
 

 
 
 
M E M O R A N D U M 
 

 
TO:  The Honorable Jean Godden, Chair, Parks, Seattle Center, Libraries and Gender Pay 
 Equity Committee 
 The Honorable Bruce A. Harrell, Vice-Chair, Parks, Seattle Center, Libraries and Gender Pay 
 Equity Committee 
 The Honorable Tom Rasmussen, Parks, Seattle Center, Libraries and Gender Pay 
 Equity Committee 
 The Honorable Kshama Sawant, Parks, Seattle Center, Libraries and Gender Pay 
  Equity Committee 

  

FROM: Robert Nellams, Director, Seattle Center 

 
DATE: June 29, 2015 

 
RE:  ANALYSIS OF POTENTIAL USE OF THE ORCA CARD ON THE MONORAIL 
 
CC: The Honorable Sally Bagshaw, Seattle City Council 
  The Honorable Tim Burgess, Seattle City Council 
  The Honorable Nick Licata, Seattle City Council 
  The Honorable Mike O’Brien, Seattle City Council 
  The Honorable John Okamoto, Seattle City Council 
  Ben Noble, Director, City Budget Office 
  Scott Kubly, Director, Seattle Department of Transportation     

 
 
During Seattle City Council’s review of the Monorail System Concession Agreement by and between 
Seattle Monorail Services, LLC and the City of Seattle in late 2014, Council asked Seattle Center to 
deliver an analysis of and possible proposal for utilizing the One Regional Card for All (ORCA) card as a 
method of fare payment on the Seattle Monorail before the end of the second quarter of 2015. 
 
Summary of Work Done to Date:   
 
City staff have researched the process to integrate the Monorail with ORCA, gathered some preliminary 
financial information and met with staff from Seattle Monorail Services, SDOT, King County Metro and 
ORCA to study the issue.  This preliminary process has revealed that the decision about ORCA card 
acceptance will have financial, administrative, and operational implications. In addition, the City needs to 
conduct a ridership survey along with a financial analysis before we can make a recommendation about 
whether the Monorail should join ORCA.  Finally, a decision on whether or not ORCA is used on the 
Monorail does not rest with the City but with the ORCA Agencies, one of whom must be willing to sponsor 
the Monorail as an affiliate transportation service, and the ORCA Joint Board, which would need to 
unanimously accept the Monorail as an affiliate organization.  
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Background Information:  
 
ORCA Organization  
ORCA (One Regional Card for All) is the system, launched in 2009, that enables use of a common fare 
card on the public transportation services provided by any of the ORCA Agencies.  There are seven 
public transportation agencies that make up ORCA:  Snohomish Community Transit, Everett Transit, King 
County Metro, Kitsap Transit, Pierce Transit, Sound Transit and the Washington State Ferries.  ORCA is 
governed by the Joint Board, comprised of a representative from each ORCA Agency. 
 
The ORCA agencies retained a contractor to design, implement, operate and maintain the ORCA card 
system.  The current agreement with the ORCA contractor ends in 2021, and the ORCA Agencies are 
already in the process of conceptualizing “ORCA 2.0,” anticipating that the RFP for a new ORCA 
contractor will be issued in late 2016 with transition to the ORCA 2.0 system beginning in 2020.  It is 
anticipated that ORCA 2.0 will be a modular, application based system, significantly different from the 
initial system. 
 
Becoming an Affiliate 
The ORCA Agencies, subject to the Joint Board approval, will allow other organizations to use ORCA 
cards for fare payment on transportation services that link with services provided by the ORCA agencies. 
Those organizations are called affiliates (currently, there is one affiliate agency). Some of the 
requirements for the Monorail to become an affiliate include:  

1. Sponsorship by one of the ORCA Agencies whose service area is adjacent to the 
Monorail (King County Metro or Sound Transit); 

2. Completion of an Affiliate Agreement with the ORCA Agencies; 
3. Utilization of ORCA’s common fare categories; 
4. Payment to ORCA of an annual participation fee and a percentage share of the ORCA 

program regionally shared costs; 
5. Payment of an annual sponsorship fee to the Sponsor Agency and reimbursement of all  

the direct ORCA operating and maintenance costs for the Monorail; and 
6. Payment of the percentage share of the ORCA boardings revenue by ORCA to the 

Monorail.   
 
SDOT has preliminarily approached King County Metro to sponsor the Monorail on behalf of Seattle 
Center but has not made a formal request for sponsorship.  
 
Preliminary Cost Information 
Monorail operation currently provides annual revenue to the Seattle Center via a revenue sharing 
agreement with Seattle Monorail Services (SMS), the agency contracted to manage, operate and 
maintain the Monorail System.  Through this agreement, the City receives 2/3 of net revenues for 
operation of the Monorail with a minimum guarantee of $550,000 per year.  In 2015, Seattle Center 
expects to receive $900,000 in revenue through this agreement.  In addition to this revenue, SMS 
contributes to both capital improvement and marketing reserve accounts.  If the City moves forward with 
ORCA integration and it has a material adverse financial impact, SMS and the City have agreed to enter 
into good faith negotiations to reasonably address any financial impact to the vendor.  SMS can terminate 
the current agreement with one year’s notice if the parties reach an impasse.  
 
Early research suggests that the ORCA card will result in new annual fees and charges for the Monorail.  
These may include any or all of the following:  
 
1. ORCA Participation Fee: This annual fee recovers the initial $42M regional capital project cost for 

the current ORCA system. It is allocated over a 10 year useful life equaling $4.2M a year. This 
amount is then divided by agencies that utilize the ORCA system based on ORCA utilization for each 
agency.  Based on preliminary discussions with ORCA staff, the estimated fee for 2016 would be 
approximately $51,000.  This amount would be recalculated annually based on actual Monorail 
ORCA utilization.   
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2. ORCA Program Regionally-shared Costs:  This annual fee recovers the annual regional costs to 

operate and manage the ORCA program ($11.8M in 2016).  In 2016, the Monorail’s portion of this 
cost would be approximately $143,000.  This amount would be recalculated annually based on actual 
Monorail ORCA utilization and the annual budget for ORCA.   
 

3. Sponsor Agency Fee:  This fee is paid to the Sponsor Agency to cover its costs of administering the 
Affiliate agreement and performing other required support activities.  This includes the Sponsor 
Agency staff training, ordering and delivering ORCA Equipment, processing repair/replacements or 
ORCA Equipment, providing device connection, revenue apportionment and ridership reports.   The 
amount of the fee will vary based on the costs identified by the Sponsor Agency. Because it will need 
to be negotiated with the Sponsor Agency, a cost estimate is unavailable at this time. 

 
4. Reimbursements:  Seattle Center will be required to reimburse payments made by the Sponsor 

Agency to the ORCA Contractor or any other third party for any added costs incurred in connection 
with the Monorail’s use of the ORCA system.  This includes any costs for system revisions, ORCA 
equipment, site surveys, commissioning and decommissioning, “per transaction” fees and “per 
incident” maintenance fees.  These costs will vary depending on equipment needs and use and the 
type and the number of computer system revisions that will be needed for the Monorail. 

 
5. Start-up Costs: There would be one time start-up costs associated with the transition to ORCA.  

Estimates of these cost have not been made, but the expenses are expected to include: 
 

• Station Revisions:  To implement use of the ORCA card on the Monorail, two card readers for 
each station would need to be acquired from the ORCA Contractor via the Sponsor Agency.  It is 
recommended that the card readers be installed at each station adjacent to the current ticket 
booths.  Installation will require mounting of the card readers, wiring and provision of the lines, 
networks, equipment and/or software needed for the secure communication of data between the 
ORCA equipment, the Sponsor Agency and/or the ORCA central system.  Signage modifications 
will also be required.  

 
• ORCA Equipment Acquisition: Equipment for the ORCA system, including Card Readers, are 

no longer in production or available for purchase because the ORCA Contractor has ceased 
production due to the anticipated transition to ORCA 2.0.  For the Monorail to be able to use the 
ORCA system, another ORCA agency or affiliate, with adequate equipment reserves, would need 
to be willing to provide equipment from their reserves to Seattle Center.  Legal title to and 
ownership of any ORCA equipment remains with the Sponsor Agency, although the Affiliate is 
responsible for the protection and safety of the equipment.  The ORCA Contractor works with the 
Sponsor Agency to maintain the equipment and the Affiliate must reimburse the Sponsor Agency 
for any costs incurred. 

 
In addition to the above fees and costs, Seattle Center expects that fare category modifications may have 
an impact on monorail revenue. As part of ORCA sponsorship, an affiliate must have the same fare 
categories as its Sponsor Agency.  While fare amounts do not have to be the same, the fare structure 
must be equivalent.  In addition, fares may only be adjusted in $.25 increments and regional passes and 
e-purse transfers must be accepted.   
 
If, for example, King County Metro sponsored Seattle Center, the Monorail would need to revise its fare 
categories to match King County Metro (see the following table “Comparison of Current Fare 
Categories”).  Fare categories that are not currently used by King County Metro include discount fares for 
active duty US military personnel and group or classroom rates.  Although these discounts could be 
accommodated outside of the ORCA system, these two types of riders would not be able to use an 
ORCA card and still take advantage of the discounted rate.   
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Comparison of Current Fare Categories 
 

King County Metro Fare Categories Monorail Fare Categories 
Adult, 19-64 Adult, 13-64 
Seniors w/ Regional Reduced Fare Permit Seniors, 65+ 
Disabled & Medicare card holders w/ 
Regional Reduced Fare Permit 

Disabled and Medicare card holders 

NA Active Duty US Military 
ORCA LIFT Reduced Fare NA 
Youth, 6-18 Youth, 5-12 
Children, 0-5 Children, 0-4 
NA Discount Fares for Large Groups and 

Classrooms 
 
Operating Considerations 
Due to the structure of the ORCA system, decision making authority for certain aspects of the Monorail 
operations will need to be considered.  Some of the more significant operational considerations to 
evaluate if the Monorail were to become an Affiliate are: 
 

1. No Say in the Future Direction and Costs of ORCA.  The City is not a member of the Joint 
Board and does not have decision making authority regarding the future operations or cost of 
ORCA.  The Monorail will need to comply with the Joint Board decisions, and will be responsible 
to pay a percentage share of the annual regionally-shared costs.   

 
2. ORCA Contractor Response Times and Priorities. The City will rely on the responsiveness of 

the ORCA Contractor, operating through the Sponsor Agency, for all aspects of maintenance and 
repair of the ORCA system.  The Monorail, with its two million riders, is a relatively small 
operation compared to the regional transit system.  It is unlikely that Monorail issues will take 
precedence over larger system needs.  This need for ORCA to address the greatest needs first 
may manifest itself in the prioritization of maintenance needs and software programming revisions 
or upgrades.  This will be a significant change for Monorail operations where currently all 
maintenance and support issues are addressed by the operator. 

 
3. Setting Fares.  The City sets Monorail fares and fare categories on a schedule and in time 

frames determined by the City within the FTA required guidelines.  With ORCA, the fares are 
limited to $.25 changes; the fare categories are controlled by the ORCA agencies; fare changes, 
but not the actual fare, must be requested of and approved by the Joint Board; and 
implementation of fare changes are subject to ORCA notice requirements and scheduling of 
ORCA computer programming revisions.  Affiliates need to plan for a 6 month programming lead 
time for fare changes.  

 
4. Services. The ORCA Agencies maintain the website, sell ORCA cards and ORCA products, and 

provide customer service and call service functions via their Regional Call Center.  An Affiliate 
cannot sell ORCA cards or ORCA products and is not responsible for staffing the Regional Call 
Center.  This is a broad service improvement that is not currently available to Monorail riders.  
 

5. Timing.  If the City decides to pursue integration with ORCA, it may take several years.  
Depending on how long the process takes, the City may want to consider whether to integrate 
with ORCA now or whether it should wait for ORCA 2.0. ORCA 2.0, with its concomitant capital 
and operating expenses, will be fully operational in 2021. 

 



ANALYSIS OF POTENTIAL USE OF THE ORCA CARD ON THE MONORAIL                             5 
 

Next Steps and Timelines: 
 
Ridership Survey and Financial Analysis 
Seattle Center believes that acceptance of the ORCA card could result in new or changing ridership, but 
does not have enough information to estimate the exact impact of implementation at this time.  Seattle 
Center, in collaboration with SDOT, will conduct a ridership survey and financial analysis.  The ridership 
survey will assist in estimating the impact of ORCA acceptance and provide valuable planning information 
related to: 

1) Potential new ridership; 
2) ORCA system transfers; 
3) Current Monorail monthly pass usage and potential replacement with ORCA cards; and 
4) The impact of new Sponsor Agency fare categories.   

 
Approximately 44% of Monorail ridership occurs between June and August with occasional ridership 
tapering during the winter months. Monthly pass usage, which averaged 2,600 riders per month in 2014, 
is fairly consistent throughout the year. Due to the seasonality of a large number of riders, this analysis 
would need to be conducted over a number of months to capture both types of riders. The cost of this 
study, which would be conducted by a transportation consultant, is estimated to be approximately 
$50,000.  
  
 The next steps in evaluating the possibility of utilizing the ORCA card on the Monorail are: 
 

1. Begin discussions with King County Metro or Sound Transit regarding sponsorship of the Monorail as 
an Affiliate.  
 

2. Retain a transportation consultant to perform an analysis of the ridership and financial impact of 
ORCA acceptance on the Monorail.  The analysis, which may include rider surveys, will need to 
include both the busier summer months and some months with lower ridership. 
 

3. Depending on the results of the ridership survey and financial analysis, begin negotiations with SMS 
to address how any material adverse financial impacts will be resolved and identify a funding source 
for those changes if necessary. 
 

After completion of step 3, Seattle Center will prepare a more comprehensive decision package for direction. 
An exact timeline is unknown at this time, as it is dependent on the timing of the survey and negotiations with 
SMS and a Sponsor, but it seems reasonable to expect that conducting the analysis and completing 
negotiations would require 12 – 18 months.  
  


