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Agenda ltem: D.3

AGENDA SUMMARY REPORT

Discussion of Systemwide Fare Realignment and Simplification

SUMMARY:

The purpose of this report is to continue the Board’s discussion of potential systemwide fare
realignment and to present additional information gathered since last month’s introductory briefing.
MTA’s fare structure has developed over many years and now varies across routes and service areas.
These differences can be confusing for passengers and complicated for staff to administer. A
systemwide fare realignment presents an opportunity to modernize MTA's fare system in a way that
makes transit more affordable for cost-sensitive riders, helping rebuild ridership and strengthen
connections for intercounty travel.

Since last month’s introduction, staff have continued gathering data and coordinating with Cal-ITP and
neighboring transit agencies to identify potential alignment opportunities and best practices

STAFF RECOMMENDATION:

Staff recommend that the Board continue discussions on systemwide fare realignment and consider
next steps for refining and presenting fare review options.

ATTACHMENTS:
What Others Are Doing
Cal-ITP Statewide Fare Guidelines




Attachment: Regional Fare Practices and
Rationale for Simplified Fare Structures

Overview

As MTA continues discussions regarding systemwide fare realignment, MTA staff and the
California Integrated Travel Project (Cal-ITP) have reviewed fare structures and recent policy
changes implemented by neighboring and comparable transit agencies. This attachment
summarizes what other agencies are doing, highlights key trends in fare simplification, and
provides supporting research from statewide guidance documents. The purpose is to provide
background for the Board as MTA evaluates opportunities to modernize, simplify, and
coordinate its fare policies.

What Other Agencies Are Doing

Transit agencies across California—particularly rural and small urban systems—are transitioning
toward simpler, more unified fare structures. These changes are driven by the need to improve
accessibility, support modern fare technologies, and reduce administrative burden.

Agencies with Simplified, Rider-Friendly Fare Systems
Humboldt Transit Authority (HTA)

o Flat fare: $2 for a 2-hour pass, valid systemwide.

o Fare caps mirror existing pass prices, ensuring riders never overpay.

e HTA reports no noticeable decline in farebox revenue after streamlining. In fact,
ridership has increased.

e While multiple factors influence ridership growth, staff note that a simplified structure
improves understanding for riders and reduces administrative burden.

o HTA has stated that the new structure has created efficiencies in budgeting, reporting,
and customer service, leading to time savings for staff.

Monterey-Salinas Transit (MST)
o Flat fare: $2 for 2-hour unlimited travel, with 50% discounts for eligible groups.
o Fare capping aligns with their pass structure, reducing the need for riders to pre-purchase
higher-cost passes.

Santa Barbara Metropolitan Transit District (SBMTD)

e Recently implemented a fare adjustment.



e One-way fare increased to $2.50, with 50% discounts for eligible riders.

e Contactless fare payment now includes capping that matches the price of day and month
passes.

e Their fare simplification supports the transition into a fully modernized fare collection
system.

These agencies have moved toward structures that are easy to communicate, easy to implement
across various routes, and compatible with regional collaboration.

Agencies with Complicated or Outdated Structures
Fresno County Rural Transit Agency (FCRTA)

e Riders must consult multiple PDFs containing fare tables for each route or community.

o This approach makes it difficult for new riders to understand costs and nearly impossible
to capture on a single webpage or map.

e The complexity itself illustrates the challenge: riders should not have to “hunt” through
tables to decipher what a trip will cost.

San Luis Obispo Regional Transit Authority (SLORTA)

e Uses different fare structures by route, creating barriers for riders traveling across the
county.

o When implementing contactless payment technologies, SLORTA reported that these
legacy inconsistencies were a significant barrier, requiring additional programming and
fare logic to accommodate route-by-route exceptions.

These examples demonstrate how complexity creates operational challenges and prevents
seamless fare technology adoption.

Why Simplify?
Statewide Guidance & Research

California Integrated Travel Project (Cal-ITP) developed a Fare Guidelines Toolkit, informed
by national best practices and rural fare policy experts. The Toolkit is not a mandate but instead
provides recommendations for agencies seeking to:

e Modernize their fare systems

o Improve accessibility and clarity for riders

e Reduce administrative costs

e Align with regional fare coordination and technology initiatives



The Toolkit states:

“The guidelines are not requirements; they are recommendations for agencies looking for
opportunities to simplify their fare structures, and they reflect an initial step toward ongoing fare
coordination opportunities with nearby transit agencies. Agencies are encouraged to simplify
their fare structures and policies at any time, but particularly in advance of, or in conjunction
with, changes in fare collection technology.”

This aligns with MTA’s upcoming technology considerations and regional collaboration
opportunities.

Key Policy Question: Flat Fare vs. Distance-Based Fare

Rural systems often face the question of whether to charge based on distance or adopt a flat
systemwide fare. The Cal-ITP toolkit provides the following guidance (highlight added):

“Within bus-only agencies, a fundamental decision is whether to offer a Single Ride fare (with
no transfer privileges within the agency), or to offer a Short-Term Period Product (such as a 2-
hour pass, allowing unlimited travel on similarly priced services within the agency). An agency’s
size, geographic context, and network design will help determine which is most appropriate.
Within a multi-agency region, it is preferable to have all agencies choose the same
product.”

This means that when neighboring agencies adopt similar fare structures, it becomes easier for:

e Riders to understand the cost of travel across county lines

o Transit providers to compare data and evaluate performance

e Agencies to participate in coordinated or reciprocal fare programs
e Technology vendors to implement simple, interoperable solutions

HTA’s two-hour fare model is already being explored by Redwood Coast Transit Authority
(RCTA) and Lake Transit Authority. If Mendocino were to adopt a similar approach, it could
open the door to future regional fare coordination and simplify travel for riders who frequently
move between these systems.

Summary

A growing number of peer agencies are moving toward simplified fare structures—typically flat
or time-based fares with clear discount programs. Agencies that have done so report operational
benefits, ease of implementation for new technologies, clearer communication with riders, and in
some cases, improved ridership.



This attachment provides supporting context for ongoing discussions about MTA’s fare system
and identifies opportunities for future consideration as the Board provides direction on
developing a systemwide fare realignment proposal.

Table 1. Comparison of Peer Agency Fare

Structures
Avenc Base Fare /
sency Structure
Humboldt ¢, o 5 hour
Transit pass
Authority .
(HTA) (systemwide)
Monterey- ¢ for 2-hour
Salinas ..
. unlimited
Transit travel
(MST)
Santa
Barbara
MTD $2.50 one-way
(SBMTD)
Redwood
Coast Exploring
Transit HTA-style
Authority simplification
(RCTA)
Lake Transit Exploring
Authority simplified fare

(LTA)

models

Transfers

Unlimited
within 2
hours

Unlimited
within 2
hours

Transfer

policy
integrated
with caps

TBD

TBD

Discounts Farfe
Capping
Yes —
standard ~ Yes — caps
reduced align with
fare pass prices
categories
50%
discount for Yes
eligible
riders
Contactless
50% fare capping
discount matching
day/month
passes
Sj[andard TBD
discount
Sj[andard TBD
discount

Notes

Reports no decline in
fare revenue;
ridership increased,
simplified structure
reduced
administrative burden.

Highly simplified
structure; aligns with
modern fare
technology.

Recently increased
fares; modernization
tied to payment
technology.

Considering regional
alignment with
HTA'’s 2-hour pass
model.

Regional coordination
under consideration.



Base Fare / Fare

Agency Structure Transfers Discounts Capping Notes
Fresno
County Extremely complex;
Rural Varies by Not Unknown difficult for riders to

from public No

Transit route and area standardized understand due to

Agency PDFs dispersed fare tables.
(FCRTA)

Route-by-route
San Luis Varies by Route- Standard differences
Obispo RTA route specific reduced No complicate modern
(SLORTA) fares fare system

implementation.

Table 2. Summary of Fare Policy Trends and
Impacts

Category Simplified Fare Systems Complicated Fare Systems
Rider Easy to explain and communicate; Confusing, especially for new or
Understanding riders know what to expect occasional riders

Ease of Use Simple rules encourage ridership and Riders must consult tables, PDFs,

reduce barriers or multiple sources
Technology Well-aligned with mobile ticketing & Difficult for vendors to program
Compatibility fare capping multiple fare types

Administrative Lower staff time spent on explaining, Increased staff time for customer
Burden auditing, reconciling fares questions & back-office processes

Mixed but stable agencies like HTA

. Hard to predict due to inconsistent
Revenue Impacts saw no revenue loss and increased

structure; potential inefficiencies

ridership
. . Limit’s ability to collaborate, share
Regional Makes cross-county travel easier; 1t s abiity . .
. L. ! .. . . data, or participate in regional
Coordination helps align policies with neighbors

programs



Category

Equity &
Accessibility

Simplified Fare Systems

Consistent discounts and predictable

fares benefit low-income riders

Complicated Fare Systems

Harder to ensure fairness when
fares vary by route or trip type

Table 3. Flat Fare vs. Distance-Based Fare
Considerations (Based on Cal-ITP Guidance)

Consideration

Ease of
Communication

Equity

Regional
Coordination

Technology
Integration

Operational
Efficiency

Revenue Stability

Best Fit For

Flat Fare / Time-Based (e.g., 2-
hour pass)

Very easy; one core rule applies
everywhere

Supports low-income riders;
predictable cost

Strong alignment with nearby
agencies (HTA, RCTA, LTA
exploring this)

Ideal for contactless systems and
fare capping

Faster boarding; fewer disputes

Generally stable if fare caps and
passes are aligned

Small to mid-size bus networks,
rural agencies with regional
partners

Distance-Based Fare

Harder; must explain zones or mile-
based tiers

Longer-distance riders may pay more;
complexity adds burden

Challenging to align if neighbors use
different distance bands

Complex for vendors; requires detailed
logic

Slower boarding due to questions or
misunderstandings

Harder to forecast; sensitive to route
lengths

Very large networks with high-
frequency zones (not typical in rural
counties)
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