
   

M E M O R A N D U M 

To: Transit Task Force 

 

CC: Carlos de Leon 
 John Zukas 

From: Mary McLain, Assistant General Manager 

Date: 4/8/2014 

Re:  Additional Information 

 

 

A few questions were raised regarding specific aspects of the Fare Policy and 

Comprehensive Operational Analysis (COA), and in an effort to keep TTF members fully 

informed and facilitate your agenda discussions, additional information is being provided. 

Peer Review and Farebox Recovery: 

An individual transit system’s farebox recovery results from several factors including whether 

there is dedicated funding provided to the system, the City’s or system’s owner’s ability to 

subsidize transit fares based upon overall finances, the other demands upon overall 

finances, the level of operating funds, ridership levels and overall efficiency of operation.  

Generally, a community’s investment in transit is revealed through two data factors, both 

which can be used to gain a comparative look at peer systems.  These are local or non-

federal funding (non-federal is a combination of local and state funding) and the farebox 

recovery ratio.  It is correct that Sun Tran’s farebox recovery ratio is comparable to the peer 

systems identified through the COA and that the goal of 25% farebox recovery is higher than 

the actual farebox ratio reported by these same peer systems, as reported in the 2012 

National Transit Database. 

However; another fact realized from a review of system performance information shows that 

of the entire peer group, Tucson has the lowest local and lowest non-federal source of 

revenues at 22% local funds and 32% non-federal funds.  The non-federal funds include 

RTA and other IGA revenues, in addition to City funds.  Tucson’s total of farebox revenues 

and non-federal funding 52%, again the lowest of the group.  The majority of the peer group 

realizes are in the 80 – 98% range, with only three other exceptions, which are at 68%, 71% 

and 79%.  Without a dedicated funding source and without the ability to stretch the 

investment from the general fund, Sun Tran’s operations budget has been offset by a 

greater percentage of federal funds than others in the peer group, resulting in a decrease in 

capital funds to replace equipment or in deferred maintenance. 
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Onboard Survey: 

A primary purpose of the onboard survey was for regulatory reasons, such as determining 

household income, and other demographic information.  For this reason, the survey 

consultant only sought persons ranging in age from the mid-teens through adults to provide 

the responses.  The trips of school-age children were accounted for through the gathering 

and analysis of ridership information, provided through the automatic passenger counters 

and onboard data collectors. 

Consideration of Other Fare Reductions/Eliminations: 

It is difficult to predict the exact results of a fare increase to any individual transit system, 

and various elasticity models have been used for planning purposes.  The fare elasticity 

model used by Sun Tran for the fare scenarios discussed were based upon a model 

predicting a 4% loss in ridership for every 10% increase in the fare, coupled with Sun Tran’s 

historical ridership growth pattern.  This model was selected after research of the use of 

modeling, actual results, and various transit research reports.  It should be noted that fare 

elasticity results changed during the last eight years, during the country’s economic 

downturn.  Most of the nation’s transit systems raised fares, reduced service, or both; and 

some did so significantly.  The results varied without lending one to ascertain that a specific 

elasticity model would prove true in every situation or for every system.  Research indicates 

that passenger ridership pursuant to a fare increase differs in larger cities than smaller ones, 

systems that have a large transit-dependent ridership base, systems that carry  large 

percentages of student ridership, etc.   

The two primary fare considerations mentioned  as alternatives to the fare scenarios 

presented to the committee are the offering of a youth fare and the possibility of a free fare 

program, with the thought that the increased ridership resulting would negate the need for 

further fare considerations.  The fare scenarios recommended by staff were developed from 

a perspective of revenue generation, while the inquiries about these two fare reduction 

considerations were offered from a ridership generation.  Ridership initiatives that will not 

contribute to improving the budgetary status are not recommended by staff at this time for 

several reasons.   

Youth Fares:  Sun Tran already has a strong school trip purpose ridership, with the demand 

having exceeded capacity along several routes at times of the day corresponding with 

school opening and closing times.  Currently additional buses are dispatched for fifteen trips 

a day during the school year to address capacity needs; all but one of these are for student-

related service.  Sun Tran also has relationships with several schools/school districts that 

provide monthly passes to students in lieu of the provision of student transportation.  This 

enables the school/district to save money and provides the students who are given the 

passes to make additional trips at absolutely no cost to them.  To date this fiscal year, 

schools have purchased in excess of 47,000 SunGo products, varying from day passes to 

annual passes.  Some of these are provided at no cost to the students and others at a 
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discount; but in any regard a reduction of fares in this classification during the school year 

would have significant negative revenue impacts.  Upon implementation of any service 

changes, staff recommends collecting and reviewing data over a full year prior to further 

consideration of promotions which address ridership through fare reduction to avoid 

inadvertently creating capacity or other negative impacts. 

 

Free Fares:  There have been studies and demonstrations of free fare programs, nationally 

and a recent one from Europe.  It has been concluded that free fare programs may increase 

ridership, but result in additional costs and operational concerns.  It is also concluded that 

free fares programs are not successful to attract choice ridership; typically reducing this 

category of ridership with the loss not being recovered for years.  A summary from one such 

report and a recent article regarding free fare programs are attached. 
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