
November 20, 2024 
NVTA Agenda Item 11.4 

Continued From: October 16, 2024 
Action Requested:  INFORMATION 

 
 

NAPA VALLEY TRANSPORTATION AUTHORITY 
COVER MEMO 
______________________________________________________________________ 

SUBJECT 
 
Free Transit and Fare Subsidy Programs 
 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
 
That the Napa Valley Transportation Authority (NVTA) Board receive a report on the 
costs to subsidize fixed route fares for K-12, Low Income Adults and Elderly and/or 
Disabled riders.  
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
At its October 16, 2024 meeting, the Board of Directors requested an agenda item to 
discuss a Free Fare program. The attached board memo outlines the cost of each subsidy 
category by jurisdiction. It should be noted that these are just estimates based on 
boarding and alighting’s, fare media sales, and poverty levels in each jurisdiction. 
 
 
FISCAL IMPACT 
 
None for this item, however, if the Board decides to subsidize K-12, low-income adults, 
and/or elderly and disabled rider fares, the cost could be up to $38,937 annually and new 
revenues would need to be identified to backfill the budget gap. 
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NVTA Agenda Item 11.4 

Continued From: October 16, 2024 
Action Requested:  INFORMATION 

 
 

NAPA VALLEY TRANSPORTATION AUTHORITY 
Board Agenda Memo 
______________________________________________________________________ 

TO:      NVTA Board of Directors 

FROM:     Kate Miller, Executive Director 
REPORT BY: Kate Miller, Executive Director 

(707) 259-8634 / Email: kmiller@nvta.ca.gov 

SUBJECT: Free Transit and Fare Subsidy Programs 
______________________________________________________________________ 

RECOMMENDATION 
 
That the Napa Valley Transportation Authority (NVTA) Board receive a report on the 
costs to subsidize fixed route fares for K-12, Low Income Adults and Elderly and/or 
Disabled riders.  
 
COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATION 
 
None  
 
BACKGROUND 
 
At its October 18, 2024 meeting the NVTA Board received a comprehensive report about 
free and subsidized fare programs offered by public transit providers in the North Bay 
Area.  During that meeting, the Board requested additional information about costs to 
provide free fares for K-12, low income, and elderly and disabled riders.   
 
While specific rider demographic and associated exact costs are not known, NVTA staff 
extrapolated the data based on a combination of several factors: the location of where 
riders get on and off the bus, the number of youth and elderly/disabled passes sold, and 
the jurisdictions’ poverty rate applied to the remaining riders after deducting youth and 
elderly/disabled riders.  Table 1 below estimates the riders and revenues currently 
generated for each group by jurisdiction.   
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Table 1: Estimated K-12, Low Income, and Elderly/Disabled Riders and Subsidy 
Costs 
Fare Category Jurisdiction Number of Riders Annual Subsidy 

Cost 
K-12 American Canyon 7,505 $ 3,002 
Elderly and Disabled American Canyon 6,092 $ 3,960 
Low Income Adults American Canyon 2,532 $ 1,646 

Total American Canyon $ 8,608 

K-12 Napa City 7,797 $  3,119 
Elderly and Disabled Napa City 19,987 $12,992 
Low Income Adults Napa City 10,218 $  6,642 

Total Napa City $22,752 

K-12 Napa County 153 $    61 
Elderly and Disabled Napa County 904 $  588 
Low Income Adults Napa County 401 $  261 

Total Napa County $  909 

K-12 Yountville N/A $        - 
Elderly and Disabled Yountville 1,620 $1,053 
Low Income Adults Yountville 965 $   627 

Total Yountville $1,680 

K-12 St. Helena 1,272 $   509 
Elderly and Disabled St. Helena 2,117 $1,376 
Low Income Adults St. Helena 678 $   441 

Total St. Helena $2,326 

K-12 Calistoga 487 $   195 
Elderly and Disabled Calistoga 2,913 $1,893 
Low Income Adults Calistoga 883 $   574 

Total Calistoga $2,662 

Grand Total 66,524 $38,937 

 
Free Fares and Ridership 
There is no conclusive evidence that rider subsidies and or free fares have substantially 
increased ridership consistently across all systems in the Bay Area. NVTA’s own 
promotions, some of which lasted an entire week or weekend, did not result in any 
sustained ridership increases.  The Napa Valley College pass program may be a good 
indicator of how free fares could affect ridership in Napa Valley as fares are baked in 
student fees and de facto free over the course of a semester.   
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NVTA and MTC each recently issued surveys. For riders responding to the MTC survey, 
fares were significantly less of an issue than service frequency.  On the survey that NVTA 
administered which was distributed to a sampling of Napa Valley residents, cost of fares 
did not rise to the top of issues or barriers for riding transit. Rider data from around the 
state have indicated a concern for personal safety while using transit. On many transit 
systems, free fares have resulted in higher proportion of unhoused, persons with mental 
illness, and severely drug addicted as transit vehicles provide a free shelter from the 
weather and a more comfortable place to sleep, which has intensified public safety 
concerns. 
 
Staff has attached several research articles offering three varying perspectives on the 
topic of free transit fares for the Board’s information. 
 
As a reminder, NVTA currently provides the following fare subsidies: 
 

• All fares on fixed route and VineGo services are heavily subsidized.  Fares 
currently make up only 6% or $816,000 of the Vine $13.7 million operating budget 
and 4.6% or $62,000 of the $1.3 million Vine-Go operating budget.  If riders were 
required to pay for the full cost, they would be charged $24.64 per ride on the Vine 
and $49.56 per ride on VineGo.   

 
• Standard adult fares are currently the highest fare any person pays for riding Vine 

Transit.  An adult fare is $2 on local and regional service, $3.50 for Express 
Service, $6 for the Route 29 to BART.  Seniors and disabled individuals pay half 
that amount for riding a Vine local or regional bus and up to twice that amount on 
VineGo. Youth fares are $1.25.  NVTA also provides day passes: $7 for adults, $5 
for youth, and $3.5 for senior/disabled passes; 20-Ride Passes:  $30 for adults, 
$21 for youth, and $15 for senior/disabled passes; and 31-Day Passes:  $55 for 
adults; $37 for youth, and $25.50 for senior/disabled passes.  Route 29 to BART 
31-day passes are $125. 
 

• Fares on the shuttle services operating in the Cities of American Canyon, 
Calistoga, and St. Helena and in the Town of Yountville are subsidized by the local 
jurisdictions, determined by the individual jurisdiction’s desired approach. On 
American Canyon and St. Helena Shuttles, Adult rides are $1 and everyone else 
pays $0.50.  On the Calistoga Shuttle, residents pay a $1 and some visitors staying 
at participating hotels ride for free. In Yountville, all rides are free. The jurisdictions 
all pay the difference between what it is collected in fares and the 10% to 15% 
mandatory farebox required by the Transportation Development Act (TDA). 
 

• Other Fare Programs Offered by NVTA include:   
 

o NVTA participates in the Metropolitan Transportation Commission’s 
Clipper START program which funds half of a single ride for low-income 
adults 18-64 with household incomes of 200% of the federal poverty level 
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or less. Participation in this program is low across the region and 
additional efforts are being made to market the program. In Napa, we 
provided 1,544 trips on Clipper START between June 2024-Setpember 
2024, which equated to less than $5,000 in reimbursements from MTC. 
During that same time period, over 5 million Clipper START trips were 
reported region wide. 
 

o Napa Valley College students receive a pass in exchange for paying $7.79 
a semester for full time students and $3.89 a semester for part time 
students as part of the assessed student fees.  Students show their ID 
which allows them to ride all Vine services for free.  A reciprocal 
agreement with the Solano Transportation Authority allows them to ride 
Soltrans, Fairfield, and Vacaville Transit systems for free and in exchange, 
students attending Solano Community Colleges may ride Vine Transit for 
free. 
 

o Free fares for all riders are provided during BottleRock and LaOnda which 
has been generously subsidized by the Latitude 38 Entertainment the 
Napa Valley Vintners who typically provide a combined amount of 
$10,000. 
 

o NVTA also has on occasion participated in promotional opportunities 
providing free fares for a day during events such as Transit Month and 
Clean Air Days during the months of September and October.  These 
promotions are funded through NVTA’s marketing budget. 

 
 
STRATEGIC GOALS MET BY THIS PROPOSAL 
 
Not applicable 
 
ATTACHMENT(S) 
 
Attachment 1: PRI Article – Cities Should Think Twice Before Embracing ‘Fare-Free” 
Transit.  PRI is a free market think tank. 
 
Attachment 2:  Chapter 3 from National Academies Press Book on Fare-Free Transit 
Evaluation.  The National Academies Press publishes reports issued by The National 
Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine. 
 
Attachment 3:  Transit Center Article - Should Transit Be Free? – Transit Center is a 
public transportation advocacy organization based in New York City.   
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