, and 
train the operators. 

Despite the introduction of the CharmCard in 2010 with a day pass accumulator to minimize the number 
of magnetic day passes that operators and TVMs must vend, the CharmCard market penetration is only 
a couple percent. CharmCard market penetration is constrained by limitations on card access and 
distribution. While the CharmCard is available for purchase at local retail vendors (CVS and Giant Food), 
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add value is limited to rail station TVMs, transit stores, and online. MTA customers who are unbanked or 
underbanked cannot use autoload or add value online.  

The following are the types of CharmCard load transactions available at TVMs at stations and at 
fareboxes on buses. 

• TVM transactions: 

o Up to $100 of stored value loaded per transaction. 

o Accepts cash or credit card payment. 

o Pass Products:  1-Day, 7-Day or 30-Day Pass. 

• Bus farebox transactions: 

o Up to $20 of stored value or four bills loaded per transaction. 

o Accepts bills only, no change given. 

o Pass Product: 1-Day Pass. 

Key Takeaways:  

• Public may prefer day passes in place of transfers because customers can make unlimited rides. 

• Establishing a retail vendor network that can load stored value and products is important in 
increasing market penetration. 

• Developing a comprehensive, thorough implementation plan is a key part of the implementation 
process. 

Phoenix Valley Metro 
In Phoenix, Valley Metro eliminated transfers in 2007. Valley Metro had been trying to eliminate 
transfers since at least 1995.  At that time, opponents of eliminating transfers were vocal at public 
hearings and transfers were retained.  Elimination of transfers was re-evaluated as part of a regional 
fare policy strategic business plan developed in 2006. Valley Metro’s primary concerns related to 
eliminating transfers included fare abuse, revenue leakage, and passenger/operator conflicts. 

Prior to the elimination of transfers in 2007, previous fare policies provided free transfers, and day 
passes were also available. In 2006, cash paying customers using transfers accounted for 35% of 
boardings. Transfers were issued free on all Valley Metro fixed route services that required a fare.  (Light 
rail began operating in December 2009.) Transfers were valid for 60 minutes from the end of the line 
and for multiple transfers within the validity period.  They could be used to transfer to any fixed route 
services and for travel in any direction.  Upgrade fees were charged for transfers to services with higher 
fares (e.g., express bus).  

The original fare analysis in 2006 showed that Valley Metro could eliminate transfers and reduce the 
cash fare from $1.25 to $1.00 and remain revenue neutral. However, by the time the fare change was 
implemented, operating cost increases made it necessary to hold the cash fare at $1.25. 

In addition to selling day passes at retail vendors, following the elimination of transfers, Valley Metro 
operators began selling day passes on-board.  From December 2007 to September 2008, the day pass 
became the most popular fare product.  Day pass usage increased from 0.9% of total ridership to 44.4% 
when transfers were eliminated with about 90% of day pass sales occurring on board.  Since day pass 
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sales on-board were impacting operations, in December 2008, Valley Metro added a surcharge of $1.75 
for on-board sales, to encourage customers to purchase the pass before boarding. 

As part of the business plan, electronic fare collection was recommended, in part to better manage 
transfer privileges. In December 2009, Valley Metro introduced a new fare collection system, including 
electronic fare media: magnetic stripe tickets and EUs. However, EUs have only been implemented for 
the employer pass program.   

Key Takeaways:  

• Day pass sales on-board impact operations. Charging a surcharge for day passes on-board, 
encourages customers to purchase the pass before boarding. 

• Eliminating transfers is an opportunity to minimize fare increases as well as fare abuse, revenue 
leakage, and conflict between customers and operators. 
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Peer Agencies that Offer Transfers Exclusively 
on Electronic Fare Media 

Peer agencies (MBTA (Boston), WMATA (Washington DC), CTA (Chicago), Sound Transit (Seattle), and 
Houston METRO) offer transfers exclusively on EUs. These peers are compared to Metro Transit 
(Minneapolis) and King County Metro (Seattle), where eliminating cash transfers was considered but not 
pursued due to equity concerns. The five peers with transfers exclusively on EUs have made fare policy 
(including transfer policy) decisions that have helped promote EU adoption.  

Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (Boston) 
The launch of the CharlieCard in late 2006/early 2007 helped modernize Massachusetts Bay 
Transportation Authority (MBTA) fare equipment and stations and bring the fare collection system into a 
state of good repair. The CharlieTicket, a magnetic stripe ticket that could store value or passes, was 
introduced 2005. Prior to the CharlieCard update, the turnstile gates in the subway stations were 25+ 
years old and reoccurring failures resulted in a loss of revenue. On buses, fareboxes only accepted coins, 
and dollar bills were either handed to the operator or folded and inserted into the coin slot on the 
farebox. This process made it impossible to document or control revenue collection and created 
maintenance issues with the vacuum system used to collect revenue from the farebox.  

CharlieCard improved MBTA’s ability to enforce fare payment and transfer policies. As part of the 
implementation of the CharlieCard, MBTA was able to enforce transfers electronically and expand its 
free bus-to-bus transfers to include rail-to-bus transfers, eliminating its bus/rail combo tickets.  Upon 
release of the CharlieCard, all paper transfers for cash customers were eliminated.  Bus-to-bus transfers 
continue to be available on CharlieTicket (reloadable magnetic stripe ticket) and CharlieCard (reloadable 
extended-use (EU) card). However, rail-to-bus transfers are available only on CharlieCard. Transfers are 
limited to one free transfer within two hours. No round tripping is allowed. 

MBTA eliminated transfers and redesigned its routes in 1961. As part of a significant fare increase (21-
25% increase), MBTA reintroduced bus transfers in 2000. After reinstituting transfers, bus operators had 
difficulty verifying the validity of the paper transfers and enforcing the transfer policy that prohibited 
roundtrips. MBTA needed a way to mechanize transfers and enforce them electronically. Electronic fare 
payment provided the solution. With the full launch of CharlieCard in 2007, MBTA was able to eliminate 
paper cash transfers while expanding free transfers to its gated rail system. Being able to expand 
transfers to the rail system provided an important opportunity to integrate modes. Expanding transfer 
policies to include rail-to-bus transfers (free) and bus-to-rail transfers (upcharge required) also helped 
offset the fare increase in 2007. 

Fare Differentials.  MBTA has traditionally had flat fares, but different fares for bus and rail services. In 
order to further incentivize adoption of the CharlieCard, stored value fare differentials were introduced, 
with fare paid with stored value reduced by $0.50 from the price of a cash fare for bus and rail.  On 
buses, the stored value fare is $1.50, while the cash fare is $2.00.  The rail stored value fare is $2.00, 
while the cash fare is $2.50. For express bus service, MBTA also offers a stored value discount that varies 
depending on the express bus fare.  

Transfer Business Rules.  During the design of the electronic fare system, MBTA built its transfer policies 
into the electronic fare system’s business rule logic. MBTA offers only one transfer within a two hour 
validity period. The business rules also prevent round tripping on rail by charging a customer again to 
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reenter a station. Given the different prices for the different modes (e.g., bus, subway, express bus), 
complex fare tables are required to enable transfers between modes since the customer must pay the 
step up transfer charge (fare difference) when transferring from a less expensive mode to a more 
expensive mode. Generally, the new system did not impact the transfer policy and customers were able 
to learn the new rules quickly.  

Strong MBTA Board Support.  Unlike other agencies that have struggled to eliminate paper transfers, 
the MBTA Board strongly supported measures to increase adoption of the CharlieCard, including 
elimination of cash transfers, introduction of rail-to-bus and bus-to-rail transfers, and introduction of 
fare differentials between CharlieCard and cash/CharlieTicket. The Board understood that paper 
transfers posed a problem due to lack of security and accountability, as well as a lack of data to track 
transfer usage. Cash fare payment and issuance of transfers also impacted bus dwell times. With the 
added ability to enforce transfers electronically, the Board also supported providing free rail-to-bus 
transfers in order to increase customer convenience while still being able to control transfers and 
enforce transfer policies, such as no round tripping. 

Retail and TVM Distribution.  Stored value and products can be loaded at retailers and TVMs, on board 
buses at fareboxes, and online. Customers primarily load their CharlieCards at TVMs, since many bus 
routes terminate at rail stations where TVMs are available. Customers can obtain CharlieCards for free 
at many retail locations, at the MBTA CharlieCard Store at Downtown Crossing Station, and from MBTA 
customer service agents at various stations. 

While MBTA tries to discourage customers from loading value on board buses, a significant number of 
customers load cash onto their cards for single rides in order to receive a free transfer and avoid the 
cash surcharge. Like other operators that allow customers to load value on board buses at fareboxes, 
MBTA experiences travel delays caused by on-board value loads.  

A continuing limitation of MBTA’s system is the functionality of its TVMs. While MBTA’s 500 TVMs can 
load stored value/products onto CharlieCards and CharlieTickets, the TVMs can only dispense 
CharlieTickets. While the TVMs can be retrofitted to dispense CharlieCards instead of CharlieTickets, it is 
cost prohibitive at this time. Instead, customers can obtain free CharlieCards from customer service 
representatives in rail stations. 

The incentive for customers to transition to CharlieCard is also impacted by the fact that most retailers 
still sell CharlieTickets with stored value or monthly passes. CharlieTickets are also required for 
intermodal commuter rail transfers since the commuter rail is not integrated with the CharlieCard 
system. 

As a result of the distribution of CharlieTickets from TVMs and at retailers, MBTA continues to rely on 
the CharlieTicket for electronic fare payment. Supporting two media types has increased maintenance 
costs associated with maintaining separate devices. While it would be difficult to transition a fare media 
such as the CharlieTicket overnight, given technology advances and decreasing prices of extended-use 
cards, MBTA recommends limiting the types of media supported by the electronic fare system. 

Community Outreach at Launch.  A year prior to launch, MBTA began working with the Rider Oversight 
Committee that was created as part of the 2000 fare increase. The committee consists of riders, 
advocates, and MBTA management. As part of the 2007 fare change and launch of the CharlieCard, the 
committee evaluated options for restructuring and simplifying fares and modifying transfer policies. 

MBTA also went out to stations to talk to customers and explain the new system prior to launch. Given 
the publicity and outreach, MBTA customers understood when the new system would become available 
and how to use it. MBTA also distributed free cards with brochures on how to use them at stations.  
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MBTA did an extensive outreach and distributed approximately 1.4 million CharlieCards within 60 days 
of full implementation. Approximately 858,000 of the cards were used within the first 60 days. MBTA 
conducted outreach efforts with specific customer populations before launching the CharlieCard 
campaign for the general public. The process included dozens of outreach efforts with organizations that 
represent or work with aging, senior citizen centers, etc. to facilitate the transition of Senior ID cards to 
Senior CharlieCards by handling enrollment and taking photos onsite.  Similar efforts were conducted 
with the disabled community, which uses the Transportation Access Program (TAP) CharlieCard. As a 
result of the outreach, approximately 130,000 new cards were distributed to senior/TAP customers. 
Another 200,000 employer program customers and 60,000 college students also received CharlieCards.  

One month prior to launch, MBTA began its major promotional campaign for the general public.  MBTA 
used regular staff members and an additional 300 ambassadors to distribute cards. Prior to launch, 
MBTA had handed out almost a million cards. MBTA’s communication program also included ads in 
stations and on board vehicles, in newspapers with print ads in different languages, and in TV and radio 
broadcast slots.2 

Title VI Considerations.  As part of the 2007 fare increase, MBTA conducted a Title VI analysis to ensure 
that the changes would not create disparate impacts or disproportionate burdens on minority and low 
income populations. The focus of the analysis was on the fare change. Review specific to the CharlieCard 
was not necessary so the CharlieCard was handled tangentially. Related to the CharlieCard, the Board 
expressed concern about impacts on bus riders so strategies to mitigate the impact were implemented, 
such as providing cards for free and having an extensive marketing campaign. Note that the Title VI 
analysis was conducted prior to the issuance of the revised Title VI Circular 4702.1B in October 2012. 

In general, after implementation, MBTA has found a higher CharlieCard market penetration among 
minority and low income populations. The higher market penetration is likely due to the stored value 
fare differentials and transfer policies. MBTA also does not have a minimum balance requirement, 
allowing customers to load value for single rides. 

Reduced Fare Program.  Prior to the launch of the CharlieCard, MBTA had an established TAP program 
that required seniors, disabled, and Medicare reduced fare customers to have a reduced fare ID card. 
(Note: children under the age of 12 ride free with an adult.) 

Like the earlier program, the CharlieCard system requires senior/disabled/Medicare customers to obtain 
the appropriate Senior or TAP CharlieCard in order to receive the reduced fare discount. Each card has a 
photo. Customers go to the CharlieCard Store to obtain their cards and provide any necessary 
documentation. Expired Senior CharlieCards can also be renewed over the phone. 

MBTA also has equipment that allows them to process and print photos onto CharlieCards offsite, 
enabling MBTA to go to senior centers and issue Senior CharlieCards. This also helps minimize demands 
on the customer service center that would not be able to handle the volume of requests without the 
support of the mobile units.  

The Boston Public Schools work with Junior High and High School students to help them obtain Student 
CharlieCards in order to receive the student discount.  The Student CharlieCard expires at the end of 
each school year and does not replace a student ID; students are required to carry both.    

FTA regulations specifically permit transit agencies to require reduced fare customers to obtain an 
agency-issued ID card.  During Federal Transit Administration (FTA) Triennial Reviews, no findings have 

                                                           
2 Source: Passenger Transport/MBTA (http://www.mbta.com/about_the_mbta/news_events/?id=11291) 
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been made related to MBTA’s policy of requiring senior/disabled/Medicare customers to have MBTA-
issued IDs to receive a reduced fare. 

Market Penetration.  MBTA’s extensive outreach program along with fare policy incentives (offering 
transfers and products exclusively on CharlieCard/CharlieTicket and the fare differential for fare 
payment with a CharlieCard) has led to CharlieCard/CharlieTicket market penetration of 70%. 

Over the past few years, market penetration has flattened out. The remaining 30% of fare payments 
include: customers with banking/privacy concerns (5-10%), customers using fares that are not available 
on CharlieCard, such as group fares and ferry/commuter rail customers (5-10%), and others (15%) who 
have not been identified. Increasing market penetration further is not a major goal for MBTA, and extra 
effort would have limited effectiveness. 

One significant change that MBTA experienced is a change in payment methodology. Prior to the new 
electronic fare system, MBTA did not accept credit/debit cards.  MBTA now collects approximately $13-14 
million though debit and credit card fare payments; cash fare payment have decreased. 

Key Takeaways:  

• Strong Board support is important in order to establish new fare policy, such as the transition of 
paper transfers to extended-use chip-embedded cards. 

• Paper transfers pose a threat to security and accountability. 

• Duplicative electronic fare systems (e.g., magnetic stripe tickets and EU cards) increase 
maintenance demands and costs and limits adoption of EU cards. 

• Extensive outreach and distribution programs are important to increase availability of EU cards 
to target populations, such as seniors, disabled, and low income customers. 

• Offering transfers and products exclusively on electronic fare media and implementing fare 
differentials helps increase market penetration. 

Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Agency (WMATA) 
In 1999, Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Agency (WMATA) launched SmarTrip on rail service, the 
first contactless transit smart card in the United States for a major transit agency. In 2002, SmarTrip was 
expanded to bus service.  

Market Penetration.  Since 2008, WMATA has implemented several fare policy initiatives to increase the 
adoption of SmarTrip, including implementing fare differentials, eliminating paper transfers, and 
transitioning passes to SmarTrip. These have helped SmarTrip market penetration grow from just above 
40% in January 2007 to approximately 90% as shown in Figure 1. 

While SmarTrip market penetration on rail grew steadily since launch, market penetration on bus 
seemed to plateau around 20% starting in about July 2006 until about January 2008.  In January 2008, 
WMATA implemented its first major initiative to encourage bus customers to migrate to SmarTrip by 
implementing a $0.10 surcharge for using cash on bus. In January 2009, market penetration increased 
significantly again with the elimination of paper transfers. Offering transfers exclusively to stored value 
customers resulted in an overall market penetration increase from 50% to almost 70% in one quarter. 
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Figure 1: SmarTrip Market Penetration vs. Fare Policy Initiatives 

 

Source: “Measuring the Impact of SmarTrip® Initiatives,” WMATA, July 22, 2013. 
http://planitmetro.com/2013/07/22/measuring-the-impact-of-smartrip-initiatives/  

While WMATA has been successful at increasing the use of SmarTrip, many Metrobus customers (on 
average 1 out of 14 boardings) still load small amounts of cash on-board (enough for one to two trips) to 
avoid the cash surcharge of $0.20-$0.25. This on-board transaction can take between 5 and 30 seconds, 
increasing dwell times and decreasing operational efficiency. While SmarTrip cards can be reloaded 
online, at rail stations, and at retail vendors throughout the region, WMATA believes that the continued 
frequency of these on-board loads indicates the need for additional off-board opportunities to add 
value. WMATA is attempting to meet this need by deploying SmarTrip Recharge Stations (express  
TVMs) at select bus stops.3 

Key Takeaways:  

• Loading value onto EUs on-board buses can take between 5 and 30 seconds, increasing dwell 
times and decreasing operational efficiency. 

• In addition to a strong retail vendor network, express TVMs may help provide customers with 
additional options to load value onto their EU cards. 

• Offering transfers and products exclusively on electronic fare media and implementing fare 
differentials helps increase market penetration. 

                                                           
3 Source: “Metro Evaluating Options for Off-Board SmarTrip Loading,” WMATA, November 6, 2013. 
http://planitmetro.com/2013/11/06/metro-evaluating-options-for-off-board-smartrip-loading/  

http://planitmetro.com/2013/07/22/measuring-the-impact-of-smartrip-initiatives/
http://planitmetro.com/2013/11/06/metro-evaluating-options-for-off-board-smartrip-loading/
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Chicago Transit Authority 
In 1995, CTA began replacing paper transfers with transfers issued on magnetic stripe tickets. 
Implementation was completed in 1997 on the rail system.  In order to issue magnetically encoded 
transfers, bus operators inserted blank magnetic stripe tickets into the farebox to be encoded.  

In 2006, when the chip-embedded Chicago Card was introduced, Transfer Cards were eliminated and 
transfers became available only on the magnetic stripe Transit Card and Chicago Card, the predecessor 
to Ventra. The transition really only impacted cash bus customers since a Transit Card or Chicago Card 
was required to enter CTA’s rail stations. Cash rail customers could purchase and add value to Transit 
Cards and add value to Chicago Cards at rail TVMs.  They could also choose to load only the value of a 
single ride if they did not need a transfer.  On the other hand, cash bus customers needed to acquire and 
load value onto a Transit Card or Chicago Card at a retailer in order to obtain a transfer credit. The 
increased convenience for rail customers to purchase products and load value at rail TVMs is also one of 
the reasons that CTA’s bus fare is lower than the rail fare.   

At the time the Chicago Card was introduced, the primary reasons to eliminate cash transfers were to 
improve bus operations by reducing the number of cash transactions, minimizing maintenance on 
Transfer Card-issuing equipment, and decreasing dwell times. CTA was especially successful at reducing 
dwell times on routes with high cash customer boardings by eliminating cash transfers and encouraging 
electronic fare media adoption (Transit Card/Chicago Card). Elimination of Transfer Cards also 
eliminated the need to track transfers issued and maintain an onboard inventory. 

With the launch of the Ventra system in 2013, CTA began phasing out magnetic stripe Transit Cards. The 
Chicago Card was replaced with the Ventra card and open payments. With the elimination of Transit 
Cards, CTA needed short-term media for its gated rail stations. CTA began issuing Ventra Tickets (limited 
use (LU) chip-embedded tickets) that include a transfer valid for three boardings within two hours.  The 
Ventra Tickets are priced at the rail full fare plus a $0.25 transfer fee and $0.50 LU media fee.  The media 
fee is intended to encourage customers to migrate to EU Ventra cards. 

Limited Retail Network.  One of the biggest obstacles to the adoption of the Chicago Card was the 
limited retail network. With the elimination of cash transfers, cash customers that did not use the rail 
system began purchasing media from retailers. However, retailers could only sell Transit Card media.  

Only 75 retail locations had equipment to sell and reload Chicago Cards. With the launch of Ventra, the 
retail network expanded from 600-700 retail locations that sold magnetic stripe Transit Cards to nearly 
1,000 retail locations that could sell and load Ventra Cards. Under the terms of the Ventra contract, the 
retail network will reach 2,500 locations at build out. 

Prior to the launch of Ventra, the ability to dispense Chicago Cards from TVMs at CTA’s 144 rail stations 
would have improved access to the Chicago Card and would have helped increase adoption of the 
Chicago Card.  The new TVMs at rail stations distribute Ventra Cards. 

Pace, the Chicago area’s suburban bus operator, is also implementing Ventra.  In the past, the limited 
retail network in the Pace service area has prevented the elimination of paper transfers for cash riders 
because the distribution network for electronic fare media is not adequate. As part of Ventra, the retail 
network is to expand under the vendor contract. At that time, Pace will eliminate paper transfers and 
provide transfers exclusively to stored value Ventra customers. 

Key Takeaways:  

• LUs provide an option for cash fare payment in a gated environment.  Imposing an LU media fee 
is intended to help encourage EU adoption. 
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• LUs and EUs can be used to limit and enforce the number of transfers permitted within a defined 
validity period per paid fare. 

• Eliminating paper transfers requires a strong retail network to obtain and add value to electronic 
fare media. 

• Distributing transfers for cash customers requires management of inventory and additional 
maintenance of equipment used to distribute and validate the transfers. Eliminating cash 
transfers can help reduce operating costs. 

• The inability to dispense EU cards from TVMs restricts adoption by limiting availability. 

Minneapolis Metro Transit 
Minneapolis Metro Transit offers 2.5 hour transfers on its Go-To Card for stored value customers and on 
magnetic stripe tickets for cash customers. The number of trips and direction of travel is not restricted. 
While there is some resale of transfers, reducing transfer abuse is not a major objective for Metro 
Transit since cash transfers are controlled on magnetic stripe tickets. 

Title VI and Low Income Population Considerations.  Metro Transit recently considered offering 
transfers exclusively on the Go-To Card, but decided to concentrate on other fare policy approaches. 
Metro Transit found that the administrative and revenue benefits of eliminating cash transfers did not 
outweigh the impacts on customers or potential Title VI implications. Metro Transit consulted with low 
income advocacy and other stakeholder groups and conducted focus groups to evaluate the impacts of 
fare policy changes.  The consensus was that other fare policy changes besides the elimination of cash 
transfers would be less harmful to low income and minority populations. Strategies moved forward for 
potential future implementation in the event of a fare increase include eliminating peak/off-peak 
pricing, increasing the express bus surcharge, reducing pass program discounts for employers and 
schools, and decreasing the multipliers for multi-day passes.  

Eliminating transfers would impact low income populations due to the high percentage of low income 
cash paying customers that require cash transfers. Based on biennial ridership surveys, the majority of 
cash customers are low income. As household income increases, Go-To Card market penetration 
increases. Part of this higher market penetration for higher income households is due to the increased 
likelihood of participation in employer programs. The lowest income population with a household 
income of under $25,000 is the least likely to use prepaid fare media. Cash paying customers are also 
more likely to require a transfer. Generally, one-fourth to one-third of Go-To Card stored value 
customers transfer, whereas over one-third of cash paying customers transfer. (Light rail is a proof of 
payment system and transfers are not tracked.) 

Despite targeted outreach to low income populations, the ability of Metro Transit to increase long-term 
Go-To Card market penetration has been limited. Past targeted outreach has included direct mailings to 
specific neighborhoods. Metro Transit has distributed approximately 7,000 preloaded cards through 
these targeted direct mailings. Cardholders that registered cards or loaded value onto cards received 
additional value. However, once there was no longer a financial incentive, these cardholders stopped 
using their cards. Metro Transit found that after an initial peak in market penetration on transit services 
in the targeted neighborhoods, the market penetration decreased and overall market penetration 
stabilized around the standard 4-6% increase per year.  

Metro Transit also works with retailers in low income communities to improve access for customers to 
purchase and load Go-To Cards. At launch, Metro Transit also targeted low income communities by 
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working with Unbank, a check cashing store, to sell and load Go-To Cards. Metro Transit’s retail network 
has reached over 120 locations that sell and load Go-To Cards. Cub Foods, a large grocery chain, now 
sells and loads cards at all locations. 

Overall, Metro Transit has found it difficult to increase market penetration of low income populations 
with a household income under $25,000 since $10 in cash is more valuable than $10 on a transit card. 

Market Penetration.  Since Metro Transit does not offer any incentives (e.g., fare differentials or stored 
value-only transfers) to promote adoption of the Go-To Card, the Go-To Card market penetration is 
approximately 56% despite becoming completely functional in 2005. Approximately 30% of customers 
continue to pay cash. Only 1-2% of customers use magnetic stripe ticket stored value or tokens for fare 
payment. 

Go-To Card market penetration is higher on buses than light rail, primarily due to the convenience of 
TVMs at rail stations and the higher tourist ridership on light rail traveling between the airport and 
downtown. 

Key Takeaways:  

• Lack of financial incentives to promote EU adoption limits market penetration, especially for low 
income populations. 

• Coordination with rider and advocacy groups is important to understand the implications of fare 
policy changes. The cost of the impacts may outweigh the benefits of increased simplicity or 
operational efficiency. 

King County Metro Transit / Sound Transit (Seattle) 
In 1999, five of the Puget Sound region’s transit agencies agreed on a uniform inter-agency transfer 
policy, a regional pass, and a revenue sharing arrangement.4  That agreement made transfers valid for a 
one-zone or local fare on all services, regardless of the cost of the first fare paid.  With the launch of 
ORCA in 2009, inter-agency transfers and the regional pass transitioned to ORCA. Transit agencies were 
able to retain paper transfers for intra-agency transfers. Only Pierce Transit and King County Metro still 
offer paper intra-agency transfers for cash customers; Sound Transit, Community Transit, Kitsap Transit, 
and Everett Transit have limited transfers to electronic fare media. 

Stored value transfers are encoded on customers’ ORCA cards and are valid for two hours.  Transfers are 
accepted on bus, light rail, and commuter rail services operated by the agencies that participate in 
ORCA, including King County Water Taxi and the Seattle Streetcar.  ORCA is also used by the Washington 
State Ferries, but they do not participate in the regional fare program.   

Elimination of cash transfers in the region was phased in over a few months to provide time to educate 
customers about the need to obtain an ORCA card to preserve their transfer privileges. A robust 
regionwide community outreach plan was implemented that included rider alerts, car cards, notices at 
stops, newsletter ads, and coordination with ORCA communications.  Special outreach efforts targeted 
community and non-profit organizations to reach English as a Second Language (ESL) and other cash 
paying customers. Transit staff worked with interpreters in affected communities to help communicate 
what the changes would mean to ESL populations. 

                                                           
4 Kitsap Transit joined the inter-agency agreement later. 
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King County Metro  
King County Metro offers transfers to both cash and stored value customers.  Paper transfers are issued 
to customers paying cash fares and are valid only on Metro buses; they are not valid for transfers to the 
other transit providers in the region. 

Strategies to Incentivize ORCA Adoption.  When ORCA was launched in 2009, Metro adopted several 
fare policies to migrate customers to ORCA: 

• The employer pass program, the regional pass program, and regional reduced fare permits were 
transitioned first.  These programs alone migrated about 40% of Metro customers to ORCA.  
They have also been extremely popular and continue to improve market penetration.   

• Senior/disabled and youth customers were targeted next.  Regional Reduced Fare Permits 
(RRFPs), which entitle holders to reduced fares on all participating transit systems in the region, 
are now available on ORCA.   ORCA RRFPs may be used as identification only in conjunction with 
a cash fare or the card may be loaded with stored value or a pass.  Using stored value provides 
an automatic transfer within two hours on participating systems; Metro operators provide paper 
intra-agency transfers upon request for customers paying with cash. 

Signing up senior/disabled customers involved a three-step process requiring enrollment, card 
issuance (which previously could not be done on-site), and card distribution.  To enable on-the-
spot card issuance, ORCA To-Go vans were developed to go into communities and complete all 
three steps in a single visit, including issuing ORCA cards with photos.  Metro continues to 
conduct ORCA To-Go mobile sales events around King County, making stops at senior citizen 
centers, major events and fairs, and other key locations to provide full-service ORCA card sales 
and assistance.5 The ORCA To-Go van sells the complete range of ORCA card products, 

including adult and youth cards, as well as RRFP cards. 

• Metro also worked with its ORCA partner agencies to enable retailers to sell cards, not just 
reload them. 

With the addition of senior/disabled and youth customers and increased card distribution points, 
Metro’s ORCA market penetration is currently just over 60%.   

Transitioning Low Income and ESL customers to ORCA. Metro has had less success migrating low 
income and ESL customers to ORCA.  At the time ORCA was implemented, Metro staff recognized that 
eliminating cash transfers would have a major impact on these customers and their advocates.  The low 
income and immigrant populations in particular face barriers to buying and reloading cards, and in some 
cases, the inconvenience of needing to reload small amounts frequently.  The King County Executive and 
the County Council are particularly concerned about equity and social justice.  

Metro is currently developing a low income fare program that will provide discounts via ORCA cards.  If 
things go according to plan, the proposal will be submitted to Council in June 2014 and rolled out in 
March 2015.  Metro would like to partner with human services agencies to handle verification and 
provide customer convenience, but there are details that have not yet been worked out.  For example, 
multiple data sources are needed to get income data and will necessitate asking clients to come back to 
get their cards. Human services agencies are particularly concerned about the tradeoffs between fraud 
and customer service, so it has not yet been determined whether those agencies will issue and manage 
the cards. 

                                                           
5 “ORCA To-Go Mobile Sales,” King County Metro. http://metro.kingcounty.gov/fares/orca/togo.html  

http://metro.kingcounty.gov/fares/orca/togo.html
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As a result, Metro staff have not yet raised the possibility of eliminating cash transfers and limiting 
transfer privileges to electronic fare media.  However, Metro is mandated to develop a fare report and 
will use that to lay out objectives and options for transfer elimination.  Objectives for this fare policy 
change are likely to include simplifying fare collection to speed travel, achieving cost savings, and taking 
advantage of ORCA discounts and transfers. 

To this point, there have been limited analyses of the impacts of eliminating intra-agency transfers or 
limiting them to ORCA, and a Title VI analysis has not been performed.  Inter-agency transfers were 
eliminated when ORCA was introduced, on the grounds that the inter-agency transfer agreement was 
expiring and coincided with the introduction of ORCA.   

The elimination of cash transfers was particularly sensitive in areas where Sound Transit’s light rail 
service was introduced, which was about the same time that ORCA was launched, and Metro’s parallel 
bus services were reduced or eliminated.  This service change forced customers to transfer from Metro 
buses to Sound Transit light rail and, if they were cash customers, to pay a second fare for the inter-
agency trip.  In response to these concerns, Metro made efforts to improve ORCA outreach efforts, 
especially in the area where riders now must transfer to light rail. 

Key Takeaways:  

• Strong political support is important to establish new fare policies, such as the transition of 
paper transfers to stored value. 

• Understanding of potential equity issues, such as who will be impacted by eliminating transfers 
and measures to mitigate those impacts, are key to successful introductions of new fare policies. 

• Extensive outreach and distribution programs are important to increase availability of EU cards 
to target populations, such as seniors, disabled, youth, and low income populations. Mobile units 
that can register accounts, take photos, and issue cards onsite enable immediate distribution. 

• Transitioning key programs with significant ridership, such as employer and regional pass 
programs, to electronic fare media can quickly increase electronic fare media market 
penetration.   

Sound Transit 
For Sound Transit, the primary reasons for the eliminating paper transfers were to increase operational 
efficiency and speed up farebox transactions. The region’s varying fares resulted in multiple transfer 
values, and paper transfers made it cumbersome for drivers to assess transfer validity quickly.    

Unlike Metro, the majority of Sound Transit customers are passholders; many participate in employer 
pass programs.  The only fare payment options for Sound Transit riders are cash, stored value, and the 
ORCA-based regional passes. Given the early migration of the employer pass program and regional 
monthly passes to ORCA, most Sound Transit customers transitioned to ORCA quickly.  ORCA 
penetration on Sound Transit is currently approximately 70%. 

The transition to ORCA was more difficult for cash customers. Sound Transit initially received complaints 
when cash transfers were eliminated and transfers were limited to ORCA, but complaints declined after 
a few months, as customers obtained ORCA cards. Sound Transit and the region’s other transit agencies 
took a number of steps to distribute ORCA cards and disseminate information to affected communities.  
Discounted Link light rail tickets were also distributed to human services agencies.  ORCA distribution 
was expanded to include TVMs at rail stations, customer service centers, online, and local retailers. 
More importantly, Sound Transit targeted places with high transfer rates; at these locations, Sound 
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Transit distributed fare-loaded ORCA cards in exchange for transfers.  Sound Transit also sent ORCA 
cards to customers who complained about the new transfer policies, to help them make the transition 
and increase adoption of the system. 

Inconsistent transfer policies between Sound Transit and two of the agencies with which its customers 
connect (Metro and Pierce Transit still distribute paper transfers) created some initial confusion for 
customers. Because Sound Transit no longer accepts paper transfers, conflicts between customers and 
operators/fare inspectors arose when customers claimed that they did not realize that inter-agency 
transfers now required an ORCA card. While disputes have decreased, the inconsistent transfer policies 
have not made for a smooth transition. 

Retail and TVM Distribution.  Despite having a retail network at launch, retailers could only reload 
ORCA cards; they did not have a means to sell ORCA cards. Retailers are now able to able sell ORCA 
cards. Expansion of the retail network has been limited by the number of retailer units under the 
contract. In addition to retailers, TVMs at Sound Transit’s Link and Sounder rail stations and transit 
centers/park-and-rides provide options to purchase ORCA cards and reload stored value and pass 
products. These full-scale TVMs are extremely popular, and other transit agencies in the region have 
also begun purchasing the TVMs for high-use areas. In the past, the region has looked at simplified TVMs 
that accept credit card only, but they were not priced attractively under the current contract. 

Social Service Distribution.  While all the transit agencies jointly pay for the ORCA cards, each agency 
sells the cards ($5 for adults, $3 for senior/disabled customers) and keeps the revenue from the sale. 
The agencies, therefore, have the discretion to distribute cards for free or charge in part or whole for 
the cards. However, generally, the agencies offer similar discounts on cards to minimize comparison 
shopping between transit agencies. The ORCA cards are sold at cost to social service agencies to 
improve the agencies’ purchasing power while minimizing revenue impacts on the transit agency.  

While LU tickets were specified in the scope of the contract, the MIFARE Classic LU was rejected because 
the encryption had been cracked and tickets could be duplicated. For now, the regional social service 
agencies purchase extended-use ORCA cards or paper single ride tickets; they are transitioning to paper 
scratch off tickets this year. 

Public Education.  Sound Transit started communicating with the public early to let them know they 
would need to transition to ORCA to make inter-agency transfers.  They also provided an overlap (2-3 
months) when both cash and stored value transfers were available.  Information was made available on 
board and at stops, through rider alerts and car cards, via e-mails, and by piggybacking on ORCA 
implementation communications. 

Coordination with Advocacy Groups.  Sound Transit noted the importance of meeting with advocacy 
and community groups several months in advance of ORCA roll-out to help explain the changes and 
minimize potential opposition.  Sharing the intentions of the program and explaining how it would work 
early on helped the advocacy and community groups understand the mitigations and gave them the 
answers they needed to answer questions from their constituencies. In order to increase the availability 
of ORCA cards, Sound Transit distributed them to affected communities through community 
organizations and onsite ambassadors. 

Key Takeaways:  

• Consistent and easy-to-understand fare and transfer policies help to minimize disputes between 
customers and operators/fare inspectors. 
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• Conversely, in a multi-operator region, inconsistent transfer policies create confusion, make it 
more cumbersome for drivers to enforce transfers, and make it more difficult for those agencies 
that limit transfers to electronic fare media. 

• Transitioning to stored value transfers by accepting both cash and stored value transfers for a 
limited time period can help with communication and acceptance. 

• A retail distribution network can be limited by the number of point-of-sale devices specified in a 
contract. It is important to be able to not only reload cards but sell cards at retailers to increase 
adoption. 

• Initiating communications early and engaging advocacy and community groups can help 
increase their support for changes associated with electronic fare system implementation and 
minimize opposition. 

Metropolitan Transit Authority of Harris County (Houston) 
With the introduction of the Q Card, the Metropolitan Transit Authority of Harris County (METRO) 
restructured its transfer policies to improve revenue recovery and to a lesser extent increase Q Card 
market penetration. During the restructuring, METRO eliminated passes and cash transfers. Transfers 
were migrated to Q Cards and Metro Money (a disposable LU used by social service programs). Initially, 
the transfer window was reduced from three hours to two hours. However, the transfer window was 
increased backed to three hours when it became clear that two hours was not enough time on 
weekends, when some headways were 50-60 minutes. Expanding the transfer window to three hours 
increased customer confidence and reduced customer/operator conflicts without any impact on fare 
revenue. Transfers are valid for the same direction of travel only; they are not valid for roundtrips. 
METRO also instituted a loyalty program (5 free rides for every 50 paid rides on the Q Card). The 
elimination of products enabled METRO to reduce the price of single ride fares. 

Day passes, which were instituted in 1997, were eliminated in 2008. In October 2013, day passes were 
reinstituted in the form of a day pass accumulator. Previously, day passes accounted for a third of 
ridership. Senior/disabled/Medicare/youth customers receive a 50% discount on the day pass. The day 
pass accumulator is available only on the Day Pass Card. The Day Pass Card is another EU card similar to 
the Q Card but instead of receiving 5 free rides for every 50 paid rides along with the transfers, daily 
fares are capped. The price of the adult day pass is capped at $3.00 (i.e., adult cardholders pay full price 
($1.25) for their first two boardings (ignoring any free transfers), pay $0.50 for their third boarding, and 
ride free for all subsequent trips). While the Day Pass Card is valid on park & ride service, these paid 
fares do not count toward $3.00 cap. 

Customers can reload the Day Pass and Q Card online or at the ride store, retail vendors, TVMs at park & 
ride locations and on rail platforms, and on board buses at the card reloader at the middle of the bus. 
During the first week of launch, METRO distributed Day Pass Cards on the bus and at 10 transit centers 
for free. 

Market penetration for Q Card is approximately 75%. 

Key Takeaways: 

• Limiting transfers exclusively to EUs provides opportunity to enforce same direction of travel 
transfers as well as adjust transfer windows. 

• EUs provide option to establish a day pass accumulator to provide customer with best value. 
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Conclusions  

Transfer policies are integral to overall fare policy, especially for transit systems that rely on transfers 
between vehicles/modes as part of their overall service networks. Despite the importance of transfers, 
peer agencies have considered options to eliminate paper transfers, in order to minimize service delays 
caused by operators distributing and verifying transfers, reduce customer/operator conflicts, and 
eliminate a source of fraud and abuse. Introduction of electronic fare systems and EU cards provide an 
opportunity to change fare policies.   

Because transfer policies are pervasive and impactful, they were considered by all peers in designing 
fare policies for their new electronic fare systems. Eliminating cash transfers and limiting transfer 
privileges to electronic fare systems has been used as a strategy by several agencies (including MARTA 
(Atlanta), MBTA (Boston), CTA (Chicago), Houston METRO, MDT (Miami), Sound Transit (Seattle), UTA 
(Salt Lake City), and WMATA (Washington DC)) in order to improve fare revenue, average fares, farebox 
recovery, and electronic fare media market penetration, and to minimize some of the operating impacts 
of cash transfers, such as their impacts on dwell times and therefore travel times and their role in 
causing passenger/operator conflicts.  In addition, some agencies have eliminated transfers altogether. 
Other agencies have chosen to eliminate transfers altogether (MTA (Baltimore), LACMTA (Los Angeles), 
Valley Metro (Phoenix), Sacramento RT, MTS (San Diego), and AC Transit (San Francisco), SCVTA (San 
Francisco), SamTrans (San Francisco)); all but two offer (or will offer) day passes (SCVTA and SamTrans). 

In addition to offering transfers exclusively on electronic fare media, fare differentials for stored value 
have also been used to increase market penetration.  Fare differentials are offered by MBTA (Boston), 
CTA (Chicago), WMATA (Washington DC), UTA (Salt Lake City) as a promotion, and AC Transit (Oakland) 
effective July 2014.  

Policies that limit transfer privileges, discounts, and fare products to electronic media effectively drive 
market penetration.  Among the five case study peers that have implemented electronic fare systems, 
the agencies with the highest market penetration rates (WMATA, Houston METRO, MBTA, and Sound 
Transit) have limited transfers and most fare products to electronic fare media.  Market penetration of 
transit systems with locked rail fare gates (MBTA, LACMTA, and CTA) is also driven by the fact that rail 
customers must use electronic fare media to enter through the rail fare gates.  

Table 5:  Fare Policies and Privileges Limited to Electronic Fare Media 

Agency 
Market 

Penetration 
Fare 

Differential 
Transfer 

Privileges Other Fare Products  

WMATA (DC) 
80% ✓ ✓ 

Pass products,  
Employer Pass Program 

Houston METRO 75%  ✓ No pass products available 

MBTA (Boston) 
70% ✓ ✓ 

Pass products, UPass, 
Employer Pass Program 

Sound Transit 
(Seattle) 

69%  ✓ 
Monthly Pass, UPass, 

Employer Pass Program 

King County Metro 
(Seattle) 

62%   
Monthly Pass, UPass, 

Employer Pass Program 

Metro Transit 
(Minneapolis) 

56%   
Pass products, UPass, 

Employer Pass Program 
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Agency 
Market 

Penetration 
Fare 

Differential 
Transfer 

Privileges Other Fare Products  

LACMTA (Los 
Angeles) 50%  N/A 

Pass products +  
Rail and BRT single ride fares, 

UPass, Employer Pass Program 

AC Transit (San 
Francisco) 34% 

Implementing 
in July 2014 

Eliminating 
transfers in 
July 2014 

Monthly Pass 

 
Distribution is also key to successful implementation.  Without sufficient point of sales devices available 
for retailers to reload and vend cards, retail distribution networks may be constrained, impacting access 
and market penetration.  Experience shows that agencies with high market penetration rates make EUs 
readily available at no charge or at a discounted charge, provide ways to easily load stored value and 
products, and use fare policy to incentivize EU adoption (e.g., transfers and products exclusively on EUs 
and fare differentials). Agencies that have initiated electronic fare systems but have not instituted 
similar incentives have experienced slower adoption of the system and lower market penetration.  
Adoption rates of EU cards are also negatively impacted by duplicative electronic fare systems (e.g., 
magnetic stripe tickets and EU cards).  Use of multiple electronic fare systems also increases costs to 
maintain the systems and increases inventory management needs.   

Some peer transit agencies have used pilot programs to test and evaluate fare policy changes, like Los 
Angeles’ test of onboard sales of TAP cards.  These programs should be time-delimited and consciously 
continued or discontinued at the end of the pilot period.  In Los Angeles’ experience, the failure to 
eliminate on-board sales at the end of the pilot period is raising equity and Title VI concerns about the 
two-tiered card pricing structure ($1 on buses, $2 at TVMs and retail outlets) as LACMTA moves now to 
discontinue onboard sales. 

While transit customers are resilient and will adapt to changes, agencies need to consider the 
implications of any fare policy changes on cash paying customers, such as eliminating paper cash 
transfers or implementing fare differentials. Fare policy changes like these can impact not only low 
income and transit dependent customers but also choice riders.  All of the peer agencies noted the 
importance of working with rider and advocacy groups to understand the impacts of fare changes on 
customers, especially specific customer populations. Working with these groups and other community 
organizations has also proven helpful for communicating with customers about upcoming changes.  
They are also an effective means of promoting EU card adoption by providing a means to distribute EU 
cards and marketing materials to target markets. The success of the peer agencies’ continued outreach 
can be measured by the increasing electronic fare media market penetration and declining customer 
complaints. 

As a result of this outreach and collaboration, two agencies included in this peer review did not 
eliminate transfers or limit transfers to electronic fare media (King County Metro in Seattle and Metro 
Transit in Minneapolis). For King County Metro and Metro Transit the impacts of eliminating cash 
transfers outweighed the benefits of increased simplicity and operational efficiency. These agencies 
made that choice primarily due to concerns about impacts on low income populations. However, they 
remain interested in eliminating cash transfers, and as EU card adoption increases, they will consider 
mitigations that may make it possible to eliminate cash transfers in the future. It should also be noted 
that neither of these systems require interoperability of transfers through locked gates. 
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