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RECEIVE AND FILE

RECOMMENDATION

Receive and file this staff report on the interest in and viability of college pass programs and smart card applications.

ISSUE

At the March 28, 2002 Board Meeting, Directors Fasana and Yoh asked staff to gain input from area universities, colleges and vocational schools with regard to pass programs, in order to determine interest in and viability of new and more innovative College Pass programs similar to those used elsewhere in the country.

BACKGROUND

Currently the MTA offers $30 monthly passes to college and vocational students. These passes are sold at many participating schools and MTA outlets. A valid student ID is required to purchase a pass.  In calendar year 2001, 62,859 MTA college/vocational were passes sold throughout Los Angeles County.  This represents a decline of about 36% since 1998.

Staff met with representatives of Cal Poly Pomona; Cal State LA; LA Trade Tech College; East LA College, UCLA; Los Angeles City College; and USC.  A complete summary of findings is included as Attachment A.

Generally speaking, most of these schools offer some type of limited transportation subsidy to their student body and/or their employees. As participation in current programs is minimal (with the exception of UCLA), representatives from the schools demonstrated interest in new pass programs provided by the MTA, although many expressed concern about finding adequate funding to support them.  College pass programs also were considered a useful tool to help alleviate parking problems during construction of new campus facilities.  Low MTA college pass sales were attributed to use of other transit providers, infrequent visits to campus by students, preference for tokens and MTA requirements for the student ID application process. 

The areas of greatest concern to the schools with regard to transportation were: capital (facility) improvements, service improvements, consultation, technology improvements and comprehensive pass programs.

UFS Smart Card Technology

The introduction of regional UFS smart cards will enhance all existing transit pass programs, including any new College Pass programs.  Up until now, the magnetic card has been the most  advanced technology available to address various electronic usages for student ID cards, including use on public transit.  Standard ‘swipe’ readers capture transaction data for reporting and invoicing functions at the administrative level while affording students the convenience of a dual ID and public transit card.  

Smart card technology will offer far more flexibility and opportunity for multiple use applications.  Schools and colleges are exploring ways to implement smart cards. One example is in Washington, D.C., where WMATA is planning to use their SmarTrip card to evaluate use of public transit by university and college students.  Translink, the smart card demonstration project in the San Francisco region, is considering a similar project.  

NEXT STEPS

The current MTA College Pass program would benefit from expansion.  Universities, colleges and trade institutions are experiencing steady enrollment growth and suffer from many of the same problems such as: inadequate parking, meeting rideshare goals, financial constraints and need for transportation planning.   Staff plans to attend the American Public Transportation Association’s Transportation & University Communications Conference in June to further explore college pass programs that have been successful in other cities.  

Upon successful roll-out of the LA County Regional EZpass in September, staff will continue to work with the municipal bus operators to create a college/vocational EZpass and return to the Board for its approval.  This pass would greatly benefit students by providing them with a reduced fare pass that would be valid on at least 12 transit systems in the LA region.  Approval of the college/vocational EZpass will provide the platform for an unlimited student access pass.  The unlimited student access pass would be similar to the college/vocational EZpass in that it would be valid on the same transit systems; however, instead of being valid for one month it would be valid for a full quarter or semester.  Several colleges and universities across the country have successfully implemented variations of the unlimited access pass concept.  Usually, the school provides all full-time students a pass at no charge.  These passes are paid for by various means such as parking fees, citations and/or student body fees.  The programs are considered to be very successful and have shown a three-fold increase in transit use after the first year.  

In FY03, the MTA Communications department will conduct extensive meetings with local schools to assess their needs, assist them in long and short range transportation planning and introduce new transit pass programs to better fit their needs and assist them in developing funding options.    

In addition, MTA is exploring the feasibility of smart card applications with the Los Angeles Unified School District.  A joint demonstration project on UFS smart cards is in development between the school district and the UFS project management team.  It is anticipated that this application, when fully developed, will allow student participants to use the UFS smart card for multiple purposes such as a student ID card, cafeteria purchases and a library card as well as a transit pass.  The initial pilot program with LAUSD will offer students who now carry two cards (a student ID card and a student MTA ID card with an MTA pass stamp) the convenience of carrying only one smart card.  Staff will keep the Board informed as details of the project are developed.  Other opportunities are also being pursued with other school districts. 

Staff also will continue to track WMATA and Translink and other regional smart card school-based programs to maximize opportunities to offer student convenience and increase public transit usage in this growing population of potential riders.  
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