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Regional Transit Pass for San Diego: A Key to Operating 
Efficiencies and Rider Convenience 
EVA LERNER-LAM 

A regional transit pass was developed by the San Diego Metropolitan Transit 
Development Board (MTDBI in order to present transit services provided by 
multiple operators as a single unified system to transit riders. In an effort to 
reduce the total cost of providing transit service in the metropolitan area, 
the existence of multiple operators has been supported by MTDB during the 
past several years. The positive competition from multiple operators can lead 
to lower unit operating costs for the region. Nevertheless, lack of coordina
tion among the various operators can result in rider confusion and a subse
quent loss of ridership. The success of a regional transit pass depends on 
the coordination of many elements. If such coordination is achieved, the 
pass can present services provided by multiple operators as a single unified 
system. The regional transit pass program is described, the key steps toward 
its development and implementation are identified, and a preliminary assess
ment of the impacts of the program on operating efficiencies and rider con
venience is presented. 

Fixed-route transit services in the metropolitan San 
Diego area are currently provided by six different 
operators: County Transit System-Suburban, National 
City Transit, San Diego Transit, San Diego Trolley, 
South Coast Organization Operating Transit (SCOOT), 
and Strand Streaker. The main characteristics of 
these operators are given in Tables 1 (1) and 2 (2). 

The San Diego Metropolitan Transit Development 
Board (MTDB) was created by the California State 
Legislature in 1975 and was made responsible for 
short-range (5-year) transportation planning. For 
its region of jurisdiction, MTDB develops the annual 
transportation improvement program (1) and adminis
ters the transit subsidy funds of -the California 
Transportation Development Act <l>· The MTDB region 
of jurisdiction is shown in Figure 1. 

DESCRIPTION OF REGIONAL TRANSIT PASS PROGRAM 

The regional transit pass program began on July 1, 
1981, with the introduction of the monthly Ready 
Pass (see Figure 2). A red Ready Pass entitles the 
bearer to unlimited travel for an entire calendar 
month on all six of the fixed-route public transit 

services in the metropolitan San Diego area for 
$31.00. A blue Ready Pass entitles the qualified 
elderly or disabled bearer to the same services for 
$15.50. 

Ready Passes are sold at more than 150 locations 
throughout the metropolitan area. Pass outlets are 
maintained by both MTDB and San Diego Transit, the 
largest transit operator in the region. All pass 
revenues are remitted to a single fund with two ac
counts (one for red Ready Pass revenues and one for 
blue Ready Pass revenues). The revenues are then 
distributed among the participating operators ac
cording to distribution instructions from the San 
Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG) , the met
ropolitan planning organization for San Diego 
County. The operators in the region agreed that the 
distribution of revenues should be based on (a) ac
tual pass use counts on fixed-route bus systems and 
(b) estimated pass use on the San Diego Trolley de
rived from sample surveys. 

The administrative responsibilities and 
distribution pr ovisions are contained in 
g ional Ready Pass Agreement as executed 
SANDAG, and the fixed-route operators (_!). 

KEY STEPS TOWARD DEVELOPMENT 

revenue 
the Re

by MTDB, 

The key steps toward development of a regional tran
sit pass were integrating services, getting a con
sensus, and keeping everyone involved. 

Integrating Services 

The first step toward the development of a regional 
pass was to ensure that several basic service ele
ments were integrated among the various transit sys
tems. Coordinated transfer time points and a uni
form fare structure had to be established. These 
and other service elements, including regional tran-
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Table 1. Characteristics of fixed-route transit operators in the San Diego MTDB region (!I. 

Total Miles Total Passengers 

Primary Percentage Percentage 
Fixed-Route Service No. of of Fixed- of Fixed-
Operator Areas Vehicles Miles Route Systems Passengers Route Systems 

County Transit Unincorporated 20 935,000 6.5 600,000 1.8 
System-Suburban areas 

National City Transit National City 8 260,000 1.8 461,000 1.4 
San Diego Transit San Diego 340 11,225,000 77.5 26,730,000 80.2 
San Diego Trolley South Bay 14 1,310,000 9.0 4,687,000 14.1 
SCOOT Chula Vista 14 551,000 3.8 690,000 2.1 
Strand Streaker Coronado and 6 207,000 1.4 148,000 0.4 

Imperial Beach 
Total 402 14,488,000 33,316,000 

Table 2. FY 1982 fare revenues for the San Diego MTDB (~I. 

Base Fares($) Percentage 
Elderly and Total Fare of Areawide 

Operator Regular Handicapped Revenues ( $) Fares 

County Transit 0.60 0.40 219,000 1.3 
System-Suburban 

National City Transit 0.60 0.40 136,000 0.8 
San Diego Transit 0.80 0.40 13,646,000 79.7 
San Diego Trolley 1.00 0.40 2,747,000 16.0 
SCOOT 0.60 0.40 230,000 1.3 
Strand Streaker 1.00 0.40 146,000 0.9 

Total 17,124,000 

Figure 1. MTDB region of jurisdiction. Figure 2. Ready passes. 

Re~11il di' READY i'P.'.'> (Red) 
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sit telephone information, coordinated bus route 
numbering, and a regional transit quide, were devel
oped in 1980 and 1981 by all fixed-route operators 
as a group in the San Diego metropolitan area. A 
group consisting of the general managers of all 
fixed-route operations had been established in the 
previous year by MTDB to consider, on a biweekly 
basis, transit issues of regional significance. 

A Master Transfer Agreement (5), which estab
lished timed transfer points, ~niform transfer 
slips, and a uniform set of transfer charges based 
on type of service (metro, urban, and local, regard
less of operator), was executed and became effective 
January 1981. A uniform fare structure, which would 
establish a set of fares based on type of service 
(also regardless of operator), was proposed for im
plementation on July 1, 1981. 

Get ting a Consensus 

The second step toward development of a regional 
transit pass was reaching a consensus in the transit 
operator community that the implementation of such a 
pass was a sound concept. A consensus was reachea 
in early 1981 by the general managers' group. Al
though the decision by the group was based in part 
on the general perception that increased operating 
efficiencies and rider convenience would be 
achieved, a major factor in the decision, particu
larly for the smaller operators, was the prospect of 
additional fare revenues resulting from the distri
bution of revenue from pass sales. 

Keeping Ever yone Involved 

The next step in the development process was to find 
a way to keep all the operators involved. In re
lated discussions about the establishment of a uni
form fare structure among the various systems, the 
general managers' group established a fare structure 
task force, which comprised technical staff members 
from each of the operating entities. The task force 
was directed to develop a uniform fare structure and 
a regional transit pass program. Thus the same 
technical staff members who worked on coordinating 
the fares of the various systems into a single uni
form structure also designed the infrastructure for 
the regional transit pass. Those same staff members 
then had the technical responsibility to implement 
the pass on their own systems. 

The fare structure task force met biweekly over a 
period of 2 months. Several of the operators de
cided against participating in fiscal year (FY) 
1982. Those decisions were carefully considered and 
were based eotirely on unique technical difficul
ties. For example, one operator did not have suffi
cient cyclometers available on its buses and thus 
could not s~pply the pass counts necessary for pass 
revenue distribution. The involvement of all possi
ble participants at the technical staff level was 
essential to the eventual implementation of the re
gional transit pass by most of the area operators 
and to the maintenance of trust and confidence in 
the efforts of the task force by the rema1ning oper
a tors, all of whom expressed willingness to try to 
resolve the techn ical difficultie s during the next 
year in order to ensure their participation in the 
future. 

KEY STEPS TOWARD IMPLEMENTATION 

The key steps toward implementation of the regional 
transit pass were (a) determining the basic charac
teristics of the Ready Pass, (b) establishing the 
types of Ready Passes, (c) setting Ready Pass 
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prices, and (d) developing a revenue distribution 
formula and process. 

Det ermini ng t he Basic Char ac tedstic s o f Ready Pass 

There were many discussions at the meetings of· the 
fare structure task force and the general managers' 
group concerning the basic characteristics of the 
Ready Pass, which resulted in a unanimous agreement 
on the following characteristics: 

1. Acceptance on all fixed:route transit systems 
in the metropolitan San Diego area (with acceptance 
on demand-responsive systems to be determined at a 
later date); 

2. Ease of use by transit riders, bus operators, 
and trolley fare inspectors; 

3. Ease of administration (e.g., pass sales, ac
counting) 1 

4. Transferability (pass should entitle no more 
than a single bearer at a time to ride; however, it 
should be possible to loan the pass to others at 
those times when the purchaser cannot use the pass); 
and 

5. Elderly and handicapped distinction (separate 
pass or sticker) • 

Es tabl i shing Types of Ready Pa ss es 

The fare structure task force had agreed to a uni
form fare structure based on the three functional 
levels of fixed-route transit services available in 
the metropolitan San Diego area--local, urban, and 
metro--with fares to be s~.60, so.so, and $1.00, re
spectively. Thus it was initially proposed that 
there be three corresponding types of Ready Passes. 
In addition, it was proposed that there be three ad
ditional corresponding passes for the elderly and 
the handicapped at reduced rates. 

However, in the interest of operational and ad
ministrative efficiency, it was later decided by the 
general manage rs' g roup t hat the six types of Ready 
Passes s hould be consolidated into t wo types: reg
ular and elder ly and ha ndic apped. The unanimous de
cision was based on the belief that any further cat
egorization would cost more to implement than it 
would return in revenues. 

Setting Ready Pass Prices 

The setting of Ready Pass prices was based on many 
considerations, including base fare, average number 
of trips per pass, elderly and handicapped dis
counts, and political marketability. Initial as
sumptions were as follows: base fare R $0.80; aver
age number of trips per pass • 40; and elderly and 
hand icapped discount = 50 percent of the regular 
price. 

After considerable aiscussion, adjustments were 
made to the ini t ial assumptions, and the final Ready 
Pass prices were determined: regu lar Ready Pa s s 
(red) = $31.00, and elderly and han~icapped Ready 
Pass (blue) = $15.50. 

Develop i ng a Reve nue Di s t r ibution Formula 
and Process 

The members of the fare structure task force agreed 
that the revenues generated by Ready Pass sales 
should be allocated based on the proportion of total 
pass use on ~ach of the participating systems. The 
distribution formula was as follows: 

Proportion of revenues allocated to operator X = 
(Total ready pass riders on all operator X routes) 
f (Total ready pass riders on all routes). 
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It was decided that each operator would be re
sponsible for keeping counts of actual pass use and 
for reporting the counts on a monthly basis to 
SANDAG. Bus drivers were to register each boarding 
pass user on their cyclometers (two cyclometers were 
to be reserved for the counts: one for regular 
Ready Pass users and one for elderly and handicapped 
Ready Pass users). For "the San Diego Trolley, which 
operates by using a self-service barrier-free fare
collection system, it was decided that SANDAG and 
MTDB would conduct surveys to estimate Ready Pass 
use. 

The Jteqi-onal Ready Pass· Agreement · (4-) Ya9 d~afted 

by MTDB and signed by all participating operators 
and agencies before the implementation of the Ready 
Pass on July 1, 1961. The specific administrative 
responsibilities of each of the signatories, as well 
as the revenue distribution formula, were outlined 
i~ the agreement. 

IMPACTS OF READY PASS 

During the first 6 months of implementation (start
ing July 1, 1961), the impacts of the Ready Pass on 
transit system operating efficiency and rider con
venience appear to be positive. The benefits of the 
Ready Pass are reflected in (a) increased rates of 
pass use on all systems, (b) enthusiastic support 
for the Ready Pass from bus drivers, and (c) high 
proportion of pass users using more than one transit 
system. 

Increased Rate of Pass Use 

The rate of pass use has increased dramatically on 
participating transit systems (see Tables 3 and 4). 
Several impacts on operating efficiency from this 
increase have been cited by management, labor, and 
transit riders: 

Table 3. Rates of pass use. 

Operator 

County Transit 
System-Suburban 

National City Transit 
San Diego Transit 
San Diego Trolley 
SCOOT 
Strand Streaker 
Total for all operators 

Note: NA= not applicable. 

~~~~ai~~~r;!~~·able. 

Rate of Pass Use as a 
Percentage of Total Boardings 

July- July-
December December 
1980 1981 

4.7 13.1 

6.7 13 .8 
17.8 29.7 -· 14.7 
12.7 15.5 

b 28.0 
17.4 27.6 

Table 4. Rates of pass revenues. 

Operator 

County Transit 
System-Suburban 

National City Transit 
San Diego Transit 
San Diego Trolley 
SCOOT 
Strand Streaker 
Total for all operators 

Note: NA= not applicable. 
"No pass revanues. 
bNot in service. 

Rate of Pass Revenues as a 
Percentage of Total Revenues 

July
December 
1980 

3.9 

12.9 
b 

23.0 
12.7 

July
December 
1981 

15.0 

23 .2 
22.I 

9.1 
17.0 
30.7 
20.0 

Increase or 
Decrease (%) 

+178.7 

+106.0 
+66.9 

NA 
+22.0 

NA 
+58.6 

Increase or 
Decrease (%) 

+284.6 

NA 
+71.3 

NA 
NA 

+33.5 
+57.5 
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1. A reduction in the handling of paper trans
fers (Table 5) and cash fares (Table 6): 

2. A reduction in the number of confrontations 
between drivers and boarding passengers regarding 
paper transfers: 

3. An improvement in passenger boarding speed, 
particularly at high-volume stops: and 

4. An increase in passenger revenues for those 
systems that previously honored transfers and passes 
from other systems with no compensation. 

Bus Driver Support f o r Ready Pass 

In an April 1982 survey of 222 bus drivers from all 
fixed-route systems, 69 percent of those responding 
believed that with the increase in Ready Pass use, 
passenger boardings are easier than before, and 94 
percent stated that they would like to see further 
increases in Ready Pass use. The positive survey 
results reflect the general perception by the driv
ers that the Ready Pass improves transit system op
erating efficiency. 

New Pass users 

In a recent survey of Ready Pass users, 67 percent 
of those responding either paid cash fares or did 
not ride transit before (Table 7). Fifty-two per
cent purchased the Ready Pass because of its econ
omy, whereas 22 percent purchased it because it 
eliminates the need for exact change. The high pro
portion of new pass users reflects the attractive
ness of the fen tu res of the Ready Pass to transit 
riders. 

Use of Ready Pass· on Mu1tiple systems 

In the recent survey of Ready Pass users, more than 
56 percent of those responding indicated that they 
would be using the Ready Pass on more than one t r an
sit system (Table 7). This high percentage supports 
the notion that the Ready Pass can contribute sig
nificantly to the effort of presenting transit ser
vices provided by multiple operators as a single 
unified system to transit riders. 

Table 5. Rates of transfer (San Diego Transit onlyl. 

Item 

Total 
boardings 

Transfer 
volume 

Percentage of 
total boardings 

Table 6. Cash boardings. 

Operator 

County Transit 
System-Suburban 

National City Transit 
San Diego Transit 
San Diego Trolley 
SCOOT 
Strand Streaker 
Total for all operators 

Note : NA= not applicable. 

~~:!a1:~~r;!~iable. 

July- July-
December December 
1980 1981 

16,597,917 13,253,367 

3,440,984 2,245,799 

20.7 16.9 

Cash Boardings as a 
Percentage of Total Boardings 

July- July-
December December 
1980 1981 

67.0 64.7 

58.4 50.3 
61.5 53.4 -· 67.2 
69.9 62.8 

_b 57.6 
61.7 56 .2 

Increase or 
Decrease (%) 

-20.2 

-34.7 

-18.4 

Increase or 
Decrease ( % ) 

-3.4 

-13.9 
-13 .2 
NA 
-10.2 
NA 
-8.9 
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Table 7 . Pass user survey results. 

Survey Question 

Primary reason for buying the Ready Pass 
More economical than cash fares 
Eliminates need for transfers 
Eliminates need for exact change 
Faster boarding 

Before the Ready Pass, did you buy another kind of 
transit pass? 

Yes 
No 

On how many different transit companies will you be using 
your Ready Pass? 

One 
Two 
Three 
Four 

Percent 

52 
13 
22 
13 

23 
67 

44 
33 
14 
9 

Note: Data are from a suivey of Ready Pass purchasers conducted by MTDB jn March 
1982 (N = 84). 

SUMMARY 

The San Diego regional Ready Pass has been success
ful in 

1. Unifying the multiple operator system by 
granting the Ready Pass user unlimited riding privi
leges throughout the system; 

2. Improving on-street operating efficiency by 
reducing the volume of paper transfers and cash 
fares, thus speeding passenger boardings; and 

3. Enhancing transit rider convenience, which 
may in turn helps maintain and attract new riders. 
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The development of a regional transit pass for a 
mu ltiple operator system requires the integrat.ion of 
.basic servic e elements , a consensus among the var
ious operators on the validity of the concept, and 
the involvemen t of the technical staffs from the 
various operatocs in the entire pricing a nd imple
mentation process. Continued implementation of the 
Ready Pass in San Diego can help pi:eserve the posi
tive competition between multiple operators, which 
can help keep areawide operating costs competitive. 
At the same time, the ~eady Pass can improve transit 
rid er accessibility and convenience by presenting 
the multiple operators as a single unified system . 
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Sketch-Planning Evaluation of an Employer-Based 
s·ubsidized Transit Pass Program 
ERIC A. ZIERING 

A sketch·planning evalualion of an employer-based •ubsldiznd transit pass 
program for the Sou1heastern Pennsylvania Transportation Au1hority 
(SEPTA) Is described. The purpose of ihe evaluation was to dolermino If the 
project could produce substantia l Iron sit ridership lncreasei, which could In 
turn lead to a reduction in. automobile hydrocarbon emissions and justify the 
inclusion of Iha project In tho state lmplemonlotion plan. Constraints in dat.a 
availobility required that a coarse back-of-1he·onvelope analysis be performed 
by using limited empirical information from olher cities. The results of this 
study indicated lhot a small ridership inc1easo would occur along whh en in
crease In SEPTA revenue, but tha1 questions about lhe feas·ibility of imple· 
m·onllng lhe proposed prog·ram made it unworkable. The methodology used 
In the evaluation, however, highlights the useful ness of planning techniques 
in preliminary program evaluolion. Tho methodology also makes apparent 
the volue of data from outside sources, porticulorly the ex1enslve data avail · 
ablo from projects in lhe UMTA Service and Monagoment Demonstration 
program. 

As part of a study for the Delaware Valley Regional 
Planning Commission (DVRPC), Charles River Associ-

ates was commissioned to identify transit strategies 
that would significantly increase transit ridership 
in the Pennsylvania portion of the Philadelphia re
g ion . The purpose of identifying such strategies 
was to consider them for inclusion in th~ Pennsyl
vania state implementation plan for reducing ve.hicu
lar hydrocarbon emissions . A variety of transit 
projects and strategies was e xamined. One was an 
employer-based subsidized transit pass proqram for 
the Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Author
ity (SEPTA) • Other projects included construct.ion 
of an airport high-speed transit line , other rapid 
transit and light rail improvements , transit amenity 
improvements, a center city commuter connection , es
tablishment of premium transit services , ·a transit 
permit payment system, a nd seasonal fare reductions 
during those t imes of the year when hydrocarbon 
emissions reach thei r peak. 


