
VIEWS

17 Reasons (or More) to Stop Charging People to
Ride the Bus
The case for Fare-Free Transit.

By Dave Olsen
5 Jul 2007 | TheTyee.ca

[Editor's note: Today we launch this five-part series
funded by you, the readers who donated to a Tyee
Fellowship for Solutions-oriented Reporting. To find out
more about Tyee Fellowships, click here
(http://thetyee.ca/Views/2006/02
/19/FellowshipsLaunched/) . To learn more about the
series’ author, Dave Olsen, go here (http://thetyee.ca
/Views/2007/07/05/NoFares/) . Or listen to the audio
interview (http://thetyee.ca/Views/2007/07/05/Dave_Olsen.mp3) with Olsen by
Katherine Gretsinger.]

The time has come to stop making people pay to take public transit.

Why do we have any barriers to using buses, trolleys, SkyTrain? The threat of
global warming is no longer in doubt. The hue and cry of the traffic jammed
driver grows louder every commute. Yet since 2000, TransLink has hiked fares
50 per cent, and its board has just agreed to follow the staff’s
recommendation (http://www.cbc.ca/canada/british-columbia/story/2007/06
/27/bc-bus.html?ref=rss) to raise them higher still.

That kind of thinking is so last century. Just ask the mayor of San Francisco, a
city similar in size to Vancouver, who ordered his staff to seriously explore
(http://sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2007/03/07/BAG8ROGRI21.DTL) the
cost efficiency of no longer charging people to ride public transit.

Listen to Michael Bloomberg, mayor of New York, who recently voiced to a
reporter (http://www.nydailynews.com/news/2007/06/07
/2007-06-07_its_hizzoner_to_ride_train-2.html) his top dream: "I would have
mass transit be given away for nothing and charge an awful lot for bringing
an automobile into the city."
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Consider this sampling of communities providing free rides on trolleys, buses,
trams, and ferries: Staten Island, NY; Chapel Hill, North Carolina; Vail,
Colorado; Logan and Cache Valley, Utah; Clemson, South Carolina;
Commerce, California; Châteauroux, Vitré, and Compiègne, France; Hasselt,
Belgium; Lubben, Germany; Mariehamn, Finland; Nova Gorica, Slovenia; Türi,
Estonia; Övertorneå, Sweden.

Or speak, as I have, with transit officials in locales of Washington State and
Belgium, where Fare-Free Transit has hummed along smoothly now for years.

It's time B.C. joined the trend because forcing people to pay ever higher fares
is not just tough on the planet and people with tight budgets, it's bad
economics and self-defeating public policy, as I will explain in this five part
series funded by a Tyee Fellowship for Solutions-oriented Reporting
(https://secure.e2rm.com/registrant/donate.aspx?EventID=4488&
LangPref=en-CA) .

Tough sell?

Over the course of the next few days, I'll be doing my best to explain why
taking the fare box out of our buses -- wherever you live in B.C. and beyond --
makes both dollars and sense.

Believe me, I know that's a tough sell for skeptics.

Just seven years ago TransLink stated that their "market research" indicated
that people wanted to pay when boarding the bus. But as Tania Wegwitz,
senior transit planner in the Municipal Systems Program for BC Transit
recently wrote: "Prepaid fares are better than cash fares, I don't think there is
anyone -- passengers, municipalities, transit staff -- who would disagree with
you."

Well, fare-free transit is simply the ultimate implementation of prepaid fares.
We would prepay for all public transit through taxes, and then we'd ride for
"free."

Why Fare-Free Transit?

Perhaps the skeptic in you is saying: without fares, public transit would run
out of money and break down. Or you worry that a free ride would attract
riff-raff threatening other passengers' safety and comfort. Or you doubt that
sober, number crunching officials would ever take the idea seriously.

By the time you are done reading this series, I will have shared real life
examples and expert findings to counter all those concerns.
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Fare-free transit brings many benefits, some of which include:

a barrier-free transportation option to every member of the community
(no more worries about exact change, expiring transfers, or
embarrassment about how to pay)

1. 

eliminating a "toll" from a mode of transportation that we as a society
want to be used (transit is often the only way of getting around that
charges a toll)

2. 

reducing the inequity between the subsidies given to private motorized
vehicle users and public transport users

3. 

reducing, and in some cases eliminating, the need for private motorized
vehicle parking

4. 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions, other air pollutants, noise pollution
(especially with electric trolleys), and run-off of toxic chemicals into
fresh water supplies and ocean environments

5. 

reducing overall consumption of oil and gasoline6. 
eliminating the perceived need to spend billions on roads and highways
(now up to $7 billion for the proposed Gateway Project in Vancouver)

7. 

eliminating the perceived need to spend billions on bigger car-carrying
ferries ($2.5 billion for BC Ferries' new super-sized boats and ramps)

8. 

contributing significantly to the local economy by keeping our money in
our communities

9. 

reducing litter (in Vancouver, the newer transfers/receipts have
overtaken fast food packaging for most common garbage found on our
streets)

10. 

saving trees by eliminating the need to print transfers and tickets11. 
allowing all bus doors to be used to load passengers, making service
faster and more efficient

12. 

allowing operators (drivers) to focus on driving safely13. 
giving operators more time to answer questions14. 
providing operators a safer work environment since fare disputes are
eliminated

15. 

eliminating fare evasion and the criminalization of transit-using citizens16. 
fostering more public pride in shared, community resources17. 

Pampered cars

If it's hard economic arguments you prefer, bear in mind that making use of
free public transit eliminates the significant costs of fare collection and
combating fare evasion (more on this later in the series). It also cuts costs
associated with global warming, air and noise pollution, litter collection and
garbage removal.

As our own premier trumpets a green agenda (http://thetyee.ca/Views
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/2007/02/14/GlobalWarmingPitch/) , more people are taking a hard look at just
how many of their tax dollars subsidize the private car versus less polluting
buses and trains. You have to figure in roads, parking and other
infrastructure, tax breaks for car and fuel companies, as well as subsidies for
car ferries throughout the province and federal income tax reductions and
write-offs for companies that use motor vehicles.

Todd Litman of the Victoria Transport Policy Institute has estimated that in
2000 the government subsidy to each private vehicle owner was about $5,378
in Canadian dollars.

In that year, the average cost of providing each trip taken by transit in
Vancouver was approximately $5. The equivalent subsidy for transit users
would have been 1,075 free trips. Few of us could even use that many.

In fact, if the subsidy given private car owners were simply handed over to
each car-free transit user, bus riders would make money for taking transit!

Why raising fares impoverishes the system

Big or small, most transit systems are scraping by or on the brink of financial
collapse, paradoxically because of their reliance on the fare box. Revenue for
any system drops when ridership dips or when fares are increased. Yes, when
fares are increased. This is so well proven it has a name: the Simpson-Curtain
rule. Most often the dip in ridership is caused by the hike in fares.

To understand this cycle better, let's imagine that you are in charge of a
transit system. You feel pressure to increase service or to maintain service
despite increasing costs. You need to raise more money. Politically and
practically, for most systems, the easiest way is to raise fares. But soon after,
ridership goes down. It drops 3.8 per cent for every 10 per cent increase in
fares, researchers have found (Cervero, R., 1994). Which means you either
haven't gained much new revenue, or worse, you've started spiraling
downward.

In 1955 and 1959, fare increases helped send Vancouver's transit system into
an 11-year tailspin, reducing ridership from 109 million trips in 1954 to less
than 63 million in 1966, a decrease of 42 per cent!

Further fare increases in 1970, 1978, and 1987 were followed by a decrease of
9 million, 7 million, and 13 million trips, respectively (even with the new
SkyTrain line!).

More recently, in a context of explosive population growth and rapidly rising
fuel prices, TransLink's first two of three recent fare increases (with another to
come in 2008!) in 2000 and 2002 resulted in 400,000 fewer riders in 2002
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compared to 2000.

Meanwhile, Toronto's transit system went into a 12-year downward spiral
throughout the 1990s after a series of fare increases and resultant service
cutbacks.

The Transit Cooperative Research Program (http://www.tcrponline.org/)
creates expert panels (appointed by the Transportation Research Board in
Washington, DC) to solve operating problems, to adapt appropriate new
technologies from other industries, and to introduce innovations into the
transit industry. In their 2004 publication, Traveler Response to Transportation
System Changes, the chapter on Transit Pricing and Fares
(http://onlinepubs.trb.org/onlinepubs/tcrp/tcrp_rpt_95c12.pdf) clearly
documents how fare increases always result in lower ridership.

Reality check

What the trends above tell us is that if you want a strong public transit
system, then we need to figure out how to slash or eliminate the fares riders
pay.

That said, let's make a few important guiding principles clear:

Taking the farebox out of any bus without a plan is just a recipe for
disaster. That's why we'll be looking at operations like Island Transit on
Whidbey Island that have proven beyond doubt that fare-free systems can be
safe, clean and very friendly.

Making transit free of charge won't in itself allow huge numbers of
people to abandon their cars. We'll need more public transit vehicles,
running more frequently, too. The decade-old experience in Hasselt, Belgium,
has shown that investing in the service prior to the removal of the fare boxes
not only makes the transition smoother, it will get people on the bus and out
of their cars.

We need to pay, one way or another. There isn't a transit system on the
planet that pays for itself solely through the fare box. If we want a transit
system that is adequate, reliable, and gets those lonely drivers out of their
cars, we need to find funding formulas that are adequate and reliable.

From Aukland, New Zealand's Residents Action Movement (http://www.ram-
auckland.net/) to Scotland's Socialist Party (http://youtube.com/watch?v=qD-
hAuCBDLA) and Vancouver's own Bus Riders Union (http://bru.vcn.bc.ca/) ,
advocates are putting cheap and abundant public transit on politicians'
agendas.
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To sample the utopia they imagine, I took a trip by bus and public transit to
Whidbey Island, Washington and visited Island Transit, fare-free since 1987.

More on that tomorrow.

Related Tyee stories:

The New Bike Friendly SkyTrain (http://thetyee.ca/News/2005/11/29
/NewBikeSkyTrain/)
At long last! But will it be permanent?

The Mayor Who Wowed the World Urban Forum (http://thetyee.ca
/Views/2006/06/23/Mayor/)
Bogota's Enrique Peñalosa's happy 'war on cars.'

Suburbia's Worst Enemy (http://thetyee.ca/Books/2006/06
/12/Kunstler/)
The Long Emergency: Surviving the End of Oil, Climate Change, and
Other Converging Catastrophes of the Twenty-First Century

 ( http://thetyee.ca

/About/Donate/)
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No Hassle Transit? Try Hasselt
Belgian city offers BC a workable, fare-free model.

By Dave Olsen
9 Jul 2007 | TheTyee.ca

[Editor's note: This is the third in a five-part series funded
by you, the readers who donated to a Tyee Fellowship for
Solutions-oriented Reporting. To find out more about
Tyee Fellowships, click here (http://thetyee.ca/Views
/2006/02/19/FellowshipsLaunched/) . To learn more
about the series' author, Dave Olsen, go here
(http://thetyee.ca/Views/2007/07/05/NoFares/) . Or
listen to the audio interview (http://thetyee.ca/Views
/2007/07/05/Dave_Olsen.mp3) with Olsen by Katherine Gretsinger.]

Ten years ago the people of Hasselt, Belgium embarked upon a bold
experiment: no more charging for bus rides. Ever since, they've been proving
the idea can work wonderfully.

This city of 70,000 residents, with 300,000 commuters from the surrounding
area, has made traveling by bus easy, affordable, and efficient. Now, people
in Hasselt often speak of "their" bus system, and with good reason. The
Boulevard Shuttle leaves you waiting for at most five minutes, the Central
Shuttle has a 10 minute frequency, and system-wide you never have to wait
more than a half an hour.

Just like the Whidbey Island, Washington, system we visited Friday
(http://thetyee.ca/Views/2007/07/06/NoFares2/) , in Hasselt wheelchair users
not only have access to the entire fleet of buses, they can reserve a spot by
calling the "Belbus" line an hour in advance. According to the City of Hasselt's
website (http://www.hasselt.be/index.php?lang=en&rO=1) , the driver will help
the wheelchair user get aboard, "even giving a push, if desired," and help with
unloading, too.

A prime lesson offered by Hasselt is the fact that they radically improved the
bus system as well as their walking and cycling infrastructure before they
removed the fare boxes. In 1996, there were only three bus routes with about
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18,000 service hours/year. Today, there are 11 routes with more than 95,000
service hours/year.

  Hasselt, Belgium Nanaimo
Service
Population

70,000 92,300

Ridership 3,706,638 (in 2001) 2,317,763
Service Kilometres1,624,000 2,263,992
Service Hours 95,000 94,333
Vehicles in Service 40 Buses 31 buses

Operating Budget

5,119,968 €
(~CA$7,850,000, all from
taxes, both municipal and
national)

$6,906,910
($3,065,488 from
fares)

The transit system in Hasselt cost taxpayers approximately $1.9 million in
2006. This amounts to one per cent of their municipal budget and makes up
about 26 per cent of the total operating cost of the transit system. The
Flemish national government covered the rest (approximately $5.4 million)
under a long-term agreement.

For comparison, one per cent of the City of Vancouver's municipal budget for
2007 is about $8.5 million.

Making it go

So how did Hasselt make it happen?

On January 1, 1991, the Flemish Authority brought together three public
transport companies and joined them into one autonomously operating state
company. This company's raison d'etre is to provide transport for the whole
of Flanders (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flanders#Flemish_nation) . That was
the beginning of the Flemish Transport Company, since then generally known
under the name "De Lijn." This structure allows them to buy buses more
cheaply and they can even share buses among the different city and regional
systems, whenever needed.

By contrast, BC Transit doesn't seem to purchase enough buses to offer
similar benefits and they don't operate any systems outside Victoria any
longer so sharing isn't possible. BC Transit's main role for smaller transit
systems in B.C. seems to be providing pre-paid media (tickets and passes),
which obviously isn't needed for fare-free systems like Hasselt.

Jean Vandeputte, the chief engineer-director for the City of Hasselt, shared by
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e-mail these thoughts about converting existing transit systems in B.C. to
fare-free systems:

"To be successful, I think that the public transport system must not be
crowded at the start. Our project was originally organized to attract more
passengers and to have less cars in the city centre. The buses also need
separate lanes, because travelling by bus has to be faster than by car, so the
infrastructure of intersections and streets has to be adapted. The buses have
to be modern, clean ... you need to have more bus stops. And the shelters
must be attractive."

Ridership zooms

Hasselt City Council's principal aim in introducing free public transport was
to promote the new bus system to such a degree that it would catch on and
become the natural option for getting around. And it did -- immediately. On
the first day, bus ridership increased 783 per cent! The first full year of
free-fare transit saw an increase of 900 per cent over the previous year; by
2001, the increase was up to 1,223 per cent and ridership continues to go up
every day.

By making public transport free of charge it became possible to guarantee the
right to mobility for all residents in Hasselt. Their position was that an
improved public transport system simply means a better use of the public
space that will not only improve the quality of traffic, but the quality of life in
general.

Why isn't this our position as well? Isn't it worth trying a similar experiment at
least somewhere in B.C.?

The Hasselt experience before 1997 was not much different than anywhere
else in the western world. Car ownership in Hasselt rose by 25 per cent from
1987 to 1999, while the population increased by only 3.3 per cent during this
same period. Although Hasselt is the fourth largest city in Belgium, it ranked
first in car ownership during those years.

After implementing fare-free transit, over 40 per cent of the people visiting
hospitals switched from a car to the bus. Over 32 per cent of the people
"going to market" switched from using cars to buses. Overall, in November
1997, 16 per cent of all bus riders studied previously drove a car. It is
important to understand that this was achieved by both the elimination of
fares as well as the implementation of bus priority measures such as bus
lanes.

Careful planning is key
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Karl Storchmann, a researcher at Yale University, has documented that even
the 12 per cent of bus riders that were previously cyclists, as well as the 9 per
cent that switched from walking to the bus in Hasselt, will produce a net
positive change for society, since pedestrians and cyclists "belong to the
most endangered road users, [and] every decrease in these modes will lead to
a reduction of automobile-caused costs [i.e., deaths and injuries]."

The primary difference between Hasselt and most other places since 1997 is
the creation and implementation of an integrated policy Hasselt calls
"Working Together on a New Form of Mobility" ("Samen Anders Mobiel" for
you Flemish speakers).

Within this sustainable mobility policy, there are two traffic policies: a Large
Traffic Policy and a Small Traffic Policy.

The Large Traffic Policy includes the public transport policy (fare-free transit
with appropriate service levels), a Mobility Plan, Cycle Policy Plan, Parking
Policy Plan, Programme of Thoroughfares, Green Boulevard, an Outer Ring
Road Plan, and a plan to reconstruct the area surrounding the main train
station.

The Small Traffic Policy offers quicker solutions to local residents like "no
parking" signs, speed humps (sleeping policemen
(http://www.thorworld.co.uk/safety/safety4.htm) that prohibit speeding),
raised crosswalks, street narrowings (corner and mid-block bulges), and
many others.

The Mobility Plan included targeted campaigns to help make residents aware
of the policy and plans. These campaigns included car-free days (similar to
East Vancouver's Car-Free Commercial Drive Festival
(http://www.commercialdrivefestival.org/) ), shop-by-bike, bike pools
(primarily for school children in Grades 1 to 5), and more.

A 'mobility plan' for all

Because Hasselt's policy makers understand that bikes are the most
sustainable form of transport, today in Hasselt one can borrow a bicycle,
tandem, scooter or wheelchair bike free of charge. On the Groenplein (behind
the town hall) you can also borrow a stroller free of charge for your little one
(as their website states, "Handy when your toddler can't make the distance").
And two wheelchairs are available for free loan from the tourism bureau. This
is one mobility plan that includes both families and people with physical
challenges.

The Mobility Plan (http://www.tmleuven.be/expertise/mobiliteit/home.htm)
notes that in the city centre, "you will find a network of pedestrian shopping
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streets, where as a pedestrian you can breathe easily and move freely as the
imminent danger created by traffic has been removed." In these car-free
areas, there are free guarded bike racks (similar to the bike valet system that
the Vancouver Parks Board recently voted against) and luggage guard
services. Again, this plan is not just for commuters and younger folks.

The businesses in Hasselt know very well that restricting cars can
dramatically increase the numbers of people visiting them (the Vancouver
Folk Music Festival has learned this, as well). In Hasselt, they've taken the
next step and made it easy for people to shop as much as they want --
without a car. Elsewhere in the city, there are practical and pleasant
"short-cuts" pedestrians can take to make it easier to walk than to drive.

The "Green Boulevard," formerly the inner ring road, was a traffic nightmare
in the 1960s. Starting in 1997 and finishing in 2000, it has been transformed
into a multi-use transportation dream: a nine-metre wide pedestrian area
(Vancouver's standard sidewalk width is less than two metres), separate bike
paths, separate lanes for transit, and roads that are engineered to ensure that
cars drive at a maximum of 30 kilometres an hour. Although there are only
two lanes for cars, there is rarely any congestion.

Money saved

The Mobility Plan has saved the City of Hasselt millions of Euros on
transportation infrastructure costs and has eliminated the previously
perceived need of a third ring road. Overall, taxes have decreased because the
city spends less money on transportation with the new Mobility Plan, despite
the huge increase in pedestrian, cycling, and transit infrastructure and
services.

The Hasselt website (http://www.hasselt.be/) also describes the "Women's
Promenade" running through the city centre: "All kinds of women who over
the years have made their mark on the city have been literally placed on a
pedestal." The promenade shows off famous art and comic strips featuring
women, as well as displays ranging from "the nuns' convent and witches'
coven, to a club of cigar smoking ladies from Hasselt."

Clearly the city isn't afraid to innovate. As Hasselt Mayor Steve Stevaert
declares, "We don't need any more new roads, but new thought highways!"

Are you listening, Kevin Falcon?

Contrast Hasselt's forward thinking with the recent manoeuvre
(http://thetyee.ca/Views/2007/03/13/TransLinkSmackdown/) by B.C. Minister of
Transportation Kevin Falcon and the provincial government to change
TransLink's governance structure. It's the latest attempt to further privatize
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public transit in the region.

Who is accountable?

The proposal creates an appointed 11-member board to oversee day-to-day
operations. This board would be "made up of professionals," which clearly
means that we will be paying private sector folks to run our public transit
system. The existing board is made up of mayors and councillors elected
throughout the GVRD. The current structure has been criticized for not being
democratic enough, but if Falcon has his way, his government's hand-picked
officials won't be accessible to any voters, anywhere.

This kind of top-down politics in service of privatization has already given us
the RAV/Canada Line, a public-private partnership (P3) that guarantees the
private contractor who builds and operates this automated light rail line will
receive a hefty profit every year for 35 years, regardless of ridership. They also
get the lion's share of the $2.5 billion of our taxes spent on the project, while
hiring non-union imported labour (http://thetyee.ca/News/2006/11/20
/TunnelStrike/) to build it. And when they borrow more money from private
sources at interest rates higher (http://thetyee.ca/Views/2005/10
/26/hiddenhugecosts/) than government would pay, we the taxpayers pay for
that, too.

A TransLink board stripped of democratic accountability will also make it
easier for Falcon's ministry to push through mega-projects like Gateway
(which includes the twinning of the Port Mann Bridge), with further subsidies
to privately-owned automobiles -- the major producers of greenhouse gases
and toxic pollution in our region.

When this series resumes, we'll look at ways to get the "public" back in public
transportation. We'll examine the costs of collecting transit fares and
sustainable, long term funding strategies used around the world.

Related Tyee stories:

Next Door to BC, the Bus Is Free (http://thetyee.ca/Views/2007/07
/06/NoFares2/)
Fare-free transit on Whidbey Island is a 20-year success story.

Falcon: Wrong way (http://thetyee.ca/Views/2007/03
/13/TransLinkSmackdown/)
New plan puts power in wrong hands: mobility experts.

RAV 'Bait and Switch' Charged (http://thetyee.ca/News/2005/02/01
/RAVBaitSwitch/)
Secret negotiations, part of doing P3 business, kept public in dark about
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torn up streets. Last night an angry audience heard it's too late to
change course.

 ( http://thetyee.ca

/About/Donate/)
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Paying for 'Free' Transit
It would take political will to shift priorities.

By Dave Olsen
13 Jul 2007 | TheTyee.ca

[Editor's note: This is the last in a five-part series funded
by you, the readers who donated to a Tyee Fellowship for
Solutions-oriented Reporting. To find out more about
Tyee Fellowships, click here (http://thetyee.ca/Views
/2006/02/19/FellowshipsLaunched/) . To learn more
about the series' author, Dave Olsen, go here
(http://thetyee.ca/Views/2007/07/05/NoFares/) . Or
listen to the audio interview (http://thetyee.ca/Views
/2007/07/05/Dave_Olsen.mp3) with Olsen by Katherine Gretsinger.]

It's a matter of faith among most transit officials that if you remove the fare,
the service becomes worthless.

"Be aware that when one moves the price of something to zero, in addition to
challenging capacity, one is stating that the product or service is not an
economic good -- that is, that it has NO value," warned one transit official.
"Pricing signals value. I would suggest you keep it non-zero."

Perhaps North America's transit planners need to switch jobs with builders of
roads and bridges. Those transportation essentials are, after all, usually paid
for through taxes or bonds, and we use them without being charged each
time we roll over them.

Imagine if a government tried to put a fare box into every car in the province.
Every time drivers wanted to make much of a trip, they would have to dig into
their pockets to find $4.50 (soon to be $5!) in exact change.

And yet, we force the poorest among us to live this way. For those without
well-paying jobs, a bus fare of any amount can be a barrier to finding work,
making it to school, visiting friends and relatives or even getting food to eat.

In British Columbia's Lower Mainland, one of the most expensive places to
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live in North America, a family travelled from Coquitlam to Vancouver by
public transit during spring break. It cost the mother and her three sons $26
in day passes. Even with the higher cost of fuel today, taking the bus and
SkyTrain is more expensive than driving for most families. In fact, Vancouver
fares for kids and students are the highest in Canada – and slated to go up.

Henry Orsini, aged nine in 2004, has been leading a postcard campaign to
raise awareness and lower kids' fares for the past three years. Check out this
website (http://lowertransitfares.wera.bc.ca/) to see that Vancouver's transit
fare for kids is more than six times higher than Toronto's! And it's about to go
up 25 per cent more on Jan. 1, 2008.

Let us remind ourselves of what really matters. We don't have much time left
to reduce our greenhouse gas emissions before catastrophic climatic changes
irreversibly occur. It seems absurd, therefore, to continue to make it more
difficult than it already is for people to use the bus and SkyTrain.

Show me the money

Since we are now discussing priorities, let's address the big question most
people have when asked to ponder switching to a fare-free transit system.
Namely: sounds good, but how do we pay for it?

As we have seen, in Hasselt, Belgium (http://thetyee.ca/Views/2007/07
/09/NoFares3/) , people actually enjoy giving one per cent of their municipal
taxes to transit. But only because their transit service is free to use, very
frequent, and saves people significant amounts of money overall.

In Island County in the state of Washington, people pay for their "free" ride on
the bus whenever they buy locally. Of their 8.3 per cent sales tax, 6.5 per cent
is for the state (like our PST) and 0.6 of one per cent goes to fund their
beautiful and friendly, fare-free bus services. That works out to 60¢ for every
$100 spent in Island County.

Could a region as large as Vancouver's afford such a bold approach, though?
Well, in Seattle and surrounding King County, voters recently approved a
sales tax initiative that increased their local sales tax from .8 per cent to .9 per
cent. This is similar to Island County's tax ratio for transit. For every $100
people spend in King County, 90¢ is collected for the transit system.
According to Jill Krecklow , finance and administrative services manager for
King County Metro Transit, the projected annual sales tax in 2008 is $456
million US (or $528 million Canadian), which alone is more than five per cent
higher than TransLink's current transit operating budget.

TransLink has created pass programs that mimic these fare-free systems for
the lucky folks that have access to them. The U-Pass at UBC costs $22 per
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month, the U-Pass at SFU costs $24.50/month and the Community Pass at
SFU (for half of the condo owners) costs $28/month. (If all of the condo
owners were included, it would only cost $14/month.) These passes offer
unlimited rides throughout the entire system, just like a fare-free transit
system would. And everyone who is part of these communities must buy
them, guaranteeing TransLink a monthly income.

But there are many other viable funding options for our transit systems.

Châteauroux, France adds about 0.6 of one percent to the payroll tax for
employers to pay for their fare-free system. An easy-to-understand variation
would be to charge employers here (businesses, government offices,
universities, co-ops, etc.) $1 per employee every day that he or she travels to
the workplace. This works out to a one-time "wage increase" of 12.5¢ per
hour, which would be an increase of about half of one per cent for the average
wage ($20.54) in B.C. In comparison, inflation last year was 2.79 per cent. The
amount of money generated by this $1 per day per employee formula would
double TransLink's current operating budget.

A 'Community Pass' for all

Another option would be to apply TransLink's current Community Pass
(which is only available to a select few condo owners living on Burnaby
Mountain near SFU) to the entire GVRD. The cost per month (for those of us
who could afford to pay) would be about $12.50 and could be collected in any
number of ways: it could be added to healthcare premiums, property taxes,
hydro bills, etc. This number is based on the $300 million TransLink currently
collects from fares and a population of two million people in the GVRD. In
effect, this replaces the inefficient method of using fare boxes and cash, and
spreads the cost to everyone living in our region. TransLink uses this
approach in calculating the cost of the U-Passes and the Community Passes;
they call it "revenue neutral" because, at least in theory, no new revenue is
generated for the system.

But TransLink's transit operating budget doesn't include the cost of buying
new buses and SkyTrain cars, which as we saw in yesterday's piece, has
become a critical problem over the past seven years since ridership has
grown while the bus fleet size has stagnated. If the funding formula chosen
for the operating budget also included funding for capital expenditures, we
could build in a sustainable solution for transit's continual expansion.

One way to do this is to collect $20 per month per GVRD resident to cover the
entire transit budget, which would then allow the $500 million plus currently
collected by TransLink through other taxes, fees, and levies to be used
exclusively for buying more full-size buses and SkyTrain cars. This could buy
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over 300 new articulated (60 ft) trolleys or over 100 new SkyTrain cars!

Shift priorities

We could also shift spending from auto- and corporate-centric to transit- and
people-friendly projects. Examples:

TransLink spends well over $100 million/year on roads and bridges (the
equivalent of 215 new buses or 23 SkyTrain cars), as well as paying
almost $30 million (60 new buses) for its bloated bureaucracy (at least
eight different boards and management staff for one transit system).
The newly formed Transit Police adds another $13 million per year (26
new buses)...guns, Tasers (http://www.cbc.ca/canada/british-
columbia/story/2007/01/22/taser-skytrain-070122.html) and other
weapons do not come cheap.

The province's Gateway proposal is projected to cost at least $7 billion.
That's more than 14 times TransLink's current operating budget for all
transit services. This amount of money could provide superb bus service
throughout the region, 24/7. This kind of frequency, combined with
being fare-free, would empty the highways and bridges if one lane (each
way) of the existing (2 lane) highways and bridges were dedicated to
buses and vanpools, resulting in less or even no congestion for those
drivers delivering goods and services.

B.C. Ferries' $2.5 billion budget to build new giant car and truck ferries
in Germany and retrofit their ramps to accommodate them could
instead build (in B.C.!) a fleet of new passenger ferries, along with
terminals in every downtown on the south coast. Vancouver, Victoria,
Nanaimo, Ganges, Cowichan/Duncan, Parksville, Gibsons, and Sechelt
could have hourly service between them, with fast ferries that carried
people, bikes, personal baggage, and minimal freight.

The Sea-to-Sky Highway upgrade is destroying ecosystems and
undermining a golden opportunity to upgrade an existing rail line with
fast, frequent service between North Vancouver, Squamish, Whistler and
beyond. The project cost of almost $2 billion
(http://www.2010watch.com/articles/2006/20-09-06.html) could
instead have been used to create at least an hourly LRT-type service,
which would have dramatically decreased motorized vehicle traffic on
that highway, instead of increasing traffic and the resultant injuries and
deaths.

Instead of tunnelling under Cambie Street and using expensive SkyTrain
technology, we could have reduced car capacity on Cambie (or any
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other street) by building LRT right on the street (where people live and
walk) for one tenth or less of the cost of the RAV/Canada Line
(http://www.canadaline.ca/aboutFAQ.asp) . And we'd have about $2
billion left for more buses and better service.

Send a message

Others will have their own suggestions, of course, for what trade-offs might
be made if we really wanted to provide fare-free transit in B.C.

I hope this series has caused readers -- and our policy makers -- to take a hard
look at the workability and benefits fare-free transit might bring to various
regions of the province. I believe the only thing stopping us from building
frequent, fare-free transit systems in our communities is political will.

Fare-free transit is not only feasible, it may well be critical for us to survive as
a species. Over the past few days, we've seen examples of how it thrives in
other locales, how it can save us money at every level, and how it contributes
to a much more fair, equitable, and mobile society.

The only thing left to do is to let your transit providers and elected officials
know how you feel.

Speak up now -- for our children and for our planet.

 ( http://thetyee.ca

/About/Donate/)

Paying for 'Free' Transit | The Tyee https://thetyee.ca/Views/2007/07/13/NoFares5/

5 of 5 4/1/17, 8:45 AM





NEWS

Free Transit? Experts Are Wary
Tyee series sparks interest, and cautionary tales.

By Bryan Zandberg
30 Jul 2007 | TheTyee.ca

Two weeks ago, the Tyee ran a five-part series
(http://thetyee.ca/Views/2007/07/05/NoFares/) that
made the case why transit should be free of charge to
riders.

The response to the series' main argument -- namely
that to fight global warming we must cut out cars
and pull down barriers to taking the bus -- was
dramatic. Traffic crashed our site, series author Dave Olsen (http://thetyee.ca
/Views/2007/07/05/NoFares/) went on national and local radio, versions of the
article went viral on the Internet (http://www.alternet.org/environment
/57802/) , and Atlantic magazine columnist Andrew Sullivan praised Olsen's
argument as "a great idea (http://andrewsullivan.theatlantic.com
/the_daily_dish/2007/07/why-bus-fares.html) ." In a nutshell, the series hit a
nerve.

"Should people really be paying for something that's benefiting society?"
asks Lawrence Frank, an urban transportation expert at the University of
British Columbia. If anything, it's drivers who should shell out more for their
dirty deeds, the logic goes.

Timely as the argument is, it remains to be seen that free transit can work
where it's needed most: in big cities. While taking out the fare box makes
sense in smaller communities, where the costs of collecting fares often
outweigh the benefits, in the city fees keep systems on their feet.

So could they really do without charging riders? Asking a number of experts,
The Tyee set out to discover why past attempts to go fare-free city-wide failed
in cities in New Jersey and Texas, degraded services in downtown Miami,
succeeded in portions of Portland and Seattle, and might yet bear fruit in San
Francisco.
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Lost in Austin

Let's start with where it failed.

Both Stanton, New Jersey and Denver, Colorado, dabbled with fare-free in the
1970s; both tried it during off-peak hours and both quit one year into the
experiment.

Austin, Texas, was the last American city to try ditching fares; they pulled out
their fare-boxes between 1989-1990, something Joel Volinski says lead to
"chaos."

Rowdy young passengers vandalized vehicles and scared off "core riders,"
said Volinski, who authored a major U.S. study (http://ntlsearch.bts.gov
/tris/record/tris/00944023.html) in 2002 that concluded that citywide fare-free
policies were a bad idea.

After one year, Austin bus drivers themselves rallied and had the program
shut down.

Volinski saw a similar experiment fail when he was a director of a smaller
transit system near Fort Lauderdale, Florida. Ridership soared when that
system went fare-free, but it was soon carpe diem for hooligans there too.

"They'd jump on the bus, raise holy hell, then jump off two blocks later. They
got a big kick out of that."

"It has something to do with the question of value," he believes, "when
people pay nothing for something, they just don't think it has value and they
treat it as such."

The Austin experiment, his report states, "left lasting impressions on transit
operators throughout the country." Nothing on that scale has been tried
since.

San Free-cisco

That may not be true for long. Under Mayor Gavin Newsom, San Francisco is
currently taking a hard look at the viability of going fare-free. In a city beset
by smog and congestion problems (http://www.sparetheair.org/) , Newsome
recently wondered aloud (http://sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2007
/03/07/BAG8ROGRI21.DTL) if the costs of enforcing and collecting fares was
worth it in a city where many skip out of paying fares in the first place.

"There's been a lot of different ideas floated here," says Peg Stevenson, San
Francisco's chief services auditor.
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Some of those ideas have to do with dredging up new sources of funding,
which would be needed to replace the massive revenues that come from
charging the city's riders. Fares add up to roughly a quarter of the system's
current annual revenue, or $145 million. That's low, compared to the fare box
yield in the Greater Vancouver region, where fares are more than one-third of
Translink's funding sources (http://www.translink.bc.ca/About_TransLink
/Financing_Annual_Report/default.asp) , or $300 million per year.

By the same token, San Francisco has plans to expand transit services to
outlying areas, and that has them wondering just how much new fare
inspection equipment and enforcement systems will cost.

Will the city be able to afford the switch? Stevenson isn't sure -- the final
report is due in August -- but she says that so far there hasn't been
widespread support for the idea, nor is it clear if proposed new parcel and
transit impact taxes, plus re-funneled parking tax monies, will cover it.
Stevenson is also quick to point out that the normally expensive study is
being carried out on the cheap since it's piggybacking a larger study on roads
and service planning in the Bay Area.

Bear in mind, too as some reports (http://sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=
/c/a/2007/03/07/BAG8ROGRI21.DTL) have pointed out, that it is an election
year in the City by the Bay.

Bus or shelter?

After sussing out the costs, managers in San Francisco will study the kind of
riders a free service would invite.

Todd Litman thinks that, in Vancouver anyway, fare-free transit would attract
the wrong kind of clientele.

"I have pretty significant concerns about transit vehicles becoming shelters
for homeless people."

Fares, Volinski puts it bluntly, help keep off "the wacko element."

As the director of the Victoria Transport Policy Institute (http://www.vtpi.org/)
, Litman argues that if the over-arching goal of promoting transit is to combat
global warming, the concept of a free ride is wrong-headed.

"I think we need to be most concerned about the quality of public transit, not
the cheapness," he said.

Reducing emissions boils down to luring people out of their cars, something
that pits public transport directly against the private automobile.
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In the U.S., for example, a national household survey (http://www.nctr.usf.edu
/html/527-09.htm) concluded that pretty much everybody who can afford to
drive a car already owns one. The challenge now is to charm those drivers
back into the transit system. How? Echoing Litman, the report's authors say
operators will have to improve quality of service by reducing wait times, and
increasing convenience.

Litman points out that car manufacturers now spend most of their efforts
improving motoring's creature comforts: Plush interiors, sound systems and
cup holders are what sell cars these days.

Transit systems have no choice but to improve services, or else they could
drive away the same drivers environmentally-minded planners are hoping to
entice.

"It has to become consumer-oriented," notes Litman.

U-Pass, we wait

In Vancouver, for example, current bus conditions are anything but enjoyable
for the city's transit-takers, according to David Hendry. And riders have seen
four consecutive fare increases in less than 10 years.

Overcrowding, pass-ups (http://www.straight.com/node/52296) , bullying
transit cops, fare increases: as an organizer with the area's Bus Riders Union
(http://bru.vcn.bc.ca/) , Hendry says the city's Translink system is already way
too embattled to go fare-free. He blames Translink's broken promises and
cut-backs from senior levels of government.

"In terms of having a fare-free bus system I think it's important to have that
vision, but we also have to do the work to stop the attacks that are happening
right now."

Although a resounding success, officials and experts agree Translink's U-Pass
program has stretched the system to its limit. The cheap annual student
fare-card has jammed the major routes to the universities where the U-Pass is
offered.

Vancouver's 'terrible problem'

But even with four fare hikes over eight years, general ridership continues to
climb, bucking the drops in ridership that accompanied hikes in other cities.

"It seems as though everything we put out there gets used," says Trish Webb,
spokeswoman for Translink, "so while I am sympathetic to people saying
[that] higher fares make it difficult for people who have low incomes, we're
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not seeing a big drop in ridership."

Ridership figures for this year are tracking an increase of close to four per cent
over last year.

"Vancouver has this terrible problem that all kinds of cities throughout the
world would love to have, which is people want to ride transit and you're
simply not providing enough service," says Litman.

Canada climbs aboard

In fact, the North American Urban Transit Association says
(http://www.nautf.com/index.php?ind=news&op=news_show_single&ide=6)
Canadians are hopping on the bus en masse: ridership is rising by 57 million
trips a year, about a three per cent increase.

Association president Michael Roschlau says the upward trend is expected to
continue partly due to Canadians' concern about the environment.

Canada's big-city mayors get it, and are lobbying (http://www.cbc.ca/canada
/story/2007/03/05/transit-mayors.html) the federal government to help
cash-stapped municipalities cope with the pressures.

"We don't have the capacity to expand our transit systems," Toronto mayor
David Miller said to the CBC. "We don't even have the money to keep them
going."

In the zone

Some say a high-grade free service operating in the downtown core, rather
than citywide, could be the answer for cities battling emissions and traffic.

But even this has lead to mixed results in the U.S.

Portland and Seattle both have what appear to be workable systems, but
Miami's MetroMover -- an elevated rail system servicing the city centre -- has
seen cars trashed and abused (http://www.miamiherald.com/460/story
/172756.html) since that city decided to make that part of its system free,
according to Volinksi. The previous fare was a quarter, which meant collection
costs outweighed revenues.

"Boy, I rode in it just a week ago and it was a shambles," said Volinski. Shot
carpet, etched windows, graffiti came with a 60 to 70 per cent rise in
ridership, he said.

"They may have discounted the fact that it was going to result in a lot more
vandalism, now they're going to be paying tons to fix it up."
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A comparable service in Seattle, on the other hand, seems to be doing well.
The Seattle Post-Intellegencer reports that the fare-free zone downtown
"allows Metro buses to move more quickly, but costs the city $370,000 a year,
the difference between the lost fares and the savings in bus speed."

La fin

While Olsen's Tyee series detailed several success stories and sparked
imagination and conversation in B.C. and beyond, it will take more pressure
from citizens to generate the political will necessary to see fare free transit in
the Lower Mainland.

"It's not a big topic around here," says Webb of Greater Vancouver's Translink
system.

But, things are heating up, says UBC's Lawrence Frank, who insists that the
Lower Mainland could afford to go fare-free if tolls were put up on bridges
leading in and out of Vancouver.

Drivers get cranky when they're asked to subsidize transit, he notes, but
they're also the ones "externalizing" the environmental and health costs of
driving onto society at large.

"They don't seem to care about that, because they're getting away with it."

Related Tyee stories:

No Fares! (http://thetyee.ca/Series/2007/07/05/NoFares/)
Time for a free ride on public transit. (Series)

'Chump Factor' Holding Us Back (http://thetyee.ca/News/2007/06/06
/Eco-chump/)
People ready to sacrifice to fight global warming if they don't feel alone.

The Mayor Who Wowed the World Urban Forum (http://thetyee.ca
/Views/2006/06/23/Mayor/)
Bogota's Enrique Peñalosa's happy 'war on cars.'
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